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HEAD OVER HEELSOVER WHEELS

With the last of his vehicles momentum, Zeb dewed around leftward, putting the car across two lanes.
He killed the engine and hopped out to stand on the driver's-side running board. He drew his pistols and
aimed them across the roof at the oncoming car.

Muzzle flares erupted from its passenger sde. He returned fire into the driver's-side windshield,
emptying both pistols, hearing thumps and dams strike hisown vehicle.

The oncoming car veered | eft and then right, as though the driver were indecisive about whether to pass
Zeb ontheright or the left. Then the car leveled off and steered Straight at Zeb, and he redlized the driver
was probably already dead.

Zeb dove clear, hit the pavement with abone-jarring thump, heard the shrieking collision astons of meta
met violently. . . .
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Doc Sdhe
Sdhe-Devil

Chapter One

Pistal in hand, Doc ran through the deserted streets of the city of Neckerdam.

The skyscrapers around him looked like the misaligned, broken teeth of some long-dead giant, spikes of
black or gray or checkered white-and-green pointing accusingly at the sky.

At the stars. These weren't the stars Doc knew, not the ones that belonged above the true Neckerdam.
That, and the fact that he had not seen one other living soul on the streets, told him he was dreaming.

But was he experiencing atrue dream or a sending-dream? The second kind could be meaningful . . .



and dangerous.
Ahead, on a street corner, he saw the wanted poster.

Above the text was a picture of Doc, but thiswas not the sort of picture normally posted on the walls of
thecity jals. Init, Doc stood in a heroic pose, gun in hand, wearing explorer garb better suited to
exploration of the Dark Continent, his shirt ripped, hislong snow-white hair flowing in awind.

The words beneath the picture read, " Sought by the Crown, Doctor Desmond MaggRee of the Sidhe
Foundation. Also hight Doc, dso hight Doc Sidhe.”

There was something missing from the text. Doc shook his heed; it was so hard to think in adream.
Then he knew: There should be some specification of charges, some indication of the reward being
offered.

He looked up the street and now, where none had been before, hiswanted poster was thickly plastered
on every wal and light pole.

He heard and felt a grinding from benesth the pavement only afew steps away. Two large bronze plates
st into the sidewalk clattered open and the elevator beneath them rose into view.

On it was abed, abeautiful four-poster of ornately carved hardwood, draped in sheer bed-curtains,
with alavender canopy above. And lounging on the pillowslay Ixyail dd Vale, Doc'slover.

She was asmall woman, not just in comparison with Doc's generous height, but by any human standard;
yet shewaswell and deekly muscled like a panther in human form. Her features were ddlicate, the legacy
of roya ancestry from the Old World, but her mouth was broad and generous. Her skin was alight
brown, naturd to her rather than the result of sunning. Her hair, flowing and glossily black, wasfar longer
than Doc remembered it, aslong as the silken nightdress that came barely to her thighs.

She gave him asmilethat wasdl invitation and crooked afinger to summon him.

Hetook alast ook around. There was no sign of an enemy. He felt nothing that indicated thiswas a
sending-dream. He set his pistol down on the concrete and climbed in.

As he passed through the curtains his clothes disgppeared. Ixyail seized him, pulling him aop her. This
time, she had no need of love-play; shewasready for him, clutching, clawing, her skin hot to the touch.
Hetore her nightdress from her with asingle yank and she drew him into her. She purred atrue cat's purr
and wrapped hersdlf around him.

Too quickly, he spent. He held and kissed her, tried to form the words to soothe her, to appreciate her.
But the words wouldn't come. He could see from her smile and her eyesthat shed understood hisintent.
Y et there was something odd to her eyes, an expression he had never seen in them before, an anxious
expectation—she seemed to be asking a question he could not understand and could not answer.

Sherolled over so that she was above and he beneath, and said, "I'll return when you are ready again.”
She did from atop him and vanished as she passed through the curtains.

Doc tried to follow but found that his wrists and ankles were bound by heavy bronze shacklesthat held
him, splayed, to the bed. He struggled but they were unyidding.



Hetried to wake up. But above him the canopy of the four-poster bed remained stubbornly in place.

He looked around, but still there was no one to be seen on the sireets of this phantom Neckerdam. Even
his wanted posters were missing.

And he wondered if he were dead, gone to some place of afterlife punishment like the one the members
of the Carpenter Cult described.

That'swhen the memory returned to him: the gunman emerging from behind the pillar, hisriflerising into
line @aming & him, firing—

* * %

Zeb \Watson wondered for the twel fth time where he'd seen the minister before. He dso waited for
words he'd once been certain he would never hear.

"l now pronounce you husband and wife," the minister said. He peered at the bride and groom over
metal-rimmed glasses and waited. "Oh. Y oumay kissthe bride."

Harris Greene, the groom, was alean man, darkly handsome, with festures best suited to a cheerful
rogueon aTV show; he was dressed in atuxedo the green of late-summer oak leaves. He took his new
wife about thewalst and drew her to him. The gesture was thesatrica and dashing.

Gaby, the bride, Latinaancestry evident in her coloration and features, had ajaw that suggested
stubbornness and dert eyesthat spoke of keen intelligence. She wore awedding dressin amatching
green and awreath of laurel leaves. She smiled at hisdisplay as she kissed him.

The crowd in the hotel ballroom applauded, the wedding party joining in.

The couple gave no sign that they were reedy to bresk their clinch. The minister smiled as he stepped
around them and past Zeb. He was a young man with awispy brown beard and mustache and open
features suggesting that stress, to him, was nothing but aword in the dictionary. He was dressed in the
same style of green tuxedo as the groom's party. "Attention, please. As soon aswe can pry Harrisand
Gaby apart and get the members of the immediate families up here, well start taking wedding pictures. If
you can sort of gather in the open spaces, the hotel staff will be able to drag the chairs up against those
two walls and get the buffet set up.”

Zebignored him and kept his attention on Harris and Gaby. They were different from the last time held
seen them. Six months ago, Harris had been an unsuccessful professiond kickboxer, his career spirding
away to nothingnessin New Y ork. He and Gaby, a programming director for aUHF station, had been
together for awhile but signs had not looked good between them. Then something had happened—a
neighbor had reported Gaby kidnapped, then she'd turned up again, then she and Harris had dropped
out of sght.

There had been little word from them after the reported kidnapping. Zeb had received anote from
Harris saying that dl waswell and that held explain later. The explanation had never come, but awedding
invitation had, eventualy. Now Harris and Gaby looked confident, healthy, as happy as Zeb had ever
seenthem . . . and he il didn't know why.

Not that Zeb minded a happy ending. He just wished he knew how they'd gotten there.

* % *



At the back of the columned hall, in the last row of the seating devoted to the groom's guests, Rudi
Bergmonk cupped his chin in his hand and decided that he needed a shave. On the other hand, he wasn't
here to impress the wedding attendees with close-shaven elegance. He might have to shoot one of them,
infact. He might have to shoot severa of them.

He and hisfour brothers stood as the rest of the audience did. That cut off their view to the head of the
hall; the talest of them was ahead shorter than most of the men present. Rudi knew that this wasn't the
only thing that set them gpart, visudly; the black suits they wore were badly fitted to their thick-chested,
short-legged builds, and al five, unlike the genuine wedding guests, wore gloves.

Albin, the oldest and the only one whose beard was completely gray, said, "'l ill don't seehim.”

Jorg, the biggest of them, mopped a handkerchief that was asfloridly red as his hair over his swesty
forehead. "Then heisn't here.”

Albin fixed him with alook of contempt. "Have you even been looking among the crowd? He might be
employing adisguise”

"Of course| have," Jorg said, hisvoicerising in protest. "Wedl have. Right, boys? No sign of him.
Maybe hell come later.”

Albin gill frowned. "1 don't likeit. I've done research on their weddings. . . but they're not doing it right.”

Egon, the second oldest, though he still had some blond in his hair and beard, shrugged. His handswere
in his pockets, Rudi knew that one hand would be on aknife hilt even now. "Perhaps you did your
research wrong."

"Shut up,” Albin said. "The part we've just seen, they're supposed to do in atemple. Then they have
cameos taken. Then they have rice thrown at them asthey leave thetemple.”

Otmar, youngest of the brothers except for Rudi, young enough not to have any silver decorating the
brown in his beard, laughed—giggled, rather. "Messy."

Albin took a deep breath, an effort, Rudi knew, to keep histemper in check. "Dry rice, you idiot. Then
they go to the hall where the food is—that's the best place we could have taken them, on the trip from
templeto hall. But these cretins have cobbled together both parts of the ceremony. They do everything
wrong." Helooked around, directing his contempt againgt the other attendeesinstead of his brothers.
"They actudly let duskersinto the hall.” He gestured toward the head of the room, where, until the
audience had stood, they'd been able to see the tdl black man standing beside the groom. "They've got a
dusker for the best man. | think the bride's a dusker passing for dark.”

Rudi said, "That's not our problem. The fact that they're not doing things according to their own
traditionsis. So well have to improvise. Where do you want to do it?"

Albin curled alip, till obvioudy distressed about the presence of the black man. "When they go to
changetheir garments, | think. Well follow them and catch them in their rooms, one by one or two by
two."

* * %

The bride, the groom, and their families collected at the front of the room to endure the photographer's
ingtructions. Zeb was far enough to one side to be out of camerarange but close enough to hear the



photographer'svictimstalk.

The bride's mothe—small-boned, more than atrifle overweight, afrown seemingly a permanent festure
of her face—leaned in to whisper, "That Minister Jones, ishearea minister?”

"Yes, Mother." Gaby kept her smile on for the camera
"l think he'san actor. | think | recognize him from a peanut butter commercial.”

"Hels an actor from a peanut butter commercid. He and Harris studied theater together in college. But
he'sadso aminister. He founded his own church. Government-recognized and everything.”

"Wdll, it'snot right. Y ou should have been married by ared priest. A Catholic priest.”
"Well, maybewell do it again with ared priest next time."
"How about next week?'

Minutes later, the familiesimmortaized, the photographer maneuvered them away and had the wedding
party stepiin.

Zeb put on his photographic face. He knew his close-cropped beard and mustache gave him a
distinguished look, and his eyes were expressve—but only when he put on the right face. He had other
facesfor other Stuations. There was hiswar-face, developed and polished for the boxing ring, his
I'm-not-to-be-messed-with face for walking certain neighborhoodsin New Y ork, his I'm-so-nice face
for persuading people he was no threat to them. He had aface for every occasion. He sometimes
wondered if any of them was hisown.

While the photographer was changing cameras, Zeb leaned forward over Harriss shoulder. "Sorry | was
o late”

"Don't worry about it," Harrissaid. ™Y ou got here, you didn't lose the ring, and in the original tradition of
the best man, you're the most dangerous guy | know, so | had no worries that anyone would come and
sted Gaby away."

The photographer said, "All right, bride only for awhile." Harris and Zeb obligingly moved to one side
and relaxed.

"We haven't had alot of timeto talk,” Zeb said. He couldn't keep atrace of suspicion from hisvoice.
"Months| don't hear from you or Gaby, and then boom! Y ou'reliving in Cdifornia, you're getting
married, and you're doing what?'

"Freelance consultants. We're hotdl reviewers and inspectors.”
"Meaning what, exactly?"

"We're on the road most of the year, going from hotel to hotel under assumed names. We just ook
around, see how good the hotdl staff isat doing itsjob, usedl the hotd facilities we can without being
obvious, cause aweird problem or two to see how they deal with it, and file reports to the companies
that hire us. We might work for the corporation that owns the hotel, a corporation that ownsriva hotels,
achain of travel agencies, acredit-card issuer, that sort of thing." Harris shrugged. "It's good work that



payswdl. And welikethe trave."

A crowd of well-wishers descended upon Harris, shaking his hand, clapping his back, and then moved
onto linger in apredatory fashion around the buffet table setup.

"Harris?' Zeb said.
"Yeeh?'
"Where are the pictures?’

Harris gestured at the photographer, still posing Gaby and members of her family. "They won't be ready
for weeks."

"No, not those. Y ou've been travelling the last few months from hotel to hotdl. Thelast time you and
Gaby went anywhere, she came back with alot of photographs. She wasinto photography and
journalism in schooal, right? | remember she likes taking pictures when she's on vacation.”

"Y ou don't forget much.”

"So where are they?!

"Hell if | know. | told her | don't like looking at pictures. She packs them away somewhere.”
"Bullshit."

"Wha?'

"You heard me."

Harris frowned, but not at Zeb's remark. He watched someone toward one side of the hal. "Stay herea
second. Therésaguy | want to talk to."

"Y ou're avoiding the question.”

"No." Harris broke away and moved into the crowd.

* * *

The short, stocky man moved behind one of the columns on the long wall where chairs were stacked.
Harrisfollowed as closdly as he dared. He peeked around the column, saw the man's broad back, saw
over his shoulder asthe man lit apipe.

Harris moved out from behind the column and asked, "Pardon me, goodsir, what's the bel 1?7

The stocky man turned, reveding his bulbous nose and bushy brown beard; he automatically reached
into the pocket of hisvest and fetched out alarge pocket watch whose lid was ornately engraved with
theimage of an appletree. He opened it up. "Why, it's—" Then, guilt dawning on his features, he looked

up.

He dropped the pipe, reached under hisarmpit. As he brushed his jacket |apd aside, Harris saw the gun
butt and shoulder holster benesth.



Harris hit him, aknuckle-punch to the solar plexus. He stepped in even closer, dammed hisforearm into
the man'shead, driving it back into the column, and followed through with aknee to the man's groin.

The stocky man let out afaint moan and did, unconscious, to the floor. The plaster of the column was
broken where his head had hit it.

Harris glanced around. With stacks of chairsal around them, no one appeared to have seen or heard
their exchange. He bent and dragged the bearded gunman behind severd tall stacks of chairs, an
adequate place of conced ment. Then he undid the man's bow tie and tied hiswrists behind his back.

And cursed. The man's nose was a bloody mess, and so was the forearm of Harris's jacket.

He drew off the jacket as he emerged from behind the chairs. And Zeb wasright there, waiting for him.
"Dammit," Harrissaid.

"Man, why are you acting so strange”?’

Harris sghed, then grabbed Zeb'stie and pulled him around to look behind the chairs. "That'swhy."
"What the hell happened to him?'

"I hithim."

"Why?Whet is he to you?'

"Hesafary."

Zeb pulled back and looked appalled. "Harris, that's not like you at al. Y ou've never been a
gay-basher.”

"No, no, no. HeEs not gay. Or maybe heis. | don't know. He'safairy."

"You'velog me"

"In other words, he's someone from the fair world. Come on. We need to find out if there are more of
them." He drew Zeb back around the column and into the crowd. "Y ou see any guys about chest-high,
built like bowling bdls, point ‘'em out to me."

" S0 you can beat them up. Sure.”

The photographer caled, "Husband, please stand beside the bride again.”

"Dammit! Zeb, give meyour jacket.”

Zeb watched Harrisrgioin Gaby in front of the camera. Zeb could tell Harriss smilewas forced. It
looked genuine enough, but Zeb had known him long enough to distinguish between redlity and acting

where Harriswas concerned. Zeb returned to the man Harris had dugged.

He didn't find an invitation among the man's effects. But he did find the man's gun. It was astrange piece,



brassy in color, largefor arevolver.

Okay. So someone had crashed the wedding with agun. Harris might be crazy, with dl thistalk of
fairies, but he wasn't paranoid. And he'd suggested there were more strange folk out there. Well, if there
were potential enemiesin the crowd with firearms, Zeb didn't intend to be unarmed. He wrapped the gun
up in Harrissjacket and took it with him.

Zeb returned to the edges of the crowd and looked around. He immediately spotted men so like the one
Harris had dugged that they had to be relatives: short, squat, thick-chested, most of them bulbous-nosed
and bearded. They were wearing the worst off-the-rack suits Zeb had seen in along while. All four stood
at the main doors leading into the hall, but as he watched, three departed—Ieaving the tallest one behind.

A guard, Zeb decided.

Harristook Gaby in hisarms and kissed her. Kissed her long past the point the photographer said he had
the shot. Then hewhispered, "There arefair folk here.”

Gaby held her smile. "I thought you were acting strangdly.”

"Side by sde, please," the photographer said.

They obliged. Gaby asked, " Someone Doc sent to guard us, maybe?"

"Nah. Son of abitch wouldn't have drawn on meif he was guarding me. Isthat another one? Over by
your mother. Short, nose like a squashed avocado?"

"No, that's my uncle Ernesto.”

"What's he doing out of jail?'

"Attending our wedding, silly. Wait, thereé's one, at the doors out. Oh, damn.”

"What?'

"Zeb's heeded right for him."

Zeb snagged aglass of champagne from awaiter'stray and added a drunken sway to hiswalk as he
approached the door. Convince himyou're crippled, hetold himsdlf,and his guard will come down.
On hisway through the door he bumped into the squat red-headed man and doshed champagne dl over
his chest. "Oh, man, I'm sorry. Here, hold this." He managed to get the glassinto the man's hand and
began mopping the stain with Harriss jacket. Beneath the man's suit coat he could clearly seethe hard
edges of the butt of another handgun.

"Stupid buggering dusker, see what you've done.”

"Oh, man, I'm mortified. Thisjacket hasto have set you back at least twenty bucks. I'll fix it right up.”

He grabbed the squat man'slgpel and dragged him out into the empty corridor, mopping away at the
gain. "Harrisisafriend of mine. Friend of yours?Y ou know hefights, right? | used to fight with him.



Then | was his manager. What's adusker?

"That'syou, lad. Dusky, stupid, and drunk, likeal your kind—"

"That'swhat | figured." Zeb took aquick look up and down the corridor; sure that there was no oneto
see, he swung the gun wrapped in Harriss jacket and hit the man once in the side of the head, hard
enough to jar hisown arm. The man'seyesrolled up in his head and he fell.

Zeb looked around. Still no witnesses. Hetook severa long momentsto pull free the man's chegp tie

and bind his handswith it, then stuffed him under one of the backless couches lining the hdlway. Its
shadow nearly hid the unconscious man.

* % %

The groom's party sweated under the photographer'slights. Zeb, lacking ajacket, stood behind Harris
again. Heleaned close and whispered, " There was another one, at the door. | got him."

Harriss eyes opened wider. "Y ougot him? What does that mean?"
"I killed him and | ate him. What do you think it means? He's deeping it off under some furniture.”
"Hey, you! Straighten up, would you?'

Zeb glared at the photographer and did so. He stage-whispered, " There were origindly four at the door.
Three of them left. | don't know where they went."

"Great." Harris smiled and waved at Gaby, showing three fingers, then blew her akiss. She caught it and
ateit, then turned to her family. "Okay, she knows."

"Would the groom please quit waving and talking? Well get thisdone alot faster if everyone
cooperates!”

Harris sighed and whispered, "The Donohues hired the photographer. Since we wouldn't let them
arange everything—"

"God, what a catastrophe that would have been."

"—they inssted on being helpful. Hey, watch Gaby. She's going to her uncle Pedro, the cop. | bet she
liftshispiece”

"You'rekidding." Zeb watched. Gaby hugged amiddlie-aged Latino man, talked sweetly to him, tucked
something away in her flower bouquet as she was doing it. "Je-zus. What have you two redly been up to
thelast Ssx months?'

"Tdl you later. Okay, she'sgot fire."

"Huh?'

"A gun. Timefor usto take off. These guys can't be here for anyone else but us, so our departure will
probably draw them off, keep everyone e se safe.”

"I'mwithyou."



"I meant, me and Gaby. Bye." Harris made a strangled noise loud enough for haf the hal to hear. He
tugged histiefree. "Enough! Timeto change beforethisthing killsme." The crowd laughed. The
photographer, plainly upset, tried to wave him back to his position, to no effect.

"Gaby and | will be back in fifteen minutes, dressed to gorge. Welll eat until the first guest blows up.”
More laughs. He moved through the crowd toward hiswife.

Zeb caught up with him. "1 meant it, man. Y ou owe me some answers.”
"l do. Y ou want someone to shoot at you while you get them?”

They reached Gaby. Harris snagged her by the waist, pulling her from the embrace of her father. "I'm
steding her away again, Ted. Be back soon."

When they were afew steps away, Zeb continued, hisvoice agrowl, "1 don't want them shooting atyou
, ether, moron.”

Gaby said, "I didn't spot any morein the crowd.”

"They |€eft," Harrissad. "Probably not far.”

"What do you want to bet they're either in our rooms or between here and there?"

Harris gave her an admonishing look. " Sucker bet." They reached the doors and the hall beyond.

"So, you're going to cdl the police on this?' Zeb asked.

Harris shook his head. "Nah. Too many complications aready. What did you do with the door guard?'
Zeb pointed at the couch.

"Get hisgun. If he doesn't have it when he wakes up, he can't useit.”

Zeb stooped beside the couch and dragged the unconscious man'srevolver out. He shoved it into
Harrissjacket beside the one held taken earlier. "I do dl this, I do get an answer, don't 17"

"Oh, I imagine," Gaby said. "Okay. Y ou want to earn a hundred bucks the easy way?'

* % *

Zeb shook the concierge's hand and pressed thefiftiesinto it. "My pal just got married down in the
Catdina Suite. | want to play alittle practica joke on him. I'd like to borrow a staff jacket and one of
thoserolling dinner trays. . . and to charge some champagne to my room."

* k% %

Zeb knocked on the bride's door. There was no response. Gaby did her card into the lock and Zeb
opened the door, then pushed the cart ahead of him as he entered. He dowed the door's closing so it
cameto rest against the jamb without latching. "Room service" he called.

He didn't see them until he was dmost through the entry hal; beyond, two men, one whose blond beard
was heavily tinged with gray and another who was clean-shaven, sat on the bed to theright, and athird,



an older man, sat in ahotel chair dragged againgt thewall to the left.

All were squat and surly. The two on the bed had hands hovering near their armpits. Thethird, the one
with the grayest beard, held something the size and shape of an egg but agleaming black; thisherolled
delicately around in his hand as he stared a Zeb. There was something unnatural about thelittle item; it
didnt roll the way it should, but wobbled as though something dive wereinsdeit. The man kept his other
hand tucked into hisjacket pocket.

Zeb managed asmile he didn't fedl. "Champagne for the bride's party. Compliments of the house.”
Therewas suspicion in the older man'svoice: "What house?'

Zeb just gared for amoment. Wasthere anyonein the U.S. who didn't know what "compliments of the
house' meant? " The hotel," Zeb said. "Compliments of the hotel. That meansfree.”

The hands moved away from the concealed holsters, but Zeb didn't sense that the men's guards were
lowering. "Put it there," said the grayest of them, pointing to the window.

"Yes, ar." Zeb postioned the rolling rack just so, then gestured like a game-show hostess at the bottle
and the bucket of ice. "Shal | bring more glasses up?"

"No," said the graybeard. "Get out.”

The door into the room widened. Silent, Harris entered. Zeb forced himsalf not to glancein that
direction. "Yes, gr," hesad.

Hetook a step asif to leave, then stopped and looked expectantly between them. He gestured at al of
them, two fingers toward the men on the bed, one for the onein the chair. "Sirs, agratuity is

appropriate.”
"What'sthat?" asked the graybeard.

Harris moved forward. Gaby entered behind him. She had Pedro's revolver in both hands, barrel raised
toward the calling.

"Atip," Zeb explained patiently. "An informa reward of money for servicesrendered. At ahotd likethis
one, an appropriatetip is, wel, too damned much.”

They looked at each other, confused.

"Okay, forget it," Zeb said. "Y ou look like some cheap bastards anyway." He lashed out with hisleft
foot, hitting the beardless gunman in the Sde of the head, agratifyingly solid connection.

Graybeard was fast. He lobbed the black egg toward Zeb. It hit Zeb in the chest and split open with a
moist noise. Graybeard said something; Zeb thought the word was " beater.”

And suddenly Zeb was wrapped up tight in ablack sheet. It felt and smelled like rubber, congtricting his
armsand legs, holding him tight. Helost his balance and tipped over backward across the bed.

Someonewas shouting in his ear, awordlessyammering, "Yayayayaya" Zeb, wrestling with the black
sheet, turned to look—right into the glowing eyes of ablack rubber face. It wasflat as a paper plate,



gpproximately human in its arrangement of features, but looked like a cartoon image of awild,
buck-toothed native, and continued to shriek at Zeb.

"Goddammit, get thisthing off me!™

Zeb heard apair of thuds and aclick that sounded like the cocking of agun. He heard Gaby say, "Don't
move. These are sted-jacketed dugs. Y ou know what they do to you." Then handswere on him, rolling
him over, yanking at the black shest.

It seemed actudly to struggle, but finally came away from Zeb, and he could see Harristugging at it.
Harris gave it another yank and Zeb rolled free, off the bed and onto the floor.

What Harris held was something that looked like what would result if alarge black cartoon man were
sguashed beneath a steamroller. It was sheet-thin and large enough to be a bedspread, but had definable
limbs and head—alolling head that continued to yammer. Its body now lay limp. Harris thoughtfully
began ralling it up into atube, starting with the head so the yammering was cut off.

Zeb sat up. Nearby, Gaby stood covering the graybeard, the one squat man who was still conscious;
she held her gun in atwo-handed grip, her wedding dress making it acurious picture. Zeb's gunman was
unconscious, leaning againgt the bed's headboard; Harrisstarget lay flat on the bed, holding histhroat
and making choking noises. The graybeard was standing, gripping hisright forearm in away that
reminded Zeb of hairline fractures.

Zeb asked mildly, " Nowwill you tell mewhat's going on?"

Harrissmiled. "Nope."

"What do you mean, no police?' Zeb, tying the silent gunmen's hands with drawcords cut from the
curtains, found timeto glare at hisfriend. Harris stood easily, one of the brassy revolversin his hands,
whilein the adjoining room Gaby shed her wedding dressin favor of apullover swester and dacks. Zeb
tried not to be distracted.

"Police can't do anything about it," Harris said. "Gaby, ready?'
"Shoes," she said, and camein to sit on achair and put them on.
"Police can get answers. Makethem talk.”

"No." Harris shook his head. "We could get some answersif wefdt like employing torture. Which |
don't. We could hand them over to the police and these poor sons of bitcheswould be dead in aday or
two."

"L.A. copsaren'tthat bad."

"No, but these guys are likely to be dangeroudy dlergic to ferrous metal. Put them in the wrong kind of
handcuffs, inacell, in an ordinary hospital room, they'll be poisoned to death before the doctors even
figured out what waswrong." Harris looked from prisoner to prisoner. ™Y ou guys. I'm going to take you
to the bottom of the stairwell and tie you up there. Eventually you'll get loose and can split. I'm doing this
just 'cause | don't want your deaths on my conscience. Y ou owe me your lives. Remember that
omeiime”



They just glared.

"Y our red-headed pa is under a couch outside the Catalina Suite, and your other pa is under some
chairs stacked at the Side of the suite. Harris offered the squat men amirthless smile. "Don't say | never

gaveyou anything.”

"Ready," Gaby said. Shetook up her uncle Pedro's gun and trained it on the three men.
Harriswent into the adjoining room.

"Harris, are you going to write the note?'

"No, you doit, I'm changing."

"Wdl, I'm guarding."

Zeb sghed. "I'll guard." He took up one of the brass handguns, siwung the cylinder open to assure
himsdf it was loaded, and closed it again. He held it at the ready. "Just like anormd revolver?

"Just like," she said. "Except that it's devisement-reinforced bronze, or maybe beryllium bronze, instead
of sed. It firesabig, dow bullet, kind of like the origind Webleys. In spite of itsweight, expect afair
amount of kick." She set her own gun down and dug around in the bedside tabl€e's drawer until she found
hotdl stationery and a pen.

"Let'ssee" she said, and began writing as shetalked. " "Dear Mamaand Papa, and Mom and Dad
Greene, pleasetell everyone we know about what they did to the Toyota, and you're not going to catch
usthat easily." "

"Good gtart,” Harrissaid.
Zeb amed at the sllent, glowering gunmen. "Thisis surred. Gaby, | thought you hated guns.”

"| do, pretty much," she said. "But if you're going to shoot somebody, there's nothing better for it. "By
the time you read this, wéll be gone, halfway to our honeymoon, which isn't redlly in Toronto, despite
what Cousin Jane thinks. Fooled you.' Aren't you ready yet, Harris?"

"Almog.”
She smiled at Zeb and whispered, "1 knew he wouldn't be. But he was bothering me about it—"

"So you haveto bother him. Right." Zeb gave Graybeard hiswar-face. It was something to do that fit the
unreal mood of the Situation, and he was gratified to see one of the other gunmen lean away from his
intengity, though Graybeard did not.

" “And now you've fallen for our master plan. We're gone, so you have to do everything. Jane can pack
us up and check us out; we're aready paid up through tomorrow. Mamaand Papaand Minister Mike, if
you'd act as hosts at the party, we'd be grateful forever. Pedro can throw everybody out when thetimeis
right, and if Mom and Dad Greene would pack up the presents and have them shipped over to our
apartment, wed redlly appreciateit. Weloveyou dl. Sgned—'"



"P.S., " Hariscdled. " "I think Uncle Pedro accidentally left hisgun in my room; I've put it in the
bedsdetable"

"Oh, good point." She scribbled that down.

Harris stepped back from the other room, now attired in blue jeans, dark T-shirt, and jeans jacket.
"Ready."

"About time. Y ou men, dways dowing things down with your dressing and your makeup . . ."
"Well, I'm about to do it again,” Zeb said. "I'm not dressed, I'm not packed, and I'm not checked out."

"Okay, you go down to your room and do that now," Harris said. "While we're disposing of our squat
little friends. Well meet you inthelobby in . .." He checked hiswatch. "Ten minutes?'

"DOrE."

Chapter Two

On the walkway between the plane and the gate, Harris stretched. The plane had been packed, so held
mostly sat in cramped discomfort on thelong flight from L.A. to New Y ork.

"He's going to be mad," Gaby said.

Harrisnodded. "He sureis. But not as mad as if we took him there and got him killed. Then hedreally
be mad."

They reached the gate. Beyond it they saw the main wakway between gates. It wasthick with travelers.
Gaby sad, "Heis med."

Harrislooked. He sighed. "That doesn't begin to describeit.”

Ahead of them, unmoving in the exact center of the wakway, straddling his suitcase, his expression one
of glowering unhappiness, stood Zeb Watson. People walking by caught sight of his expresson and
circled around to keep well clear of him.

Asthey neared him, Harris put on a cheerful smile. "Would you believe we forgot?*

Zeb picked up hisbag and fell in step beside them. "Nope. Y ou ditched me." Hisvoice was alow
growl.

"How the hell did you find us, anyway?'
"Accident. After waiting around at the hotel, after checking your room, after making anidiot of mysdf, |

took acab to your addressto seeif | could figure out what the hell was going on. And when | found your
address, it was adamned commercid mail-drop place. Y ou don't evenredly livein L.A., do you?"



Gaby shook her head. "Our red apartment is here. Nice high-rise on the west side of the park.”
Zeb glared. "How long have you been living in New Y ork? And why didn't you tell me you were back?"

"Wedon't livein New York," Harris said. " So, technically, were not back. We just have an apartment
here. Again—how did you find us?'

"By giving up. My flight back home wastonight, remember? 1 gave up figuring out how or why you'd
ditched me, headed to the airport to catch my flight, and spotted you at one of the gates. | thought about

jumping on you right then and there, but | figured you'd have aharder time lying to me or ditching me
againif | met you here. | checked and found out my plane would be arriving sooner—"

Gaby made arueful face. "We couldn't get adirect flight at thelast minute. Couldn't even get firg class.”

"So | just got here and waited.”
"We should have just gone with him and helped him pack," Gaby said, her voice resigned.
Harris grinned. "Then you could have stared at him changing the way he was staring at you."

"Zeb! Youweren't." She laughed.
"l wasn't! Okay, maybe alittle. Get back to the point. Where are we going, and what are you up to?"

"Okay." Harris gave him an ingenuous look. "Here's the short form. For the last Sx months, we've been
living on ancther planet.” He put hisindex finger up to hisforehead and wiggled it to suggest an antenna.
"We come back to vist occasondly, but we redly live there, and we shoot thingsfor aliving. Like
mongers and fairieswith machine guns.”

"We solve problemsfor aliving," Gaby corrected. "Which, to be truthful, sometimes doesinvolve
ghooting things."

"It'sadangerous job, and we don't like to drag other peopleinto it. But some of the trouble has
obvioudy spilled out into thisworld. Those guys at the wedding were from the other world, and we need
to find out, fast, why they were here.”

"So we're going back, tonight," Gaby said. "We're going to step in amagic circle and disappear, and,
poof, reappear in the same place on the other world.” She gave him asmile. "Add it up, Zeb. Another
planet.”

"Mongters" Harrissaid.

"Magiccirdes”

"Monnngers.

"We're crazy, Zeb."

Zeb fdl slent, the brooding anger on his face suggesting that he didn't want to talk about it just yet.
Harrisand Gaby left himin his sllence until they were outside, until they werein acab headed toward



Manhattan.
"I'm going to go therewith you," Zeb said.

"No, no, no," Harrissaid. "Your lineis, "Harris, thisis complete bullshit. | don't want to talk to you for a
while." And then we drop you off & home."

"But it'snot bullshit, isit? | looked at those guns. | didn't recognize the caliber of ammunition. | know a
fair amount about ammunition. One of those revolvers was a bregk-loader—as Gaby said, like the
original Webleys. Large-caliber break-loaders are pretty rare, and | don't remember seeing any like that
one before. Then there'sthat thing the old guy threw at me. That was no high-tech net weagpon." He
sghed. "Most of what you told me might belies. . . but youare playing around with weird people using
weird stuff. And I'm going with you so | can seetherest of it."

Harrissaid, "Not agood idea. It's adangerous place, Zeb, especidly if you don't know your way
around.”

"Harris, I'll just bet that when you went there, you didn't know your way around. And if | remember
right, you weren't in the best of menta shape six monthsago.”

"That'sright. | was depressed, | wasaloser and didn't know why, and my brain just wasn't firing on al
cylinders. But | fell in with the kind of people who could keep me divewhile | learned the ropes.”

"Well, you know the ropes now, and I'll be with you."

Harris shook his head. "Zeb, once upon atime I might have taken you acrossjust so | could prove my
story to you. But I'm not that insecure any more, and I'm not going to risk your life just so you'll believe
m"

Zeb grinned a him. "Y our brain il isn't firing right. Harris, | dready do believeyou. That is, | believe
that either youretelling the truth, or you're covering up for something equaly unlikely. I don't want to see
it to assure mysdlf that you're not crazy—I just want tosee it. | mean, what an incredible thing! Like
discovering alost city from the Bible, except it's till full of people. 1t make the universe twice asbig for
me"

Gaby and Harrislooked at one another again. Zeb wondered if they were somehow exchanging
thoughts, but then he saw Gaby's faint nod.

Harristurned back to him, consdering something; then he collgpsed in silent laughter.

"What's with him?" Zeb asked.

Gaby shrugged. "Beats me."

Harriswiped hiseyes. "Sorry, Zeb. | was going to give you the primer on life on the fair world. That's
what they call wherewere going. And thefirst thing | was going to tell you wasthat on the fair world, the
duskies don't have all the advantages or respect of the lights and darks, so you're probably going to meet
people who'll be nasty to you on account of your color . . . | was going tointroduce this concept to you,

Zeb gave him apitying look. " Gaby, isthere any place in town where we can buy this guy aclue?’



Zeb looked around. A twentieth-floor gpartment, new furniture, framed prints on thewalls, aglorious
bal cony view of nighttime Central Park immediatdly to the east. He whistled. "This must set you back a
ton of money."

Harris unzipped his duffel bag and poured its contents out on the couch. ™Y ep. But we make plenty. We
actualy get paid in gold, whichis pretty cool.” He grabbed theroll of black rubber; it gave alittlewiggle
and resumed itsfaint yammering.

"Y ou couldn't get back to the “fair world' from L.A.? That would have been more convenient, wouldn't
it?"

"No. We don't have atransference circle there. We could have set one up there if we'd known we were
going to head right back to the fair world. But we were going on our honeymoon firgt."

Gaby, from ingde the study, called, "Our nowabandoned honeymoon. Areyou going to help mewith
this?"

"Well, it was a second honeymoon anyway." Harris headed into the study.

Zeb followed. The study had awood floor. Gaby stood on the large rug that dominated the center of the
floor. Together she and Harris moved the table to the corner, off the rug.

" Second honeymoon?”

Gaby knelt to begin rolling up the rug. "We were actudly married months ago in Neckerdam. That'sthe
far world'sNew York City. The L.A. wedding wasfor the families.”

"So they'd shut the hdll up,” Harris said, hisvoice agrowl.

"Well, they didn't want ustoliveinsin.”

"Why not?1 liked it. Therésalot of funinsn.”

"Harris, we have company.”

Benesth the rug was adesign painted on the floor. It conssted of two concentric rings of white paint;
between them was a series of white symbols Zeb didn't recognize, markings that looked like half-finished
stick people. Gaby and Harris bent, noses dmost to the floor, and minutely examined the white circlesall
the way around.

"No breaks, no changes,” Gaby said.

"Same here," Harris said. He dropped the black thing within the inner circle and then, from a cabinet,
picked up something that looked like an ancient TV set: a carved wooden case that would have looked
at homein Zeb's great-grandmother's attic, with asmall, circular glass screeninthe middle of it. Harris
st it down inthe middle of the circle and plugged it into an eectrical socket that, incongruoudy, was set
into the floor there. A pinpoint of light appeared at the center of the screen and began growing.

Gaby kndltin front of the set, put her hands on it, shut her eyes.



"What's she doing?' Zeb whispered.

Harrissaid, " She's projecting her mind into the Grid. Sort of like she had adirect brain-to-phonelink to
thefair world'sMaBell and entertainment networks."

"Ah. Y ou didn't mention you'd also become superheroes.”

"Sipped my mind." Harris kept his attention on Gaby. "Doing thisfrom hereisvery hard for her, so let's
bequiet.”

After aminute of concentration, Gaby tilted her head. Static burst from the TV's speaker. She frowned,
concentrating, and the static began to ebb and flow, amost as though it were the voice of someroaring
beast of the airwaves. Zeb saw her mouthing words she did not spesk.

Then she stopped and switched the set off. "Bad connection,” she said. "But | got hold of Noriko. She
and Alagtair are coming to pick us up; hell trip the circlein two chimes. She says Docismissing and Ish
isbesde hersdf. Let's get ready.”

"Right." Harrisfrowned. "Doc is missing. Gaby, if they were coming to grab us, why did they bring only
one of those rubber grabby things?'

She shook her head. "Because they only wanted one of us?"

"Maybe. Or maybe they weren't after us. Maybe they were after Doc, figuring that hed be at the
wedding. Maybe they had two groups, and one of them got him back home."

Gaby's expression suggested that she didn't care for that idea.

Harris pulled out the contents of his pants pockets, set everything on the table. "Zeb, get rid of your
wristwatch, put it here with my stuff. What've you got in your pockets?'

"Uh, loose change, keys, a pen, my wallet—"

"Dead weight, mogt of it. Dump it here. Y ou can keep your penif it'safountain pen, otherwise chuck it."
Zeb obliged, then patted himself down. "I fed naked without my stuff. Why leaveit?'

"We go through sort of afilter getting there. It mangles anything that's too, well, technologicaly advanced
for thefair world. Anything too mystically advanced gets wrecked on the way back.” Hegrinned. "Y ou
haven't had a pacemaker ingtaled recently? That would be bad.”

"Get red." Zeb frowned. "Wait asecond. If thisfilter wrecks mystical things, what about the
rubber-sheet guy?'

Gaby sad, "What Harrisforgot to mention isthat thefilter is down for repairs.”

"Yeah, but it could come up again at any time." Harris offered him an expression suggesting that one
can't count on anything. "A bad guy named Duncan Blackletter cut the bonds holding the two worlds
together. That also cut thefilter and made it even trickier to go from world to world—it takes the most
expert of the expertsto set up the transference circles now. But the bonds are growing back together,



and presumably the filter—we just don't know whenit'll start up again.”

Zeb gave him the sort of smile he normaly reserved for smdl children. "Whether it'strue or not, you
know how this sounds."

"You can leave anytime.”

"Nope."

"Then gtrip, soldier.”

They dressed from achest full of clothesthat, to Zeb's eye, looked like well-preserved antiques. The
men put on high-waisted suits with suspenders, Zeb's was brown with a matching vest, while Harrisswas

atwo-piece green so dark it was dmost black. Gaby returned in apainfully bright yellow skirt and blouse
with amatching wide-brimmed fet hat.

"S0, these museum pieces are what everyone's wearing?'
"Yougotit," Harissad. "How'sit fit?'

"A littleloose. Y ou're gaining weight.”

"I'm just broadening in the chest. That'swhat Gaby says."

"Y eah, but she hasto put up with you. Hey, isthat afedora?’

Harris handed the hat to him. "Y eah, but on the fair world it'samerry, or merry-hat. Named after
someoneinaplay.”

Zebtried it on, cocked it at arakish angle. "Always wanted one of these. How doesit look?"
Gaby said, "Great. But you two need to stop playing dress-up. We don't have much time.”

"Right," Harrissaid. "Zeb, it's not certain how long well be gone. Do you need to make any
arangements?’

"Y eah, I'd better phone my partner. Ask him to deal with my gpartment.”
Il%g?l
"No pets.”

A couple of minutes later, phone calls done, the three of them stood within the two white circles. Zeb
looked at the other two, saw only alittle concern, alittle impatience. And for amoment the oddness of
the Situation got to him; he suddenly knew that hisfriends were playing him for afool, that everything
they'd said until now was part of an elaborate practical joke, that aroomful of people he knew would
burgt in through a side door with cameras and beer bottles.

He shoved those fedings aside. His gut told him otherwise, and when hisgut and his brain disagreed, he
tended to Sde with the former.



Then theworld writhed around him.

It was asthough the air outside the white circles had suddenly become amagnifying glass, distorting
everything beyond, twisting the world into something huge and frightening. The twisting seemed to extend
right into Zeb's ssomach, bending him over with nausea, and continued as Zeb logt his balance and
awkwardly sat down. The room around them flowed, the hardwood floor dropping away, the furniture
fading into nothingness, the window becoming awall covered in paidey wallpaper, two giant silhouettes
standing before them. Then it al twisted itsway back to more reasonable proportions.

"Oh, God." Zeb tried to contral his stomach, which insisted that it needed to deposit hisairplane med on
thefloor.

On the tabletop, actudly. Zeb found that he was lying atop alarge, surdy wooden dining table.

Harrissaid, "Y ou get used to it." He hopped down and hel ped Zeb to dide off to stand, then turned to
help Gaby down.

The room had somehow changed, too. It was larger, with amuch higher ceiling than Gaby's and Harriss
study. The furniture consisted of hardwood chairs and awooden bench against the window. Thetable
where the three of them had appeared had acircular top painted with the identica twin of thecircle
design from the study. Beside it Sood aman and awoman.

The man was of average height and alittle overweight; his features were cheerful and appeared
European, but his skin was a nut-brown that no tan, natural or artificia, could produce; together they
suggested someone from India, but then Zeb saw his eyes, which were astartling green. The man'strench
coat gapped to reved a gtiff-starched white shirt and pants that reminded Zeb of old doctor movies.

The woman was short and very dender, with Asian coloration and features. She wore ablack silk
pantsuit with flowing deeves and legs. In her hands she held a sheathed sword Zeb would have identified
as aJapanese katanaiif it had been curved, but it was ruler-straight. She was beautiful asthe statue of a
goddess suddenly cometo life, but aso as expressionless. She stared at Zeb with no emotion on her
face, but he saw tenson, suspicion in the stiffness of her body language.

"Quick introductions" Gaby sad. "Thisis Zeb Watson; he managesfighterslike Harris. Thisis Doctor
Alagtair Kornbock, the finest physician who ever dung a submachine gun, and Noriko Nomura
Lamignac, princess—at least for the next few days—of the kingdom of Acadia.”

"Glad to meet you," said Zeb. He leaned back againgt the table. His stomach il felt asthough it were
the midway point in a phantom Ping-Pong match. "Doctor, have you got a tomach powder?"

Alagtair chuckled. "Y es. But wait afew ticks and the sensation will pass anyway, so I'd be out a
stomach powder for nothing. Grace on you." His accent was not Indian—to Zeb, it sounded more

English than anything.
"Grace upon you," Noriko echoed. "Harris, why have you brought him?'

"Some bullies came and | was scared, but Zeb came and beat them up, and now he's my friend forever.
No, it'salong story. Well talk about it in the car." He handed Alastair the rolled-up rubber thing. "See

what you can make of this"
* % %



A cage-style elevator with ornately worked bars took them down. The skill and style of the hallway
woodwork they descended pagt, visble evenin the dim light of single naked bulbs, reminded Zeb of his
long-dead grandmother's brownstone apartment building . . . but this building wasin much better shape,
much newer. He gulped afew more times and took a deep breath; his nausea was amost gone, asthe
doctor had predicted. But asthe unredlity of his surroundings hit him, he dmost wished he had the nausea
back to digtract him. He tried to figure out some way this could have been staged, but making himiill and
then swapping his surroundings would have required the use of drugs. . . and Zeb couldn't imagine Harris
drugging himfor apractical joke.

Y et despite everything Harris and Gaby had told him, despite the fact that he had logically accepted part
of their story, he found he wasn't redlly prepared for it to be true. Accepting it as aworking hypothesis
had been one thing. But seeing that he was descending avery different building from the one hedd
ascended less than an hour before hit him hard. He took in every detail of the eevator, of the floorshe
saw passing outside the cage door, trying to assure himself that he could not be making amistake, could
not smply have missed these details when arriving at Harriss and Gaby's building.

The lobby had alower celling and darker wall paneling than the lobby by which held entered the
building. Its doors were open to the outside and the nighttime air was cool, autumn weather New Y ork
should have been experiencing thisyear but hadn't yet. They emerged from the lobby facing abroad
brick street with atree-lined median.

Beside the near curb sat a car, amassive roadster like many Zeb had seen at an automobile show
featuring cars of the 1930s, al deek boxiness with ahood long and broad enough to contain amodern
compact car. The vehicle was black and gold, with agold hood ornament shaped like aflying dragon. It
was parked the wrong way, oriented leftward.

A woman stepped out of the rear passenger compartment and held the door open for the new arrivals.
Shewastiny and well-muscled, with raven-black hair that fell to the small of her back. Incongruoudly,
she wore faded khaki shorts and shirt and a banded hat that reminded Zeb of Austraian hunting weer.
Around her neck was agold-brown scarf decorated with jaguar spots.

"Ixyail del Vdle" said Harris, "princess of the Hu'una people, meet Zeb Watson, fighter and manager of
fighters." He ducked into the passenger compartment, Gaby behind him.

"Hi," Zeb said, and followed.

Ixyail settled in beside him, staring. " Grace. | think you are the blackest dusky | have ever seen.”
Zeb fdt aflash of irritability. He hid it behind amask of polite cheerfulness. "Why, thank you."
Noriko took the right-hand-side driver's seet. " To the Monarch Building?'

Alagtair, studying the partialy-unrolled rubbery creature, took the sest beside her. "No. Thirteen John's
Son, Pataggsit.”

Noriko st the car into motion, merging into asudden swell of traffic that, Zeb saw, stayed to the left
sde of the street. The carswere of various styles and colors, but, like this one, antiques. "What's there?"
Noriko asked.

"Cars." The creature began yammering again; Alastair rapped its head severd times againgt the car door
and it shut up. "Thisisnot aliving thing,” he said. "Just rubber imbued with abit of mystical energy, atiny



amount of indinct.”
Harrissaid, "What's going on with Doc?"
Ixyall crossed her arms asif against cold winds. "He rose before dawn thismorning and said he had an

errand to be about." Her accent sounded faintly Spanish, but amoment before, Zeb would have sworn
shehad none at dl. "He did not return. Since noon, | have felt someone beneath my flesh.”

Harrisfrowned. "Meaning precisaly what?"
"l am not sure. That isthe best way | can describeit." A patch of lustrous black hair sprouted on her
forearm; distracted, she rubbed at it, and the hair fell away. "But | know somewhere there is devisement,

aditinvolvesme"

Zeb stared a the floor of the car, where the hair had falen, and fdlt that sense of unredlity cut through
him again.

They headed east on atwo-way boulevard that was thick with traffic. The cars continued to suggest a
1930s automobile show. All around Zeb saw brick-topped streets, buildings with antique neon and
marquees, and fine-featured folk in brightly-colored clothes that, if not for their rainbow of hues, would
have looked appropriate in his grandparents closet.

But east from Harriss building should have been— "Wait asecond,” said Zeb. "No Centra Park?"

Gaby shook her head. "Neckerdam has parks al over, and hardly a street without big old trees. | guess
they figured they didn't need abig park.”

Harris stared a him expectantly, and findly said, "Well?"

"| dready believed you, man."

"Y egh. But believing isonething, seeing it issomething else.”

"True"
After thetrip across what should have been the Brooklyn Bridge but wasn't, they pulled up in front of a
large building whose green neon sign read BELLWEATHER. Behind its huge windows were bright new
cars, squatter and rounder than the one Noriko drove, less ornamental.

The front door did not yield to Alastair's pull; he began banging oniit.

Someone beyond yelled, "We're closed!”

Aladgtair said, "I need to see Fergus Bootblack."

Zeb saw the others exchange significant looks. "What's al this?"

"Fergusisamechanic,” Harrissaid. "Used to work for Doc. But he sold information to one of Doc's
enemies and amost got mekilled. Helater sort of made up for it, so were okay."



Ixyail looked disgusted. "Soyou say." Her Spanish accent was even stronger than before. "I think he
should be gutted, hisentrailstied off to abumper while he screams for mercy—"

"Around to your right," caled the voice from within.

They moved around to the side of the building, where alarge diding door stood open; light spilled out
fromwithin.

When they entered, they found themselvesin the dedlership's garage. Two cars were up on racks and
two swearing men were working under one of them.

A man in green overallsand a plain red shirt, both grease-stained, approached. He was short, like most
of the men Zeb had seen here, with black hair and skin that was closer to white than to pink. But he
wasn't pae from worry; he seemed curious but not intimidated by this group of vigtors. "Grace." He
looked with specid curiosity at Zeb.

Zeb found himself growing irritated. "What's the matter, do you have a pecid entrance for “duskies?'

"No. Light, dark, dusky, all welcome a Bellwesther." Fergus made it sound like an ad dogan. "But
you're not really adusky, are you? Y ou're agrimworlder.”

Alastair stepped up. "Y ou've got sharp eyes and agood memory, Fergus, and | need them both.” He
handed the mechanic the rolled tube of rubber. " See what you make of this."

Fergus unrolled it on atable not completely covered with tools and automotive parts. It immediately
began yammering again. Harris whacked its head a couple of timesand it shut up.

"Inner tube rubber, or something very likeit,” Fergus said. "Except inner tubes are not usualy so noisy.”
He picked up something that looked like aminer's hat; he put the thing on and turned on the light, then
peered intently at the surface of the rubber. "What do you want to know about it?*

"Anything. Whatever you cantell us"

"Your timing isvery good," Fergus said. "Next week I'll not be here."

"New employment?' Alagtair asked.

"In amanner of spesking. I've passed al my tests and rented a Neckerdam office. Next week I'll bea
freeeye”

Gaby stood on tiptoe to whisper in Zeb'sear: "Private eye.”

Aladtair's expression suggested that hewas at least dightly impressed. "Truly? | didn't know you had it in
you."

"That was always the problem, wasn't it? | study in adozen fields for adozen years and the Foundation
associates can only ever think of me asamechanic.”

"Let's not get into that again, Fergus. The problem—"

"Hereyou are." Fergus peered closer. "Very interesting. See these numbers?”’



Alagtair leaned close. "Bardly. Black ink on black rubber. What do they mean?'

"They're amaker's mark. And these numbers belong to Fairwings Tiring. Which is odd, as Fairwings
went under just after the Fall. Six, seven years ago.”

"Who bought them out?"

"No one. Who could afford to? Their plant has stood closed dl these years." Helooked up into
Alagtair'sface; when the doctor winced away, he shut off the lamp on hishat. "Sorry. And what's
especidly interesting isthat thisrubber hereisfull of cracks of age. Whatever devisement has animated
and given it avoiceis preserving it; without that devisement, it would just come to pieces when stressed.”

"How do we get there?"

"It'shere on Long Idand. Go east on Lancers Lane about four destads. Just past Trolton you'll seethe
old Farwingssgn.”

"What will you charge when you're afree eye?’

"A lib aday and expenses.”
Aladtair flipped him acoin, which he caught. "There€syour first fee. Lady'sluck to you on your new

"And to you onyours."

Chapter Three

"My grandmother,” said Ish in awhisper, "had a specia recipefor traitorslike Fergus. She would boail
them diveinlimejuice, with cutsin ther flesh so they would fed what was flavoring them—"

Alagtair snorted. "Firgt, I've met your grandmother, and sheisanice old lady who would never do
something like that. Second, your people aren't cannibals—"

"Oh, no, wewould nevereat suchastew .. ."

They sat in Noriko's car with the lights out and stared at the Fairwings factory. It was adark mound of
brick, anirregular artificia hill whose windows had been replaced by brick of alighter hue. Zeb couldn't
detect any straight linesinitswalls; everything was curved, rounded. The wooden fence surrounding the
property had falen in places and the grounds were overgrown.

Noriko returned to the car where it sat on Lancers Lane ahundred yards away from the property. "I
found fresh car tracks where one section of fence was down," she said. "Many tracks, someone has been
driving back and forth. The front and side doors are nailed to, but the rear door is new; it has merdly

been painted to look old.”



Harrissaid, "All the windows bricked up?'
”YSI"

"Okay," Harrissaid. "Gaby, | want you at an angle to cover the front and side doors. Alagtair, Ish,
Noriko and | will go in the back. Zeb, you want to wait here?'

"And let you get into trouble al done? Nope."
"Then you stick closeto me.”

The car'strunk turned out to be amobile armory; it was packed with cases and racks that yielded long
arms, handguns, and ammunition. Alastair took what looked like abronzed Thompson submachine gun
and struggled into a barrel-like vest that Zeb assumed to be gpproximately bulletproof. Gaby selected a
bolt-action rifle. Harris and Noriko took paired revolvers; Ixyail, adouble-barreled shotgun.

Zeb, at Harriss gesture of invitation, took up arifle like Gaby's and alarge pistol shaped like an
oversized Army-issue semiauto. He checked to see whether they were loaded and quickly familiarized
himsdf with them.

Zeb saw Noriko whisper something to Harris. Harris nodded and murmured something about the Army.
That rankled Zeb; Noriko was obvioudy checking to make sure he wasfit to carry awespon.

Hedecided to let it pass. HEd earned marksman's qudification in the Army. But it was true that when it
actualy came down to alivefire stuation—the kind these people obvioudy expected they might
face—he'd never been put to the test. Harris had no proof to offer Noriko about Zeb's reliability in such
asgtuation.

Harrisquietly closed the trunk. "Let'smove out.”

* * %

Noriko twisted the handful of picksinserted into the lock and was rewarded with a satisfyingclunk .
Quietly, she pocketed her tools and pulled the door open, sniffing.

She smeled old ail, aging rubber, freshly-spilled fuel, and something else: the faint odor of ozone, often
given off by Doc's eectrica devices. There was aso something her grimworld friends could probably not
detect, the disquieting smell of rusting stedl; the fairworlders would need to be careful within. She
gestured to the others, took athin pair of glovesfrom her belt, and put them on. Alastair and Ish followed
suit. The dusky grimworlder looked confused; she saw Harrislean in and whisper to him, mentioning the
fairworlders deadly dlergy to ferrous metals.

Then, insde. She advanced cautioudy into the darkness, letting her eyes adjust. But there was not even
the faintest light for them to adjust to. She reluctantly brought out her torch and snapped it on, reveding
her position to whomever might wait within.

The beam illuminated a huge open areg; the light did not reach the far wall. The ceiling was supported by
rusting stedl framework. Everywhere were chains and hooks hanging from overhead winches, sagging
conveyor belts, partially disassembled machinery lying in huge, collapsed piles. From the ceiling supports
and their crossheams hung tires and inner tubes ranging in size from those gppropriate to carsto giant
things suited to tractors.



Behind Noriko the others snapped on their torches and advanced. " Alagtair with Noriko,” said Harris.
"Zeb, with me. 1sh, Say a the door.”

Ish grimaced. "I hate door duty.”
"It'syour turn.”

Alagtair joined Noriko and they moved straight ahead, along the main corridor between pilesand
supports, while Harris and Zeb circled around clockwise.

Noriko saw Alagtair close hisleft eye, peering only through his right—his Gifted eye. "There's been
devising hereabouts, recently,” he said. "And something straight ahead—"

Noriko'storch beam fell on the massive table set up near the center of the factory—and on the pae
figureatop it. A tingle of fear rose within her. She sprinted forward, knowing that Alastair would cover
her advance.

Onthetablelay Doc. He stared straight up, unseeing, but moved alittle as she reached him. Hisarms
and legs were chained by links of bronze to the corners of the table. He was naked. "I have him!" she
cdled. "Doc, areyou well?"

"Noriko?" His eyes moved but he did not seem to be ableto find her.

"Yes." She examined the cuffs on hiswrists. Heavy, well-machined restraints. Their chainswere bolted
to the hardwood tabl€'s sides.

"Find Ish," Doc said. "She'shere somewhere. . ."
"She's at thedoor. Sheiswdl."

Alagtair joined her. "Good evening, Doc. | see you've been up to some fun.”

* * %

Harrisand Zeb heard Noriko's call. Harris shook his head and the two of them kept along their circular
path, aert for other surprises the factory might have waiting for them. They moved along tight-packed
adesof junked machinery and piles of tires.

Zeb kept hisvoice low: "Was Ish serious about boiling Fergus?!

"No. Shetakslike abomb-throwing anarchist, but it'sredly just part of her act. She's extremely
recognizable the way you've seen her . . . but she can put on norma street clothes, drop that Castilian
accent to zero, and when you run into her you'd never recognize her."

"Protective coloration.”

"Yougotit."

"Y ou've mentioned that stedl thing twice now. Were you serious?'

"Oh, yeah." Harris nodded. "I've seen some fairworlderswho, if they just touch ferrous metd, their skin
blisters. If it'sheld to them for just afew minutes, they get Sick, poisoned. It can kill them.”



"Man."

They reached awide cross-aide. Their torch beamsfell on scrapes on the floor, piles of smal cuttings of
rubber. " Something used to be set up here," Harris said. "Maybe where they made your rubber friend.”

Zeb heard arustlelike abird in the rafters; he shone historch upward. Thelight played up a support
beam and to the roof, but he could see nothing moving.

Now, that was odd. The light had crossed an unusua-looking lump, a shapel ess brown mass about the
sze of abackpack, tied off to the support beam about a dozen feet up. Zeb returned the light to the
lump. "What'sthat?'

Harrislooked up. "Unknown," he said. "I hate unknowns. Here, hold this." He passed Zeb historch and
began climbing—a difficult task, since the support, shaped much like the I-beams Zeb was familiar with,

offered little in the way of handholds. Harris had to climb through sheer grip strength. He made dow
progress and began swearing.

"You'reredly out of shape, Harris"

"Shut up." Harris got his hands on the crossbeam directly above the brown lump. He pulled himself up to
peer at the mass. "Some sort of rucksack. The flap's partly open.” He wrapped hislegs around the
support beam and held out his hand. "Throw me the torch.”

Zeb did so.

Harris shone hislight into the partly-open backpack and sucked in abreath. His voice, when hefinaly
spoke, was quiet. "Oneregulation darm clock and alot of sticks of what look like dynamite.” He swung
free of the support beam, hanging for an instant by one hand, and then dropped to land in acrouch
beside Zeb. "C'mon." He sprinted back the way they'd come.

Zeb kept up. " Shouldn't we do something about the bomb?”

"No. We have no bomb experts here. And that one bomb wouldn't necessarily bring down the ceiling or
kill Doc. So there are bound to be more."

They reached Doc's table, where Alastair peered into Doc's eyes and Noriko worked with her picks at
the cuff on onewrist. Their torches were tied off to support beams, amed more or lessat Doc'stable,
granting some dim light to the whole area, while Alastair used amuch smaler torch to examine Doc.

Harris said, "Weve got dynamite, uh, magnacendiaries here on akitchen timer. Half achimeleft! That's
about five minutes, Zeb. 1sh!"

Her voice came, faint and distant. "I hear you."
"Cdl “fdl back!"
Zeb heard her cry out, an odd series of yips and yowls.

Harris continued, "And the timer has only been going four or five minutes. Weve been on the property
that long, so the guy who st it is<till here, or set it and |eft when hefirst heard us. Noriko, can you get



him out of thosein aquarter chime?'
She shook her head, not looking up.

"Go on guard, then." Harris moved around to the table side opposite the door by which they'd entered
the factory. He set his shoulder againgt it and heaved. The massive table did forward a couple of inches.
"Zeb, give me ahand here.”

"Theresabig rolling cart back the way we came," Zeb said. "Under some sheet rubber.”
"Getit!"

Zeb began to turn. Then he was hit, ablow from above asif someone had dropped abowling bal on his
shouldersfrom one floor up. Theimpact dammed him to the concrete floor; hisface hit the floor hard. He
saw tiny dots of light swirling before his eyes and felt blood run from his nose.

Then teeth, likeasmall animal trap whose edges were made up of needles and broken shards of glass,
closed on his shoulder, cutting through his shirt, dicing through his skin.

Zeb roared, anoise made up of pain and sudden fear, and came upright, despite the weight hanging from
his shoulder.

There were children around him, five or six of them, advancing on him—

No, not children. They were no more than three feet tall, but had squat and powerful builds. Their eyes
were large, their mouths broad and half-open, revealing rows of teeth that were crooked but long and
sharp. Their skins, in the dim light cast by Zeb's dropped flashlight, seemed to be blue or gray or some
hue in between. They wore crude deeveless shirts that hung to their knees, lesther gloves protecting
hands and forearms nearly to the elbow, and lesther wrappings lashed to their feet and lower legs.

And they carried weapons—wooden handles with stone heads lashed to them by hide strips. They
raised those weapons as they came at Zeb.

Zeb jammed his hand into the face of the one that had bit him, sought the eyes, shoved his thumb into an
eye socket when hefound it. He thought he hit eydlid rather than eyeball, but the creature cried out, a
gratifying squawk, and dropped away from him—but carried Zeb'srifle awvay with it. There were other
noi ses, now—curses from Zeb's other companions, sounds of struggle, words he did not understand
from the attackers.

Zeb stood. The nearest attacker came at him, swinging its stone club at hisgroin. Zeb struck just asiit
began its attack, his knifehand blow hitting it just beneath the wrist. He didn't fed the wrist break, but the
attacker dropped its club and withdrew, howling, holding itsinjured hand. Asit dropped back into
proper range, Zeb took it in the chest with asnapkick, hisblow sending it tumbling back into the
darkness.

The others—Zeb thought there were six, but couldn't afford the time to count—surged toward him. He
spun and legped clean over one charging him from behind, its stone club passing between hislegs, and he
landed on thelip of the table that held Doc.

Noriko, Alastair, and Harris were down, each with three or four of the attackers on them. Alastair's
eyeswere closed and a stream of red ran across histemple. Another club-wielder stood on the table



with Zeb, straddling Doc's chest, his club held high, amoment from bringing its stone head down on
Doc's skull.

And for Zeb, the world went red.

It had happened before, sometimes late in afight, sometimes when held taken ashot to the nose. All the
colorswould change, asif someone had put a reddish filter across his eyes, and the ability to
think—beyond figuring out what it took to break his opponent into pieces—was washed away by pure

rage.

Zeb hit the dwarfish man, aspearhand blow that took him in the throat and crushed histrachea The
clubman staggered back, pain and fear crossing hisfeatures, and Zeb kicked him clean past Doc's feet
and off the end of the table.

Zeb legped across Doc to land on the far edge of the table. He felt the impacts of stone heads hitting
where he'd just stood.

Histactica sense undiminished, Zeb knew he needed help. He couldn't kill every one of theselittle
bastards himsalf, much as he wanted to. He dropped behind the ring of four clubmen that had Harris
pinned down. Three of them saw him and hesitated, each trying to figure out whether to continue to hold
Harrisor to rise and ded with this new threat. The fourth, his back to Zeb, remained unaware of the
danger long enough for Zeb to reach around him. Zeb took his chin in one hand, the back of his head
with the other, and twisted. It was surprisingly smple, as oneingructor had told him it would be. The
clubman's neck made a gruesome snapping noise and it dropped to the floor, nervel ess as a puppet.

And Zeb turned hiswar-face to the other three. These little men didn't surge toward him. Their eyes
grew wide.

Harris, flat on his back, hisarms held by two of the attackers but hislegs now free, brought hisright
kneeto his chest and then lashed out, taking one of the attackers beneath the chin. Zeb heard the
attacker'steeth crack, saw itsjaw deform. It staggered back. Hisleft arm now free, Harris drove hisfist
into the crotch of hisother holder.

Zeb's sense of timing told him held been unaware of events behind him for asecond or two too long. He
spun. One of the club-widders was sailing through the air a him, itslegp carrying it clean over Doc's
body. Zeb pushed off from Doc'stable, sending him backwards, and the attacker flew past him to land
hard on the concrete floor. Zeb kicked, driving his hedl into the back of his attacker's neck. He heard
and felt vertebrae crack.

Harris was up now, and moving toward Alastair. Zeb turned the other way, toward the knot of creatures
holding Noriko.

They had her up off the concrete, siretching her taut and thin, two of them holding her arms and two her
legs, asthey played tug of war with her. A fifth stood by, its club at the ready, asit watched the contest;
therewas awide, uncomplicated smile on itsface.

The macabre qudlity of the scene dmost caused Zeb to hesitate, but redness still suffused everything he
saw. He stepped up and threw a kidney-punch into the guard's unprotected back before any of them
were aware of him. The guard fell, his strangled cry loud enough to hear. The other four dropped Noriko
and tugged their clubsfrom their belts.



Thefirgt of them charged Zeb, swinging, ablow fast enough to bring home the fact that theselittle
fellows had to be stronger than they looked. Zeb skipped backward, putting his body just outsde the
thing's swing, and grabbed his attacker's wrist when itsarm was at extension. He twisted, bringing the
thing's arm up behind its back, then yanked him into the path of the second clubman's attack. The stone
club struck histemporary captive in the sternum. Zeb shoved his captive into that atacker, fouling them
both temporarily.

The other two advanced more dowly, moving in tandem, too cautious to make the same mistakes their
fellows had. Zeb backed away, glancing around, patting at himself, hoping to find aweapon with which
he could block their potentialy deadly clubs. . .

There was something metallic and heavy in his pocket. He drew it out. It was the pistol hed been given,
forgotten in the heat of the moment, forgotten because he never carried guns.

The clubmen's eyes widened as they redlized their quarry was armed. They lunged forward.

Zeb switched the pistol's safety off and moved rightward, firing as he went. His shot caught the rightmost
clubman in the chest and his movement put the injured clubman between him and the other attacker. The
uninjured attacker shoved hiswounded comrade out of the way; Zeb shot him in the face. That clubman
fell, aspray of red matter decorating the support beam behind him.

There were no attackersin front of him. Zeb spun. In addition to the clubmen held put down, there was
another one on thefloor, its head, shoulder, and right arm severed from the rest of his body; Zeb logged
that one as no threat and kept going. His sights passed across Noriko, who was standing, her sword in
her hands; she was |ooking at Zeb with an expression he couldn't read, some combination of dismay and
caution. Zeb logged her as no immediate threat and kept turning.

Another clubman was coming over Doc'stable at him. Zeb gave him a double-tap, adoppy first shot
that had to have taken out its right lung and amore accurate follow-up that was dead center in the chest;
asthat attacker fell, Zeb continued.

Therewas Doc, still chained, looking around asif blind and bewildered. No threet; Zeb kept going.

Therewerealot of clubman bodies down. Most were utterly still. A few twitched. Zeb ignored them for
the moment, though he'd have to look at the twitchers again in asecond or two to make sure they weren't

getting up.
Alastair was up, bleeding heavily from his scalp wound, the lean to his posture suggesting that he wasn't

fully functiond. He held his autogun in both hands but wasn't pointing it at Zeb. Potentid threat. Zeb kept
hisaim on Alagtair but continued turning his head.

And there was Harris beside him. Harris grabbed hiswrigt, raised it so Zeb'saim was off Alagtair. He
wastaking. Zeb tried to focus, tried to understand the words.

"—right, Zeb?' Harriswaited for aresponse. "Areyou dl right?'
The words didn't mean anything, so Zeb worked harder to interpret them. He shook his head and the
rednessthat suffused his vision faded, returning the colors of his surroundingsto normal. His hearing,

dulled asif hed been underwater, returned. "I'm fine, man. Let go."

Harrisdid so. Zeb flipped the pistol's safety and pocketed it again. Hefelt uneasy, asif there were



something he should be remembering. "Who are these little bastards, anyway?"

"Kobolde," Alagtair said. "Very primitive, too. From the Old Country. The kind you see only in books.”
He was stanching his scalp wound with a handkerchief. He looked pale and wobbly.

Harris caught hiseye. "Zeb?'
"What?'
"Ralling tray?"

"Right." Zeb darted back into the darkness between stacks of supplies and equipment. He looked for
more Kobolde, but nothing moved within hissight.

He reached the object he'd seen before and threw tires and sheet rubber off it, revealing the heavy
rolling cart beneath, and began pushing it toward Doc'stable.

He heard more gunfire, single shots from a handgun, and Harriss voice: "I've got him pinned down. Zeb,
keep your eyes open. There are more of them out there.”

But nothing sprang at Zeb out of the shadows, and he reached Doc's table and got the cart around in
front of it. "C'mere, Harris. Help melift."

Between them, they got the front end of the table up on the cart, then moved to the other sdeand
dtrained to lift the other end.

Alagtair stayed with them. The handkerchief was around his brow as a bandage now, and he kept his
attention on their surroundings. He fired two shots out into the darkness as Zeb and Harris lifted the front
of Doc'stable, and smoke now rose from the barrel of his submachine gun. "I've seen at least three
more," hesaid.

"Can you talk to them?' Harris asked.

"Maybe. With thousands of tribes you get thousands of diaects."

"When we get near the door, tell them this placeis about to blow up, so they'd better run for the hills.
For now, bracethis cart."

Harrisand Zeb returned to the foot end of Doc'stable. They heaved and pushed, diding the table until
asmuch of it aswould fit lay acrossthe cart. Harristold Alastair to stand aside. When next they heaved,
the table rolled awkwardly forward. Within moments they went from walking to trotting to running, barely
keeping up with the table end they had to lift.

Zeb heard Noriko repeset the "fall back™ signal, heard Alastair open up with hisautogun. Then, in the light
from Noriko's torch, he saw ahead the doorway out, saw that it was—

"Too narrow!" Zeb shouted.
Harris picked up his pace. "Push push push!”

They hit the doorway like an expresstrain, more than half aton of wood and meta and flesh travelling



nearly asfast asaman can run, and the two corners of Doc's table blew through the doorjamb and
adjacent brick wall asthough they were plaster. Zeb felt theimpact againgt his shoulder like the kick of a
badly-held shotgun. And suddenly they were outside, their rolling table trying to grind to ahat and fall
over asit plowed through gravel and overgrown grass—

Thefirst explosion behind them didn't seem that loud, the rude cough of agiant, followed by shrieking
metal within the factory and hammer blows al around them—bricks damming into the ground. Then
came the second explosion, louder, and the third.

Harris heaved againgt his corner of the table. The opposite corner did off the cart, bit into gravel, and the
table upended. Harris got around it, under it, kept the top side from smashing full into the ground, kept
Doc from being crushed.

Zeb joined him, helped Harris strain againgt the tabl€'s massive weight. Alastair and Noriko got around
aswdll. Zeb heard bricks crashing into the other side of their wooden shield. He looked down; Doc hung

from hischainsat full extension, his head inches from the ground, his expresson dazed and quizzicdl, his
eyes unfocused.

Therewerefour more distinct explosions and afurther hail of broken bricks. Then there was only the
risng roar of fire and scream of bending metd.

Zeb looked around the edge of the table. What had once been a mountainous building was now a
broken egg hdf, dill collgpsing, flamesrising from itsinterior. There was no likelihood that any of the
attackers could have escaped it.

Harriscried, "Gaby!"

No answer. Harrisnodded at Alastair. The doctor thumbed the selector switch on the side of his
submachine gun and fired two individua shotsinto the air. He was rewarded with the sound of a shot
from the direction of the road. Zeb saw Harrissigh and relax. Closer by, Ixyail broke from astand of tall
grass and ran to the table, her attention on Doc.

Asthey carefully pushed the table over to set it back on itsfeet, Noriko said, "Zeb?!

"le

"You are apriest of Morrigan or Crow-Badb?"'

"No."

"Of one of the other war-makers?'

He shook his head. "I'm amanager of fighters. I'm not apriest of anything.”

Sheturned away, her features schooled once again into peaceful unreadability, but Zeb thought he
caught for asecond time some lingering worry in her eyes.

Harrissad, "Zeb?"!

"Whet?'



"Did 1 or did | not tell you thiswould be dangerous?’

Zeb reached around to touch his shoulder where it was throbbing. His fingers came away wet and he
looked at the blood on them. "Y es, you did. But there's hearing it, and then there's experiencing it."

* * *

Police and firemen came from three surrounding towns to investigate the explosions. They looked at
identification papers Alastair and Gaby offered and became very cooperative.

"That'satrip,” said Zeb.
Harrisasked, "What is?"

"Cop just asked if | wanted a cup of something. Shock.” He moved his shoulder around. His jacket and
shirt were now off, and Alastair had applied a bandage to the bite he'd received. It was starting to stiffen.

Gaby amiled. "It'sxioc , ex-eye-oh-see. A chocolate drink. More bitter than coffee. What most people
drink hereingtead of coffee."

"My point is, most of the times I've been approached by cops on the real world, they've asked me
something different, like whether I'd grope the wall while they patted me down. Or s

"Any timeyou'rein Novimagos," said Harris, "which isthe north part of the Eastern Seaboard, you tell
the police—that is, the various city guards—that you're a consultant with the Sidhe Foundation. Y ou'll get
cooperation. Maybe after they check out your credentids, but soon.”

Gaby shrugged. "At leadt, it's usually worth acup of xioc.”

Doc, wrapped in ablanket from Noriko's trunk, sat in the passenger seat of her car, the door open, his
bare feet on the ground. The movements of his eyes suggested that he could see again, and he seemed to
be talking coherently. He was flanked by Alastair and I sh and had been talking to them and to the senior
guardsman on Sitefor sometime.

Now, finally, Zeb had an opportunity to get agood look a Doc. The man wastall, a couple of inches
over Zeb's sx foot two, and very pale of complexion. His eyeswere sky-blue and hishair, nearly pure
white, fell below his shoulders; it was now bound back in atail. To Zeb's eye, hisfeatures and build were
alittle odd: He seemed to have just alittle too much muscle for his svimmer'sframe, while hisfestures,
handsome and el egant, seemed to belong to acruel storybook prince somehow softened by experience
and compassion.

The senior guardsman finally nodded and withdrew. Doc waved Gaby, Harris, Zeb and Noriko over.
Harris asked, "How're you doing, Doc?"

The tall man shook hishead. "My mind istill wooly. But | don't think I'm hurt. And | can focus now."
He held out hishand pam upward. A smal flame, like onefrom acigarette lighter, sprouted from his
palm, but did no harm to his skin. Other flamesignited from thetips of each of hisfingers. He closed his

hand into afist and the flames were smothered.

Gaby gestured at the ruin of the factory, where firemen gtill trained water on flameslicking through a
collapsed wall. "How did you get here?!



"I'm not sure. | was—" Doc paused so long Zeb was sure heldd forgotten he wastalking. "Thismorning, |
went out on an errand. It's the anniversary of my father's death. Before dawn, | went to the temple of
Longarm Lug to make my respects—my father was apriest of that order.

"As| was leaving, descending the steps, | saw agirl trip and | reached down to steady her. | didn't get a
good look at her. Dark hair, worn short and tightly curled. She grabbed at me, | thought for balance—"

"No woman grabs at you just for baance.”

"Thank you, Ish. And she had me wrapped up long enough for her confederate to shoot me. | think he
was behind acolumn.”

"Shootyou?' said Gaby. "I didn't see agunshot wound. Alagtair, ishe—"
"It wasn't anorma gun,” Doc said. "It sounded like a small-caliber rifle, but before | blacked out, |
looked down and saw the missile. It had struck through my shirt into my chest. It looked like atiny brass

syringe. | haveto conclude it wasfilled with a powerful narcotic.”

"Dart-gun,” said Harris. "They usethem dl the time on the grim world, mostly to drug wild animals so
they can be tagged and tracked.”

Doc managed awry smile. "Am | tagged?"

Alastair, who had obvioudy heard this and more aready, looked dissatisfied. " So they kidnap you,
subject you to erotic dreams—"

"I'd better have been in them,” said Ish, her voice agrowl.
"Y ou were, dear heart,” Doc said.

"—and then leave you to die. | don't get it. Except,” the doctor added, "itis the way I'd prefer to die.
Perhaps someone thought he was doing you afavor.”

"I'll haveto thank him," said Doc. "Just before| redign al the bonesin his skull.”

"| think we're through here," said Harris. "If there are any more leads to be found, welll haveto find them
tomorrow. Let's get back to Neckerdam and tuck Doc into bed.”

* % *

On the drive back, Harris, Zeb and Gaby were piled into the driver's compartment with Noriko. Zeb
marveled that with four peopleinit, it was till fairly comfortable. Even more than before, though, he
missed having seet belts available. In the passenger compartment, Doc dumbered, hishead in Ish's|ap,
Alagtair on the opposite side of the seat. The window was down between the driver's compartment and

passenger compartment.

Harris asked Zeb, " Seen enough?"
"You'rejoking. | haven't even had the nicke tour.”

"Wéll, then, I'm going to treat you to the best hotel in Neckerdam. Arrange you a native guide so you



can sedl thedghts”

"Wait, wait, wait. And what are you going to be up to?"
Harris shrugged. "Foundation business. My job."

"Yeeh, let'stalk about that. What isthis “She Foundation?'

"Well, firgt," Gaby said, "though it's pronounced “she,' it's spelled ess-eye-dee-aitch-ee. Y ou don't hear
the word much today on the grim world, except as part of the word "banshee." Anyway, the Sidhe
Foundation solves problems.”

Zeb nodded. "Y ou mentioned that before. What sort of problems? I've aready gotten the impression
you don't just fix flat tires.”

Gaby smiled. "No, it'salittle more involved than that. Welook into strange events. Crimes that make no
senseto city guards. Rituals that might do very nasty thingsto innocent people. Gangland activity that
suggests big changes. Anything that could get very dangerous very fast."

"Who paysfor dl this?'

Harrisjerked histhumb toward Doc. "The big guy. He'srich. Mostly from inventions and big engineering
jobs. And sometimes grateful rulerswill just dump loads of money on us when we've solved one of their
little problems.”

"But sometimes," Gaby said, "bad eamons—bad guys, | mean—uwill start something and then say to
themsalves, “Y ou know, as soon as news of this breaks, Doc Sidheis going to come after us.' So they
dart things off by gunning for Doc."

"So that might have been what |ed to this attack on your boss?'
Gaby nodded. "It'sworked that way before."

Zeb gave her agtern look. " So your punch-drunk husband thinks I'm going to let everyone get into
troublewhile I'm off egting filet mignon?"

"Y ou ought to congder it," she said. " Sidhe Foundation business is sometimes nasty business. And
inconvenient—there are times when we jump on a plane and go places for months at atime. Can your
business back home stand for you to disappear like that? Y ou don't want to get sucked into it, Zeb."

"Maybe not. But my partner can manage things without me. | chose one who could be independent.”

Harrislooked dissatisfied. "Just like you." Hetried another tack. "Zeb, you inssted on coming tonight,
and now you've had to kill men. Little nasty men, sure, but men. Has that dawned on you yet?*

"Yeah." Zeb let out along, dow breath. "But that was aquestion | settled in my mind back when | first
went into the army. Whether or not | could Kill. I decided | could, under the right circumstances. Those
circumstances came up tonight and | discovered | wasright. If they come up again, | guess!'ll do it again.
For example, if | see Someone using a stone axe to bash in what you laughingly refer to asyour brains.

Y ou and Gaby are my friends. | don't have very many."



Harris gave him acold stare. "Neither do |, and | buried two of them just afew months ago. | don't want
to bury you, or have to inform your family."

With some heat to hisvoice, Zeb said, "Regardless of wherel die, you don'ttell my family. Let them
read it in the newspaper. It's none of their business."

Ish said, "Harris, he shootswell and he thinksfast. And you said he wasin the army, so he knows what
itisto choose a path that he relizes might kill him. If he can follow orders, heis probably suitable.”

Zeb offered Harrisavictorious grin. "That's right, theater boy, listen to the ladly.”

Harrisglared a I1sh. "Thanksfor the support. Okay, Zeb. If 1sh iswilling to have some sorry old fight
manager tag dong with us, you'rein."

"Old, hdl. | can whip your ass."
"Inyour dreams.

"Findusaring."

They topped a hill and the glittering sea of lights that was Neckerdam rose into view before them.

Chapter Four

"So thisguy Blackletter kidnaps Gaby because she's sort of amystica anomaly,” Zeb said.

Harris grinned. "Hey, you know theword “anomaly.' Cool."

"Yeah, and I'm about to teach you the meaning of the word “defenestration.” ™

They sat in the lab room of the Sidhe Foundation headquarters. Thiswas the ninety-first floor of the

black-as-night Monarch Building—or "up ninety," as Zeb had learned the fairworlders cadled it. This
room aonewas as large as some sporting hdls, and full of tables piled high with laboratory gear, bottles,

boxes, tools, machines, and bookcases.

"Once he cuts the ties between the grim world and the fair world," Zeb continued, “and kills Gaby, he
can set up anew filter between them. Make 'em both more the way he wants 'em.”

"Right," Harris said. He returned his attention to the newspapers before him.
"But the Sidhe Foundation rescued Gaby and stopped Blackletter."
"Killed him deader than disco.”

"Disco's back from the dead, man.”



Harrisgrimaced. "Y eah, | guessthat was abad anaogy.”
"Theres something | don't get.”
"What?'

"Light, dark, dusky. I'm not clear on what these digtinctions mean. Ixyail cals me a dusky—why am |
not a dark'?’

"Oh, boy. Zeb, you're just asking to open up awhole can of worms."

"l likeworms. Out with it, Harris."

Harrissighed. "Okay. "Light' and "dark’ both refer to what wed call white people. "Light' meansfairer
than fair, ancestry mostly from northern and western Europe. Blond, red-headed, even some
white-haired guyslike Doc."

"The Aryanided."

"Something like that. "Darks are white folk who tend to have dark eyes, dark hair. More

Mediterranean. I'm classed as adark. In Europe, the New World, and anywhere European countries
have colonies, the lights and darks arein charge . . . and the lights dways have the mgjority of top jobs.”

“Why?

"Tradition, congpiracy, stubbornness, that sort of thing. Way back when, the lights had the power ina
very rea sense. Their devisements kicked everybody else's devisements around the block.”

"Y ou're talking about magic now."

"Y eah, but nobody much usesthat word here. Too primitive. Devisement isthe science of mysticism,
meagic isthe superdition.”

Zeb snorted. "Liketherés adifference.”

"Anyway, the duskies are everyone elsewho isn't alight or adark. Y ou. Noriko. Alastair. Gaby and
Ixyall aretechnically duskies, but since they're light-complected, and run around in the company of lights
and darks, and have the mannerisms of thefairer folk—"

"You'retdling methey passfor darks."

"Basicdly, yes. Anyway, “dusky' isthe proper term for them. When you hear “dusker,' it'smore like,
well—" Helooked uncomfortable.

Zeb didn't let him off the hook. "Like what?'
"Likenigger."

Zeb glowered at hisfriend. "Well, | can't say you didn't try to warn me.”



"| did. Ready to go home now?"
"No. So, you comfortable with the status quo?’
It was Harrissturn to glare. "What do you think?"

"WEell, | don't see you marching in the streetswith signsin your hand. | see you hooked up with the
whitest white guy I've ever seen, living in anice place, hanging out in askyscraper office—"

"Listen, Doc givesless of adamn about color than anyone I've met on either world. Look at who he's
surrounded himself with. He sets an example. Some people gppreciate what he's doing. Some people
just cdl him adusker-lover. | get called that, too.”

"Aw, poor thing. My heart breaks for you."

Doc said, "Status?'

Both men jumped.

"Jesus, Doc," said Harris. "Don't sneak up on me like that."

"What you call sneaking, | call walking." Doc stood beside the table. He wore a sea-green robe. He
looked hung over and blinked unhappily into the glare of morning sunlight. "What's our status?'

Harrissaid, "Well, werein the news." He gestured to the stack of folded newspapers on the tabletop.
"Big exploson. Sidhe Foundation involved. Kobolde. One of the more rabid papersistaking about a
new Kobolde threat and suggesting that the little guyswill be bresking into every good light's house to
bust up furniture and poop on therugs.”

Doc snorted, amused. " The associ ates?"

"Alagtair is subjecting Mr. Rubber Man to sometests, trying to figure out how it was animated. Gaby's
on the talk-box, looking into the front that rented the Fairwings factory from the town, and trying to find
out how those K obolde entered Novimagos, what part of the Old Country they'refrom, and soon. Ishis
just back from tracking down some sort of shaman; she was hoping he could tell her more about those
skin-crawling sensations shefdt last night, but no luck. Noriko'swaiting for me down in the gymnasium;
we're going to take off and talk to craftsmen who might have built that dart-gun.” A little frown crossed
Harriss brow.

"Whét isit?'

"Doc, | have abad feding that the dart-gun is really important. Not because of what it is—because of
what it represents.”

"What doesit represent?’

"Wéll, it could be that someone here on the fair world has just invented dart-guns out of the blue. It
could happen. But | haven't heard of it, and | spent al morning on the talk-box with experts who've never
heard of such athing. Which could mean, since your captors were probably tied in with the guyswho
crashed my wedding, that they brought the idea of the dart-gun back from the grim world and built it
using fairworld technology.”



Doc considered. "Meaning they could have brought back moreidess.
"Right."

"I've thought of doing such athing mysdlf, from knowledge | gained during the brief time | spent on your
world. I now know that rocket-propelled airwings are indeed possible. I've been longing to design one.”

Harrissighed. "Today, rocket planes. Tomorrow, junk-food franchises. Anyway, I'm just about done
with today's mail." He gave Doc asignificant look. "We did get the officid invitation from the Crown to
send athletes to the Sonneheim Games.”

"Y ou and Gaby are awfully ingstent about those games."

"Wethink they'll beimportant.”

"Some of your future knowledge?'

Harristook on an expression Zeb construed to be deliberately blank.

"All right, Harris. Well either get someone there to observe or ask someone from the Crown's
espionage corpsto do so."

"Thanks."

Doc turned his attention to Zeb. "L ast evening, | did not properly thank you for participating in my
rescue. | amin your debt.”

"Don't worry about it."

"I won't worry. But if you have aneed arise, don't hesitate to come to me." Heturned away. "I'll be with
Aladtair inthelab, should you need me."

* * %

On the dlevator, Zeb asked, "What did he mean about “future knowledge'?"

"Elementary, my dear Watson—"

"Don't youever say that again. Y ou know what it'slike to put up with that line dl your life?"

Harris grinned. " Stop bitching. With me, it was "It ain't easy being Greene." Anyway, unless you've been
hit in the head alot sncethelast time | saw you, you've probably noticed that everything in thefar world
looks alittle antiquated.”

"] got that."

"Theresareason for it. Part of the tie between the fair world and the grim world. The clock on thefair
world runsalittle behind the grim world. Like about sSixty or seventy years.”

HAm?l



"And their history does, too. It sort of mirrors ours. Lots of details different, but the overdl structure the
same. Gaby's been trying to figure out when it started—that might be a pointer as to when the split
between the worlds happened. She's homing in on adate sometimein the Dark Ages. Anyway, thefair
world had its own weird versions of the European colonization of the New World, the American
revolution, World War One, lots of stuff.”

Zeb consdered that asfloors did past the devator cage. "And if their present islike ourswas sixty or
seventy years ago—they're about to get to the Depression?’

"Been there, donethat. They cdl it the Fall. Big economic collapse, happened afew years ago, still not
fixed yet. No, we think they're looking at the Second World War. Therésaguy in Europe, King Aevar
of Weseria. His Nationa Purification Party staged a coup d'etat afew years ago and put him on the
throne. The Party isgaining power al through western and central Europe and the talk isthat Aevar has
imperia ambitions. And the big plank on his platformiskicking al the duskies out of Europe.”

"Radid purity."
"Bingo."
"Je-zus. Y ou'retaking about Hitler."

Harris shook hishead. "No, and that's the problem. He's an asshole, certainly, and he's going to cause
trouble. But asloosdly asthe fair world follows grimworld history, we can't be sure that he's the kind of
genocida maniac Hitler was. Thereisn't aJewish race on thefair world, asfar aswe can find, though
there are what we think are gypsies, and the National Purificationists haven't sngled out any specific
racesto vent against the way the Nazis did. So we don't know what precisely is going to happen.”

"Youvetold Doc dl this."

"Not exactly."

"Why not?1'd think you'd want him to know."

Harrisglared. "Oh, thanks for stepping in with al the answers, Zeb. | hadn't consdered any of this."

" Suff the sarcasm.”

"Stuff the advice. At least until you have some perspective on what Gaby and | haveto ded with. What
if wewent to Doc and said, "King Aevar is going to unite the people of Central Europe and start awar to
take over the world, and the people of Wo will sde with them, and millions of peoplewill die—'"

"Sowhat if you do?'

"What if it's not the truth? Aevar might not be the one; Weseriamight not be the place where it starts;
Wo might not comeinto it. Zeb, our preconceptions, if they're acted on, might screw things up
completely. What Gaby and | have been doing istdlling Doc to look at certain things, monitor specific
stuations. Likethe expansion of Wo's military occupation throughout Asia, like eventsgoing oniin
Weseria. He can put two and two together.”

"A lot of folkswho could put two and two together in the Thirties ftill couldn't predict the Holocaust.”



Harriss tone became exasperated. "Maybe when you've paid your dues on the fair world you can set up
shop as Mr. Answer Man. Until then, just watch and learn, okay?"

"Inyour dreams.

The city streets and sidewalks were busy but not crowded. Zeb watched the parade of humanity, if that
was the correct word in the fair world, in their bright antiquated clothes and massve, new-yet-old
automobiles.

There was awider range to the sizes and shapes of people here than on the grim world, he saw. Some
people could have passed for grimworlders without trouble, though the average person was alittle
shorter, alittle leaner than his grimworld counterpart.

But there were alot of folk who just looked strange. People with pointed ears, with noses that looked as
though they'd been curved specificaly to pop the tops off soda bottles, with spindly builds that would
have suggested wasting illnesses had the people not been so energetic. There were men and women
standing haf Zeb's height who had barrel-shaped torsos. And he thought, though he caught only a
glimpse of her, that he saw awoman whose backless dressrevealed a hollow place where her back
should be, a skin-lined depression large enough to fit asmall backpack into.

He saw plenty of duskiesthat looked like Alastair—Caucasian features under nut-brown or
earth-brown skin—but had only spotted a couple he thought were of African descent.

He saw men and women carrying rifles. These folk were not uniformed, though severd were dressed for
more rugged terrain, wearing heavy boots and durable clothes. He caught sight of severd of them asthey
were going down into subway stations and wondered if they would be heading off to the country for
hunting or some strange fairworld sport. No one paid them any attention.

Harriswasin the center, Zeb and Noriko to either side; Zeb wondered if Noriko had chosen the
arrangement to keep some distance between her and the unknown quantity Zeb represented.

"Heresthedrill,"” Harrissaid. "We're going to Wrightway—"

Zeb snorted. "I'm glad, | don't want to walk the wrong way."

"Wrightway isastreet where alot of wrights, meta craftsmen, including some of the world's best
gunsmiths, have their shops set up. If | have it paced off right, it's approximately where New Y ork's
diamond digtrict would be. I'm going to concentrate on the businesses where the proprietors are lights
and darks, and Noriko on the duskies."

"And what am | supposed to do?"

"Accompany Noriko. Play the part of her bodyguard. See what goes on.”

Noriko's expression didn't change, but Zeb thought he detected a new tension in her body language. She
didnt liketheidea

"So I'm not good enough to go into the shops of the lights and darks?"

"Dammit, Zeb." Harris sighed and appeared to be collecting histhoughts. "We have a specific



assgnment. Find out what we can abouit this dart-gun. Seeif someonein the wrights digtrict madeit. We
cando it efficiently, or we can do it in such away asto express our own political agendas. We don't
know for sure, but livesmay be at stake. So you cdl it."

Zebwaked in slencefor awhile. "Seemsthat during the last few months you've gotten better at making
your point.”

"Saveswear and tear on my fists."
"l don't haveto likeit."
"No, you don't."
One westward turn and afew blocks later, Harris|eft them to enter the first of Wrightway's guncraft
establishments. Zeb followed Noriko onward. They walked in asilence Zeb found uncomfortable.
Findly he asked, "Do we have a problem?”
It was several seconds before she answered. " Perhaps.”
"What isit?"

"Y ou must understand, | am not ungrateful . Last night, you were thefirst of usto get free. Liveshung on
ticks of the clock, and you were fast enough to save thoselives. | oweyou my life.”

"BlJt?l

"But there is something wrong with you."

Zeb laughed. "Y oudo go straight to the point. Something wrong with me? Firgt I've heard of it."

"Y ou gave yoursdf up to awar-bringer."

"That'sagod, right?'Y ou were talking about priestslast night.”

"That'sagod. A bringer of war. There are many, but like dl the gods, they live on in drowsy dumber.
The priests, and deviserslike Doc, can sometimes bend their ears. Can sometimes give themsalves up to
one of the gods, to be imbued with some of the god's power."

"Noriko, where | come from, the gods are more than just drowsy. They're nothing more than legends. If
they existed at dl, which most people don't believe, they're probably dead now. But | sometimesfight
that way there, too. What doesthat tell you?"

"That you brought your own demon with you from the grim world to the fair.”

Zeb sighed. "It'snot ademon. It's, uh, | don't know, afugue Sate. A different state of mind. Very
efficient for fighting, especidly in thering. When you'rein that Sate, therésvery little going onin your
head thatisn't fighting."

"It'sfueled by anger. Hatred."



"Y egh, some of it, maybe."

She was silent long enough for them to cross another street and pass a cluster of wooden cartsladen
with fruit for sdle. "When yourein thering," she said, "there are no friendswith you."

"True"

"Last night, when your gaze fell on Alagtair, if hisbarrel had been oriented toward you, what would you
have done?"

"Nothing." Zeb frowned, trying to recapture his mental state during last night's ambush. He was suddenly
no longer so sure of hisanswer. "Besides, Alastair obvioudy knows what hel's doing with firearms. He's
not goingto let hisamfdl onafriend.”

"Hewas hurt last night. Dazed. He might have. Zeb, you didn't see your face. Therageinit. The, | don't
know,appreciation you showed when you destroyed one of those Kobolde."

"That'sjust my war-face, Noriko."
"Never mind," shesad. "Ah—hereisour first shop."

The sign read EAMON'S BALLISTERIUM and a piece of posterboard in the window said, LIGHT,
DARK, DUSKY WELCOME.

* * %

They spent their morning and afternoon progressing down Wrightway, moving from shop to shop,
sometimes doubling back to check out leads and recommendations given them by shop owners and
craftsmen. Zeb and Noriko passed Harris severa times astheir research carried them aong the
craftsmen'sdidrict.

Most of the people they talked to admitted to no knowledge of dart-guns, though some described
crossbows used by scientists on Dark Continent safaristhat carried large, ungainly hypodermics.

"So the fair world already has a device that would do the samething,” Zeb said. "But these people had a
gun made specid for the purpose. Why?'

"I can only guess,” said Noriko. "But it is probably for purposes of concealment. It islegal and common
to carry rifles”

"I've noticed. It'skind of unsettling.”

"My point isthat no one noticesrifles, but acrossbhow would attract attention and be remembered. Long
blades are d so memorable, which iswhy | have my pistol and not my sword with me today."

"| am obvioudy not going to get used to fairworld logic anytime soon.”

They stood near avendor's wagon, having lunch. Zeb watched the traffic—youthful-looking fair folk in
their garish, antiquated clothes and the brightly-painted cars for which he was quickly developing an
appreciation—and dubioudly ate at atastel ess, greasy mass wrapped in paper. It seemed to have been
created from a potato-and-beef hash formed into adense ball and refried. He decided that it would



never replace the hot dog. He threw the last of it away.

Noriko, aready finished with her sweet cakes, said, "Harris says our worlds are dike in an important
way. You eat "Street cuisne at your own risk."

"He'sright." He turned with her and they began their return to the street of wrights. He ignored the
frequent suspiciouslooks of lightsand darks. "Mind if | ask you something?'

"No, you may ask."

"Last night they said you were aprincess. Isthat right?"

"In amanner of speaking. My husband was Jean-Pierre Lamignac, prince of Acadia. He used to do for
Doc what Harris now does—arrange, coordinate. He died early thisyear. One of the friends Harris
spoke of burying.”

IIIIm wrry_"

"Thank you. But since hisroya parents never cared for me, sincel never bore Jeen-Pierre aroyd heir,
snce hisestate is very vauable and they want me to have none of it, Since circumstances demanded—"

Zeb heard alittle catch in her voice, thefirst emotion he'd detected in her.

"—that | misseven hisfunerd, they are prevailing on the judge who wed usto annul the marriage. When
that happens, not only will | no longer be aprincess, | will never have been one. Or acitizen of Acadia.”

It was startling to Zeb how that faint display of emotion humanized Noriko. Hed wondered, the
previous night, if she were as dispassionate as she appeared; now, the pain in her words cut through the
image she obvioudy worked hard to project. "That'saraw ded."

She managed afaint smile. "Another grimworld phrase that must mean something other than what it
sounds like. | am not sad about losing thetitle, Zeb. | was never welcome there, never lived there. Docis
arranging for meto have citizenship in Novimagos; | will not be set adrift. | am only sad that the law
chooses to pretend that | was never Jean-Pierréswife”

"Why are you in Amer— | mean, in the New World ingtead of back in, uh, wasit Wo?"

She nodded. "Wo."

"If that's too persona aquestion you can tell meto just go to hell.”

She gared a the sdewak and managed adight frown. “Not too persond. Just rare. | am unaccustomed
to speaking about it." Shewalked in slencefor along while. "Do you know the story of Cinder Ella? The
girl with thefur dippers?’

"Glassdippers”

"No, fur."

"I'msureit'sglass.”



"Perhaps on the grim world. Isthat not agrim detail? Wearing dippers of hard, unforgiving glassinstead
of soft, comfortable fur? That seemslike something grim folk would imagine. But you know the story."

"Sure

"Inthe land of Wo, it isasomewhat different story than herein the west. There, Cinder Ellaisaspoiled,
sdfish girl. Only when she begins to demonstrate proper gratitude to her slepmother and proper manners
to her stepssters does her guardian spirit come to help her become happy again, and to convince her
stepmother to provide for harmony in the household.”

"That's a pretty weird verson.”

"From awestern perspective, perhaps. So. | was Cinder Ella. My father was very modern, very
western. He was once an aide to our ambassador to the League of Ardree and was very well-travelled.
Aswerewedl; | learned the language of Lower Cretaniswhen he was posted in Verway."

From what Harris had inssted he learn of the maps of the League of Ardree, roughly the U.S., Zeb
knew Verway to be a state-szed region including the city that was the counterpart of Washington, D.C.
Likethe U.S. capital, Verway was an important center of international politics. Zeb nodded.

Noriko continued, "I was indulged in most ways. When my brothers took up the study of the Sword of
Wo, what we call ken-jutsu, | begged and inssted until | was dlowed to, aswell. Wrestling. Driving. |
was alowed to see film plays from the League of Ardree, which we could seein the Foreign Sector after
we returned to Wo. | was very spoiled.

"Until my parents and brothers died. Murdered by an anarchist from Shanga; Wo had just invaded one
of therr territories” Shewas slent along moment. "1 went to live with my aunt and uncle.”

"And had to abandon everything you'd done before? All your interests and studies?!
She shook her head, eyes still downcast. "No. | had to do them all more than before.”
"That's not very Cinderdlla-ish. | don't get it.”

Noriko managed adight smile; Zeb could bardly seethe curve of her lip. "My uncle wasin the Foreign
Office, too. He clearly saw advantagesin having a niece who could speak Lower Cretanis, had lived
among the people of Ardree, who could fight . . ."

"Y ou weretrained to be a spy."

"Yes. All that had been enjoyable before became work. Like Cinder Ella, | was selfish and resented this.
But | did it to retain my father's respect. Though he was dead, | knew he would smile on aloya daughter
of the Empire. But then, when they began to teach meto assassinate rather than kill in honorable fashion,
to use poisons and cutting garrotes and tiny, sharp knives meant only for the throat, | knew | would lose
my father'srespect. So | fled. Unlike Cinder Ella, | remained sdfish, and never met my guardian spirit. |
accepted help from diplomats my father had known and | went back to Verway, where | met Doc and
Jean-Pierre”

"And therest, asthey say, ishigtory.”

She amiled again. "l have heard Harris say that, too. It isacommon phrase among the grimworlders?’



"Too common, maybe." Hetook adeep breath. "It must be tough for you, being separated from your
wholenation.”

"l am not smply separated from it, Zeb. | am loathed by it. | am atraitor to all of Wo who know of me.
.. except my father and my mother. | would not have it the other way around.” Shefindly looked up and
around, then abruptly turned and headed back the other way. "We have passed by our destination.”

* * %

In the craftsmen's shops, Zeb saw an even wider variety of fairworld humanity than he had on the street.
Some of these wrightsweretiny, the size of midgets;, some had skin that was as rough as tree bark and
limbs as gnarled as branches. In some of these shops, the onesthat displayed jewelry in glass cases,
thick-bodied men stood as guards and traded flat, unfriendly stares with Zeb while Noriko did the
taking.

One shop had aguard dog instead, an enormous brown beast that |ooked, Zeb decided, like a cross
between amastiff and the First National Bank. It lay stretched out beside the main counter asthough it
had lowered itsdlf to be saddled. It kept friendly but close attention on al the customers. Zeb stayed on
the far sde of the shop from it, beside the windows, while Noriko talked to the proprietor.

Zeb saw atrio of black men talking out on the sdewalk. They were dressed in pingtriped suitsand
merry-hats, and they weren't just the European duskies held seen so often; their features were African, or
the fairworld equivaent.

He glanced back at Noriko, who was still in deep conversation with the head craftsman. She didn't look
like she'd need any help here. He headed out to the street.

The three men stopped their conversation and turned as he approached them. "Hallibo,” said one.
Zeb blinked. "Sorry, | don't get you.”

The three looked a one another. Zeb saw both amusement and suspicion in their eyes. The onewho'd
spoken said, "Can't down to trail ?*

"Look, I'm from kind of along way away. Could | get you to—"

The speaker smiled. "Lapbo of light 'n dark, can't down to trail." His accent seemed half-English,
half-Caribbean lilt; pretty, but unfamiliar. " Sadbo, go back to lap." The otherslaughed. The speaker
jerked his head and the three turned to walk away, still chuckling among themselves.

Zeb stood there feding stupid. He was dtill there minutes later when Noriko emerged from the shop.
" think we have something with thisone," she said.

"Good."

"Y ou sound angry.”

"l am. Jugt with mysdlf. What did you get?'

"Rospo, the owner, was asked by alight gunsmith to put together aset of four barrels. This gunsmith had



too much work and had to spread some of it around, though he wasn't supposed to. Rospo was to make
big, heavy-caliber barrelsto very precise specifications. Unrifled. And not so heavily devised that they'd
need to withstand the pressure of anormal hunting round of the same scale.”

"So you're talking about arifle that fires big rounds dowly and not too accurately. Meaning it's probably
built for short-distance targets.”

"Ves"
"“That could beit."
"Let'sfind Harris"
Acrosstown, the Bergmonk Boys assembled in the stairwell between up thirteen and up fourteen. Otmar
wore a bandage across the bridge of hisnose.
"Kerchiefsand gloves" said Albin.

All five took oversized red handkerchiefs from their pockets and tied them around their faces, then
donned gloves.

"l suggest we not do this," Rudi said. "It'sstupid.”

Albin glared a him but did not reply. "Fire," he said.

The five men produced six handguns—four big revolvers and Rudi's twin semiautomeatic pistols.
"I mean, we could just call him from apublic talk-box. That'sall it takes."

"No," Albin said, hisvoice rich with forced patience. "The whole city hasto look to him for savation,
and he hastofail beforedl their eyes™

"How ishe going to fail? We can't actudly do what we're talking about, can we?"

Albinignored him. " Script."

Otmar fumbled around in a coat pocket, then produced afolded and crumpled piece of paper. It was
rough with tiny holes where the typewriter keys, especialy punctuation symbols, had struck it too hard.
He handed it to Rudi, who pocketed it.

"And why even bother with the kerchiefs?' Rudi asked. "They're going to know it was us. We might as
well go out there with faces bare, singing and dancing.”

"Shutup ," Albin said, and drew back his gun hand asif to hammer Rudi with hisrevolver buit.
Rudi pressed the barrel of his own gun into Albin's cheek, beside his nose.

The other three tensed, looked at one another, and decided to stay out of it; they kept their weapons out
of line



Albin's face flushed red. Then his eyes crinkled and the cheeks beneath his kerchief rose. Rudi knew he
was smiling. He knew which amile, too—the fase one, the glad-handing political one. "There, now,"
Albinsaid. "Y ou wouldn't be shooting your own brother, would you?"

"No more than me own brother would be hitting me," Rudi said, keeping hisvoicelevel. Hetook his
barrel away from his brother's cheek and waved it toward the door out of the stairwell. "Albin, let'swak
away fromthis. Thisisn't us, isn't the Bergmonk Boys. It's not about money and good living."

Albin logt hissmile but nodded. "That's right. But we have a higher caling now—"
"What caling?Y ou never say who thisisfor—"

"Cant, yet. But trust me. Therell be plenty of money and good living, and we're making theworld a
better place aswe earn it. And never forget . . ." Albin leaned in close, his eyes brighter than Rudi could
remember ever having seen them. "1 run the Bergmonk Boys. Aslong asyou wear the name Bergmonk,
you stick withusand do as| say." Helooked a Rudi's pistol. "I'll forget about that . . . because | wasa
wee bit out of line, too. Now you getback in line. We're on Bergmonk business. That'sit, lads. Let'sgo.”
He pulled the door open and charged through.

Rudi sworeto himself and brought up the end of theline.

They emerged onto the floor up fourteen. There were peoplein the hal, moving between offices; seeing
the band of armed men, most threw up their hands and shrank away.

The Bergmonks ignored them and charged past to the doorway marked AETHER GOLD. Jorg charged
through, gun at the ready, covering the secretary in the outer office, shouting over her shrieks, telling her
to quiet down. The brothers moved past, through the side door, down the business long corridor.
Workersflattened against the hallway wallsto let them pass and were kept in place by the unwavering
attention of Egon, who remained behind.

Big glasswindows | et them see into some of the station's offices. In one, aman with athin mustache, his
coat off and deevesrolled up, sat with abulky headset on. He looked alarmed as he spotted the bearded
men in the corridor, but continued talking into his microphone. Thelit Sgn over hisdoor read
AETHERBOUND.

"That ong" said Albin.

Jorg kicked that door in. He could have just turned the knob and opened it, but that would not have
been asimpressive. He stayed outside while the other three men swept in. Otmar yanked the headset
from the announcer's head, then gave the man a push; the announcer did to the floor and scrambled
back, away from the gunmen. Albin kept his own gun trained on the thickset technician in the next
chamber—who was protected from stray sounds, but not from bullets, by the big window between the
rooms.

Rudi donned the headset, sat, and unfolded his paper, trying to quell his sense of unease. "Weinterrupt
this broadcast for aspecial announcement,” he read, adjusting his voice to sound like an upper-classlight.
That was one of his gifts, but thistime he took no pleasureinit. "In precisdy two hundred begats, we will
have an announcement for Doctor Desmond MaggRee and the Sidhe Foundation. Lives arein the
ba ance. Please inform the Sidhe Foundation immediately.” He kept hisvoice crisp. "In precisdly one
hundred and eighty beets, we will have an announcement for Doctor Desmond MaggRee and the Sidhe
Foundeation. Please inform the Sidhe Foundation immediately. In precisaly one hundred and sixty bests. .



* % *

The room's overhead lights were out, but Doc put on a set of smoked-glass goggles beforejoining
Alagtair a thetable,

Set into the tabletop was a crysta disk nearly Alagtair's height in diameter. Nor wasit ordinary crystd; it
olowed with bright, wavering light. Alastair dso wore goggles againgt the glare.

Atop the crysta was the rubber man the grimworlders had brought from Cdifornia. It still yammered
mindlesdy. Occasiondly it would twitch. Though the materid it was made of should have been thick
enough to stop dl light, the glow from the crystd disk shone through it. Tendrils of yellow, blue and red
light played about on its surface.

"Anything new?" Doc asked.
"Yes. It'sapuppet.”
"In what sense?’

"It has gtrings.” Alastair struck a the moving tendrils of color, mashing them into the rubber man's chest.
Just for amoment, much finer tendrils of color, connected to the thing's limbs and head and stretching up
into the sky, wereilluminated. "It literally isapuppet. A very smple one, too. No sensory attachments,
no self-will, and no outgoing flow of energy to the controlle—thus he can't know what it'sdoing & a
digance.”

"Soit'sonly for usein the presence of the controller.”
"That'swhat I'm trying to find out now. Am | recording?'

Doc looked at the adjacent table, where alarge box sat waiting. "No." He reached over to switch it on.
"YS"

Alagtair looked at the clock on thewadll. "Time, about a chime short of three bells. Subject, Milord
Airtube. In thistest, well detach some of the control tendrils and reattach them to organ samples.” He
indicated ajar in which floated a pair of eyes attached to what looked like abrain stem.

They heard amechanica pop and crackle from behind them. They turned to see the talk-box in the
corner of the room activate itsdf. Gaby's face quickly swam into focus. "Doc," she said, "something's up.
The broadcast from the Aether Gold station keegps mentioning you.”

"Go ahead.”

Her face did not disappear, but there was another crackle over the speaker, and words spoken by
someone unknown, aman with a pleasant Old World accent: "Please inform the Sidhe Foundation
immediatdly.”

A dlence of severa bests followed, then the voice returned. "This messageis for Doctor Desmond
MaggRee and the Sidhe Foundation. Y esterday we took the criminal Doctor MaggRee into our

custody, but he escaped the punishment to which he had been condemned. To retdiate for this gross
transgression, we will destroy the Danaan Heights Office Building and everything initsvicinity at precisely



four bellstoday. We invite Doctor MaggReeto try to stop us. Should he diein the attempt, the rest of
Neckerdam will no longer have to fear any further justice on our part.”

Therewas afaint clatter from the speaker, then along moment of silence.
"Thisisnot good,” said Aladtair.

Another voice began spesking: "Thisis Red MacOam returning to the air." His voice sounded hushed.
"The men who seized control of the Aether Gold offices have left. There were three of them—four? Four
of them, with firein their hands and firein their eyes. | think that—I'm getting reports that they're gone.
Five? Fivemen, dl lightsin ordinary street dresswith red kerchiefs over their faces, they— I'm being told
that our offices are now trying to get in touch with the Sidhe Foundation to get their reaction to this

chdlenge—"

Alagtair asked, "Garage, Doc?"
Doc didn't answer.
"Doc? Garage?"

Hefinaly shook his head. "People will be fleeing the Danaan Heights Building by the time we get there.
We might not be ableto get in at ground level. Well direct the Neckerdam Guard to try. Asfor us. . .
Gaby, meet usin the hangar. Were taking the Outrigger.”

"Oh, no," shesaid.

"Oh, no," said Aladair.

Chapter Five

Doc's hangar occupied the top floor of the Monarch Building. One large section of the celling wasa
hinged panel that would rise away to alow his specia aircraft to take off and land; on the stained
concrete floor beneath it usudly rested Doc's primitive version of ahdicopter, the diamond-shaped
rotorkite. When Gaby reached the hangar, Doc and Alastair aready had their shoulders set against the
rotorkite's stern end and wererolling it out of the way.

Gaby apprehensively turned her attention to the Outrigger. It looked something like along, deek, green
car with landing gear ingtead of ordinary whedls. From a cross brace that resembled stubby wings hung
two large engines with wooden propel lers. Atop the vehicle wastied amass of heavy gray cloth.

Doc and Alagtair trotted up and positioned themsalves behind the vehicle. Doc said, " Gaby, ready the
hose." Doc and Alastair set their shouldersto the Outrigger.

By thetime they wheded it into place benegath the pand, Gaby had the hose ready. Before the Outrigger
was quite centered over the painted takeoff "X," she had fastened it to the nozzle on the cloth massand
tripped the catch at the end of the hose. With agreat hissing noise, the cloth began to inflate.



Doc ran chains bolted to the floor to hooks on the vehicle's undercarriage, then climbed into the cockpit.
Alagair threw a switch againgt thewal. The hangar lights dimmed. A vibration rattled the floor and walls,
the celling rose away, opening on its hinges, revealing late afternoon sky above.

Gaby joined Doc in the cockpit, helped him count off the items on the vehicles brief checklist. Shefdlt
the Outrigger wobble as the lozenge-shaped balloon filled with helium and tried to carry the car into the

y.

Alagtair did into the back seat and dogged the door shut. "Fully inflated, and the timer'sticking on the
hatch."

"Ready to go." Doc flipped aswitch on the console and the port engine roared into life, filling the hangar
with fumes. Another switch, and the starboard engine added its own roar and stench. The Outrigger
vibrated with their power. "Gaby, set usfree.”

She pulled awooden handle and felt alittle shudder as the hooks on the underside rotated, heard a
metallic crash asthe chainsfel awvay. The Outrigger lurched and rose afew inchesinto theair.

Doc throttled the engines back and the propellers dowed. "We're too heavy. Gaby, drop some ballast.”
He consulted the gauges before him. "Two taents.”

Gaby pulled the ballast lever. Out the window to her left, she saw water pouring out of the Outrigger's
underside. When the gauge indicated that a hundred and twenty pounds of it had poured out, she
restored the lever.

The Outrigger lifted up and forward into the sky. Doc said, "Alastair, would you like to do the honors?

The doctor nodded and closed his eyes. Over the roar of engines, Gaby barely heard the words he
sald—invocationsin High Cretanis, the ancestra language of lights like Doc. Gaby knew that updrafts
and bizarre wind conditions made it impossible to land aircraft on or take them off from Neckerdam
skyscrapers like the Monarch Building . . . unless one could persuade greater powersto till those winds
for brief periods. She hoped thiswould not be one of those times when the powers chose to ignore the
requests of amortal.

* % *

"So who commissioned the gun barrels?' asked Harris.

"Rogpo didn't know who the original client was." Noriko looked east up the sireet. " The gunwright
Francisc deCdlac, up that way, gave him the assgnment.”

"| talked to him." Harrisfrowned. "He didn't say anything about this.”

"Probably protecting his client.” Zeb cocked his head. "That's the second siren I've heard in just the last
couple of minutes."

"I'll cal into seewhat'sup,” Harrissaid. Then athird siren sounded, nearby and approaching. "Wait a
second." Harris stepped out into the street and held up his open wallet.

The oncoming city guard car, ahuge, lumbering Bellwegather painted in blue and gold, squedled asit
braked. The driver, auniformed guardsman, leaned out the window and sduted. "Sir."



"What's happening?"
"Explosivesthrest a the Danaan Heights office tower. Y our boss has been called out by the exploder.”

"Get usthere." Harris held the rear door open for his companions.

* * %

A sdewind nearly blew the Outrigger into the Monarch Building's mooring tower, but Doc regained
control and wrenched the vehicle around to the northeast. "Well, Alastair'sinvocation must have done
some good; we're not being flung like a crackbat bal. But the winds are till bad," he said. "Updrafts."

Gaby grimaced. "I'mgoingtogoin,” shesaid. "Itl be better than feeling what you're about to put us
through."

Doc amiled.

Gaby put on the radio headset, closed her eyes, and launched hersdf into the Grid. The world around
her faded to grayness. Then she was somewhere else, her specia room, a stone-walled bedroom with a
mirror on the wall, her eight-legged horse doll on the bed before her.

The room, she knew, existed only in her own mind. Doc said it was a metaphor concedling the set of
controlsthat alowed her to do what she did. That didn't make it any less comforting or less private.

She stared at the mirror, groped beyond it with her mind, and found the little eye she was |ooking for.
She opened it. Thereflection in the mirror faded, replaced by aview of anice-looking young woman
seated behind a telephone switchboard. The woman looked startled—as did most people when Gaby
remotely turned on their talk-boxes without warning. "Goodlady Greene," the woman said.

"Sibyl, anything that comesin related to the Danaan Heights Building, and any cal from one of the
Foundation associates, forward directly to the Outrigger.”

"I will."
"What's the number for the main switchboard a Danaan Heights?'

Sibyl turned to alarge bound volume on the table beside her and opened it. She searched for amoment.
"Brambleton South one naught four seven.”

"Thanks, out." Gaby waved and the switchboard disappeared. Once again she felt beyond her mirror,
thistime looking for a specific eye by identity rather than by familiar location—adtrickier progpect.

A moment later she had it, tried to openit. But shefelt only pulses of noise.

She opened her eyes and the Outrigger cockpit swam back into redity around her. "Sibyl's aerted,” she
sad. "And the Danaan Heights switchboard is busy.”

"Not asurprise,” said Doc. "Can you force yourself in?"

"Oh, yes."

"Seeif you can get to the building management office. | want someone standing by there with the building



plansin hand." Doc kept the pitching, bobbing Outrigger oriented toward the distant rust-red Danaan
Heights skyscraper.

* * %

The Outrigger was dmogt directly overhead when the Roya Guard car reached the vicinity of the
Danaan Heights Building. Harristook note of the approach of the aircraft as he and the others piled out
of the car ablock away from the building.

They couldn't park closer. A steady stream of men and women flowed from the building doors,
spreading out across the street, stopping traffic. Office workers from surrounding buildings joined them,
al fleeing the vicinity of the Danaan Heights Building, most heading first toward the sprawling park that
lay acrossthe street from the building's east-facing main entrance.

Zeb said, "They take bomb threets pretty serioudy around here."

"l don't think I've ever heard of afdsecadl,” Harrissaid. "Around here, bombers, or exploders, tend to
be rare, but when they say there's going to be an exploson—"

"Got it. Hey, isn't that Ixyall?"

It was, she was on a clunky-looking motorcycle behind abegoggled man. Harris shouted, "Ish!™ and
waved.

Asthe cycle dowed, she dismounted with extraordinary agility and ran over to join them. "What'sthe
task?"' she asked.

"Get in, get to their main operations office, see what we can find out. The cops—Novimagos guards, |
mean—uwill doubtless do afloor-by-floor to evacuate stragglers and look for explosives; they'll need all
the help they can get." They headed toward the building, pushing their way through a panicky,
ever-thickening crowd.

* % *

The Danaan Heights Building was about forty storiestall. The roof was peaked, with aradio tower
pointing into the sky; there was no place to set down. Doc circled and thought abot it.

"Do you have the building manager on the talk-box?* he asked.

"Better than that," Gaby said. "He snagged an architect from afirm whose offices are up thirteen. The
architect is standing by to interpret the building plansfor you."

"Excdlent. Heréswhat well do. Alagtair, you'll start from the top floor. Use your Good Eyeto seeif
you can spot devisement residue that might relate to the explosives, just in case they're not wholly
chemical. I'll hurry on down to the basement supports; if the explosves aren't there, I'll get onthe
talk-box with the architect. Between us, welll figure out where the best placement of explosivesislikely
to be, and I'll look at those Sites.”

"Doc?"
"Yes, Gaby?'

"How do you and Alastair plan to get down there?”



"Lineand winch."

"Ah." She shuddered. "Doc?’

"Yes, Gaby?'

"Who do you plan to have fly the Outrigger?"

"You."

"l don't think so. | haven't soloed in this gasbag. There arewinds. Y ou said so."

He smiled at her. "Y ou're about to solo. By thistime tomorrow, you'll have your licenseto fly liftships.
With my sgnatureonit.”

"Oh, great."

* % *

Harrisand company al picked up assorted bruises from the shoulders and elbows of fleeing office
workers asthey forced themsalvesinto the building lobby. Zeb looked around and swore. Unending
streams of frightened people poured out of the stairwells, crowding the lobby, clogging the exits.

Harris grabbed six people in success on before one could tell him where the building's main office was.
ground floor, down aside hal. He and the others pushed their way through the crowd of escapeesto get
there.

Inside, the building's manager, adumpy man who would have reminded Zeb of a stereotypica
accountant if not for hislong nose, pointed ears, and sharp one-inch fingernails, introduced himself.
"Gwern Tunny," he said, and shook Harriss hand. He nodded at Ixyail, ignored Zeb and Noriko. "Thisis
Crimma Hyde, of the building firm MacQuill, Tew, and Hyde."

A lean, mournful-looking man with dark hair rose from achair and shook hands al around. "I don't run
very fagt," he said with atrace of gpology. "I trust you'll give me at least achime's head start beforeit's
time"

"Count onit," Harrissaid. Also on hand were alieutenant of the city guard and the office secretary.
Harristurned to the guardsman. "Athelstane, good to see you again. Has anyone else from the Sidhe
Foundation been in touch?'

The blond, bearded man gestured to the telephone handset lying on the desk. ™Y our lady's on the
talk-box now."

"Great." Harris picked up the handset. "Gaby? Gaby?' After amoment he set it down, looking troubled.
"No answer."

* * %

Gaby struggled to hold the Outrigger steady. She kept the liftship's nose into the wind, tried to apply just
enough power to keep the vehicle from being blown away from the building. She leaned out of the
window to take alook down.



Below, a cable hung from the liftship's passenger compartment. Twenty yards down, Doc was il
descending hand over hand; Gaby had to lean out of her window to see him. Ten yards above him,
Alagtair, not quite so physically adept, struggled with his own descent.

Doc came abreast of the building's radio antenna—aether antenna, Gaby reminded hersdlf. Hewas till a
dozen yardsfrom it. He took alook up.

She stedled herself and put on more power, forcing thelittle liftship forward into thewind. Theline
holding two of her dearest friends above a five-hundred-foot fall swung steadily closer to the antenna.
Closer, closer—then just past, as the wind died down and the Outrigger picked up speed.

Below, Doc twirled something in his hand, then released it. It was ahook on aline; she saw the hook
wrap itsdf around the antenna and catch fast. Doc quickly tied its line off to the cable.

The wind redoubled its force. The Outrigger turned to starboard and drifted sideways. Gaby saw the
cable and line attaching it to the antenna grow taut—saw the antenna bend as the Outrigger threatened to
pull it clean off the top of the Danaan Heights Building. Doc looked up, aggravatingly patient. The
Outrigger's nose swung toward the antenna as wind and the liftship's tether conspired to inconvenience

Gaby.

Gaby swore and struggled with the controls. She increased power, moving toward the antenna to reduce
tensgonontheline.

Finally Doc was able to shimmy across the fragile-looking line and get his hands on the now-bent
antenna. Alagtair, looking nowhere near as composed as Doc, followed suit more dowly; when he
reached the antenna, he held on to it asthough it were along-lost lover. Doc flashed aknife and theline
fell away from the antenna.

Freed of nearly four hundred pounds of weight, the Outrigger legped upward. With the pull of alever,
Gaby quickly bled some pressure from the gasbag; should she need to retrieve Doc and Alastair from the
roof, she could increaselift by dumping more ballast and replenishing gas with the bottled helium
onboard.

By the time she got the Outrigger under control again and could lean out to ook, Doc had pocketed the

knife and the little grapnd . He gestured up a Gaby, raising hisfist and twirling it: Climb and stand by.
She nodded and finally began breathing again.

* * *

"Any suspicious activity around the building?' Harris suggested.

Gwern Tunny shook his heed. "Well, some vanddism.”

"Tel meabout it."

""Someone chiseled some gouges into the building's dedicatory plague this afternoon,” Tunney said.

"No, I'mlooking for something like an opportunity to bring alot of explosives, maybe dozens of
tdentweights, into the building.”

"Nothing likethat."



"New tenants? Has anyone rented an office on the first few floorsin the last week or two?"
"Just one. Kymon's Cameos, acamerastudio, up three.”

"Do you have amaster key? Giveit to me." Harris passed it over to Noriko. She and Ixyail departed
without aword; Zeb followed.

Tunney looked even more distressed. "Uh, Goodsir Greene. . "
" e

"The Danaan Heights Building islightsand darks only."
Harrislooked at him.

"Well, itisbuilding policy."

Harrisdidn't answer.

Tunny tugged at his shirt collar. He seemed unable to turn away from Harriss emotionless stare. "I'm not
respons ble for establishing the policies of this company, sir, just for enforcing them.”

Harrislet him writhe amoment longer, then asked in aquit, chill voice, Y ou're saying you no longer
requirethe ad of the Sidhe Foundation?'

"Nothing like thet, Sr—"
"Then shut up.”
"That sort of language is not appropriate—"

"It'svery gppropriate.” Harris heard atinny voice on the telephone handset; he picked it up. "Hello?"

* * %

Alagtair waked dowly down the main corridor of up forty. Doors hung open, xioc still steamed on
desktops, talk-boxes still blared with music, but there was no one to be seen. Doc would probably be
ten floors down and descending fast.

Alagtair held hisleft eye shut. Hisright eye saw more: little telltale traces of devisement would waver or
glow under the gaze of his Good Eye. But hed seen no unusua devisements walking around thisfloor,
just improvements on the occasiona lock, glows on the walls that probably heralded warded safes.

Down the hdl, an elevator cage did open and four uniformed roya guardsmen spilled out. One came
directly for him: "Goodsir, the building is being evacuated, you need to get down to ground—"

Absently, Alagtair held open hiswallet, |etting the enameled bronze shield of his Novimagos Guard
COmmMission show.

The guardsman sduted. " Sorry, Sir.”

"Dont fret about it. But if you find anything odd in the course of your evacuation, send someone up for



meimmediady. I'll be descending floor by floor, fairly dowly."

"Yes, gr." The guardsman left him aone. He and hisfellows charged through the hdls, shouting hellos for
anyone who might somehow have missed the news.

Nothing here. Alastair headed for the stairwell down.

* % *

"Goodsr Tunny, can you hear me?* Gaby waited, then hissed in vexation. She wasn't in her special room
now, but was till connected to the communications grid by her specid gift; she maintained her link to the
building manager'sline and could fed that it was still open. So why wasn't anyone answering?

A new voice: "Hey, little girl, who's your daddy?'

"Harrisl | was hoping you wouldn't even hear about dl this."

"Next timewell ask the bad guys not to advertise on the radio and panic the whole city.”

In asfew words as possible, shefilled himin. "When Doc gets to the basement, helll cal in, and I'll patch
him through to you. And Harris?'

"Yegh"

"I want you out of there two chimes before the deadline. Moreif possible.”

"I'll seewhat | can do."

"I'll make every talk-box in the building ring and ring and ring. Y ou hate that.”

"Tootrue. | loveyou."

"l loveyou."
The locked door to Kymon's Cameos opened to the master key. Beyond, the offices were dim, the only
illumination from sunlight filtering in through the V enetian blinds—blinds with, to Zeb's eye, archaicaly
broad wooden vanes. Ixyail caled out for anyone who might hear, then they searched the place with
doppy speed, knocking things off tables, opening closets and cabinets and spilling their contents out onto
the wooden floors.

It looked like a photographic studio. Zeb saw tripod-mounted boxy cameras with lenses at the end of
accordionated bellows, colorful backdrops, curved sivery light reflectors, positionable lights. Hetore
through filing cabinetsfilled with photos, many of them cheesecake shots. He heard Noriko committing

what sounded like acts of vandaism in the darkroom. Ixyail merely walked around, nogtrilsflared,
Fiffing.

Noriko emerged, looking frustrated. "Nothing."
"Placeisaphoto studio,” Zeb said. "Ixyail ?"

Ish shook her head. "Nothing."



Noriko picked up atelephone handset and spoke into it: " Gaby Gaby Gaby Gaby Gaby Gaby . . ." She
kept it up for savera long moments, then her expression cleared. "Tell Harristhat the cameo studio isjust
that. No bombs. Yes, | will." Shewaited. Then: "Yes, | haveit."

She hung up. "Doc reached the basement. No explosives there. He's in the building office now with
Harris and Lieutenant Athelstane; they are about to ascend and look at support pillars farther up. Zeb
and | areto look at specific places on the exterior wals; Ixyail, you have the liftshafts.”

Ish nodded. "Ah, good. | adore climbing greasy meta |ladders abovelong fdls."

* * %

Gaby kept the Outrigger high above the building, where winds whipped into dangerous jets of air by the
concrete confines of Neckerdam were much lesslikely to reach her. Updrafts still battered her,
digtracted her from what she needed to do: monitor the phones, route the information to her dlies.

Doc reported in. No explosives found between ground and up six, but Harris had to chase an amorous
young couple from asupply closet—in their preoccupation they'd managed to miss the noises of panic
and evacuation.

Alagtair reached her. He was up thirty-seven and still descending. No sign of devisement.

Zeb reached her. He and Noriko were checking out station after station Doc had sent them to
investigate. No news. No bombs.

Gaby could see the evacuees from the Danaan Heights Building and surrounding skyscrapers fleeing the
Site, astream of ants now becoming just atrickle. The Neckerdam Guards had set up roadblocks, with
their ditinctive blue-and-gold wooden barricades, blocks from the building.

She sworeto herself. Maybe Harriswas right and their opponents had brought ideas from the grim
world—idesas like phoning in false bomb thrests.

* * %

Far below, shadows lengthened across Neckerdam. The sun was low on the horizon. Gaby, her arms
sore and weary from wrestling with the Outrigger's controls, irritably checked the clock mounted on the
console.

Two chimes short of four bells. Less than twenty minutes until the big event—assuming it wasn't afdse
dam.

In her head, shefelt the insstent push of anincoming cal. It didn't fed like any of the connections shed
been using, but had to be important, since it was being relayed to the Outrigger. Shelet it reach her.
" Sidhe Foundeation, Gaby Greene speaking, grace on you."

"ltsme.

"Harris, where are you?"

"I'm out at Lieutenant Athelstane's car. It's equipped with atalk-box. I've got Zeb, Noriko, and Ish with
r.rell



"Doc and Alastair?’

"Still wrapping up. If they talk to you—"

"I'll set their earson firefor being dow."

"Exactly what | was going to ask for. Y ou stay way up there, now."

"That'smy plan. Bye." She broke connection, added alittle more thrust, opened the flow of helium from
tank to balloon, and began rising till more.

* * %

At one chime short of four bells, Doc and Alastair joined their fellows a the guardsman's car. Behind it,
wooden barricades and nervous guardsmen held back crowds of the curious, many of whom had come
from the endangered building.

Ixyail, her clothes ruined and face marked by grease, wrapped her arms around Doc. "1 need abath.”
He smiled down &t her. "I'll give you one."

The Danaan Heights Building had turned nearly black in the shadows cast by taler buildings. The Streets
between it and the blockade were eerily empty. Suddenly, streetlights came on, illuminating the empty
lane before the building and the broad park oppositeit.

Doc turned to Athestane. "Lieutenant, the surrounding buildings?*

"Asempty aswe could make them." The guardsman shrugged. "Anyone left behind is determined to die,
or certain that he knows better than we that there won't be an explosion.”

* * *

Noriko saw it first. Shelooked up into the eastern sky. "The goddess,” she said.
The rest looked up.

It was a second sun, tiny and distant and in the wrong direction; the real sun was setting in the west,
while this one was gpproaching from the east. They could see eruptions like solar flares on its surface.

And then it wasn't o distant any more. It grew asit arced toward them.

Harris lunged for the open window of the guardsman's car, dove halfway in, grabbed the talk-box
handset from the dashboard. He shouted into it, "Gaby! Get out of there! Hard to port! Go go go go!”

The Outrigger hung suspended amost directly in the new sun's path.

* k% %

Gaby heard Harriss voice over the chatter on the talk-box's police bands. The panic in hisvoice cut
through her. She shoved the throttle forward, manipulated hand and foot controls, tried to bring the
Outrigger around to port. Butwhy —

Then, far below, she saw the late-afternoon shadows shortening, the building tops brightening.



A roar like aforest fire passed her stern and a blinding glow struck at her eyes from the pilot's side
rearview mirror. Then the Outrigger was seized asif by agiant hand and stood oniitstail.

Gaby's ssomach lurched. She stared up into twilight sky . . . and her somach coiled itsdf ill tighter as
the Outrigger continued over, turning upside down, continuing its hel pless rotation. Suddenly Neckerdam
was the sky—

* % *

Through the car window, Harris saw the sun cometo earth.

It roared down from adight angle, directly toward the Danaan Heights Building, coming to ground &t the
building's base. In the moment of collision, Harris saw the building face blacken and shrink away from the
awesome hest of thefirebdl, saw the miniature sun est its way into the ground and the building beforeit.

Thefirebd| flattened from sphereto ova and spread out, its fiery massfilling the streets, flowing
outward—and then, with atremendous roar, burst, hurling bals and flares of firein every direction.

Chapter Six

The Sidhe Foundation members ducked behind Athdstane's car asasmdl ball of fire with acurling tall
of flame, gected from theimpact of the miniature sun againgt the building, roared toward them. They felt
its heat pass overhead and watched the bright thing's passage. The crowd beside the barricade shrieked,
ducked, pushed to get clear; flamestrailing the firebal dropped among them, igniting clothes, and some
of thevictimsyelled and dapped themselves or rolled on the street to put the fires out. Thelittle fireball
itself dammed into a skyscraper ablock past the barricades, bursting acrossits face, raining fire down on
the street below.

Almogt in unison, the Sidhe Foundation members stood to look back at the Danaan Heights
Building—al but Harris, who had eyes only for the sky.

Thefront of the Danaan Heights Building was gone, burned away to aheight of eight stories, to adepth
none of them could discern. Flames raged throughout the gaping hole and dong the street below, greedily
eating into building fronts, trees, and parked automobiles.

"God, she'sonfire," Harrissaid.

Hundreds of feet above the ruined building, flame aso licked atop the Outrigger.

The Danaan Heights Building made a cracking, rumbling noise like agod of the earth clearing itsthroat.
Then, dowly, barely perceptibly, it began to lean forward.

* % *

The Outrigger's bottom-heavy design righted it. Gaby was dgpped helplesdy against the doorframe, felt a
blow to the side of her head, and for long moments was helpless with dizziness. But her hands and feet
automatically sought out the controls.

When she could again see, she leaned out the window and banked to look below.



Whatever fiery thing had grazed her had also eaten away the front of the Danaan Heights Building and
st it and nearby buildings ablaze. Frantic, she scanned the street until she spotted police cars at
barricades; it didn't look as though any of them had been destroyed by the impact or its aftermath.
Good—it meant Harris was okay. Ithad to mean that.

Then aglow attracted her. She looked up to where the Outrigger's gashag blazed.

Cold panic gripped her. In seconds, the fire would egt its way through the rubberized cloth and hit the
ges—

Helium, not hydrogen. It wouldn't explode.

No, shewouldn't die by fire. All the gas would escape and she'd drop a thousand feet or moreto a
death on the streets below. She was dready losing dtitude.

How many individua gas cellsdid the Outrigger hold? Two, she thought; but if one went, the vehicle
wouldn't fly. It would just plummet more dowly.

Gaby forced the panic back, held it at bay. She had to get down, fast. Not too fast. She pulled alever to
open the nozzle on the bottled helium to dow the vehicle's descent, then opened the engines wide and
guided the Outrigger down.

Shefdt thevehiclesrate of descent increase. Her ssomach lurched—in spite of the extrahelium being
pumped into the system, her descent wastoo fast. At least one of the gas-bags had to have given way.
The Outrigger would not surviveitsfdl to the street.

* * %

"Baby, pull up," Harrissaid. "Up, up—oh, God." Asthe burning Outrigger banked west and began its
last descent, he took off after it on foot, charging across the street littered with flaming debris.

None of the others saw. Insteed, they watched the Danaan Heights Building's lean become more
pronounced. It teetered out toward the street; then, with agreat trembling roar of noise, it sheared at the
top of the crater made by the destructive sun. Upper stories leaned further as they dropped toward the
dreet, and sheared again higher up, asthe building frame, designed to hold up under the pull of gravity in
its proper orientation but not in any other, gave way.

The grest mass of the building poured into the Street, an enormous man-made avalanche of stone and
twisted metal. What had been upper floors smashed into the park beyond, obliterating benches and
fountains and statues, burying them under tons of rubble. Fragments the Size of cars and trucks
rebounded, diding and bouncing aong the Streets toward the barricades, followed by athick cloud of
dust and smoke.

"Thisisgoing to be bad," Zeb said, and ducked behind Athelstane's car to join the others. He found
himsalf between Doc, who was sheltering Ixyail, and Noriko. Instinct prompted him to cover the woman
of Wo, sheltering her.

Bricks rained down around them. Something struck Zeb on the shoulder like ablow from abasebal bat.

Then darknessrolled across them.
* % %



The street climbed toward Gaby.

There were no parachutes on the Outrigger. She remembered Doc saying something about weight
limitations, damn him.

Maybeif she projected her mind into the Grid, she wouldn't redly die when her body did . . .

Then she saw the building ahead to starboard. It was a thirty-story skyscraper, and atop it, aswith most
tall buildings on Neckerdam, was alarge cylinder-shaped construction made of cedar. She banked, the
Outrigger responding duggishly to the controls, and headed straight toward it.

No, shewaslosing dtitude too fast to aim right for it. She had to aim to overshoot it and hope that her
estimates wereright, that her loss of lift would drop her right onto it. But if shewaswrong, if the vehicle
held enough lift too long, sheldd sail right over it and then plummet more than three hundred feet into the
street. She wailed, anoise of fear and anger, and aimed over the cedar cylinder.

* * %

A blow like anegligent kick from a giant-sized place kicker rocked Athelstane's car. It hammered the car
door into Zeb's head and threw him onto the street with the others; he groaned and touched histemple,
which throbbed under hisfingers.

Doc was up, bardly visible through the thick cloud of smoke and dust that now blanketed the area. Over
the shriek of the crowds and roar of settling masonry, he shouted, "Bring the fire trucks up! Athelstane,
get this car out of the way!"

"Cant, gr! Therésagirder through the enging!™
"Wel, putit in no-gear.”

Zeb saw Doc move around to the back of the car and begin pushing. Zeb stood, dizzy, and joined him,
if only to proveto himsdlf that he was il functiond. Joined by Aladtair, they shoved the crippled
automobile asde asfire engines, parked and silent for the last few minutes, started up their srens.

Then the associates turned to the hours they knew lay before them of treating the injured, searching for
the missing, looking for informetion.

* k% %

Gaby woke up as the men in hospital white loaded her into the ambulance. Harris, his skin and clothes
dark from dust and smoke, stood above her, worry in his eyes, and clambered into the ambulance with
her. When she reached for him, he embraced her with tender care. "Shh, baby, you'redl right. Don't
talk."

"Can't shut me up that way . . ." She couldn't seem to talk above awhisper and it annoyed her.
Experimentaly, she moved her arms and legs, which told her they were bruised and battered and
exceedingly unhappy with such experimentation. She was dso damp, head to toe.

The rear doors dammed. A moment later, the ambulance lurched into maotion.

"How long—?"

"Y ou've been out for acouple of hours, | think. | found you an hour ago. It took awhileto get the



ambulance. Y ou amed for that water tank, didn't you?”

"Uh-huh." Try as she wanted to stay awake, Gaby fdlt hersalf growing deepy.
"That'smy smart, smart lady."

"...Outrigger?'

"lt'sawreck."

"Good. Won't havetofly it again.” Therecollection of what had set the Outrigger &firejolted her. "The
building?"

"It's gone, baby. But we got everybody out. Now we're going to figure out who did it and decide just
how badly to hurt them."

"Good." Her sense of propriety soothed, Gaby let hersdlf be [ulled into deep.

* % *

Wil into the wee hours of the night, freshly bathed and bandaged, Zeb lay down on the bed in the room
they'd given him in the Monarch Building and stared out the window beside him.

Below was asea of lights, abroader rainbow of hues than the lights of Manhattan and viewed through
lesshazy air, but till reassuringly familiar. Beside the window, aradiator hissed and sighed, another
familiar Sght and sound.

But deep duded him.

The universehad become twice as big for him. Now, with heart and soul aswdll asintellect, he believed
inthe fair world, in the wonders Gaby and Harris had hinted at.

But why hadn't he realized that with twice the wonder, twice the humanity, there would be twice the
pettiness, twicethe evil?

There were no atomic bombs here. Atomic fisson was il just atheory; Harris had mentioned that to
him. But any place where someone could drop agiant fireball on a skyscraper with pinpoint accuracy
had to have its own date of technologica horrors.

And then there was the racist dogmathat rivaed the worst armpit regions of the grim world. Of home.
For Zeb, it had always boiled down to expectation. It was to ook in someone's eye and see an
expectation of laziness, of crimindity, of sheer inferiority, and to fed lower, to be reduced, because of it.
That was the heart of the experience.

In the last two days, he'd had that look from more people than he could count, from more people than
any timeinyears.

He stedled himsdlf against those expectations. To let their opinions matter to you , hetold himsdlf,isto
take a step toward becoming what they expect you to be.

But try as he might to keep those fedings at a distance, the constant barrage of dark and suspicious



looks held been experiencing wore on him, tired him. Tired him, and yet kept him from deep.
And then there was Noriko.

Her comments about his—what should he cal it? His blackout, his episode, hisrage—at the Fairwings
plant still nagged at him. Thinking and thinking about it, he couldn't be certain that he wouldn't havefired
on Aladtair if the doctor's autogun had been pointed at him.

There were no friendsin the ring, only enemiesto beat and refereesto ignore. He wasn't certain he knew
how to concentrate on fighting and yet be aware enough of hisaliesto protect them. That was disturbing.

And Noriko's sudden change of subject that afternoon had prevented him from telling her why he
understood her exile. Hisfamily in Atlanta had expected him to grow up in their image. Y et he'd forced
himsdlf to learn to spesk English with the midwestern, TV-blanded didect that no oneinthe U.S.
prejudged astoo rurd, too ethnic, too stupid—it hel ped keep business opportunities within his grasp, but
hisfamily said he was putting on airs, that he thought he was too good for them. Choosing to stay in New
Y ork to train and manage fighters as boss of his own business had been thefind blow; hislast visit home,
years ago, after hisfather's death, had been atime of tension and unspoken recriminations. He wouldn't
return until hisown kin could let him bewho hewas.

It was not the same, he knew, as Noriko's Situation. He was not in exile from his native country, not
consdered atraitor in the city of hishirth. But hefdt for her londliness, her vulnerability. Hewas certain
that her mask of emotionlessness, even the fighting skills the Sidhe Foundation held in such evident
regard, could not redlly shield her; they could only keep people at bay.

He swore. He didnot need to be getting interested in awoman from aworld he hadn't even believedina
few days before. It was stupid. Soon enough, hed go home and that would beit.

But not before the ones who'd launched that giant ball of fire were brought down. By effort and sheer
chance, no one had died today when the building fell. Y et the weapon that had caused the destruction of
Danaan Heights had to be taken from the men who'd used it. He was committed now, couldn't back
away from atask when Harris, whom held ways thought of as aman light on determination or resolve,
remained so effortlessy apart of the mission.

Zeb turned his attention to the featureless celling and waited for deep to come.

And waited.

At dawn the next morning, they were a cheerless group in the Foundation's main room.

Noriko looked dmost as though the previous day's events had never happened; dressed in ared silk
pantsuit, she could have stepped from the pages of afashion magazine, had a bruise on her cheek not
gpoiled theilluson.

Doc and Ish had apparently had their bath, and perhaps alittle deep; they looked clean and rested.

Alastair had benefited from neither. He wore the smoke-saturated garments of the previous day and a
night'sworth of stubble. Dark rings under his eyes proclamed that hed been up al night—helping with
the wounded, he explained. He smelled like something that dogs would liketo rall in and the others
inssted he St at a separate table. He nursed a cup of xioc; the bitter chocolate drink was al that kept him



awake.

Zeb had finally managed to get a couple of hours deep, but the mirror had shown him bags under his
eyesthat were a clear indication he needed more.

Harriswaslast to arrive. He emerged from the elevator hal in yesterday's dirty pants, a starched white
shirt probably loaned him by the hospitd, and a haggard expression. "She's going to befine," he said
before the others had time to do anything but look the question. "Bruised breastbone from hitting the
controls. Lots of other bruises. No concussion, no burns. She's mostly been adlegp since we got her to
the hospital. Now she'sinthat deep.” He poured himsdf acup of xioc. Hejoined Alagtair, sniffed,
thought the better of it and moved to the others table. Alagtair grinned.

Zeb asked, "What'sthat deep?’

"It hasto do with her Gift. Basicdlly, it recharges her batteries. If she can get enough deep, she can
bounce back redlly fast from exertion or injury that would wipe me out." He sipped at the bitter brew and
winced. "God, | hate mornings. So, what did you find out while | was off gdlivanting?

Doc dtirred. "The Danaan Heights Building was destroyed by a powerful devisement of unknown type
and origin.”

"I'm shocked." Harrislooked around at impassive faces. "That's sarcasm, guys. How “unknown'?"
"Very unknown. Theresidua flavor of the energy didn't match any god or goddess I'm familiar with. The
delivery mechanism isunknown. Thelaunch site for the miniature sun is unknown; | didn't see any sort of

arcraft a itspoint of origin, though it might not have been possible to seeit behind the ball of fire."

Alagtair mumbled something. He looked at them expectantly, asif waiting for an answer, then cleared his
throat with another swallow of xioc and tried again. "The strings have been cut.”

Harrisasked, "What strings?
Doc frowned. "Y ou mean, on the rubber man?"

"Yes. That'salmost thefirst thing | checked on when | got back. The rubber man isno longer connected
to ahuman controller.”

Doc looked as though he wanted to swear. "And now, alead lost because of thisevent. That is
something we did not need.”

Harris straightened. "Jesus. What if that wasthe point?

The otherslooked at him. Ixyail said, "Destroy abuilding just to have time to cut the ties between your
rubber puppet and its puppeteer? That would be like swatting flieswith an autogun.”

"Yeah...if that'sdl they did." Harrismoved to the nearest telephone-style talk-box and pulled agrimy,
crumpled ligt of names, addresses and numbers from his pants pocket. " Give me aminute.”

* * %

It didn't take Harrislong to get the information he sought.



According to the city guard, yesterday, while most of Neckerdam'’s attention was glued to talk-box
reports of the Danaan Heights situation, gunwright Rospo Platsmith, the man Noriko had spoken to
about the making of four unusua gun barrdls, was approached by apotential customer. Theman, a
gray-bearded light, opened a carrying case containing a shotgun, an old Gudson Model 1 infair
condition. He claimed that he needed the hardening devisements renewed on the weapon's metal. But as
Platsmith reached for the weapon, the client took it by the grip and turned to shoot the shop's guard dog,
firing both barrels. He then drew arevolver and shot Platsmith twice in the chest and once in the head.
He then turned the gun on the other gunsmith and two customersin the shop, shooting each oncein the
head or the back asthey fled. Both customers apparently died instantly; the second gunwright lingered
long enough to give city guards the story before she, too, died.

Half abdl earlier, afew blocks up the street, gunwright Francisc deCallac and members of his staff had
been murdered by a person or persons unknown. DeCallac's clerk and shop guard were found in a back
room, lying upon the floor, shot in the back. DeCallac was found between the ground floor and up one
on aback stairway, apparently shot in the back while fleeing.

No evidence was | eft behind to indicate why the two gunwright shops were attacked in thisway. But
Noriko confirmed that deCdlac was the gunwright who had commissioned Platsmith to fabricate the four
barrels.

Zeb listened to these accountsin a sort of haze. All those people murdered just to impede the
Foundation's investigation—he knew they should be his chief concern, but the image of Rospo's dog as
he'd last seenit, stretched out on the floor, body inert but eyes and ears attuned to every customer's
movements, stayed fixed in hismind's eye. Histhroat fdlt tight.

"They're cleaning up after themsalves," Doc sad, histone wondering, "and they may have knocked
down Danaan Heights just to give themsalves uninterrupted time in which to do so.”

"No," Harrissaid. "There's aready talk on the street that the great Doc Sidhe couldn't stop this bombing.
| heard it in the hospital. They were cleaning up after themselvesand messing with Doc's reputation. A
doublevictory."

Ixyall wrapped her arms around hersdlf asif againgt achill intheair. "I hope this does not mean the
building was a casud demonstration of what they can do."

"For now, we have to presumeit is,” Doc said. "And take steps based on that presumption. None of the
associatesisto move done—goin pairsat least. No oneisto go unarmed. Spend aslittletime as
possiblein predictable locations, like the Monarch Building and your own homes. Harris, we might all
find your makeup kit handy—"

"Right."

"Who is protecting Gaby?"'

"Two of Lt. Athestane's men. And as soon as | can get back over there, me. Shelll probably check out
later thismorning.”

"Good." For amoment, Doc'stired, discouraged expression reflected the years Harris knew he carried.
"Milords and miladies, we appear to be a war. Conduct yourselves accordingly.”



Chapter Seven

"Got one," Zeb said.

Harris moved around to Zeb's side of the table. He refrained from leaning over the book Zeb was
looking at; the little windowless room in Neckerdam's main guard station was hot and he didn't want to
drip swest al over the cameos.

The book was the equivalent of an old-fashioned grimworld mugbook. It was large and leatherbound,
with ahalf dozen photographs affixed to each page.

The photo Zeb pointed to showed a thick-necked, belligerent-looking man. Though the picture was a
black-and-white, the man obvioudy had alot of gray in hisbeard. It was the graybeard Zeb had met in
Harris and Gaby's hotel room.

Thetext beneath the picture read:

CLAN Bergmonk NAME AlbinPlowmoon 17, RBG 23/SY 1430

"Takenfiveyearsago,” Harrissad.

"Whét the hdll is"Plowmoon?"

"Roughly the month of May."

Zeb shook hishead. "Man, | hatetheir dating system.”

"Y ou and me both.” Harris caled out the door, " Sergeant, can you get usfiles on Albin Bergmonk and
anyone you have who works with him?"

* * %

Doc pulled the top-down roadster out of the garage door a block from the Monarch Building. HEd
driven from his underground garage aong the sdetunnel he called his"sdly-port”; it gave him accessto
the street by way of this less conspicuous exit. Once he was on the street and a block from the garage,
he pulled the green beret from his head and tossed it into the back sest; the wind whipped hishair into a
trailing cloud of whiteness. Harris sat in the passenger seet. The other associates were in Noriko's
lumbering luxury car, following.

Doc had to raise his voice to be heard over the wind. "Albin Bergmonk. "The Bergmonk Boys?"
"That'sthem. Y ou've heard of them.”
"Only alittle. Tdl me"

Harris started to open thefile folder on hislap; aswind yanked at the corners of the papers within, he



changed hismind and kept it closed. "Five of them. Actualy, there were thirteen kidsin hisfamily, but
only five of them turned out bad. They're asaf-contained little gang, specidizing in robberies, especidly
bank robberies. Professond, with family loyalty going for them.

"The oldest oneis Albin, the leader. He'sfifty, agraybeard both literdly and socidly in hisclan. Plans
their robberies. HE'sthe one whose arm | kicked back on the grim world. Next is Egon. He's been up
for dueding mandaughter two or threetimes, prefersthe knife; he'sin his mid-forties, till has some blond
inhisbeard. Him | kicked in the throat.”

"You'revery good a making friends, Harris."

"l know. Then there's Jorg, the biggest of them; the sergeant said he'd been known to bench-pressthe
front of acar so his brothers could change atire. He's about forty, abig hairy redheaded thing. He'sthe
onethat Zeb, who aso knows something about making friends, belted in the temple with a gun butt.
Otmar's next. He'sthe one whose nose | broke. A hit of awhiner, according to the records, but he never
ratted out his brothers.”

" "Ratted out'?"
"Sold them up the river?’
Doc gave him an admonishing look. " Speak the queen's Lower Cretanis, would you?"

"In spite of his perceived weakness, he never turned them in to the authorities. Never testified against
them, never implicated them for any crime. Anyway, he'stheir driver. Competed in professional races
before he entered the family business. Also their pickpocket. Last is Rudiger, or Rudi, the baby—about
twenty-five, and beardless. Zeb kicked him in the head. Though they can al shoot competently, he's
supposed to be the best of them, and a charmer.”

Doc turned left up Lady Way; the business skyscrapers quickly gave way to residential towers and small
private estates. "Robbers. Any variant on that?"

"Well, plenty of other crimes, but noprofessional crimes of other types. They've been sent up
individudly for brawling, dueling, nonpayment of debt, assaulting city guards, making of threats againgt
the Crown, and so on. . . but when it comesto money, robbery only."

"| wonder what caused them to change careers.” The private estates to the left abruptly ended. Next
was an open field, upon it asprawling four-story mansion, agraystone monster of bell towers,
gargoyle-filled ledges, and wrought-bronze fences.

Harris|ooked the building up and down. "Dr. Frankenstein's mansion, | presume? Where's the storm
cloud?'

"Neckerdam Civic Museum. A little bit of omen-reading this morning suggested that it might be a place
to get questions answered. Which suggests that answers about the Danaan Helghts Building will point us
in the direction we need to go."

"Omen-reading. Doc, you realy know how to build confidence in your associates.”

* * %

Zeb kept hisintimidation face on as he stared unblinking at the museum guard. The guard, talking to Doc,



tried to ignore him, but his gaze kept being drawn back to Zeb. Beyond the guard, beyond the turnstiles,
museum vistors were milling in and passing through the spacious foyers, looking at thefirst glass-case
displays placed in their path.

"I am not saying you cant goin,” the guard said. Hewas atall man for the fair world, burly, wearing an
ill-fitting uniform that was reminiscent of the Novimagos Guard but didn't incorporate the same crest that
the true police uniform did. "I'm saying that it isn't the hour for duskies, andthey can't go in." His nod took
in Zeb, Noriko and Alagtair.

Doc'svoice was cold. "Cdl your curator.”
"Therules—"
"Call your curator now, before | choose to become unplessant.”

Much put upon, the guard sighed, withdrew from the line of turngtilesto the little booth that was his
persona domain, and dialed his phone. Zeb could hear hiswords. "Maam, the Sidhe Foundation is here.
Wil, yes, maam, but there's aproblem. Three of them are duskies, and it's not the hour—" The guard
was suddenly obliged to hold the earpiece afew inches from his head, and even at this distance Zeb
could hear shrill noises of unhgppiness emitting from it. Findly: "Y es, maam. Whatever you say, maam.”

He hung up and returned, even less happy than when he withdrew. "Go right in," he said. " Goodlady
Obeldon will be down immediately. If you'll wait over by the statue of Barrick Stelwright?*

Asthe associates belatedly moved through the turngtiles, Zeb caught the guard's eye again. "' So, what
changes around here when it's the duskies hour?"

The guard'stone was dismissve. "We increase the guard, of course.”
"Of course." Zeb shook his head and joined the others.

Barrick Stelwright, if the bronze statue were to be believed, was unusudly tal, with a saturnine face and
mocking expression, and wore clothes that, asfar as Zeb could tell, were pretty close to contemporary
Neckerdam styles. Theinscription at the statue's base identified him as a Favorite Son of Neckerdam,
essayist and critic.

"Actudly," said Gaby, "he seemsto have been acompleterat bastard. Movies, plays, novels, hedrip
them to shredsiin his column regardless of whether they were any good. I've read a collection of his
reviews:. brilliant, but mean.”

Zeb asked, "So, why would they put up a statue to him?”
A new voice, female and cheerful, answered: "Hewilled alot of money to the Museum, of course.”

The speaker, arriving from the direction of the staircase, was the whitest woman Zeb had ever seen, her
skin having only the least amount of color necessary to impart it the semblance of life. She was Gaby's
height, tal for afairworld woman, with hair that, though long and luxuriant, was just a shade too paleto
be honey-blonde. Her dress, knee-length and cut in the practical fashion of downtown
money-exchangers, was a pastel green. She wore gold-rimmed glassesjust alittle too large for her face,
and benesth them her smile was both mischievous and infectious. She was beautiful.



She extended her hand to Doc. "Dr. MaggRee, isn't it? 1 am Teleri Obeldon, curator of Neckerdam
Civic Museum. Grace upon you."

Doc shook her hand, though Zeb suspected from the way the woman had presented it that she'd
expected it to be kissed. "And on you," Doc said.

"Allow meto gpologize for the guard. He's reliable and observant . . . but hasn't much sensefor
gtuaionslikethis”

"What sort of stuation would that be?' Zeb asked, his voice innocent.

Tderi's amilefaded; she cleared her throat delicately before answering. At least she met his gaze. "Well,
you must understand, it has only been in the last two years that we've even had hoursfor visitation by
duskies. They were implemented by my predecessor, whose heart was much bigger than it was
strong—he died when it failed him, not long after he added the dusky hours. It may bethat all the letters
and talk-box calls he recelved complaining about the new policy pushed him to that collgpse.” She
shrugged. " So the guards have had to make some changesin the way they do things. Some are dower
than othersat it." She amiled brightly again at Doc. "Now, please, tell me how thelowly Civic Museum
can be of help to the famous Sidhe Foundation.”

"Y ou're aware of the destruction of the Danaan Heights Building.”
"Oh, yes."

"Wed liketo find out if thereisanything in the history or congtruction or location of the building that
made it especidly vulnerable to devisement attack.”

"Of course. Well, our library isthe place to start.” She dipped her arm through Doc's and turned him
toward the archway leading to the south wing. "It isaso by appointment only. Y ou now have an
appointment, and you'll be the only ones today, so you won't be disturbed in your sudies.” She leaned
close as she walked with Daoc.

Zeb glanced at Ixyall, but her expression, watching the curator, was more a combination of amusement
and pity than irritation. She noticed hislook and whispered, "Plain, haf-blind old maidens have to bevery
obviousto get anything. It'ssad, redly.”

"Aan. Right."

"Of course, shewill get nowhere with my Doc."

"Sure

* % *

Thelibrary, closed off from the rest of the museum by imposing bronze-bound doors, was at the south
end of the building. In the lobby before it was a scdle modd of the entire city, ten paceslong by four
wide, meticuloudy congtructed, every skyscraper initstrue colors. A heavy brass-reinforced glasslid
protected the modd buildings from straying hands.

Alagtair whistled. "Thiswasn't heretwo years ago.”

Beside the modd was adark wood door with asign reading, BY APPOINTMENT. Teleri unlocked it.



"It wasn't here two weeks ago,” she said. "One of the uses to which we put Barrick Stelwright's money.
And some of the budget set aside for the modd is till available for annua corrections.™

Doc stared at the model, found the little statue representing the Danaan Heights Office Tower. "By
chance, do you have an overlay showing Neckerdam'sley lines?'

Teeri smiled. "Nothing so crude as an overlay.” She returned to the modd. "Stelwright,” she sad, "ley
lines"

A dim glow manifested itself among the buildings of the modd, two straight linesthat crossed east-west
and north-south in the vicinity of the moded of the Monarch Building. Neither came near the Danaan
Heghts Building. "Very hdpful,” Doc sad.

"It'snothing. Stelwright, underground.” The ley lines disappeared, and a bewildering series of dotted
lines, somein red, othersin yellow or blue, manifested themsalves at Street level on the map, appearing to
well up like wet paint from benesth the surface. At intervas, little stars appeared beside the lines.
Subway stations, Zeb guessed.

"It took careful coordination between the modd maker, Wenzel of House Daython, and a deviser with
someartigic skill," Teleri said. "'l think the effect isworth it.”

Thelibrary turned out to be three stories of bookswith acentra atrium. Dust was heavy intheair, and
Alagtair began sneezing dmost at once.

Teleri pointed out the cabinet holding the catal ogue of books, then the phone on one of the ground-floor
tables. "The museum hasits own switchboard; smply ask for my officeif you need me. I'm dsothe
resident expert on the settlement of Neckerdam, which nationalities contributed to the settlement, that
sort of thing, so if you have questions dong those lines you have merely to ask.”

"Y ou've been very helpful dready,” Doc said.

After Tdleri left, Ixyail snorted. "Not as hepful as shewantsto be."
Doc gave her an admonishing look. "Now, Ish."

"Y ou are sometimes too gppedling for your own good.”

"| shal remember to complain when I'm old and withered. Very well, everyone, let's start looking."

* % *

Doc pulled books referring to the construction of the Danaan Helghts Building and magazines showing its
decor. Alagtair found volumes on the settlement of the neighborhood around the building; he and Noriko
looked for anything pertaining to unusua phenomenaor events occurring there before the building was
raised. Harrisfetched city plans showing subway routes, sewers and other utility construction, while Ixyail
and Gaby pored over business articles and financid reports on the consortium that had owned Danaan
Heights.

Zeb, lacking enough knowledge of Neckerdam to fed particularly useful, found arecent travel guideto
the city and settled in to learn what he could.

"It wasn't ontheley lines" said Alagtair, "and I'm not finding any unusua storiesrelated to the site. It was



ahotel thirty yearsago, alivery service ahaf century before that.”

"Good congtruction,” Doc said. "No sheathing on the steel supports, but alower than usual incidence of
iron poisoning because of good maintenance.”

"The underground didn't come any nearer than ablock,” Harrissaid. "Norma sewer and utilities, but it'll
be hell to find out if there was anything going on there; it collgpsed when the building fell down.”

"No indication of crime-family ties" Ish said. "Danaan-Gwernic Limited ownsred estate from hereto
Nyrax. Very solid."

"l don't understand.” That was Alagtair, who, if anything, looked worse and moretired than he had
earlier in the morning, despite abath and change of clothing. "Why did the ball of fire hit the base of the
building? There are two primary ways to get the ball to the building—aim, or plant abeacon and send it
toward the beacon. Either way, assuming theres any skill involved, it's probably easier to hit the building
afew floors up—and just as effective.”

Thetak-box chimed. Zeb, not taking his gaze from the book before him or much of his attention from
the conversations going on al around him, picked up the handset. "Hello. Uh, | mean, grace.”

"Isthisthe Sidhe Foundation?' The voice waslow, raspy, and familiar.

Zeb covered the lower portion of the handset with hispam. "Doc, it's Albin Bergmonk."

Doc and the associates all scrambled toward Zeb. Zeb took his pam from the handset. "Yes, itis. To
whom shdll | direct your cal?' He kept hisvoice light and pleasant, like a phone operator's, and saw
Harris suppress asnicker. Doc leaned in close and Zeb held the handset so both of them could listen.
Gaby sat at the table, grabbed the talk-box cradle with both hands, and closed her eyes.

"Shut up and listen. Y ou saw what we could do at the Danaan Heights Tower. That was afree
demongtration. Now it sartsto codt. Fifty thousand silver libsin two bells time or the Gwall-Hallyn
Building comes down the same way. Do you understand?”

Doc nodded.

"Sure”

"If you start to evacuate the building, we bring it down ahead of schedule. Do you understand?*

Doc nodded again and mouthed the word "Where?'

"Where do you want the money?"

"WEell call the Monarch Building in abel and ahdf with further ingtructions.” Bergmonk disconnected.

Gaby jerked as though she'd been dapped and her eyes came open. "Not enough time,” she said,
gpology in her voice. "Somewherein thisdidrict, though. Very close”

Zeb et the handset down and blinked at her. ™Y ou were tracing the call? Just by concentrating?”

"Oneaf my little gifts”



Alagtair said, "Three possihilities. We were followed here, they had an observer here already, or they
weretipped off by someonein our organization.”

Noriko sad, "Weweren't followed."

Alagtair's voice took on asoothing tone. "I have every confidence in your driving. But are you surewe
weren't followed by anything? A bird? A little liftship like the Outrigger?'

She considered it and shook her head. "No, I'm not."

Harrissaid, "We vetted pretty carefully after Fergus turned out to be atraitor. It's unlikely they were
tipped off by someone at the Monarch Building—especialy aswe didn't announce our destination, we
just took off."

Ixyail nodded. "It is asking much to assume they had someone here watching for us. | think we can strike
that choicefromthelig.”

Gaby said, "I'm not so sure. Thiswould be an obvious place for usto do research, obvious to someone
who knows our methods. And they do—otherwise they wouldn't have known how to capture Doc. But
why would they just call us herewith athreat and not send in the Bergmonk Boys with autoguns?’

Doc waved the subject aside. "Not important right now. I'll have our office saff get the money. Aladtair,
what you and | need to do isfind some way to put adevisement beacon onit. And since they'll be
expecting that, and obvioudy are working with adeviser, we need to find away to do it they won't easily
find."

Harris caught the associates eyes as he addressed them in turn. "Okay. Gaby, | want you on-station at
the switchboard a the Monarch Building to get atrace on their cal when they tell uswhere they want
their money. Noriko, Zeb, you and Ish and | will go on over to this Gwal-Halyn Building—"

"Itsaresdentia tower," Doc sad. "Very new, very forward-looking. Thefirst few floors are offices and
shops. Take both carsin case you have to split up. Alastair, Gaby and | will take ataxi back to the
Monarch Building and pick up more transportation there."

"Right," said Harris. "WEell check Gwall-Hallyn out, seeif we can spot any anomaies. Not try an
evacuaion; | fed liketaking these guys serioudy. Any questions?' There were none. "L et'sgo."

Chapter Eight

Thewind attacked Ixyail's hair as though they were longtime enemies, mercilesdy whipping and tangling
it. Seated in the passenger seat beside Harrisin Doc's two-sest roadster, Ish could only pull her
safari-style hat tighter on her head and glare at Harris. ™Y ou chose Doc's car to torture me," she shouted.

He grinned and put the roadster through a hard right-hand turn that cut the vehicle ahead of two cars
turning in amore leisurely fashion onto the same side street. He shouted back, ™Y ou could have ridden
with Noriko and Zeb."



"You knew | wouldnt. | think she likes him. Though sheis4till tensein his presence. Perhapsitis
because she likes him. But they should have some time together.”

"How romantic. A high-speed drive to stop a building from being destroyed. That's where love
blossoms, dl right.”

She merdly sighed.

Harris pointed forward. "That'sit ahead.”

The Gwal-Hallyn Building was just coming into view, thirty stories of gleaming chrome and brass, with a
pointed summit, curving lines and arch-topped windows that suggested to Zeb a cross between the
Chryder Building and a spaceship from a 1950s movie.

Up two floors and |eft from the elevator was building manager Eamon Inksdl's well-appointed office.
Inksel, middle-aged and unamused, invited them al to sit, though he made no eye contact with Zeb. After
hearing Harriss request, he said, "May | ask why you want to know?'

Harrissaid, "It's better if you don't.”

Inksel took off hiswire-rimmed glasses and methodicaly polished them. "The Sidhe Foundation's
activitiesare widely reported, you know. Thelast news of you concerned the Danaan Heights Building.
Now you're here asking if anything odd has taken place atmy building. IsGwal-Halyn in any danger?"

Harriskept his gaze steady. "Yes."

"Like the Danaan Heights Tower?"

IIYSIII

"Then my first order of businessis not answering questions, but arranging for the building to be emptied.”

"No. If you do that, we go from it being a possibility that the building will be destroyed in a couple of
bellsto avirtud certainty that it will be destroyed right now."

"Ah. Well, then." Taking the newsthat he was under a desth sentence with the same imperturbable cam
he'd exhibited on their arrival, the building manager took amoment to consider. "Odd incidents. In the
last two days, weve had awallet lifted from apatron of aground floor restaurant—very upsetting for the
restaurant, asthe thief turned out to be one of their staff; we've had some vandalism in the lobby; and we
had an expectant mother faint in thelift.”

Harris sat up straight. "Vanddism in the lobby. Don't tell me: Someone damaged the building's
dedicatory plague.”

Inksdl's eyebrows rose toward his receding hairline. "Yes. A single deep score. It happened this
morning. How did you—"

"Did anyone seethe vandas?'

"Y es, the lobby guard. The vanda s were two men spending time reading the plague. Both burly. Y ou'd



have to ask the guard for more exact descriptions. He didn't think anything of it until he heard a
screeching noise; that must have been the damage being done. And then the men ran outside to awaiting
car before he could confront them.”

"Isthat guard ill on duty?!

"Yes. I'll takeyou to him if you choose."

Harrisnodded. "Ish, cdl Doc or Alastair and tell them this. The vanddism he'stalking about precisely
matches some that took place over at Danaan Heights. Thisisour first procedurd link between the two
gtes, whichis probably redlly important to Devisers. Cdl Lieutenant Athel stane at the guardhouse and
ask him to check into similar reports of vandalism—top priority. Then join us downgtairs. Zeb, Noriko,
let'sgo.”

* * %

Thelobby guard, alarge dark named Lekkin, described Jorg and Albin Bergmonk to Harriss
sidfaction.

They looked over the dedicatory plaque. It was bronze, some three feet by two, with upraised letters
describing the philanthropic qualities and financia genius of the millionaireswho'd erected this building as
atestimonial to their own worth. A deep gouge aong one edge of the text marred the stately appearance
of the plagque.

"What about the materia cut from thisgouge?' Zeb asked.

The guard shook his head. "There was nothing to sweep up. What they cut out, they took with them."
Harrisfrowned over that. "Okay, get aprybar. Were going to take thisthing right off thewall.”

The guard hesitated, but Inksel nodded permission and the man trotted off toward a side corridor.

"Let meguess" Zeb said. "This plagueisthe “beacon’ Alagtair was talking about?!

"I'm not sure." Harris scowled at the plague. "'l don't do devisements; | just keep running into them. But
that would answer aquestion or two. Like, why thefirebal hit Danaan Heights at ground level—"

"Because it was drawn to the plagueinitslobby."

"Right. | think."

Ish finished writing on her notepad. " Thank you, Lieutenant.” Her Castilian accent was back in full force.
"If you think of anything ese, you will notify us? Y es? Grace." She hung up.

And immediately felt ablade point pressed against her back.
Her breath caught.Did not hear anyone enter the office. Raise hands, present no menace. If |—

The blade thrust home. She felt it enter her back, shearing through one of her vertebrae, angling down to
pierce her somach ingtead of her heart.



The pain was unimaginable, flashing out from theinjury to burn through every cell of her body. She dimly
heard the sound of her own scream. Then the wooden floor rose to dam againgt her body and darkness
drowned her.

* % %

The guard was back in the lobby within minutes and pried the plague free from the marble wall behind.
His exertions bent the plague out of shape and snapped the bronze pegsthat held it to the wall. The way
Harrisheld it told Zeb that it was heavy, forty or more pounds.

"Next," said Harris, "we go out aback way in case the front's being watched, take a cab over to the
river, and hire acouple of boatsto get us out into the center of theriver."

"Acouple of boats."
"Right. One we leave the plague on. It'd be better yet if we could get abuoy to leave the plague on, but

| want it on the water asfast as possible. We don't throw it overboard because if the fireball doesn't
come, Doc and Alagtair are going to want to study it. Where the hell is 1sh? She should be here by now."

Inksdl said, "I'll find out,” and headed off to the talk-box at the guard's station.

He was back amoment later, atouch of distress, or perhaps only regret, in his expression. "Goodsirs,
my secretary informs me that the young lady has collapsed. Sheis unconscious. My secretary has
summoned an ambulance.”

Harris swore. He held up the plague. "Zeb, can you get this out on the river? Take the roadster, acab
might not stop for you."

"No problem . . . Unlessthe cops hassde me for being a black man in an expensive car. Unlessthe
people with boats to rent have objections to—"

"Point taken. Y ou and Noriko take care of 1sh. I'll deal with this. Goodsir Inksdl, thanks."

"Thankyou ."

* % *

Despite hisimperturbable manner, Inksel moved fast when he wanted to, leading Zeb and Noriko a
quick trot up the stairsrather than waiting for thellift. In his office, secretaries crowded around Ixyall
where shelay.

Shewas curled in fetd position, her chair lying toppled behind her. She twitched constantly asthough
she were undergoing el ectrocution. Zeb could see no sign of injury.

He swore and knelt beside her head. "Inksdl, give me that cushion off your chair. And your jacket.
Noriko, did the Foundetion for me."

He had Inksdl's cushion beneath Ish's head and the jacket over her amoment later, and had Alastair on
the line shortly after that. In few words he described 1sh's condition.

Alagtair's voice was strained with worry. "Have the ambulance take her to Thown Hospital. Keep her
warm—"



"To reduce the chance of her going into shock. I'll get her there, Doctor.”
"I'll bethere before you.” Alastair hung up.

Ish's eyes opened, unfocussed. She gave afull-body shudder, cringed from the pain it obvioudy caused
her, and looked up without moving her head. "Zeb. Noriko." Her voice was arasp.

"We're here. We're getting you to the hospitd. Just hold yourself together.”

"No, Zeb. I'm dying. Too deep awound for Ixyail." A sngletear escaped the corner of her eye. "Tdll
Doc. Heknows| love him. Tell him hewasdl | thought of when my time came.”

Zeb and Noriko exchanged a confused glance. "What wound?' asked Zeb. "Ish, you don't have amark
onyou."

She coughed; maybe it was alaugh. "Do not patronize me. I'm run through. The bladeisill inme. I'm
amod there.”

A chill of fear ran through Zeb; her voice was so wesk, so agonized. "Dammiit, 1sh, thereés no blade. No
blood." He carefully ran ahand across her back.

She jerked and bit back a shriek. Then he held his unblooded hand before her eyes and she stared at it
indull confusion.

"A devisement,” shesad. "Killed by devisement . . ." Her eyes closed.

Zeb'sfear became ahard knot of panic. He heard Noriko cry out, anoise of helplessness and despair.
He drew in a deep breath, then roared, " Open your goddammed eyes, sister!”

Ixyail's eyes snapped open. She stared at him in pain and surprise.
Inksel made anoise of protest. "Goodsir, your language is not appropriate—"

Zeb twigted to glare a him. Whatever wasin his eyes was sufficient to convince the man to shut up, and
more; Inksdl drew back, to the far wall of the office, and stayed there.

Zeb returned his attention to Ish. He let no mercy, no sympathy creep into his expression. "1sh, repesat
after me. | am not wounded. | will not die.”

Ish shook her head helplesdly. “The hurt—"

"Thehurtisalie . You haveto fight through the pain. Y ou're going to fight through the pain. Fight it. Hit
rre.ll

She shook her head.
"Hit me, by God, or I'm going to hit you, and you'l die with some grimworld asshole beating you!

She dapped him. It stung. Her movement didodged the jacket lying across her and caused her to cry out
inmorepan.



"Agan. ‘| am not wounded. | will not die.

She dapped him again, and cried out again. Then, the words forced past her teeth, "1 am not wounded. |
will not die”

"Agan. | haveto fight through thepain.'"

She struck him athird time, and he actudly felt dizzy from the strength of her blow. Her voicewasa
moan. "1 haveto fight through the pain.”

"Y ou're getting stronger. Again." He tensed himsdlf againgt the blow to come.
Shedidn't lash out thistime. "It doesn't hurt as much.”
"It should be getting worse. Y ou thought you were dying a second ago. What's that mean?"

"Thepanisalie. | haveto fight through the pain.” She grimaced and Zeb felt another wave of agony
ripplethrough her. "Ai . . . oh, that wasbad. But it'sjust . . ."

"Pain. Just pain." Asgently as he could, he pulled her up so that sheleaned againgt him. He could tell it
hurt her, but was just as sure she could stand to have arms around her. "Pain'sasignd. It means
something'swrong. But you can't let just the Signd kill you. Distance yoursdlf from it. Don't ignoreit: Just
understand it. Ish, | used to be boxing champ for my regiment. Y ou know what that means? Y ou have
those on thefair world?’

She regained some focus, glanced up a him. "Yes. In an army. Y ou fought unarmed for sport, boxing."
Her voice wavered but was alittle stronger.

"Right. And | won amost dl thetime. Not because | was better than everyone | fought; | wasnt. It was
because," he leaned close to whisper in her ear, "I could redlly take abesting.”

She managed afaint smile. "What?'

"l could take more damage than they could. More pain. Kegp my mind sharp. Keep hitting. It
discourages them when they best the living hell out of you and you keep on hitting. To do that, you have
to fight through the pain.”

From the Street below came the sound of asiren, amore rapid cycle of noise than he was used to from
the ambulances of hisworld. He managed a prayer to lend wingsto the feet of the ambulance attendants.

"That'smy name," shesaid.

"What is?'

"Ixyail. It means, "thelady of pain'in the tongue of my people."
"Becauseyou inflict pain or receiveit?'

Thefaint smilereturned. "Inflict, I think. Until today. Hush, now. | haveto talk to someone.” Her eyes
closed.



"Ish, dammit, don't fade away on me!"
"Hush. | will bewell. The pain cannot kill me." She relaxed againgt him.

Findly helooked up a Noriko. Her gaze was on him, not Ixyail, and her eyes were wide—whether with
surprise or with revulsion he could not tell. Noriko wiped away atear rolling down her cheek.

Two men in hospital whites were in the office aminute later. The dark-haired man, probably the
ambulance driver, carried on his shoulder two poleswrapped with cloth; Zeb inferred a stretcher. The
blond, whose bag indicated he was a doctor, checked Ish's pulse with an ungainly-looking stethoscope,
carefully thumbed open her eyelids and pronounced her unconscious, and timed her bresthing. Then he
sat back aminute as Zeb described what 1sh had said.

"Sounds like an arrow of the gods," he said.
"A what?'

"Just what it soundslike. A sudden piercing pain leading to collapse and quick death. Not astroke;
arrows of the gods leave alingering residue of devisement. But thisyoung lady is<till with usand not, |
think, fading, which is something new to me. Let's get her to Lord Reev's asfast aswe can—"

"Thown Hospital. Specia request of the Sidhe Foundation.”

The doctor shrugged. " Sidhe Foundation paid for my medica education. I'd drive her to Lackderry if
they asked." He gestured for the driver to set the stretcher down.

Zeb carefully handed Ish over to them. As he stood, he looked again a Noriko. Her imperturbable
expresson was gill gone; she seemed troubled. Guilty. "What isit?" he asked.

"Y ou just did something—something extraordinary. | wouldn't have known how. | would have let her
die"

"| doulbt that."

"l don't. Y ou have no respect for the forces that attacked her. | do, and | would have doomed her." She
turned to watch the doctor and driver transferring 1sh to the stretcher. "I hope she forgives me.”

* * *

Therewas amost adelay a the hospital asalarge orderly tried to prevent Zeb from following the
stretcher in. Zeb grabbed the man's outstretched hand, twisted, was rewarded with the sound of a bark
of pain asthe orderly went to one knee. Zeb brushed past him without atering pace or expression.
Noriko waked around the knegling man, not acknowledging him, as she followed. The next orderly read
their eyesand didn't interfere,

Alastair wasjust indde, aready in medica whites, and directed the stretcher, Zeb, and Noriko into an
emergency thester.

"WheresDoc?' Zeb asked.

" Getting the money together. Waiting for their cal." While the driver and the blond doctor arrayed Ish on
the examination table, Alagtair began taking instruments from his bag and laying them out on asilver tray.



Some were medica instruments Zeb recognized; others, including gems, smal musical pipes, leather bags
and rattles, seemed less professiond.

"Je-zus. He couldn't hand that off to somebody?*

"We needed adeviser to work with the money and then to ook at the delivery site. That meanshim or
me. I'm better with theinjured." Alastair dismissed the ambulance crew with awave and athanks. "If
you're wondering, it is esting Doc from within that he can't be here now. So tell me everything.” He

affixed alavender-tinted monocleto his eye and bent over the unconscious woman.
* % %

Gaby depressed the button on the intercom+-like device the fairworlders called adicto. "Cal coming in
from the building switchboard. I'm told it'sarough voice."

Doc'svoice, tight and weary, came back. "I haveit.”

Gaby touched the main pand of the switchboard serving the Sidhe Foundation floors. As she had six
Sseparate times since their return to the Monarch Building, she relaxed and let her consciousness be
tugged into the Grid.

Thistime she did not invoke the imaginary bedchamber that was her usual haven while navigating the
Grid; timewas at a premium. Now she floated in ablack void, distant from her body, which she could no
longer fed. Wordsjangled through her, both halves of Doc's conversation, and she oriented hersdlf
toward them.

Doc'svoicefird: "—asyou demanded. Fifty thousand, slver."

Another voice, one Gaby recognized from the radio broadcast. "And no tricks. No beacons. No curses.
Well find them and make you pay."

Gaby broadened her perceptions, trying to find the same words being spoken elsewhere, dightly out of
phase, a some odd angle or distance. Doc's voice and that of the other man were still loudest, but now
beneath them was the buzz of an entire city's talk-box traffic.

Calls could be traced by mechanica means. That meant having an operative a the Grid company and
running among towering blocks of relay equipment in order to physicaly trace the relays handling the call.
That took many minutes, and no career criminal would be foolish enough to stay on theline that long.

But Gaby's Gift, though lessreliable, let her conduct acall trace much more swiftly than the mechanica
technique. . . when it worked.

"Notricks. But | till haveto know whereto bring it."

"King's Park on King's Road. Y ou'll know where to put the coinage when you seeit. Y ou have exactly
onechimetogetitinplace. .. or thousands of deathsfall on your shoulders."

" ... onyour shoulders." Gaby heard the distant echo of those words. She flew toward them.

Doc's voice lessened in volume as her attention moved; she could barely make out hiswords. " One
chime.Impossible. Thisistwenty manweights of slver. | need moretime.”



"A pity. You do not haveit. Thetimepieceisrunning.”

Gaby swept toward the man'swords, enfolded them, spread out from them in al directions. Even asthe
man hung up the talk-box she got an impression of his surroundings; then his disconnect thrust her back

into her body.

She shook her head to clear dizziness away and again hit the dicto button for the garage. "Doc, | have
them. | can find them, anyway. Morcymeeth, near the docks, asix-story residentia building. | can't
visudizeit but I'll know it when | seeit.”

Doc'svoice came back, weary. "Just stakeit out. Call the Novimagos Guard and let them lead theraid.”
"And who's going with you?'

"No one."

"The hell you say. Y ou need backup—"

"We're running low on associates." He disconnected.

* k% %

Doc pulled out onto King's Road and headed north. He shifted gears, grudging the vehicles duggish
performance. It was a big military truck painted in dull red, the back end covered by areinforced bronze
frame holding up ared cloth cover that flapped in the breeze. 1ts name was Deuce because Harris said it
was like the"deuce and ahalf" trucks from his grim world, and it was more than adequate to haul the
fortunein dlver that rested infifty heavy bagsintheback . . . but it was not speedy.

He noticed that his knuckles were white on the whed. It didn't surprise him.Gods and goddesses, |et
Ixyail bewell.

As he got the truck up to speed he began honking nearly continuoudly to persuade dower drivers ahead
that he was not going to dow for them. Vehicles pulled aside and pedestrians crossing the street
scattered for him. If someone did linger in his path, hed brake. . . but he preferred for no oneto test
him. Preferred not to |ose the precious ticks of the clock such an action would cost him. Time. Did
Alastair get to her in time?

When traffic allowed, he glanced at the coin bouncing around on the seat beside the passenger door. It
was aworn, ordinary-looking silver lib . . . and the very sort of trick the Bergmonk brothers had warned
him not to implement. The devisement he and Alastair had cast upon it would beadmost invisible,
undetectable by al but the most proficient of devisers. But afull chime after it was warmed by the touch
of ahand, its devisement would become active, radiating abeacon he or Alastair might be able to detect.

If hedecided to add it to the treasurein back, that is.

He swore, usng an expletive his associates had never heard him voice. The coin was subtle, but his
enemies knew so much about him. They knew hismethods. If he dropped the coin in amongst the
ransom and they detected it, thousands might die.

Two-thirdsinto the time held been allowed, King's Park, with itsriotoudy colored flower gardensand
Khemish pylons, cameinto view ahead. He blared hisway through traffic, ignored the wave-off of a
guardsman directing traffic, and headed straight toward the curb.



No time to search on foot. He hopped the curb, the truck's cargo weight sending a painful shudder
through the vehicle, and drove right up on the grass and through thefirst long bed of yellow flowers.
Hand-linked lovers and painters sitting before portable easels scattered before him.

The Bergmonk on the talk-box had been correct: Histarget was easy to spot. A transference circlewas
painted onto the grass toward the center of the park. It was on the broad lawn a hundred paces or so
from the Greater Pylon from Khem, an ancient obelisk brought to Novimagos by treasure hunterslong

ago.

There wasn't enough time to unload the cargo of silver. He kept hishand on the horn and drove straight
onto the white circle. He set the brake, then bailed out of the driver's seat to ook at the damage hel'd
doneto thewhitecircle.

The paint was fresh. With his bare hands he smeared undried paint across the brown trenches histires
had made in the grass, restoring the circle to its unbroken state. Thiswas the smplest sort of transference
circle, meaning the corresponding circle, where the truck would arrive, was not far away.

Someone was shouting: "Goodsir, are you mad?"

He returned to the driver's door and, reluctantly, scooped up the specid lib, diding it into ashirt pocket,
smearing both with paint as he did so. " Sidhe Foundation business," he shouted back. "Were you here
when thiswas painted?"

Another voice, aboy's. "l wad"

Doc trotted over. The shouter was a round-cheeked boy of maybe twelve summers, dressed inared
playsuit that had until very recently been clean. Doc stood well away from him; if his opponentsintended
some extra assault, such as asniper's attack, he wanted to avoid endangering innocents. "What did you
%e?'

"Three old men. Thick. They had beards. They had paint cans and shovels."

"How long ago?"

The boy shrugged. "Two or three chimes. | don't know. Are they bad eamons?’

Doc nodded absently. "I'm going to ask you to look at some cameos at—did you say shovels? Did they
bury something?'

"At the center of the circle. They buried some of the paint cans.”

Doc resisted the temptation to swear again. "All right, boy. | want you to run that way," he pointed
toward the far end of the park, "asfast asyou can,right now . Go!"

The boy hesitated amoment, asif trying to gauge whether Doc were joking, and ran. Doc himsdlf ran
around the truck, shouting "In the name of the Novimagos Guard | order everyone back! Get back!
Bomb! Bomb!"

Some of the onlookers began moving back—afew steps, too dowly.



Doc sighed, then pulled his handgun from his shoulder holster and began firing—in dl directions, but into
the earth.

The onlookers began running.

Thetruck shimmered asthough it alone were sitting under the desert sun. Doc began running, too.

* % *

"Interesting notion,” Alastair said. "Arrow of the gods. Y oung Doctor Dermot may have been closeto the
truth." He continued making hand-waving passes over Ish, staring at her with hisleft eye closed.

Zeb and Noriko each kept ahand on Ish's, though she il exhibited no sign of consciousness. "What
doesthat mean?'

"Just what it soundslike. A god decides he doesn't like amortd and shoots him dead. The arrow isn't
physica—at least, none has ever been found.”

"Y ou're saying that theré's areal god who wants Ish dead.”

"| doubt that." Alastair opened his eye and cupped his chinin his hand to stare down at Ixyall. "It takesa
lot these daysto make agod that angry at amortal. And Ish, despite her sharp tongue, doesn't go out of
her path to insult the gods.”

Ish'slipstwitched into asmile. "Sharp tongue.” Her eyes opened. "I protest.” Her voice was weak but
steady.

Alagtair bresthed a sigh that sounded to Zeb like relief. He bent over her. "How do you fed ?*
"Much better. Terrible.”

"Y ou fell unconscious and worried Zeb and Noriko unto death.”

"No. | went to talk to the other me."

Zeb snorted. "The other you? I s she as bad-tempered as you are?’

"Worse"

Alagtair bent over to examine her eyes. "And what did shetell you?'

"That she wasn't hurt. Shedidn't have abladein her belly. So | knew Zeb wasright. Theinjury wasa
lie" Shesmiled up a Zeb. "Y ou saved my life, Zeb. Thank you."

"All part of the service, maam.”
"Didyou tdl Doc?'
Zeb frowned. "About you? Of course. He couldn't come—"

"No, no, no. About the other—my notepad? Did you see my notes? About the other building. The
building with the vanddism.”



"Other building. Oh, God. Tell me."

Shetold him.

Doc ran. He didn't have to see the truck to know what was happening. The devisement of transference
was preparing to move the truck to acircle some distance away. Now, to the eye of the observer, the
truck would gppear to be twisting, warping, shrinking—in amoment it would be gone with nothing but
fresh rutsleft behind to mark its presence.

He heard the pop of its disappearance. He didn't dow his run, but continued to catch up to the innocents
he'd shooed away. Some of those before him looked over their shoulders, saw him coming on fast, and
picked up the pace, surethat he was running them down.

Then there was light and heat on his back. He threw himself forward, skidding on the damp grass, and a
fraction of amoment later the sound of the explosion and bow wave of displaced air hit him. Hefelt it
sweep over him, ahot but not burning blast, and saw it catch up to those ahead of him—men and women
suddenly felled by the impact.

* k% %

Half achimelater, Doc was still moving among the people who'd been knocked flat by the bomb, and
among othersfarther avay who'd been cut by glassfaling from surrounding buildings. Though most of
those windows had shattered inward, pieces of glass had sometimes clung to the window frames and
then falen out moments later. Fortunately, no one had been serioudy hurt. His back till felt sunburned,
and would for sometime. Sirens screamed the approach of ambulances and guard vehicles.

He moved more dowly than usud, till rubber-legged with rdlief. It wasn't relief a hisown surviva, but
at theresults of histoo-quick cal to Thown Hospitd, and news from anurse that 1sh would survive
whatever had struck her down.

Even while helping the burned and injured, staring into their shocked and frightened faces, Doc had had
ahard time keegping asmile from hisface.

He stopped to help bandage an e derly man whose scalp had been dashed open by glass. The man
perched on a stoop as Doc worked. " Thought you were supposed to be Daoine Sidhe,” the man said in
atone that could have been taken as garrulous or argumentative.

Dac finished wrapping cloth torn from his shirt around the man's skull. "1 am.”

"lan't thisabit beneath you? Patching the common man?”

"Areyou common? | saw you comforting ayoung mother and her baby while others stood by and
complained about their bad luck. That doesn't ssem common to me.”

"No, no, don't change the subject.” Then the old man changed the subject. He stared up, past the
summits of nearby skyscrapers. "What in the name of the godsisthat?"

Doc looked up.

Another fireball raced across Neckerdam's sky and began its descent.



Chapter Nine

Knowing it wasfutile, Doc ran north along King's Road toward the descending ball of destruction. He
had run no more than thirty paces before it dropped from sight behind the skyline.

Moments later, the fatal sound of explosion carried to him—much more distant, much more deadly than
that which had endangered him minutes before.

He lesped onto the running board of the first Novimagos Guard car he saw. He didn't have to direct the
driver to the proper location. Both men were grim and pale as the car raced north.

* % *

"What in Anoon wasthat?' The shouter was Rudi Bergmonk, and the target of hisire, Albin, wasjust
hanging up the talk-box. They stood in the living room of their Morcymesath apartment, its wall paper
stained with rust from years of roof leaks. Seated respectively on a sagging sofaand a solid hardwood
chair that looked as though it had seen decades of use were Jorg and Egon, turning their attention from
speaker to speaker as they followed the exchange of words.

Albin amiled. "That wastheKingston Guardian , meeting their richly deserved fate. And, not
incidentally, that wasaso Plan Two."

"That wasnever Plan Two! Therewasno Plan Two!" Rudi stared increduloudly. "The ded was, we
threaten, they pay, we find anew target to thresten. We got the money. Why did you do this?"

"Thosewerethe orders.” Albin shrugged. "Rudi, we have a chance to change the world. Were going to.
Whatever the cost."

Rudi stepped up to him. Anger trembled in hisvoice. "That's not what we're about. We take banks and
payrolls. Smart and fast. Only shoot those who're in our way. Those people weren't in our way!™

"Lad, it'stimefor you to shut up and start following ord—"

Rudi hit him, afast hook that caught the surprised Albin full in the face. Albin staggered back, turning,
and fdll, smashing alow tableinto splinters.

Herose, pressing afinger to the blood welling from hislip, and smiled. "Y ou aways could throw agood
punch, baby brother. But if you don't want me to have Jorg pound you into paste, you need to settle
down so we can get on with the planning.”

Rudi shook with the fury running through him. "I'm out, Albin."

"Areyou? Areyou giving up your share of al that slver downgtairs?"

"I wouldn't take apenny of it, or anything ese to do with you, you vomitous pile.” Rudi turned and | eft
through the front door, il shaking.



Albin shook hishead sadly, turned to the other two. "Don't worry. He'sjust fedling his oats. I'll go talk
him out of leaving."

But oncein the halway outsde their quarters, he pulled hisrevolver from beneeth his coat before
hurrying after his brother.

* * %

From blocks away the damage was evident: burning rubble in the street, people running from the site of
the impact, traffic snarling as drivers coped with panicky survivors of the firebal. Doc waited until the
driver got to the point where traffic began to congea and legped from the running board to run the rest of
theway.

Up close, the damage was worse. Where the oldKingston Guardian newspaper building, arounded
three-story mound, had once sat, there was now a hesp of burning brick. Fire had spread to buildingson
three sdes of it and had spilled into the roadway before it; cars and bodies that had been charred to
blacknesslay on the street. The injured who were capable of thought and movement ran, walked, even
crawled away from the spreading fire.

Others moved among the wreckage. A doctor, identifiable by his bag and stethoscope, the deeve of his
coat charred, moved from one still form to the next. A beat guardsman with ablanket put out flameson
the bodies of the dead and injured.

And Zeb, afull-grown man across his back in afireman's carry, moving at ahaf trot away from the
wreckage, Noriko beside him, achild in her arms.

The heat from the burning wreckage finally reached Doc, awave that caused him to bresk out in a
swesat. He walked past the charred, lifedessform of ayoung woman and the still-burning perambul ator
she had been pushing. A coldness settled in his chest, and he knew that those who had caused this

damage, should they ever fal under the sghts of hisgun or the point of his sword, could not expect
mercy from him,

* % *

Albin, creeping up the hall, heard the building'slift risng toward thisfloor. Ahead, Rudi stood before the
door to the liftshaft, his pose one of stiffnessand anger.

Albin stopped severa paces back, lifted hisrevolver, and thumbed the hammer back.

Rudi straightened and turned at the sound. His expression became hitter. "So much for family loyaty,” he
sad.

Albin shrugged. "Y ou're not asimportant as the plan. Neither isthe Bergmonk clan.”

"Careto makeit an even contest? | have my pistolsright here.”

Albin merdy grinned.

"Albin Bergmonk, drop your gun!*

The voice was female, from paces behind the graybeard. Albin started and glanced over his shoulder. It

was the woman whose wedding held attended on the grim world. She was severd pacesfrom him,
holding arevolver in atwo-handed grip.



Albin heard the whisper of metd on leather as Rudi's pistols cleared their holsters. He cursed to himself.

Then another voice, Egon's, from well behind the woman: "Albin! We have Otmar on the talk-box; he
saystherés—who's she?

Albin shoved hard againgt the wall, throwing himself back, and shouted, " Trouble!™

Rudi'sfirgt shot hit the wall where Albin had been standing. Albin dove forward, into the hallway before
the devators, taking two steps toward Rudi. He returned fire againgt his brother, fast shotsintended to
force Rudi under cover, and they did; Rudi scrambled back around the corner of the elevator shaft, and
Albin veered to head toward the Stairs.

He'd amost reached the door to the stairswhen he felt ripping pain and hesat in hisleg, knew that one of
Rudi's shots had clipped him. He hit thefrail door hard, shattering it off its hinges. He tripped and rolled
down half aflight of steps.

* * %

Trapped in the corridor between two Bergmonk brothers, one definitely armed and the other probably
s0, Gaby threw hersdlf to one side, grabbing the knob of the closest door within reach, twisted,
prayed—

It came open and she shoved her way through, damming the door behind her.

It was an ordinary flat with a hardwood floor and dusty circular rugs. A surprised-looking man in boxer
shorts and undershirt sat with acereal bowl on the table before him. Music blared from a sound-only
talk-box.

Gunfire sounded from the hallway. "Don't move," shetold the man.
"I don't have anything—"

"Get on thefloor." More gunfire, but not asloud. She dared to pull the door open, poked her nose out,
glanced up and down the corridor.

Albin was gone. So was Rudi. So was the third Bergmonk, the one who'd emerged from the brothers
flat behind her. She sworeto herself and, hoping that Lieutenant Athelstane and the city guards shed
summoned were close enough to hear the gunfire being exchanged, she dipped back into the hall and
moved as quietly as she could toward the Bergmonks door.

* * %

The pain is nothing. Suffer it later.Albin ran down the gairs. He forced himsdf up to hisusud running
speed; the flesh wound in histhigh and the sharp painswhere hisfal down the stairs had bruised hisribs
threatened to dow him. He heard Rudi trotting down above him, but his baby brother was not exposing
himsdf tofire.

Thiswasn't good. Albin carried one revolver, six shots, only two shotsleft until he reloaded. Rudi, the
best shot of al the brothers, carried two Greenling semiautomatics: eighteen shotstotal, no more than
three of them spent. Albin's chance of winning agunfight had disgppeared with the advantage of ambush
gone. He put on more speed.

* * %



Gaby did up to stand, her back to the wall, just beside the Bergmonks door. She listened, but her ears
weredill ringing from the gunfire; she might hear shouting, but nothing quieter.

She heard nothing at dl.

Shewished al these events hadn't scattered the associates across Neckerdam, wished she knew where
Harriswas right now.

Then she tapped on the doorway. "Novimagos Guard! Open up!*
No answer. At least they hadn't replied with gunfire.

With her revolver at the ready, she twisted the doorknob and shoved. The door swung in easily. She
leaned in for afraction of a second and then yanked hersalf back, as much to force them to fire early as
to catch aglimpse of theinterior.

No gunfire. No one visiblein the seedy living room.

She glanced again, took amoment longer thistime. There was atak-box on the table, the handset till
off itscradle. Doors|eft and right were open. So was the window on the far wall, its curtains flapping.

Gaby took a moment to catch her breath and wonder where her saliva had gone. She kicked off her
pumps, then moved in as noiselessly as she could, straining to hear, keeping her revolver pointed
wherever she looked.

Door |eft—bedroom. Spartan and tidy. No Bergmonks unless they were under the beds; with their thick
torsos, she didn't think so.

Door right—kitchen. Also nest. One of the brothers had to be compulsive about cleaning. Still no
Bergmonks unless they were hiding in theicebox . . . and since this kind had adoor latch that made
escape impossible, she doubted it.

Therewasametdlic clatter from the street below the window—more like meta bending than cars
colliding. Then there was acrash. Sheran over to look.

Two Bergmonk brothers were on the fire escape, two stories above the street and hurrying down.
Halfway up aong the building, atruck had come crashing through a garage doorway.

She knew the truck, Doc's rust-colored deuce-and-a-haf, and she was momentarily confused. Then she
saw the last Bergmonk brother through the windshield, saw the bandage across the nose her husband
had broken, and knew this wasn't part of the Sidhe Foundation's efforts. She did through the window
and began trotting down the fire escape gairs.

Thetruck pulled to a hdt beneath the fire escape. The Bergmonks didn't wait to reach the street; they
threw themselves over thelast rail, landing on the hardy cloth top over the cargo bed. One shouted, "Go,
Otmar!”

She heard the reply, words she couldn't make out, and heard both brothers shout, "Go, go!" Then
Otmar got the truck into gear and it began lumbering up the Street.



As Gaby reached the midpoint of the fire escape, apair of Novimagos Guard carsroared up the strest.
Shewaved frantically at them; one screeched to a stop just where the truck had rested amoment ago
while the other continued in pursuit of the truck. The driver—Lieutenant Athelstane, with another officer
to hisleft sde—waved in return.

The rough bronze of the fire escape tearing a her hose and feet, Gaby continued down.

* % *

Albin raced through the building lobby and out onto the street, King's Road.

Luck waswith him. Thetraffic sgna'sHALT sign was up, and waiting at the corner was aroadster with
its canvas top down.

He ran across the street and jumped onto the back of the car. He winced as his weight came down hard
on hisinjured leg, and again as he dropped into the left-hand passenger seat. The driver, athin,
mustachioed man in green-and-yellow tweed and aroadster's cap, stared at him in confusion.

Albin put the barrdl of his gun againgt the man'sforehead. "Drive or | kill you."

Then Rudi emerged from the building lobby. Albin shifted hisaim, moving the barrel just behind the
driver's head, and fired. Rudi must have seen the motion of Albin aiming; he was moving before the
hammer fell, diving behind amail box. The driver screeched and put ahand up to hisear.

One block over, the rust-red money truck roared southward. Albin shouted, "Follow that truck!" and
again pointed the gun at the driver.

* % *

Athelstane set the car in motion, accelerating fast after the deuce-and-a-half and the other guard car. In
the back seat, Gaby checked out the soles of her feet—scratched and alittle bloodied, not bad, but the
stockingswere aloss.

Beforetheir car reached the corner, apainfully yellow roadster turned from a side street to follow the
red truck; Athelstane accelerated in itswake.

"Dammit." Gaby leaned forward. "That's Albin. Isthat one of hisbrotherswith him?*

The other officer, aguardsman whose name Gaby remembered as Paddaddin, shook his head, setting
hisred beard into wavy motion. "Bergmonk hasagun on him.”

Athdstane said, "And he'stoo skinny to be aBergmonk. Albin has ahostage.”

A checkered-green taxi screeched into line behind Athelstane's car. Gaby looked back. "There's Rudi,”
shesad.

Rudi, amad grin or arictus of pain on hisface, was the sole occupant of the taxi. Gaby wondered what
had become of the driver.

Ahead of them, the other guard car accelerated and drew abreast of the car Albin had commandeered.
Gaby thought for amoment that the guardsmen were trying to force the yellow roadster off the road, then
redized it was merely trying to pass. "They're just concentrating on the truck," she said. "They don't even
know—"



Athelstane honked, trying to get the attention of the other guard car, and pointed franticaly at the
roadster. But it wastoo late. Albin merely leaned to the left, pointed hisrevolver at the guard car's right
front tire, and fired.

Gaby saw thetire deform. The guard car weaved to the right, banging into the yellow roadster, then
veered off to theleft, up onto the sidewalk, crashing into the corner of abuilding at an aley mouth.
Athelstane swore asthey passed the wreck, then said, " Sorry, malam.”

"Apology accepted. Now get that son of abitch.”

Albin's roadster tried to take advantage of an opening in traffic and whip past the truck, but acar turned
onto the street and drove side by side with the truck, forestalling him. Gaby could see the two
Bergmonks she'd chased in the back of the truck, kneeling by the rear panel, probably ready tofire. ..
though their gunswere not yet in Sght. "What was the big boom a couple of minutes, | mean haf achime
ago?' Gaby asked, though she suspected she knew.

"A firebdl camedown. But | think it landed north of the Gwal-Halyn Building." Athdstané'stone was
grim. "Two carswere dl | could bring to support you. Everything €l se was being sent to the fireball.”

Rudi'staxi pulled dongsde Athelstane's car, to the left. Gaby brought her gun up, but Rudi merdly
tipped an imaginary hat at her. Then he surged ahead, the taxi's lighter mass giving Rudi more
acceleration than Athelstane could summon. Rudi aimed apistol out thewindow . . . a Albin.

Albin, not hampered by awindow, pulled histrigger first. But nothing happened; Gaby didn't hear a
gunshot. She saw Albin say something curt and break the gun open to reload. Rudi fired and blood
blossomed high on Albin'sleft arm.

Athdstane said, "He's on our sde?’

"No, but he'sagaingt Albin. Albintried to ice him upgtairs.” Then the brothersin the back of the truck
brought revolvers up and opened fire on Rudi's car; sparksflared off the radiator grill. "Dammit, stop
firing, there are people dl aong the street!™

It didn't much matter. None of the brothers shots missed to endanger innocents.

Then ashot found one of the taxi'sfront tires. The driver of the roadster braked, alowing the taxi to
careen forward. Rudi wrestled with hiswhed!; thetaxi did forward and rightward in askid across
Athelstane's path and into the oncoming traffic lane. . . and hefired one last time through hisdriver'sside
window.

Albin jerked and redness sprayed from the back of his head. More blood poured down from his
hairline. He turned back toward Rudi, his expression one of surprise turning to blankness. Hisgun and a
handful of bullets tumbled from his hand, across the roadster's rear, and into the street as he dumped
backwards againgt the car door. The roadster's driver braked harder.

Gaby watched asthe two carsin the northbound lane missed Rudi's taxi, then the third, alongnose
roadster, smashed into it, spinning the checkered-green car around like atop. Then Athelstane's car
passed the taxi and the roadster. In moments both cars were too far behind them to worry about.

The brothersin the back of the truck might have been confused about what to do about the gunplay



between their brothers, but with Rudi and Albin gone they had no such problems concerning the
Novimagos Guard car. As soon asthe car closed afew paces, they opened fire.

Their shots were accurate; the windshield before Athelstane starred and glass rained across the
guardsmen in the front seat. Both men flinched, then came upright again and shook glass out of their
beards. Guardsman Paddaddin aimed his own revolver through the hole fortune had offered him, but held
hisfire: There were gill too many innocents ahead who might act as backstops.

Athelstane continued gaining, then whipped up beside the truck and passed it on the right. As he came

aongdgde, thetruck'sdriver veered toward him, ramming him into the oncoming traffic lane. He yielded
rather than be hit, and did rightward an extralane to alow an oncoming taxi to roar by. Then he angled
left again and came back into the southbound lane ahead of the truck.

Gaby and Paddaddin leaned half out of their passenger-side windows and aimed. The driver flinched,
but asif by prearrangement both fired at the truck'stires. On their third set of shots, the right front tire
rippled and tore itself to shreds, sending the truck's front end into shudders.

Thetruck swerved l€eft, toward the line of cars parked alongside the street. The driver yanked hiswhed
right, overcorrecting, and abruptly the truck was skidding on its|eft front quarter, turning, rolling.

It performed a complete rotation and alittle more, then cameto rest on itsleft Sde, its bed twisted
further than the cab. Athelstane braked. Before he got the guard car turned around, they al saw the
truck's driver clamber out of the cab and go running back up the Street.

Athelstane pulled to a stop beside the truck's bed; the car behind him screeched to ahalt barely in time
and began honking for him to clear thelane. "Y ou ded with themenin back," Athdstane said. "I'll run
down thedriver.”

Gaby and Paddaddin hopped out. Gaby bit back a curse as her bare foot came down on an irregularity
in the bricktop road. The honking driver saw her handgun and stopped making noise. Athelstane roared
off after the driver. Gaby and the guardsman moved to where they could see the opening into the bed.

The bed held bag after bag full of slver libs, miraculoudy, only afew had torn open.

There were no Bergmonk Boys, unlessthey were buried out of sght under aton and ahaf of slver and
canvas.

* * *

They gathered in the bar of the Sidhe Foundation's suite in the Monarch Building. It was Smilar to any
Streetside pub, one long bar with shelves of liquor behind it, stools on the other Sde and small tables
beyond that, most of the furniture in dark hardwoods and dark leather. But it was al dusty, little-used.

Gaby, her feet till bare and her stockings discarded, did the honors, silently pouring drinksfor the
assembly.

Harris, smelling of salt water and carrying a canvas bag with forty pounds of bronze plate inside,
wouldn't sit. He paced beside the window, swinging the bag.

Doc, hair mussed and the front of his shirt and trousers dirty, with blood—not his—across hisright
shoulder and breast, took the stool at the end of the bar, the seat with the best view of the room.



Noriko, creases and sweat for once marring her clothes, as somber asthe others, took one of thelittle
tables.

At the next table over sat Zeb, douching in his chair. There were burn marks on his shirt and bandages
under them, abandage on his brow, bandages on his arms, and bloodstains—some his—across his
clothing. He glared into distant nothingness with the war-face expression Gaby had seen him wear when
he il fought professiondly. Since he wasn't facing off with an opponent now, she decided, with a
shudder, that he had decided to kill someone.

They were not a happy-looking assembly.

Doc cleared histhroat. "1 think we've experienced a near tota failure today. Please report.” He looked
a Harris.

Harristold of the events at the Gwall-Hallyn Building, of prying the dedicatory plague free, of hearing of
Ixyail's collapse, of leaving her in Zeb'sand Noriko's care while hefled to the river. "Which seemsto
have been completdly pointless,” he said with bitternessin hisvoice, "asthefirebd| didn't follow the

plague.”

"Did you get agood look at thefireball?!
"l suredid. It crossed overhead. Spectacular.” He frowned, thinking. "Two things about it."
"Go ahead.”

"Firg, | dont think it travelled dl the way from wherever to Neckerdam. It was suddenly roaring
overhead, but the smoketrail it left behind didn't extend very far—it just stopped, like it had appeared
somewhere over Long Idand out of nothing. Also, | don't know if this means anything, it did fly east to
west likethefirst one.

"Interesting. In keeping with its solar character.” Doc turned to Zeb, who didn't appear to notice him.
"Zeb."

Zeb took adeep breath. "We got I1sh to the hospital and Alastair checked her out. He's certain it was
some sort of magica attack—"

"Devisement attack."

"Oh, shut up, Doc. Something like an “arrow of the gods," but he didn't recognize it. She woke up, alot
better, and remembered that sheld talked to Lieutenant Athelstane about other buildings whose plaques
had been vandalized. One had been theKingston Guardian newspaper building, a amost the sametime
asthe Gwall-Hdlyn Building."

"Whet did you do?'

"Called here. All the associates were gone. So | called theKingston Guardian , got the publisher, told
him | was with the Sidhe Foundation, told him to get everyone out of the buildingnow . He said he'd do
that. Norikoand | . . ." Hisvoice choked off. He gulped down a shot of whisky and waited for it to do
itswork. He was sllent long enough for Gaby to wonder if he was through. Then he continued, hisvoice
tight, "Noriko and | took Alastair's car and drove to the building. We were coming up to it when we saw
thefirebal coming down, so we spun around and got some distance between us. There were people till



coming out . . . You weretherefor therest.”

Doc nodded. "TheGuardian takesalot of unpopular stands and publish editorias that make people
mad. Thismorning'swas a diatribe agains the destroyers of the Danaan Heights Building and an essay on
cowardice; that may be why they were targeted. But they only have about one hundred employees. So
lossof lifewas. . . not as considerable asit might have been e sewhere. And you cut down those
numbers. No oneis sure how many got out—fifty, maybe seventy or more. Y ou saved those lives."

Zeb dammed his hand down on the table. "Not good enough! How many died? Thirty, forty, fifty?
Because | forgot to pick up Ish's notebook? Maybe | precipitated the firebal by having them evacuate!”

"You did everything—"

"To hdl with everything!" Zeb stood and dammed histable to one Sde, sending it crashing into acluster
of unoccupied tables. Noriko flinched. "1 screwed up, and they're dead." He turned toward the wall,
dammed hisforearm into it; the boom echoed through the room.

Silence hung over them along moment. Findly, hisvoicelow, Doc sad, "That'swhy | am il inthis
business, Zeb. The newspapers talk about the good we do. But when | dream, only the ones| failed to
save cometo vist me. And | think, "Maybe next time. Maybe then I'll get everyone out. Maybethen I'll
takethekiller downintime' | oweit to the ones|'vefailed."

Zeb leaned his forehead againgt the wall. "I'm sorry, Doc.”
"Dont. Itisthelifel've chosen.”

"Not about that." Zeb pressed hisfistsinto his eyesfor amoment. "Well, about that too, but that's not
what | meant." He turned around to look at Doc. "Until today, even after Danaan Heights, | thought this
place, the fair world, was, | don't know, some sort of amusement park ride. Lessred than where | come
from. A couple of hoursago, alittle girl died as| was carrying her to adoctor. Died of burns. Her smell
isgtill dl over me. I've had kind of achange of heart." He took adeep breath. "'I'm going to kill those
sonsof bitches”

"I won't stand in your way." Doc turned to the bar. "Gaby?"

"| told you I'd traced the cdll to a place in Morcymeath," she said. "l wasright. | found the building. |
called Lieutenant Athelstane and then went upstairsjust to look around. What | didn't know wasthat the
Bergmonks had rented the ground-floor garage in that same building . . . and that was where the
receiving end of the transference circle was. So your truck ended up there, with one of the Bergmonks,
Otmar, tending it, while the rest were upgtairs.

"I blundered into an attempt by Albin to kill, or maybe just intimidate, one of his brothers—Rudi. And
then it got messy, with al the Bergmonks bailing out and Athel stane and me chasing them. | saw Rudi kill
Albin; hisbody isin the hands of the Guard. The others got away, one into the Underground, the other
two we don't know where." She shrugged. "They didn't get away with the money. Novimagos Guards
areguarding it now."

"A small blessng, especidly as Alastair and | weren't able to put a devisement beacon on the money.
They would have gotten away with it cold.”

Gaby said, "Y ou ought to go seelsh.”



"I will. Injust achime, well bethrough here—"

The talk-box under the bar rang. Gaby answered, " Guardhouse Liquory, you give usthe crime, we give
you the proof . . . Oh. Hold on." She looked startled and tucked the handset againgt her neck. "Doc, call
from downgtairs. Rudi Bergmonk isin the specia eevator. He wantsto come up.”

Chapter Ten

In the main [aboratory room, they crowded around the large talk-box, a quadruple—sound and picture,
send and receive. It showed an overhead view of an eevator whose only occupant was Rudi Bergmonk.
He had his arms crossed and was glaring at the closed door before him.

Harris consulted a viewscreen set into the wall beside the larger talk-box. This screen showed something
like gtic, with several consstent patches of brightness moving dightly on it—three large, one smdler and
dimmer. He gestured, three fingers and then one, to Doc.

Doc stood next to awall panel of switches on the other side of the talk-box. He thumbed a switch.
"Goodsir Bergmonk, grace on you. Might | ask you to pull open the handle behind you?'

On the main talk-box, Rudi started and |ooked up—toward the camera he could not see but the
speaker he could hear. He glanced behind him and tugged at a brass handle on the wall, opening an
inch-thick metal door inset in thewall. From the camera view, Zeb couldn't see what lay beyond the
door.

Doc said, "Please place your fire in the box."

Rudi waited, shrugged, and pulled a pistol from beneath each arm, placing the weapons as Doc
requested.

Doc thumbed the microphone again. "All of them, Goodsir Bergmonk.™

Rudi scowled, then pulled asmaler pistol from hisboot and added it to the collection.

"And your clagp-knife.”

Rudi shut the wall-box with the guns till within, then glared up in the direction of the camera. "'If you
want meto be tame and safe as ahousecat, you'l just have to shoot me," he said. "I dways have mefists

with me. | might aswell keep the knife. | might have to clean me nails."

Doc considered, then pressed two more switches on the panel. The elevator interior wobbled abit asit
began to move.

* * %

They stood in asemicircle before the elevator as Rudi emerged. He seemed little the worse for wear,
smiling, charming, as he looked between them. "Goodsirs MaggRee, Greene; Goodladies Lamignac and
Greene. Grace on you. | don't know the dusky. No, | do! From the wedding. Y ou knocked me brains



loose, afuttering good kick."
"Language, please," Doc sad.
"Zeb Watson," Zeb said.

"Goodsr Watson. Well-met. | don't suppose any of you would have aspot of liquor onyou. I've had a
bit of aday."

They conducted him into the bar, surrounding him like a detachment of guards. "Why are you here?
Doc sad. "In coming here, you have turned yoursdf in.”

"Well, therésturning yoursdlf in, and theré's turning yoursdlf in." Rudi took one of the smaller tables. "A
brandy would be nice. And I'm here for something like turning myself in, but first | wanted to give thanks
to Goodlady Greene. But for her I'd be dead.” He tipped an imaginary cap at her as she poured his
drink. "I gppreciateit.”

"Y ou're welcome. So long as you don't give me any causeto regret it. Or to shoot you mysdf.”

"I doubt I will." He accepted the glass from her, drank half its contents. "Not bad." He turned his
attention to Doc. "Y es, I'm turning mysdlf in. Y ou can have me one of two ways. Y ou can have my
slenceand try mein court . . . for afew crimes| might have something to do with and alot | don't. Or
you can have my knowledge and grant me immunity from prosecution.”

Doc sat opposite him. "Y ou're very confident I'll accept. Otherwise you'd be negotiating from a
talk-box."

"True"

"But | think someone needsto pay for what happened to theKingston Guardian , the Danaan Heights
Building, for everything €lse you've been doing. Y ou might aswell be thefirst to pay.”

Rudi knocked back therest of hisdrink and stared levelly at Doc. "Wl then, | tell you this. Make of it
what you may.

"On my honor—and | have honor, eseI'd not be here—I had nothing to do with theKingston
Guardian . Didn't know it wasto happen. Sincethisal began, I've killed no one—excepting Albin, who
wastrying tokill me." A bleak look crossed hisface. "I've killed me own brother. He taught meto play
ball and to shoot, and now I've put abullet in hisbrain. But there was no bringing him back from where
held gone. Thefirebdl today wasal Albin and hismagter.”

Gaby refilled hisglass. He took a solemn sp before continuing. 1 want immunity from any charges
related to this whole plan. Conspiracy, blackmail, smash-and-enter, smash-and-grab, the works. Oh,
yes, and for Albin's death. Self-defense, that was. For it, I'll tell you everything | know. Without it, you
can find out for yoursdlf. Certainly, you don't have any reason for haste; I'm sure Albin's master will
happily wait for you to track him down."

"There's no need for sarcasm.” Doc considered. "I accept.”

"In the name of the Novimagos Guard, aswell as your Foundation?"



"YS,"

"Good." Rudi douched back and put his hands behind his head, but the painin hiseyes bdlied his casud
pose. "Just set the bottle down, would you, dear? 1'd appreciateit. Thiswill take sometime.

"The story goes back, oh, three years or 0. That wasthefirst time | went to the grim world.”
"How did you get there?' Doc asked.
"My brothersand | were sent by aman you used to know. Duncan Blackletter.”

Harris swore, fedingly. Duncan Blackletter, like Doc one of the rare full-blooded Daoine Sidhe, had
been acrimina mastermind on the fair world decades ago. L ater, hed found away to transport himsalf
to the grim world, using his devisement artsto sted ahuman baby there and replace himsdf withit . . .
and convince the baby's hapless parents that he was their child. After years of work, held built up a
fortune in the grim world and commenced a plan to cut the existing links between the two worlds, a
measure that would have allowed him to bring modern tools of warfare from the grim world to the fair.

Many people on thefair world knew of Duncan Blackletter and hiscrimes. A few knew of hisplanto
conquer the fair world with grimworld weaponry. A very few, most of them now in thisroom, aso knew
that he was Doc's son—the powerful devisements held wielded throughout hislife not alowing him to
retain youth as Doc had, so that he appeared to be many years Doc's senior.

"Go on," Doc said. His expression had not changed, but Harris saw that his shoulders were tight. Nor
had Doc seen fit to caution Harris about bad language.

"Duncan was working with some ladsin Europe. Our Europe, not the grim Europe. Helping them get
information. We Bergmonks—you'd have been proud of usl No crimes, no taking of scores. We just
took gold from Duncan and went to grimworld libraries, book vendors, some special shops, that sort of
thing." He frowned for amoment. "No, there was abit of sticky-fingering. We stole somelibrary
volumes. | supposethat'sacrime. Trip after trip, we did the samething.”

"What were you researching?'

"Devisament. They cal it magic and witchcraft and new age and alot of names.”

Doc shook hishead. "The grimworlders don't have atradition of successful devisement.”

Rudi grinned. " Oh, there you're wrong. They have dozens, hundreds of traditions. Most of them are
dunderheaded and wrong, too many detailslost over the centuries. Some of them are sheerest fiction.
But there's truth in others. We recorded them al and brought them back for Duncan's correspondents.”

"Whoare...?

"I don't know. We handed the information off to his golden boy, the Changeling; he passed them on.
Maybe Albin knew."

Harris nodded. The so-cdled Changeling, Darig MacDuncan, was the human child with whom Duncan
had traded places. Raised by Duncan's subordinates on the fair world, he had grown up a competent
criminal lieutenant . . . and had died minutes before Duncan had, killed by Harris.



Rudi continued, "So. We did al that, and then they didn't need us any more. We went back to, oh, other
lines of work. Work | won't be discussing. Not relevant. When Duncan died, we figured we couldn't
ever go back to the grim world; the Changeling had dways said their European friends did not know how
to do that.

"Then, just afew moons back, Albin getsword from his old employers and goesto talk to them. He
comes back breathless, with eyes gleaming. He saysthey've learned alot from the texts we brought
them. Tried every techniquein all those books, most of them dead wrong or even harmful, afew of them
usful.

"He says they can make puppetsthat walk or grab. Y ou saw one, Goodsir Watson. Make dollsin the
likeness of people so whatever harm befalsthe doll befdls the people aswell."

"V 00doo," Harris said.

Gaby shook her head. "That's not real voodoo, that's movie voodoo. When | was till at the TV station |
interviewed area voodoo priestess. She—"

"Gaby, rdevance?’

"Sorry, Doc."

Rudi continued, "And they figured out how to get back to the grim world. They sent us back through
once, just to be sure they wereright . . . risking our livesinstead of their own. But we got theimpression

they didn't need any more missionsthere for the time being.

"Until afew days ago, when we were supposed to go through, seeif we could findyou there" he
nodded to Doc, "because there was no sign of you here.”

Harrissaid, "How did you track us down?

"We had your names and those of some of your friends, information Blackletter had dug up in hisfina
daysthere. We used that and spread alot of money about. Albin's master gave him lots of money. “I'm
Daffyd Greene from the old country,’ I'd say, “and | want to throw abig party for Harris and my other
American relatives. But | don't have hisaddress" Y ou were living out of alittle mailbox, it seemed. And
one of them said, "Party? Before or after the wedding? " Rudi grinned. "After that, finding out where and
when wasinevitable."

"Who told you about the wedding?"

"A cousin of yours. Sheila, wasit? Redhead? Loves parties, or so she said, but shelikes her men taller
than me"

Harrissvoice turned cold. "Did you hurt her?"
"No. I'd never hurt awoman who wasn't pointing fire at me. | paid her hush money."
Doc regarded him levelly. "And you wereto kill me?"

"No. Albin was adamant. We were supposed to capture you. Anyone who hurt you would be hurt,
anyone who killed you would be worse than killed. He redlly wanted you dive. Wanted something from



you." Rudi shrugged. "What, | don't know. | do know we weren't the only crew looking for you. Albin et
on that there were other groups, some here in Neckerdam, trying to track you. Since you weren't & their
wedding, we were to grab the Greenes and bring them back. | suppose they were to be madeto talk.”

"Y ou're sure you don't know who Albin's contact was?"

“I'msure”

"So far, your information isn't that useful .

Rudi smiled. "1 think it is. Ask more, maybe I'll recall more. Here's something else. Since my brothers
don't know who Albin's contact is, they can't call himto let him know how badly things went today. He
may, in fact, think they've run off with dl that slver. Until he tracks them down, you may have alittletime
to bresthe.”

"Good point. | retract the “isn't that useful’ dlegation.” Doc turned to Harris. "How does this so-cdled
“movie voodoo' work?'

Harris considered. "Wdll, you make adoll in the likeness of the person you're going to screw up. Then
you get somepins. . . no, that's not right. Y ou get stuff belonging to the person and put it on the doll.
Then there's chanting and incense and snakes and Lord knows what."

Doc snorted, amused in spite of himself. " "Chanting and incense.. . . Harris, the part you're glossing
over hereisthe most important one. The very art of the deviser."

"Sorry. Anyway, when you stick pinsinto the doll, the red person hurts. But that's just movie magic.”
"Perhaps. . . but it follows certain fundamenta requirements of the laws of smilarity and contagion.”
Zeb asked, "What are those?!

"Similarity. An action enacted on an object or location may be replicated in an object or location that is
very smilar. Contagion. An object associated with a person remains so even when separated from that
person, even across agreat distance or for agreat amount of time—the more personal the object, the
better.”

Zeb sad, "Well, voodoo dolls and pins sounds alot like what happened to Ixyail."

Doc gtraightened, looking surprised. He nodded. "Y es, it does. But Ish is very knowledgeable about
devisement. She's as meticulous as any deviser about not leaving persond items, hair, nail clippings,
anything behind where adeviser could get a them and identify them with her.”

Gaby said, "I'll bet abucket of libsthey used her hair to doit, and | know where they got her hair.”

"Where?'

"Fromyou.”

Doc opened his mouth to protest, then closed it and gestured for her to continue.

"Y ou were with her the night before you were kidnapped?'



IIYaII
"Slept with her?"

”YS,"

Zeb gave Gaby an |-can't-believe-you're-asking-that |ook. Sheignored him. "When you got up in the
morning, did you shower or bathe as though you'd been contaminated? Did you avoid her like the plague,

or embrace her?"

"| washed. But of course | didn't avoid her."

"Then odds are good, very good, that you had some of her hair on you. And then you were captured.
And no onewould mistake her hair for yours."

"A good point. But would they know that stray strands of black hair were hers? They could have been
yours, or Noriko's."

"Not mine; her hair islonger. And, yes, they'd have to know you and Ish were lovers, | guess.”
"Knowledge that islimited to Foundation associates and afew other confidants.”

Gaby nodded. "But you dready know that someone told them about your annua devotion to honor your
father—somethingl didn't even know about! Doc, someone has sold you out.”

Doc'sjaw tightened. "Yes. You're correct.”

Harris stood abruptly and began pacing again. He looked off into the middle distance, beyond thewdls
of the Monarch Building.

"Harris?'

"Giveme asecond. A few beats."

He paced in silence for severa moments, then turned back to Doc, hiseyes bright. "I know how they
did thefirebdls."

"Tdl me"
"No. I'm going to make some talk-box callsto confirm acouple of factsfirst. Y ou take that time and
vigt Ixyall."

Doc managed asmile. "Isthat an order? | thought | was the boss here.”

"No, you just pay the sdaries. Git."

* % *

Doc returned three chimes, less than half an hour, later. Hours of weariness and worry seemed to have
fdlenaway from him.



The associates were il in the bar, though most had taken time to change. Gaby was no longer
barefoot, and though Zeb's skin was still covered in small bandages, his clotheswereclean.. .. and heno
longer stank of burned flesh.

Harris was on the talk-box. "But what | really need isto know whereit wasddivered. . . Yes, I've seen
your work. And I'd redlly like to commission you for an assgnment . . . Yes" He began scribbling on a

notepad.

Doc stood over Zeb. "Might | have afew ticks of your time?"

"Sure.”

Zeb accompanied Doc to the far sde of the room, away from Harris. They sat on high stools at the bar.
Doc sad, "Ixyail told mewhat you did for her. | do not know how to express my gratitude.”

"Jugt give me afew minutesin asmall room with Bergmonk's boss.”

"You might just get it.”

"How's|sh?’

"Much better. Alastair says she can be moved, o shelll be here in her own quarters within the bell. Hell
see what he can do to defend her from this “movie voodoo doll' while we're gone.™

"Listen, Snce what we've got hereisa sort of war going on, there's something else l'd like to know."
"AK."

"A littlewhile ago, you said you did this sort of thing to help make up for the people you'd failed. But
you didn't say why you did it in thefirst place. Whenever | hear people outside the Foundation mention
you, they talk about how spooky the Daoine Sidhe are.. . . and then alot of them say, "Except for Doc
Sidhe' | don't get it."

Doc consdered the question in silence; helooked into the long mirror behind the bar asthough his
reflection might offer to answer. "Daoine Sidhe aren't human, Zeb. We're related; humans and Daoine
Sidhe and mogt other tribes can have children together. But were different. And | can remember when |
was young, well before mechanica carriages were invented, out riding in the countryside on my horse,
reveling in those differences, so gpart was | from the people I'd see.”

"What differences?"’

"It's not easy to express.” Doc shook his head, trying to find the correct words. "On thoserides, I'd
often forget my name. I'd forget language. | didn't need them. If | crossed the path of one of my kind, we
could exchange alook, and with it, an entire conversation. If | crossed the path of amember of one of
the lesser tribes—and among the Daoine Sidhe, al other tribes were considered |esser—their fear of us
would compel silence and obedience. | could be out for days, never once thinking in words. Never once
knowing empathy. Just appreciation for beauty or pleasure.

"But one day | found workmen repairing alittle bridge on my mother's estate. | had to force mysdlf to
remember speech so | could tell them they were doing something wrong. | intuitively knew how to



improve on their design, and | made them do it my way. Then | grew curious about the art of engineering
and studied it. | built thingsal over that estate—more bridges, stables, atemple—and later | found that
whenever | came across something 1'd built, language and names and al those human things returned to
me, as though memories were imbued in the things 1'd made.

"| studied with engineers and architects who were not sdhe. And as| grew to know them, | found, for
thefirgt time, that they, that the continued existence of people who were not my kin, had meaning for me.
This distanced me from my kin, most of whom did not understand.” Doc shrugged. "But | found that |
was a my best when | was infected with these human traits. And that meant it wasimpossible just to
ignore matters when people chose to deprive others of their loved ones, of their futures. So if therésan
answer to your question, that isit.”

"Thanks. I'm sorry to have pried. But | had to know . . ."

"What sort of man you were working with?"

"Bagcdly, yeah."

"I'm not offended. Even if | were, you saved me from amonstrousinjury today. Much of what | amis
because of the associates, but most of al because of 1sh. What would | be tomorrow if | lost her?' Doc
was now staring well past the mirror, into a future Zeb couldn't begin to specul ate abouit.

"Got it!" That was Harris, hanging up, tearing the top sheet from his notepad. He waved the shest.
"Here'sthe name of Bergmonk'simmediate boss, the deviser. And heréswherethe devisar'slabis.”

The othersjoined him. Doc took the shest, read it, and whistled.

"And one more piece of bad news, Doc," Harrissaid. "We got acall from Lieutenant Athelstane.
They've had another report of lobby vandaism. Dedicatory plague vandalism. It happened earlier today,
but the report was delayed because of dl the commotion over thefirebal.”

"Where?'

"Acrossthe street, the Montgris Building.”

"That makes sense. It would be impossible to score the Monarch Building's plaque, with the guards we
keep in the lobby. Destroy the building next door, though . . ."

"And it may bring down the Monarch Building asit fdls."

Doc nodded. "Arm up. Let'sgo.”

* % *

In the elevator down, Rudi said, "Do | get me guns back?"
Doc considered. "No."
"Well, of courseyou don't trust me. But believe me, | have no love of Albin's boss. He offered rewards

that turned Albin from us. If not for him, I would not have had to shoot me own brother.” Rudi gestured
as though hiswords were the height of reasonableness.



“No."
"Well, damnit al, pay me something. I've never turned on an employer. Y ou'll be safe from methen.”
"Y ou'vejust turned on your employer. Y ou confessed dl againgt him."

"That was Albin'semployer. | never received a penny from him. Albin wasmy employer, and | stayed
with him until hefired me. Firedat me"

Doc considered that. ""On your honor?"
"Onmy honor."
From hisvest, Doc pulled asinglelib piece and handed it over. It was smeared with white paint.

Rudi burgt into laughter. "Oh, the shame! Lawful employ just doesnot pay. But I'll takeit, and serve
your ends today. On me honor." Chuckling, he pocketed the coin.

"Keep that asalucky piece,” Doc said. "Y our first honest pay.”

"If it turns out to be lucky, keepit I will."

Minutes later they piled out of Noriko'stouring car and Doc's roadster a block from their objective—an
office building in the neighborhood of Drakshire; Zeb calculated that if thiswere Manhattan they'd be a
few blocks east of Centra Park's southern end. The day was ending and the sun had set beyond the
city's skyscrapers, casting deep shadows along the streets.

"Our objective," Harrissaid, "is the west-side basement of Number One Seventeen. Therewill probably
be access from the lobby by stairs and maybe lift, and stairs down from the sdewalk to an exterior door.
There's no way to tell which accesses they may have blocked off or booby-trapped, so be very careful .”

Doc sad, "Rudi and I, thelift. Gaby, Harris, interior stairs. Noriko, Zeb, exterior Sairs.”
They moved ouit.

Number 117 wasfour storiestal and haf a century old, with sagging courses of red brick reflecting its
age and tired condition. A sign in front advertised the business occupying much of the ground floor, afirm
manufacturing sporting equipment for the game of crackbat.

Most of the associates went around the block and approached the building from the north so as not to
pass the southern basement windows looking out on the sidewalk. Noriko and Zeb waited until the other
four were ingde the building before creeping up to the stairs descending to the southern basement. Here,
the sign above the door read STORAGE, BY APPOINTMENT ONLY, and the barred windows were
an opague green, painted from within.

Passersby who noticed, in spite of the dim light, the odd movement of the two duskies, then thefirearms
in their hands and the sword sheath across the woman's back, went from awalk to atrot in order to get
clear of the area. Zeb knew that guard sirens would eventually approach—brought by reports of the two
armed duskies.

* * %



"I'mnot anidiot," said Rudi asthey entered thelift.

"I never claimed you were," Doc said.

"I mean, | know why I've been tapped to go down the most visbleway."
"Why isthat?" The lift doors closed and the car descended.

"Because | might get admission into their quartersjust by knocking."
"Correct. Y ou might aso get shot.”

"I've been shot before.”

The doors opened; Doc pressed himself against the side of the car so as not to be immediately obvious
to anyone outside.

Rudi leaned out. "Doors to the south basement |eft and north right. Stairway door just to theright.”

"Eyeholes?'

"L eft door."

"Go gtand in front and block it."

Rudi did as he wastold. As soon as hisface was directly in front of the door's pegphole, Doc did out
and moved to Situate himself beside the south-side door. A dight movement drew his eye; the stairway
door had opened a couple of fingerspans and he saw Harris was ready beyond it.

Doc gestured asif knocking. Rudi knocked, an aggressive pounding.

A voice from beyond, mae: "Were closed at thisbell.”

Rudi raised hisvoiceto abellow. "Open up, you daft eamon! 1t's Rudi Bergmonk. | need to talk to your
boss."

A long dday. Then, fromwithin: "Whereés Albin?'
"Dead! | need ingtructiond!”
Another protracted delay. Then: "Step back from the door and put up your hands.”

Rudi cheerfully complied. He and Doc heard bolts being snapped back on the other side of the door,
saw the knob turn and the door begin to open—

Doc hit the door with al his considerable speed and mass, felt it dam into amoving body, and followed
through into adimly-lit storeroom. He glimpsed shelves and boxes, naked bulbs hanging from the ceiling.
The door guard, atal dark with arevolver, was flat on his back. The man shook hishead and tried to
bring his weapon to bear on Doc. Doc leaned over and dapped it from his hand, the force of his blow
sending the weapon into thewall.



Ahead, adoor on the left wall dammed shut . . . and suddenly the air wasfilled with the roar of a
Klapper autogun pumping out deadly streams of rounds.

Chapter Eleven

Doc went flat, faling onto the man who'd tried to shoot him; he grabbed the man by the jaw and
dammed his head into the floor, an impact audible even over the sound of the autogun fire. The guard
went limp, his jaw skewed at an unhealthy angle. Doc glanced back; Rudi was on the ground,
elbow-crawling forward, and Doc could see Harris and Gaby emerge from the stairwell, keeping to the
|eft of the doorway, out of direct line of fire.

Ahead, wooden crates on shelves and stacked atop one another shuddered and disintegrated under the
assault of the autogun.

* * *

Zeb and Noriko heard an impact from within, and then the opening fire from the autogun. They
exchanged aglance.

Zeb stepped in front of the door and lashed out with aside kick. The blow smashed in the wood beside
the doorjamb, shattering the door open.

Beyond wasasmall, well-lit office: desk, chairs, floor lamp. Opposite was another doorway, this one
with aredheaded gunman in it, turning to see what had become of the exterior door, aming alarge pistal.
Zeb, off-baance, struggled to bring hisown gunin line—

Noriko's handgun boomed and the redhead spun and dropped to the floor. Zeb, recovering, moved in,
saw the blood pooling from the center of the man's chest, and switched his attention to the doorway
beyond. He moved up into the doorway and took a quick look beyond.

It was an L-shaped room. Zeb stood in the center of the long back of the L. To hisright, the room
ended. To hisleft, it continued savera paces, then turned ninety degreesin the direction Zeb faced,
toward the building'sinterior. He could see the doorway to the stairway foyer, and the shelves
immediately beforeit that were being riddled by gunfire.

There was one shelf between him and the wall opposite. Thewall itself was odd: newly plastered. Or
perhaps newly constructed. But there were no gunmen in sight. He motioned Noriko forward, then
crouched and moved in.

He maneuvered around a shalf loaded with buckets of sorted nuts, bolts, and other hardware, then
stopped to lean against the new plaster wall. Hefdlt dizzy, redized that it had been sometime since hed
breathed, and took several be ated breaths.

* * %

Over the near coast of Long Idand, asun—miniature, barely forty yardsin diameter, but glowing, its
surface curling with unimaginable hest—suddenly came into being, shining with supernatura cheer onthe
twilight coast below. It was aready in motion, salling westward in mgestic flight, aready arcing down



toward its target, a white-and-green-checkered skyscraper across the street from the Monarch Building.

Below, pedestrians and drivers on either side of the river pointed. Some marveled at the sun's beauity.
Others, knowing what it represented, felt dread, knowing that its descent meant degth.

* * *

The autogun fire was coming in amore staccato fashion now, short breaks between bursts. During one of
those breaks, Zeb saw Rudi Bergmonk stand up beyond the riddled shelf, fire twice from each of histwo
handguns, and then drop behind the shelf again. The autogun fire resumed.

Zeb felt Noriko move into position behind him. He moved up dong thewall until he reached the corner,
and peeked around it.

The gunfire was coming from a heavy wood door—from a chest-high dit in the door, fashioned perhaps
for that very purpose. The door was now pocked with splintered craters from Rudi'sreturn fire, but it did
not seem to be serioudy damaged; it could obvioudy keep itsintegrity through much more damage than it
hed sustained.

Zeb saw Doc rise and fire twice with his own handgun, then drop down.

Don't hit himwhere he's strongest. That was Zeb'sfight-analysis voice Hit where he's soft. Hit what
he's not protecting. And that wasn't the door. Zeb looked up at thewall he was leaning on.

Plaster over brick? Or plaster over wood frame? The odd shape of the room suggested that thiswall
was added during renovation, not part of the origina plan. 1t could well be light construction.

Zeb rose and backed away from the wal until his spine met the shelf behind him. If it were wood frame
construction, where would the wooden braces be? One at the corner, surely; how far over would the
next one be?

He hyperventilated for afew moments, during which Rudi popped up for another quick barrage and
disappeared just as swiftly. He saw Noriko's eyes go wide as she divined what he was doing. She
readied her pistol, drew her sword with her free hand, and moved next to him.

The pain is nothing. Ignore it. Fight through it.Zeb charged, closing hiseyes, throwing an arm over
hisface just ashe hit.

Hefedt thewal's surface give way, barely dowing him. Hefelt another impact, dso trivid, and then a
third on hisright shoulder, ahard one. Collgpsing plaster tripped him; he spun as hefdl, opening his eyes,
crashing onto his unhurt shoulder.

Ahead of him, atadl, willowy man stood beside the door, an autogun like Alastair'sin both hands, eyes
widening in surprise as he turned to look and aim at Zeb. Zeb siwung his pistol around, squeezed off a
shot, saw abloody divot expelled from the man'sleg above hisknee. The man jerked, fired, his bullets
going into thewadl beside the doorway.

A shadow fell over Zeb from behind and he heard Noriko fire. Blood suddenly welled from the throat of
the man with the autogun and he fell, looking mildly concerned.

Zebrolled over to take in the rest of the room.



An upright cabinet that looked like it was made of auminum, capped with an intricate knotwork of glass
apparatus, stood against the wall behind the gunman. Further in were adesk and atable, avery long one.
Behind the table stood arobed figure, dight of build, armsraised, high voice keening a chant that set
Zeb'steeth on edge.

The table was capped by aframework of glass and metd. Hed seen onejust like it, the top of the
protective case over the scale mode of Neckerdam at the museum.

Within the case, atiny golden ball flew, dropping from just below the lid toward the barely-seen tips of
model skyscrapers.

* * %

Over Neckerdam, the miniature sun's speed increased asit dipped toward its target.

The sunitself had no mind, no thoughts. Y et it felt sensations. A thing of temporary life, it felt something
like desire asit homed in on the checkered thing of stone. It felt satisfaction. It felt the presence of
powers, powers summoned to create it, powers anxious for its mission to be done so they could return to
their rest.

It illuminated the stone canyons below and drew the eyes of the doomed.

* * *

Noriko leaped clean over Zeb and fired once more at the autogunner, making sure of him. Zeb
scrambled to hisfeet, ignoring her, and charged the table.

He knew what the glowing bal was. Thelogica sde of hismind tried to tell him it was nothing, atoy, but
his gut knew differently and screamed at him to move. He swung the pistal at the padlock on one side of
the table, smashed it free, heaved the glass-and-meta lid up with his other hand.

The berobed figure came at him around the table, along knife in hand. Zeb didn't bother to look, just
snapped akick at thefigure, felt hisblow sink deep into his attacker's midsection. He heard his attacker
gasp out breath and crash back into the wall.

Thelittle sun was a handspan from the model of the checkered building. Atop the building wasacurled
piece of bronze metal, not apparently a part of the model. Zeb switched his gun to hisleft hand and
swatted the sun asthough it were ahandball.

It burned at his pam. Sudden pain, far out of proportion to the ball's size, made him cry out and stagger
back. But the little sun flew up and out of the diorama, hitting the plaster wall, burning itsway into it.

* * %

Men and women in the streets of Neckerdam saw the sun descend. Those near the Monarch and
Montgris buildings fled, some knowing that it was futile, that desth had them.

Then the sun reversed direction, took to the sky, flew in an instant beyond the borders of Neckerdam,
and disappeared before it reached the horizon.

* % *

Thefigure in the robe rose. Noriko covered it with her gun. Asthe robe's hood fell back, Zeb saw the
figurewas Teleri Obeldon. She held her somach and side, obvioudy hurt by Zeb'skick, but there was
more than hurt on her face. There was blank, mindlessfear.



Shelooked around as though trying to find a path to escape. Zeb thought he heard voices, accusing
whispersin alanguage he could not recognize, coming from thin air around her.

"The gods due," Noriko sad. "She'sdonefor.”

Doc crowded through the hole Zeb had made in the wall. He moved forward, wrapped hisarms around
Tderi, and closed hisright eye.

* * %

Staring only through his Good Eye, the eye that saw traces of devisement and spirit-sign, Doc winced
from the brightness illuminating the room. Everything shone with high-summer sunlight, every square
finger-measure of surface, so there were no shadows. It was suddenly hard to gauge distance.

He could see Teleri, Zeb and Noriko, and other things besides. wisps of glowing brightness, jointed like
arms, separating out into too-long fingers at the end. They emerged from nothingness, from thin air. There
had to be adozen of them, perhaps more—he couldn't see behind him. They were dready present when
he opened his Good Eye, but grew stronger, thicker, more numerous as he looked.

The nearest of them grabbed at Teleri. Doc lashed out with hisfigt, gtriking it. He felt no physica
contact, just ajolt like dectricity passng through hisarm. But the glowing hand was flung away. It shook
itself asaman would shake his hand after it had been shocked or stung.

"Her debt will not be paid today," Doc said. He spokein High Cretanis, alanguage whose memory had
mostly faded from the peoples of Western Europe, but the language by which devisements were most
successfully cast and maintained. "Go away. | rglect you. | evict you. | banish you."

All the arms shook and the whispering voices changed from words to laughter. Then the hands reached
for Teleri again, three, four, five at once.

Doc lashed out a the nearest, hit it, flung it away. At the same moment, he shoved down on Teleri's
shoulder, forcing her to collapse at hisfeet. That freed up hisleft arm, gave him room to strike. He
swatted the second hand, across Teleri and into the way of the third; as hed guessed, it rebounded from
his chest, unable to harm him.

Unable for the moment. Teleri's spell had failed. Its success was to be the payment, the reward for the

powersthat had brought the tiny sun into being. With that payment denied, the hands were hereto take
her life. That being their only purpose, they could harm only her—until the mind behind them readjusted
and decided to sweep Doc'slife away.

Somany hands. There should be only two. Wasn't thisa solar deity? No sun-god he knew of choseto
manifest so many hands at once.

He spun, kicking at hands reaching at Teleri from behind; his booted foot swept across both of them,
knocking them asde. He continued the spin, hisarmswindmilling in a precise fashion held learned from
Harris, one of the man's Oriental exercises, and he batted hand after hand away. With each contact Doc
fdt jolted, hisarms growing numb, hislegs growing weaker.

The voices changed in pitch, becoming annoyed, fretful. But there were too many of them. Thearms
moving closer, the hands striking faster. Doc picked up the pace of his own motions, striking, kicking,
turning, remembering to compensate for histemporary right-sde blindness; if he opened hisright eye, full



sight would return, but he would no longer seethe arms.

There was an explosion of sound, the crackling of an eectrica generator, starting up. The arms jerked
asthough eectricity were flowing through them.

Tderi shrieked. Doc looked down, saw one of the hands grabbing her head, itsfingers snking deep into
her skull. Teleri collapsed, flat on the floor, and was motionless. Then the generator noise changed pitch
and al the arms faded to nothingness,

Doc opened hisright eye. Gaby stood at an upright metal cabinet with glass apparatus on top. Gaby's
hand was on alarge knob. As Doc's attention fell on her, Gaby finished twisting the knob
counterclockwise. The generator noise dropped to nothingness.

"Every timeyou moved,” Gaby said, "asthough you were reacting to something, the top of thisthing was
pulsngintime. | had ahunch.”

"A good one," Doc said. He bent over Teleri.

She il breathed, but her bresthing seemed strained. Doc reached for her [eft eye to openit, but both
her eyes opened before he touched her.

Shelooked a him. "I can't fed my armsor legs,” she said. Her voice, faint, waslikethat of alittle girl.

"Let's see what we can do about that," Doc said. " Someone call for an ambulance. And call Aladtair at
Thown."

Teleri kept her attention on Doc. Her eyes were open a bit too wide, making her expression seem
childlike, uncomprehending. "Y ou shouldn't muddy the waters," she said. "Clean waters for hedth. Y ou
can't drink from muddy waters."

"What do you do with muddy waters?"

"Purify them."

"Purify them how?"

"l loveyou."

Doc shook his head. "Who taught you to purify the waters?"

"My father."

"Whoishe?'

"l didn't want to kill you."

Doc was slent long moments, staring into Teleri's eyes. "' have to take you back to your father now, but
| don't recall hisaddress. What isit?’

"He'sa—" Then she stopped for amoment and laughed. It was the laugh of achild at play, onewho'd
just redlized sheld been tricked by a playmate and found it amusing. She continued to laugh, but tears



welled from her eyes and rolled down her cheeks.
Then she closed her eyes and her head lolled as though sheld falen instantly adeep.

Doc pressed fingers against the side of her neck, then checked her wrist for a pulse. He shook his head.
He stared a her amoment longer, then rose to rejoin the associates. Harristook off his coat and laid it
over Tderi.

"Sothat'sit?" Zeb said. "She's dead, and magic did it, like they tried to do with Ish?"

Harris nodded. "Making bargains with godsis dangerous. | wish we could teach Doc that. Anyway, it's
judtice"

"It's not right. She ought to have been tried in court. Her sentence should have been decided on by . . .
well, by something human.”

"Zeb, remember,” Harris said, "she's the one who dropped the bomb on the newspaper.”

Doc spoke, histone low, even pained. " Jurisprudence is alittle different here. People don't presume that
they have agreater right to extend justice than gods do.” He sighed. "Very well. Let's get back to

* * %

The Novimagos Guard had come and sedled off the business, their investigators searching the office and
storeroom, dedling with Tderi's hirelings—two dain, one merdly unconscious. The guards brought with
them the news of how the fireball faling toward the Montgris Building had vanished from the sky.

The searchers presented the associates with interesting items they found.

Onewasasmal stuffed doll. It was dressed in hand-sewn khaki shorts and blouse, topped with a
miniature safari hat and black human hair. A long pin protruded from its back. Doc, after sudying it for
some minutes with his Good Eye, spoke afew words over it and drew the pin from its back. Then he
meticuloudy disassembled thething.

Another was aset of gold-plated metal cases, some the size of shoeboxes, some the size of decks of
cards, dl with hinged lids. Doc tapped each a couple of times before opening them. They were
gold-plated on the interiors aswell. "Preservation boxes," he said. "Used by most devisersto keep
substances from spailing. Theseare dl empty.”

"It was the whole movie-voodoo thing that tipped me off," Harris said, ignoring Doc'sinterruption. He
sat on achair besde thelong tablein thelittle room. "We knew they were using some sort of
doll-and-toenail-clippings mechanism to hurt Ixyail. Something they'd recreated from what they learned
on the grim world. And we assumed that they had acompletdly different new mechanism for thisfireball
thing—until it occurred to methat it didn't have to be different.”

"The scrapings from the building plagues,” Zeb said. He sat with hisback to the wall a couple of paces
from the body of the man Noriko had killed. His burned right hand throbbed, though Noriko had
carefully wrapped it up in abandage. He ignored the pain and idly picked up Klapper bullet casngswith
his unhurt hand. Hundreds of casings littered the floor. " That was what was on top of the mode of the
building."



"Right. That'sthe hair and toenails stuff. The contagion element. And that's how | figured it out. So if they
were doing it that way, they needed the smilarity element, a “doll’ of the Danaan Heights Building . . . and
a dall' of the other buildings they threatened. So | redized we'd seen that doll. She'd shown it to us."

Doc, studying the duminum cabinet with the chandelier-like glass cap, said, "But it can't bethe same
table asthe onein the museum.”

"Right. | thought they had to be doing this from the museum. | didn't figure out there was a second table

until I made atalk-box cdl to the craftsman who madeiit, afellow named Wenzel—Teleri mentioned his
name when we met her. Wenzel had two important things to say: that he'd made two such tables, not
one, and that Teleri hersalf was the deviser who created those cool overlays showing ley linesand
underground routes."

Zeb said, "Why'd she doit? Blow up buildings?"

"Well, that was what some of my callswere about.”" Harrislooked chagrined. "We were moving so fast
on our various investigations we didn't do al the homework we should have. | didn't, | mean. The key
was Barrick Stelwright.”

"The critic who left dl that money to the museum.”

"Right, Zeb. | just called some of the Foundation's friends who work at various newspapers and legd
agencies and got some details about the disposition of Stelwright's estate. Where do you think the
mgority of it went?'

Zeb and the others shook their heads—all but Doc, who was studying the glass-topped cabinet with
fixed and sober interest. Doc stepped into the device and looked at its ceiling.

"TotheNationalreinigungspartel , or Reinis, the National Purification Party—headquartered out of the
city of Bardulfburg in Weseria, headed by King Aevar. Stelwright wrote columns for the Burian-language
press, too, al of it very amusing support for the Reinisand their efforts at nationa purification.”
"TheNazis" Zeb sad.

"Their equivdent.”

Doc leaned out of the cabinet. "Hair," he said.

Harris grinned. "Do you dways start conversations that way?"

Hisemployer sghed. "I need samples of everyones hair. Right now.”

"Right hair and now?'

"Harris"

With apair of smal scissors from the hardware shelves, they took smadll cuttings of each associate's hair.
Doc carefully divided each cutting in two, tying it off and labding it, arranging two compl ete sets of

sample cuttings on two pieces of sandpaper.

Meanwhile, Doc spoke, histone unusualy subdued. "Thelittle sun, and the larger one it summoned, was



more than a destructive mechanism. It was symbolic of asun-god or sun-goddess. I'm certain from the
connection that Gaby saw detected between the actions of the arms and this box, and from residual
energiesremaining here, that this box is aso oriented toward asolar god and utilizes his power."

Gaby asked, "What doesit do?'
"l have asuspicion. That'swhat the hair isfor.”

A Novimagos Guardman appeared in the hole Zeb had madein the wall. He saluted in Doc's direction.
"Sir, thehoodlum isawake."

Doc nodded absently. " Stand by with him. I'll have him brought in for questioning inachimeor less.”

The guard left, and Doc continued, "1t's probably significant that theNationalreinigungspartei , and a
lot of smilar organizations scattered through both the Old and New Worlds, look to sun-gods astheir
patrons and mentors. As does the land of Wo."

Noriko nodded. "The godly ancestress of our roya clansis the sun.”

Doc st one piece of sandpaper, with one smdl clipping of hair from each associate, insde the aluminum
cabinet and shut the door. "I wonder how long | should runit .. . ." Heturned asharp look on Harris.
"The Sonneheim Games are dedicated to two sun-gods. Sonneheimmeans sun-home.”

Harris nodded.

"I think well be joining the Novimagos team at the games, after dl. Corpord, bring the prisoner in,
would you?'

The guardsman brought in the man Doc had laid out. He was awell-muscled fellow, tal for one of the
fair folk, dressed in an inexpensive red suit that was baggy in the shoulders, too broad for him. His hands
were manacled behind him. He was solemn and eyed Doc and the others warily. He scowled a Rudi,
who shrugged.

"Y our name?' Doc said.

The prisoner considered the question, then cleared his throat and spat. The spittle landed at Doc's fedt.
Doc considered that along moment, then smiled. It was, in fact, the cruelest and most distant expression
Zeb had ever seen someone wear, and he suddenly felt ameasure of the fear common people were said
to have of the Daoine Sidhe. He shuddered involuntarily and saw Rudi doing the same.

Doc sad, "You are guilty of conspiracy to commit murder. At least thirty counts. . . depending on how
many dead are pulled from the ruins of theKingston Guardian . You'l diein the shock-chair ... and Il

seetoit they keep the power flowing until your very soul isburned away, so nothing of you even reaches
the land of Avlann. Guard, take him away."

The guardsman tugged at the prisoner's shoulder, but the prisoner resisted him, his expression uneasy.
"You can't do that."

"Y ou don't know me."



"I didn't kill anyone. I didn't know.You can't do this. "
"Guard, get him out of my sight.”" Doc negligently turned away.

The guard pulled more ingstently. The prisoner was hafway out the door in the wall when he cried, "I
know thingsyou don't. | can help you." Heresisted the guardsman's pulll.

Rudi grimaced. "Y ou're aruddy coward, Addy."

Doc sghed asif much put upon, then turned and waved the guard away. "WEell see. If | hear one answer
| don't like, I put you on the railway to the shock-chair. Name?'

"Adabert Carter."

Doc frowned. "Were you once with Big Benno's gang?"

"Yes gr."

"Why did you leave him?"

"One of my unclesin the Old Country recommended me to Goodlady Obeldon's employer. Benno
didn't want meto leave him, but he got atalk-box call from the Old Country. Then hewas only too
happy to see meleave.”

Doc considered that in silence. Zeb noticed that Harriss eyes had widened at that |ast statement.
Obvioudy Big Benno was someone people didn't messwith . . . and yet someone in the Old Country had

enough pull to force him to let go of afavored employee. Interesting.

Doc said, "So. Hereisthe question your afterlife hinges on. What do you think you know that will
interest me?'

"She had ordersthis morning. Over the talk-box. To kill you."
Doc shrugged.
"She didn't want to. She cried. She was sweet on you.”

Doc regarded him steadily, unemotionaly. But Zeb saw the tightening of his shoulders. "Not relevant,” he
sad.

" She said she dready had gotten, and had sent on, what she needed from you, so the loss wasn't total.
Her superiorswere very pleased with the results.”

"What did she mean by that?"

"l don't know. But you were her most important objective, and you had been accomplished—so she
sad. Killing you was just cleaning up. Her people watching the Monarch Building saw you go in and not
come out, so she made her attack tonight.”

The Sidhe Foundation members had driven out of the Monarch Building garage through Doc's
sally-port, atactic designed exactly to foil the sort of observers the man described. Doc said, "Who



issued ordersto her?'

"l don't know. They were always by talk-box. Voice only, no picture. | know that some of them were
from overseas, because there was an overseas operator before the voice came on.”

"Describe the voice."

"Cultured. Spoke Lower Cretanis as though he were very well-educated, but he had an accent. Burian.”
"What kind of Burian?'

Carter shrugged. "Burian isBurianto me."

Doc dropped his gaze to consider that for amoment. Then he turned to the duminum cabinet. "What
doesthisdo?'

"I don't know. She never used it when | wasin the room."

"But you heard her useit?'

"Oh, yes. Dally. It made aterrible humming. It hurt her, too. Sometimes shed come out of the room
stooped, hardly ableto walk, crying like sheld lost her only love. Took her achime or more to recover.”

"How long did sherun it each day?"
The man stopped for amoment, caculating. "Fifteen or twenty ticks."
Doc heaved asigh. "Very well. The Guards will take you away and you'll complete your confesson to

them. If | hear that you've cooperated fully—up to and beyond testifying againgt your fellows, when we
find them—I'll take no stepsto decide your fate. Find a good enough advocate and you might even come

out of thisdive.
At Doc's nod, the guardsman pulled the hoodlum out of the room and led him away.

They were slent along moment. Then Zeb, hisvoice low, asked, "Could you do that, Doc?"

"Dowhat?'
"Destroy his soul. Keep him from going to heaven, or hdll, or whatever it isyou have around here."

Doc gave him afaint smile. "No. | wouldn't know asoul if it bit me, as Harris says. No art of the deviser
has ever reveded one. But he doesn't know that. Let him think that I'm the cruel Daoine Sidhe with
powers over life and death. | don't owe him the truth.” He sobered. "But | need to find it myself. Let'ssee

if my guessiscorrect.”

He placed one of the pieces of sandpaper with hair samples on the floor of the duminum cabinet, then
closed and latched the door. There were abare minimum of controls on the side of the machine—aknob
that looked like it belonged on an egg-timer and aneedle gauge under glass. Doc twisted the did to the
number 15.

Assoon as he rdeased it, pulsating light as bright as daylight shot through the glass apparatus atop the



cabinet, and an ominous hum filled the room. Zeb fdlt histeeth vibrate, and the uncomfortable looks on
the faces of the others suggested that they felt it as much ashe did. His hand aso began to throb with
greater pain. Doc watched the proceedings with his own hand over hisright eye.

A quarter of aminute later, the dia reached 0 and the humming ceased. Doc removed the sandpaper
from the cabinet floor and compared it to the sandpaper with the second set of hair samples. The others
closed around him.

Zeb whistled. The hair samples tagged with Doc's and Rudi's names were unaffected. Harriss and
Gaby's were a noticeable shade lighter than their hair that had not gone through the process. Zeb'sand
Noriko's hair had not changed color . . . but little trails of smoke rose from them and the tips had gone to
agh, crumbling away.

Harris asked, "What the hdl isit, Doc?"

Doc pursed hislips. "Energy, power from asolar deity, was drawn to the device by that glass apparatus
and focussed into the cabinet itself. In asense, it bleached the hair.”

"Just bleached it?" Harris shook his head. "Why wasn't the color of Noriko's and Zeb's hair changed?”

"Because it wasn't bleaching color. It was bleaching race, Harris. Suppressing racid eementsthat were
a oddswith light ancestry.”

"Ingtant Aryan," Zeb said. "Just add water. | takeit Noriko and | are just too far from theideal.”
Doc nodded. "Fifteen beatsin that device would probably ignite either of you."
Harrisasked, "Which solar deity?"

Doc rubbed tiredness from his eyes, then shook hishead. "1 couldn't tell. That'swhat isdifficult. | could
not recognize the characterigtics of the deity, itssignature. | couldn't even tell whether it was a personaor

an archetype.”

Zeb sghed. "Suppose you could cluein an outsider, Doc? Personaand archetype?’

"Well, it's arather esoteric consideration,” Doc said. "We don't know what the gods are, but we know
some things about them. Such asthe fact that gods that share Smilar traits seem to have odd tiesto one
another. Such as Astarte of the Middle East and Aphrodite of Panhellas. Both goddesses devoted to
fertility and love.

"When you have agod with aname, who is associated with a people or a country,” he continued,
"deviserscdl that apersona . But you can also pray to a sort of amagam god, the one who personifies
the common traits but doesn't belong to a specific people, doesn't have aname or any stories associated
with him. That's called thear chetype . When you successfully structure devisementsinvoking the
archetype, you tend to get a more profound effect. Y ou dso place yoursdf in greater danger if you make
mistakes, when payment comes due.

"And that's what leaves me very confused. The devisement manifestations | saw acouple of chimesago
matched no solar personal'm familiar with, nor either of the solar archetypes|'ve studied. It
demonstrated many grasping arms, which ismore characteristic of earth-gods and earth-monsters. |
could feel neither amasculine nor feminine presence predominate, which is perhaps the oddest



characterigtic. Doesthis sound familiar to any of you?'
But the associates offered him only blank looks or head-shakes. Doc shrugged. "Harris, time?”

Harrislooked at hiswrist; he was one of the few people Zeb had seen who actually wore wristwatches,
rather than carrying pocket watches, on the fair world. "Coming up on three bells. That's about nine
o'clock, Zeb."

Doc raised hisarmsin along stretch; Zeb heard the man pop and crack in severa places. "Let's leave
this hardware shoppe to the guardsmen,” Doc said. "Well deep tonight and take to the air tomorrow.
For Weseriaand the Sonneheim Games.”

Harris|looked expectant. "On theFrog Prince 7'

"No, one of the Valks, | think. Lessdigtinctive, harder to track." Doc looked up at Zeb. "Thiswill take
usfar from Neckerdam and could keep us there for weeks or more. | can't ask you to abandon your true
lifefor that long.”

"| think I need to come with you, Doc.”
"I'm glad." Doc turned to Rudi. "Y our part of thisisdone. Y ou've earned the pittance | paid you."

Rudi shook his head. "Whoever it wasled Albin astray from good, simple crime, whoever it was made
mekill him, iswhere you're going. That'swherel'm going. I'll go whether you take me or not."

"What about your brothers?

"I don't know. I'll try to reach them tonight, but I've got no confidence | will—Albin wasthe details man,
detailslike safe houses. | hope they'll just hole up so | won't have to worry about them through the rest of
this"" He shrugged. "That'swhy | have to be with you. If you run into 'em again, I'm out therein front to
keep ‘em out of trouble.”

Chapter Twelve

The Weissfrau Vakyrie, Zeb decided, was alot like the modern turboprops he'd flown in. It was smdler
than standard passenger jets, far more subject to turbulence. . . and loud. Even when he shut his eyes
and could no longer see the propdllers through the smal windows right and Ieft, he could hear the
engines—feel them, vibrating in hisskin, in hisbones.

He sighed and twisted so that he waslying haf on hissidein the reclining seet. It was abroad,
comfortable seat, another sign that thiswas a private plane, not acommercid vehicle, and he was certain
that he could deep through this. If he could force himsdlf to stop thinking about what happened in
Neckerdam, he could make himsdlf deep. . .

Someone settled into the seat beside him, and he heard Ish ask, "Are you awake?"

He opened his eyes. "Reluctantly.” He looked at her. Shewas, as usud, dressed in her safari chic, but



was unusuadly pale, testimony to her recent collgpse. Y et when the Sidhe Foundation had assembled for
transportation out to the airfield, she'd joined them. Her tale of amiraculous cessation of pain coincided,
timewise, with the moment Doc had removed the needle from the doll's back. She had ignored Alastair's
proteststhat it was too soon for her to travel. A stubborn lady, Zeb decided.

"Youlikeher." Ish'svoice was decisive.

"Who?'

"Y ou know who. Noriko."

"Sure”

"What do you intend to do about it?"

Zeb gave her his best none-of-your-business scowl, but she seemed undeterred by it. "Nothing. | intend
to do nothing about it."

"Why’?'
"Severa reasons. Thefirgt oneis she's put off by me.”

"No. | think shewas adarmed by your performance at the Fairwings plant. It doesn't mean she has
closed the book on you."

"And second, once dl thisisdone, | intend to return home. To the grimworld. | mean, let'ssay sheand |
did get close. Thefair world still isn't hometo me; my lifeisn't here. And | couldn't exactly ask her to
come back to the grim world with me; it's poison to her.”

She gave him adisgusted |ook, one he suspected she'd practiced until she'd perfected it. "L ogic like that
has no place in consderationslike these. If my father had been like you, | would never have been born.”

"How 07"

"He was an explorer, atreasure hunter. He went everywhere in the world and brought back wedlth to
hisfamily in Castilia. But then he cameto the valey of the Hu'una, my mother's people. They had little

wedlth, but they did have atreasure: my mother. So he did as he dways did, and took the treasure he
found back to hisfamily.”

"AI’TJ?'

"And sheadmost died. The outer world, with itsliftships and tak-boxes and machines and noise, was
poison to her. So she went home, and he followed her.”

"True love conquers dl, et cetera, et cetera. Was he ever happy there?'

"You areacynic. But that isafair question. My mother said he was not happy, at first. Helonged for the
life he had left behind. But the Hu'una changed him, and he changed the Hu'und. He taught sanitation and
literature and the fighting arts of hishomeand. He taught the Hu'una to send its smartest sonsand
daughtersinto the outer world to learn about it, so the people might join it some day. And he learned that
happiness was not found in gold and slver, nor even in the smiles of worthless rdativeswho lived off



treasures brought back from distant places.”
"That'sanice bedtime story, Ish. | think I'll deep now."

"So what awaits you in the grim world that will make you happy when you return there? What is so bad
about the fair world that you have been unhappy al the time you have been here?'

"I have now seen three unfortunate points in common between your world and mine: crooks, guns, and
matchmakers. Night-night." He closed his eyes and settled again, trying to make himsdlf more
comfortable. He heard Ish Sigh in exasperation, thenrise.

Leaving him aone. And even lesslikely to deep than before.

Whatwas waiting for himin the grim world? He had his business, astring of fighters he and his partner
managed. He had his gpartment. He had hisfamily in Atlanta. That brought alaugh, aderisive one. His
family would only accept him on hisfather's terms, termsthat required him to acknowledge that his
professond life so far was awagte of time, to acknowledge that he'd failed the family by refusing to join
the family business. These were terms he was unwilling to meet.

What el se? There was asuccession of ex-girlfriends, dl of whom he had disgppointed in some vague
and indefinable way, dl of whom had broken off the rel ationships with conciliatory comments and best
wishes. He had let each of them down somehow. Somehow he'd never quite understood.

What was it Karen had said, during their last dinner together?"Y ou care so much,” sheld said. "Maybe |
just can't compete with that." But when held pressed her to clarify those words, sheld begged off, said
shedidn't know how. HEd gone home and, in frustration, had smashed haf the furniturein his
gpartment—chairs, hisdining table, one of his bookcases. He would have smashed the other half, too, if
the police hadn't shown up and suggested that held better cam down. Hefelt hisanger rise as herecalled
the scene, hisresentment a the way the officers apparently fdlt they had aright to interferein hislife,
when he wasn't hurting anyone. Anyone but himsaif.

"Care so much." It occurred to him now, years after the breakup, that she couldn't have meant that he
cared about her more than she did about him. She had to have meant that he cared about something else.
Perhaps to the exclusion of caring about her? He shook his head. That didn't make sense.

He wasn't given to elaborate expressions of affection. That's not theway it was donein hisfamily. Hed
had to learn to compensate for the way he was raised. He kept birthdays and anniversarieson a
calendar, with reminders two or three days ahead of each event so he'd have a present or a celebratory
dinner ready on time. So other than these displays of affection, the affection genuine but the displays
orchestrated carefully so they seemed spontaneous, what had Karen and the others been seeing? Been
threatened by?

Hisanger. He tensed as his attention stopped circling around that answer and finally settled uponit.

Hed never been shy about showing when he was mad. But hed never hit agirlfriend, never threatened
to, never suggested they needed to fear him. And he was certain they didn't. He couldn't recal one
hesitating to confront him, to tell him to go out and take awak to calm down.

"Care so much." That had to beit, though. He felt things deeply, he blew up, hislovers could neither
sharein the emotion nor persuade him to get past it. It had to have been awal between him and them, a
wall none of them could ever put aholein.



Someone knocked on his forehead.

"Hey." Heturned and glared. It was Harris, dipping into the seat Ish had recently vacated. "What?'
"Just putting some information together." Harris sat besde him. ™Y ou interested in competing?”

"In those games?"

"That'sright."

Exasperated, Zeb brought his seat back upright. "Hadn't thought about it. Isn't it way too late to be
getting in on the competition? Isn't thislike the Olympics?’

Harris shook hishead. "Not redly. The Sonneheim Games organizers basically recognize a specific set
of nations. Those nations can send representative athletes to compete. Most of the team selections are
announced in advance for reasons of publicity or whatever. But they don't have to be. Novimagos, the
nation that Neckerdam belongsto, aready has athletes there, but Doc'sin tight with the king and queen,
S0 we're going to join its competitors and coaching staff. So we really ought to choose some events,
other than the ones where Novimagos aready has the maximum number alowed. Wouldn't do to be
‘generic athletes" "

"l guessnot.” Zeb rubbed his eyes. "Why are we going in as athletes? I sthat going to fool anybody?*

"Nobody associated with the people were looking for, no." Harris hesitated. "We're going in as athletes
and coachesfor acouple of reasons. Firgt, becauseit will give usfree run of the Sonneheim athletes
village. And second, because weld like you to compete. Y ou specifically.”

Zeblooked a him. "Why me?'
"Because you'd be alightning rod. Thisis different from the Olympics, even the Olympics of the Thirties,
in anumber of ways. None of the countries of the Dark Continent isamember of the Games. And

you've doubtless noted that there are fewer African-type blacksin the fair New World than the grim
New World. Lotsfewer."

"I've noticed. Y ou're saying I'd be one of the few black athletesto compete.”
"If not the only one & these games."

"Meaning . .." Zeb consdered. "Meaning, consdering the racist habits of the people were looking for,
I'd attract al the scumbagsin ahundred-mile radiusto root against me.”

"Probably more like five hundred miles. Y ou'd also attract afew peopleto root for you. In fact, if you
could manage to win, at anything, it would do alot to stand King Aevar'sracid purification theorieson
their ear.”

"Right." Then Zeb fdt achill. "Wrong. Count me out.”

"What? Why?'

"Y ou want me to be Jesse Owens."



"Something likethat."

"Get agrip, Harris. Jesse Owens was one of myheroes . He went to the 1936 Olympics, won four gold
medal s—took gold in every event he entered. And he showed the whole world that the Nazis idea of
whiteracid superiority was so much crap.”

"Right."

"Harris, Owenswas a champion athlete. I'm abroken-down ex-fighter.”

"I'm not broken-down and I'm not an ex-fighter, but you said the other day you could whip me. Whichis
it?'

"That was sheer cussednesstalking.”

"No, it wasn't." Harris leaned closer. "Zeb, if you'rein the samekind of shape you werejust afew
months ago when we were till sparring, you're competitive with these people. Plus, your wholetraining
regimen is based on modern methods and scientific knowledge. Y ou're decades ahead of themin
conditioning, in training efficiency. And, like me, you're one of the rare ones who knows something about
both Eastern and Western fighting styles. Y ou've studied boxing andmuay Thai and escrima and God
knowswhat."

"Modly asadilettante.”

"But the big problem hereisthat you're just scared.”

Zebglared. "Thehdl | am.”

"l know you're not scared of any beating. Y ou're scared that you'll get out there andnot win, and let
down everyone who might be rooting for you, and that you won't change anyones mind.”

"Screw you."
"Thanksfor the offer, Zeb, but I'm amarried man.”
Despite himsdlf, Zeb snorted. "What are you going to compete in?"

"Nothing. To dowhat | need to for Doc, | can't lock up that much of my schedule with events. I'll join
oneteam and fall inthefirst round.”

"Harris Greenethrows hisfirg fight."
"Something likethat."

Zeb settled back and closed his eyes. The engine vibration cut through him, cut through the fear held
denied feding, the fear Harris had so eadly identified.

When heldd fought in the redl world—the grim world, he reminded himsalf—the people rooting for him
had risked nothing more than pride in their regiment. Later, when held turned pro, they'd risked only a
little money, amomentary disappointment. Here, more was at stake.



What had Harris said? Lightning rod. That's what they needed him for. It was more important to bea
lightning rod than it wasto win. And even if he didn't win, he wouldn't embarrass himsdlf. He could do
this

He opened hiseyesagain. "Tel me about their fighting sports.”

Harrislooked thoughtful. "Well, their boxing looks kind of archaic compared to what you're used to;
therésalot of competition in the sport, but | figure you'l clean up anyway. There's so swordsmanship,
asort of rough-and-tumble fencing. Theré's Isperian fighting; you'd call it gladiatoria combat. With
wooden wegpons. Hardly anyone gets killed. Thereswrestling. Sword of Wo—that'skind of like
kenjutsu. Noriko plansto watch it. It'snot normally at these games, but there's a sizeable contingent of
Wo spectators and athletes vigiting thistime, so it's been put in to please them. And there's All-Out, the
worg of them.”

"Tdl meabout it."

Harris shuddered. "Nasty stuff. Two guysgo into aring and only one usualy comes out conscious. They
wrestle, they box, they break bones. It's an ancient Panhellene sport. Almost no rulesto talk about.”

"That'swhat I'll do, then."
"Whoathere, tiger. All-Out islikely to cause you some serious hurt."

"It seemsto be the event best suited to my own style. And it won't be bad for what we're trying to
accomplish to have me pounding the hdll out of some of their Aryan supermen, right?"

"Right . . ." Harris sounded dubious.

Zeb gave him asmile, ahard one. "I'm likely to cause them more pain than they cause me. Sign me up,
Harris." He settled back in his seat and closed his eyes.

* * %

The plan€e's course took it roughly north, to what would have been Nova Scotia on Earth but which the
fair folk called Acadia. Zeb remembered that this was the region where Noriko held her
soon-to-be-eliminated roya title. She remained in the cockpit al the while they were on the ground, not
emerging to face her passengers.

Before, Zeb would have presumed it was aloofness on her part. Now, he supposed it was awish not to
face people while she was hurting. He stood, debating whether he should go forward to see how she was
doing, but heard a snatch of conversation from the rear of the plane.

Docwassaying, " . . . knew it would affect her mind. She was aware that she was becoming lessand
lessrationd, and it terrified her. So why did shedo it at that accel erated rate?!

Doc had to be talking about Teleri. Zeb, curious, headed back.

At therear of the passenger compartment, chairs had been replaced by acircular table, bolted to the
deck, with two semicircular benches around it serving as seating. Doc and 1sh were there, poring over

papers.



"Obvioudy, she wanted to be purelight,” 1sh said. " Grace, Zeb. Did you get some deegp?”
"After my stream of vistorsfindly went away, yes." Zeb sat beside her. "Who was going mad? Teleri?

Doc gestured down at the papers. "Her journa and notes suggest that sheld been losing her grip on
redlity for sometime. It's hard to tell, though, because these papers are rather difficult to decipher.
Everywhere, she substituted vague references for names. For example, "Fab' is probably the fabricator
who built the bleaching cabinet, and he seemsto have been important to her, but hisidentity and their
relationship aren't evident.” He shrugged. "Perhaps that's her father, whom she was so determined to
protect.”

"We know why shedid it, even risking madness," Ish said. Her Castilian accent was dmost gone again.
"She wanted to be a pure light, like a Daoine Sidhe, and she wanted it for someone el se. It's clear she
wouldn't haverisked it just for herself. So the question is not why, but who? Much as she wasinterested
inyou, Doc, it wasn't for your sake."

"How do you know that?" Zeb asked.

"All she needed to be was lighter— better,' to her way of thinking—than any of her romantic rivasin
order to be in asuperior position. | was her only romantic rival, and she aready was paer and weedier
than | am. So it wasn't to compete with me.”

"It had to be wrapped up in her desire to please her employers, then," Doc said.

Zeb shook his head. "More than just to please them. If she knew going mad was a possibility, she had to
be even more frightened of the dternative. Which suggeststhat it was death. Maybe not just for her. Was
the bleaching cabinet a production modd, or aone-of-a-kind?"

Doc smiled. "A very good question. And the answer is "neither.’ It was somewhere in between. Many of
the parts appeared to come off a fabrication line—the main body of the cabinet, for instance. Others
were hand-lathed or otherwise hand-tooled. This suggests a short production run, with the design
incorporating standardized components for the sake of speed or smplicity.”

"But it means there could be more than just afew of them out there," Zeb said. "Severd dozen, maybe
severd hundred.”

"Correct."

Ish frowned. "Not that | wanted her to, particularly, but she could have told Doc the truth, enlisted his
protection.”

"Yeah," Zeb sad. "Thefact that she didn't suggeststhat either she thought her employers were more
powerful than Doc, or that it wasn't just her own death in question.”

"We need," Doc sad, "hard information about her family. But it appearsthat her identity wasa
fabrication. We can't find anyone with the Obel don name who admits knowledge of her. Well need to
do someresearch." He turned toward the plane's bow. "Harris?"

Harris's head popped up from one of the forward seats. "Y es, boss?’

"What resources do we have on station in Weseria?'



"None. But the Novimagos crown gpparently has aroya agent a the Games—he was actudly just there
to compete, but he's been put on duty and assigned to us. | made atalk-box call to ask him to get rooms
for us, spending you into the poorhouse if necessary.”

"Thank you. | look forward to poverty in Weseria."

"Hisnameis Ruadan Crandunum. | don't know him."

"Nor do [, but I've heard of him. They say he's capable. What is he to compete in?”

"Officer.”

"Thank you." Doc returned his attention to his papers.

Zeb sad, "l wasn't aware that “officer' was an athletic competition.”

"One of thetaxing ones," Doc said. "Three eventsin one. Riding, swordsmanship, and marksmanship,
three classic benchmarks of thefield officer.”

"Ah"
"Did you choose an event?"
"All-Out."

Doc and 1sh both looked at him. Neither spoke for amoment. Finally Doc said, "And until now | was
wondering whether you were asinsane as Harris."

"Hell have to catch up some before he getsto my leve.”

"Doc?'

Doc turned back toward Harris. "Y es?'

"Onelast thing, | just noticed in the newspaper: Prince Casnar is going to be there.”

"Thank you." Doc noticed Zeb's curious |ook. "One of my haf brothers, son of my father and Maeve,
the Queen of Cretanis. Heisthe crown prince there. Always somewhat more fond of me than the rest of
the family was, and another Daoine Sidhe who has some affection for the other tribes. Depending on his
whim, he may be able to offer us some resources, too."

"So you'reroyalty, too?"

"I am an unrecognized bastard.” Doc's neutral tone stripped the word of its usua negative connotations.
"Roya blood doesn't dways lead to roya acceptance.”



Chapter Thirteen

From the air, Bardulfburg looked like acity that had grown up in the midst of a heavy foret, leaving the
forest largdly intact. Between stands of trees rose massive public buildings, dl stone and columnsand
complex facades that reminded Zeb of aging city libraries. There were long banks of tenement housing,
brick buildingsthat curved like serpents the distance of two or more city blocks. Monuments jutted into
the sky, many of them statues atop high pedestals. A broad river and smaler streams cut acrossthe
scene, with arched stone bridges providing easy crossings. Bricktopped streets meandered across the
city, conforming to no organizational plan Zeb could discern, crisscrossing at odd angles.

To the south, as the plane banked to descend toward the city's public airfield, Zeb could see the white
circle of the Bardulfburg's coliseum, centerpiece, Harris had said, of the Sonneheim Games, surrounded
by green playing fields and blockish structures that |ooked like antiquated college buildings. Then the
plane dropped below the levd of the trees surrounding the airfield and Zeb lost sight of it.

In moments they were on the ground and taxiing past hangars and other planes—mostly cargo craft, it
appeared, and many of them Weissfrau Vakyriesidentical in form to Doc's plane. One hangar was set
far back from the rest and far larger than the ret; its diding front doors were open, and in the gloom
beyond them, Zeb could see the gray curved nose of azeppelin.

They cameto rest within another hangar, its main door diding shut behind them. Through asecondary
door scaled to humans came anumber of guardsmen, adozen or so, who surrounded the plane. These
men, fair of complexion and dressed in eye-hurting orange tunics and boots, glaring gold pants and
gloves, carried rifles but did not seem overly intent. Zeb saw five of them out his port-side window and
inferred an equal number to starboard.

"Time for bureaucracy and "unavoidable delays,' " Doc said. He moved up to the forward port-sided
door and began undogging it. "Harris, you have dl the papers?'

"Yes, boss."

Zebturned to look at Harris. "I don't exactly have papers here, do 1? That's going to cause some
trouble, isn't it?"

"Y ou have papers.” Harriswaved afistful of documentation at him. "Not even forged. A legd
Novimagos passport. By theway, isit Zebediah or just Zeb?!

"Just Zeb."
"Hey, | got it right.”

Harriswas off the plane first and spent savera minutes dealing with the officer in charge. Meanwhile,
Doc's associates remained in the plane, stretching and readying themsalves. Then Harris called the
associates out.

The officer in charge directed them to atemporary table set up near the hangar entrance; there, lean,
middle-aged men with the bearing of clerks disnterestedly went through their luggage while the soldiers
performed a more dert examination of the airplane's cargo. Each associate was questioned by the chief
officer, who spoke English, with adight accent, on his purposein visiting Weseria. The officer'stone was



courteous when directed at Doc, Harris, and Rudi, barely civil when directed at the others.

Zeb found his attention drawn to the armband each of the soldiers wore on his upper left arm. It was
black with agold symbol on it. The symbol was ablocky, primitive eight-pointed star, formed by taking a
sguare and then superimposing another square, turned at 45 degrees, atop it.

Gaby saw hisinterest. "It'sthe symbol of the Nationd Purification Party, the Reinis," she whispered. "It's
supposed to beasun.”

"Ah"

She lowered her voice il further. "The swastikawas dso asolar symbol. A pretty innocuous one until
the Nazis adopted one form of it."

"Thisjust gets better and better, doesn't it?"
The soldiers rgjoined their commander, and one spoke briefly to him in what sounded to Zeb like
German,; the associates had referred to it as Burian. The commander gave Doc aminimal salute and said,

"All isinorder. Fair luck to you at the Games." Then he, his soldiers, and the customs agents departed,
marching briskly out the hangar doors, the customs men carrying the folded table between them.

Harrisheaved asigh of relief. "I hate red tape.”

Gaby gave him asmirk. "Y ou love red tape. Y ou get to show off how good you are at cutting throughit.
What you hate is when the searchers get close to the hidden pand.”

Zeb gave her hisattention. ""Hidden pand 7"

"In the cargo compartment. Where we store the explosives, silly. And the extra sets of papers, extra
guns, Aladtair's bulletproof vest, that sort of thing.”

"Of course"

Thelast soldier out through the door did not closeit, and amoment later another man entered through it,
walking briskly, adocument in hishand. He looked, to Zeb's eye, like a gigantic leprechaun. Over six

feet in height and burly, the man had bright red hair and was dressed in asuit and vest al in green; the
illusion was complete down to a gnarled walking stick. He was clean-shaven and his expresson
suggested someone who had just come from a party or was looking for one. His features were handsome
in abroad-faced, country-squire sort of way. "Doctor MaggRee," he said, addressing Doc.

"l am," Doc said.

The leprechaun handed his document to Doc. "L ord Ruadan Crandunum, in the Crown's service, and
now at yours. My papers. A pleasureto meet you at last.”

"Notyou ," Harrissaid.

The others turned toward him—Alastair looking appalled at Harriss rudeness—except for Gaby, who
was obvioudy having trouble suppressing alaugh.

Doc gave Harrisalittle frown. "Y ou've met this man?”



"Thefirst day Gaby cameto thefair world," Harrissaid. "She and | went to abar. He wasthere. | was
right there with her, and hewas hitting on her."

Ruadan's expression turned to one of surprise. "'l havenever hit awoman.”

"It'san expression,” Gaby said. She extended Ruadan her hand. "It means you were making the sort of
offer no boyfriend likesto be on hand to witness.”

Ruadan smiled at her. "He could have turned hisback.” He took her hand and bent to kissit. He
straightened and said, "I have, of course, followed your exploitsin the press, Mrs. Greene."

"Were married now," Harrissaid. Then alook crossed hisface, aredization of just how unnecessary
that comment had been. "Which you know. Of course. Or ese you wouldn't have caled her Mrs.
Greene. But were married.”

Ruadan gave him anod that |ooked somehow both friendly and dismissive, asif Harrishad said, " Of
course we can't go swimming, we have no swimsuits." The oversized leprechaun turned back to Doc. "I
have cars waiting and have secured roomsfor you."

* k% %

In two enormous cars, one an open-topped roadster and the other a hardtopped touring car, the Sidhe
Foundation members and associates rolled through the city of Bardulfburg. They kept to the broad but
winding main streets. Zeb found himsdlf in the lead car with Doc, Gaby, Harris, and Ixyail, Ruadan
driving, while Noriko drove Alagtair, Rudi, and the mgjority of the group's baggage.

"Y our quarters have agood view of the coliseum,” Ruadan said. He had to half-shout to be heard over
the noise of wind and traffic. "The former gpartments of a Bardulfburg banker. He was largely forced out
of business here because he was adusky. There's aWeserian minister waiting to take over his
gpartments, which are choice, and he's scared off most of the partieswho'd like to rent them. But the
banker sold hisleaseto me, for your Foundation, just to spite the minister, so the minister won't be
getting them for another couple of moons.™

"Charitable of him," Doc said.

At dtreet level, Zeb decided, the buildings of the city were even more monumenta than held guessed
fromtheair. They rose, towering blocks of dressed stone and archaic-looking columns, like pagan
temples—but the shine off the polished stones, the crisp lines of their steps and corners, demondtrated
that much of thiswas new congtruction. A significant number of the cars on the street, most of them a
gleaming green so dark asto be amost black, were dso new. Thiswas obvioudy anation in the grip of

prosperity.

Everywhere they drove he saw paintings on building walls. Many exalted the common worker—a
laborer, smiling, wielding ashovd, or an assembly-line worker wiping sweet from his brow and smiling as
he gazed off into the future. Others showed soldierslike the ones held seen and a different sort dressed
al inblack. Many featured athletesin various events, especialy hurdles, javelin throw and horsemanship.
Zeb thought the style of illustration to be primitive and cartoony, but it seemed a good match for the
overblown architecture of thiscity.

The streets were decorated with banners, some run up on flagpol es, others hanging from angled poles
projecting from building faces. About half were the gold-on-black Reini symbol; most of the rest showed



amore daborate desgn—a rearing, winged black bull squared off with an upright gold eaglein natura
colors, agold sword point-up between them, al on awhitefield.

Doc, in the front seat with Ruadan, noticed Zeb's attention. "That's the family crest of King Aevar's
family, and, while afamily member rules here, the national symbol of Weseria"

"Two sky-god symbols," Gaby said. "And the bull isan invocation to fertility, which you see alot with
these inbred European ruling families, starting centuries ago.”

"Y our understanding of fairworld herddry isimproving,” Doc told her. He turned back to Ruadan.
"What el se has been set up?'

"All the athletes a0 have quartersin the Sonneheim Athletes Village," the leprechaun said. "Generdly
four to a cottage, alittle cottage. They're not required to stay there, but most of the athletes aren't as
lavishly funded asyou lot, so the mgority of athleteswill bein their Village quarters. Those of you who
register as athletes or coaches will have quartersthere, too."

They turned onto a sx-lane avenue thick with traffic. Unlike the other streets, where flags and banners
were to be found once or twice acity block, here there were flagpoles every fifty yards or so, aternating
between the Reini symbol and the ruling family's crest. "The Aevarstrasse," Ruadan said. "One of the
king's big building projects these last few years. He wants visitors to Bardulfburg to come away
impress=d.”

"Itisimpressive,” Zeb said. "Where's he getting al the money for these civic improvements?!

"Hisfather, the former king, was abit of a puppet to acouncil of noble advisors" Ruadan said. "A very
corrupt council. Three years ago, when the Reinis staged their coup and put Aevar on the throne, hisfirst
act was to disband the council, his second was to suppress the new coup they tried to stage, and histhird
wasto seize dl their properties. Since then he's been saizing properties right and left—especidly from
corrupt politicians and well-to-do duskies of the middle class—and he's been putting alot of that revenue
into improvements. And there have been occasiona conquests of surrounding petty kingdoms. And a
renewed Spirit of patriotism and work ethic among the people. And a certain amount of chesting.”

Doc raised abrow. "Chesating, how?'
"Defying the Burn Accord.”

"Ah. Pity." Doc shook his head.
"Now you'velost me" Zeb said.

"It'san old agreement between nations," Doc said. "From a couple of centuries ago. The signatories
agreed to form aboard restricting the amount of cod, oil, and other such fuel sourcesthey burned on an
annual basis. Violatorstend to suffer trade penalties when they vidlaeit. But it's astandard trick among
nations with poor economiesto give themselves abit of help by ignoring their Burn Accord restrictions.”

"Not that Aevar would let you seeit in Bardulfburg,” Ruadan said. "No, thisis his showplace city. No
cod or oil burned here except by the trains. Otherwise there would be gray air here, too, like in many of
Weserids cities. And the Accord nations are taking their time about punishing him—they'd like to see
Weseria become a strong trade nation again. Anyway, dl those things Aevar has done have added up to
the Bardulfburg you see



The bank of imposing buildings continued along the right Sde of the Aevarstrasse, but ended to the lft,
giving way to agreen lawn the width of acity block and adeep belt of forest beyond. In the distance,
above the tops of the trees, rose the city's coliseum, styled, Zeb thought, in the fashion of the old Roman
congtructions, but shining white and new. Beyond it, hdf amile or amilein the distance to the west, rose
abuilding just as magnificent—agleaming white dome atop acircle of columns. Zeb couldn't even begin
to estimate the Sze of thething; at that distance, he couldn't make out any human-scale figures for
comparison.

Ruadan saw hislook. "The Temple of the Suns," he said. "Dedicated to the Games godly patrons. It's
another new building project. It will be dedicated tonight.”

Ahead, where a statue of a horseman stood atop aten-story-tall pedestal, Ruadan turned | eft onto
another major street, which he called the Meinbertstrasse. Here, too, the right side of the street was lined
with buildings, while the | eft aternated between forest and fields, many of which were lined or partitioned
off into what had to be athletic fidds. Eventually they had aclear view of the coliseum, with only fields
and what had to be parking lots between, and it was there that Ruadan pulled over and parked, beside a
round-cornered building of deep red bricks limned with fading green mortar.

Ruadan pointed up to a second-story balcony. "Y our quarters,” he said. "Good view, eh?!

The quarters were as gppedling indde as out. They consisted of four large bedrooms, two ample
common rooms, alibrary whose shelves stood empty, a decent-sized kitchen with agas stove, and a
sngle spacious bathroom with fixtures that were, to Zeb's eye, antiquated but charming, including a
bathtub whose feet ooked like reptilian claws. The singlejarring note was the furniture, which looked
wdll-used, with pieceslargely not coordinated with one another—one bed was an aging four-poster,
another aded-style with scratches dl over the headboard.

Ruadan shrugged, an unconcerned gpology. "The owner took his possessons. | had a used-furniture
deder send over these furnishings. I'm afraid it was dl | had timefor.”

"It'smore than sufficient,” Doc said. "Alagtair, well need to set up temporary wards over all entrances,
pipes, and ducts. Harris, find out who you need to offer some money to so welll be notified if there have
been any other lagt-minute changes in the occupation of this building. Ruadan, what's the schedule of
eventsfor the games?"

The leprechaun gestured to atable; on it was a stack of what looked like identica magazines, the covers
of the same rough pulp astheinteriors and decorated with alean white-haired youth in running shorts, in
the same artigtic syle astheillugtrations Zeb had seen dl over wallsin the city.

"That'sthe official schedule, Lower Cretanis edition,” Ruadan said. "The opening ceremonieswerethis
morning at the coliseum, followed by early-round matchesin some of the events, especidly track and
field, swimming and rowing. Tonight, in alittle over abdll, actudly, isthe Parade of the Suns”

"Which iswhat, exactly?' Doc asked.

Ruadan smiled. "Oh, | shouldn't spail it by describing it to you.”

* * %

Shortly after nightfall, they joined the pedestrian traffic growing thicker on the street beneath their balcony
and walked to the Aevarsirasse. There, the crowds gathered on either side of the Street, packing in ever



more densdly to await the Parade of the Suns.

There were pockets where they did not presstoo close, such as around Zeb. He smiled, his amusement
at the situation wavering between contempt for them and self-deprecation, as these white, white people
rooted themselvesin place so as not to be shoved into contact with him. They energeticaly kept their
attention on the street so they would not have to acknowledge him. Zeb suspected that they didn't even
notice that Noriko was a dusky with him around.

"Harris" Zeb said.

"Yegh?'

"In German, how do you say, Y ou are wonderful, | would be happy to marry your daughter.'?"
"Hereit's Burian, not German,”" Harrissaid. "And | don't spesk it."

Doc amiled. " “Se sind wunderbar, ich wiirde gerne Ihre Tochter heiraten.'"

"Thanks, Doc. Youreagport." Zeb practiced the phrase, just in case he actudly fdlt likeusing it at some
point.

Within afew moments, the space around Zeb wasfilled by celebrants who gpparently did not mind his
duskiness; some turned curious looks to him as he repeated the phrase Doc had taught him.

"Here they come," said Ruadan. He stared northward up the Strest.

Zeb followed suit. In the distance, he could see lights that swayed and bobbed as though they were
being carried. The crowd quieted and Zeb could finaly hear the sharp taps of distant military drums, the
notes of trumpets. As yet they had not resolved themsalvesinto music.

Asthelights grew closer, Zeb saw that they were indeed being carried—they were, in fact, atop poles,
shining fifteen or so feet above the Street, brightly glowing balls that gave off sparks like the sparklers Zeb
used to buy for the Fourth of July, but much larger; each ball had to be the Size of a basketball at least.
The men carrying them were dressed in black, bulky robes whose hoods conceded their faces, whose
folds conceded their builds; their gloves were black as well. Even the poles the glowing balls rode atop
were black, so the ballsfloated like miniature suns above the street. The sparks they gave off
extinguished when they fell upon their bearers robes; other sparks fell into the street and glowed awhile
before perishing, and still more were spat out into the crowd, where onlookers patted or stamped them
out.

Six of the pole handlers walked abreast, and there were six ranks of them, so 36 balls of fire floated
along the Aevarstrasse. Zeb was reminded, and made uncomfortable by, the resemblance between these
fiery decorations and the little ball he had swatted back in Neckerdam. His burned hand throbbed,

perhaps out of sympathy.

Behind the pole bearers came the marching band, adrum and bugle corps playing amilitary march that
sounded, to Zeb's untrained ear, decidedly old-world. The members of the band wore the same uniform
he'd seen earlier in the day, orange and gold with the gold-on-black armband of the Reinis.

A commotion, including raised voices and breaking glass, from further back in the crowd distracted Zeb
and he turned away from the parade to look, as did severa of the people around him. Severa ranks



back, two young men in dark suitsfaced asemicircle of soldiersin orange and gold. One of themenin
auitsheld abottle; itsliquid contents looked black in the dim light. He shook it under the nose of one of
the soldiers, shouting in Burian. His companion raised hisfistsinto aboxing pose and suddenly al six
soldiers drew truncheons and began to swing at the two men; Zeb could hear the sounds of the blows
even over the crowd noise.

He stepped toward the fight, unsure whether he could reach it through the press of onlookers before
him, but felt ahand grip him around the arm. He turned back; it was Doc who held him. Doc shook his
head, his expression somber.

"What's that al about?' Zeb asked.

"I couldn't hear it dl," Doc said. "The two men gpparently wanted to cause some trouble, to throw
bottles into the parade.”

Zeb looked back at the atercation. It was done now; the soldiers were leaving, and the bent posture of
two of them suggested they were dragging the unconscious forms of the troublemakers. "What wasin the
bottles?'

"Blood, | think. One of them shouted, "Thisisthe blood of those he's betrayed.' " Doc shrugged.
"Support of the Reinisisnot universal, Zeb. They'rein charge. . . but not al the Burians accept King
Aevar'splacing of blame on duskies or foreign governments as he would like them to.”

Zeb took severa deep breathsto calm himself. Doc might be right; it might have done no good to get
involved. But the Sght of those soldiers swinging truncheons at two unarmed men lingered with him.

The noise of the crowd, amurmur of anticipation, rose as the musicians passed, and Zeb turned back to
see. A moment later, the next attraction in the parade cameinto view.

It was a car, amassive black touring car, open-topped, that looked as though it could probably seat
four wide-hipped men in both the front seat and the back.

A black pole, canted forward at about a45-degree angle, rose from the floorboard of the rear sedt; its
tip wobbled fifteen feet above the street, five or six feet ahead of the hood, and from it was suspended a
circle of gold. Zeb gave the circle acloser look and decided that it was fashioned like alaurel wreath, too
largefor any man's head, but with leaves dl of shining gold.

Therewere only two peoplein the car. One was the driver in black leather livery and cap; he was &t the
whedl. The other wasin the back seat, on the |eft side, Sitting atop the seat. He was, other than Doc, the
whitest man Zeb had ever seen, hisskin in the streetlights dmost glowing inits paeness, hishair white as
fine paper. He had amustache and full beard but did not ook old; his skin seemed unlined and his
motions, as he energeticaly waved toward the crowds on either Sde of the parade path, were those of a
younger man.

His garments were much like the uniforms of his soldiers, but the portions that would have been orange
ranged closer to brown, and the ones that would have been gold were a deeper, darker hue of that color;
his military tunic featured a double row of buttons. Aswith his men, he wore the Reini sun on ablack
armband.

His car pulled aflatbed trailer. On it were two statues, one before the other, each nine or ten feet tall,
rocking abit with the trailer's motions despite the way they were roped into place; thetrailer had smal



spotlights, strategically mounted at the corners, to illuminate them. The foremost statue was of awoman,
hardy of build, more like agrimworld woman than the lean, sharp-featured females Zeb was growing
accustomed to on the fair world; she wore along tunic belted at the waist, pants, high boots,
elbow-length gloves, and atight-fitting hood with a pointed extension drooping from the back of her
head, and carried some sort of long riding crop. She shone as though she were made of solid gold,
though Zeb suspected, given her size, that the statue was smply covered with gold plate or gold legf.

The maefigure wore nothing but sandals and a plaited kilt. His features bore the lean aspect of the
people of the fair world; his expression was hard and critica. He, too, was gold.

And then they were past. Next were ranks of soldiers clad in orange and gold.

"What'sthe ded with the statues?’ Zeb asked. The crowd noise had risen, so he practically had to shout
to make himsdf heard.

Ruadan raised hisown voice. "Thefemaeis Sol. Sheis bdoved of the northwestern branches of the
Burian people.”

"Think Scandinavia, Zeb," Gaby sad.

"The maeis Sallinvictus. Adopted by the southeastern Burians during ancient times, when they struggled
againg and traded with the I sperians.”

"Germans and Romans, respectively,” Gaby explained.

Ruadan's expression suggested that he thought Gaby's amendments were unnecessary. "They're both
gods of the sun. Now, theindividud athletes competing here win wresthsin gold, slver, and bronze for
events. But whichever group of Burian athletes, northwestern or southeastern, winsthe most medals,
determines which statue wears that gold wreseth for the next four years. At the last Sonneheim Games,
Sol won; she'sworn the wregth for four years, and she getsto ridein front in the parade, asyou see.”

"But theloca boys back Sollinvictus" Zeb said.
"That'sright. Anyway, they're going to beinstdled at the temple at tonight's dedication.”

The crowd's cheering increased, and next came rank after rank of young men and women dressed,
despite the chill air, in shorts and light tops of gold, each with the Weserian roya crest on the chest. Thelr
marching was not as precise asthat of the soldiers, but was credible. They smiled, obvioudy happy to be
doing what they were doing, but glanced neither right nor |ft.

Athletesin lockstep. Zeb fdt his ssomach sour alittle; he much preferred the unstructured athlete
processions he was used to from the grimworld Olympics, seeing the competitors having agood time,
waving to their fans. Thiswastoo palitica, too regimented. He wasn't comfortable with happy athletesin
support of agovernment that might just be thisworld's Nazi regime. He glanced a Harris, who had
actualy competed in tae kwon do at two Olympics, but Harris, degp in conversation with Doc, gave no
clue asto how hefdt.

Behind the athletes came more ranks of soldiers, thesein adifferent uniform—mostly black, boots and
belts gleaming, little Reini suns gleaming gold on their shoulders. Zeb felt achill. Except for the sun
symbol and afew minor details, these could be German S.S.



"Sonnenkrieger," said Gaby. " Soldiers of the Sun. Weserids dlite shock troops.”

"Why am | not surprised?' Zeb asked.

Findly, another six-by-six formation of robed men with sputtering miniature suns atop the polesthey
carried brought up the rear of the procession. Onlookers stepped into the street in their wake, following,
some at the parade's brisk pace, others at a more sedate rate. Doc's group followed suit.

Zeb shook hishead. "L et me seeif I've got this straight, Doc. Sol and Sollinvictus are what you call
personas. Put them together, or rather calculate which partsthey and the other sun-gods havein
common, and you get an archetype, something that doesn't redlly represent Burians or any other group
and isalot more powerful, potentialy. Isthat it?*

Doc nodded. "That's sort of smplified, but that's essentialy it."

" S0 do these gods, the personas, actualy didike duskies?'

Doc shrugged. "The priests of these southeastern Burians say yes. Priests € sawhere say no."

"| take it that meansthe gods aren't talking."

"Only through their priests, Zeb."

"Typicd."

Doc amiled. "You'd prefer it otherwise? Y ou'd enjoy daily talk-box broadcasts from the gods?”

"Cometo think of it, not redlly."

The crowd in the parade's wake grew thicker. Some portions of it split off from pursuit of the parade
and streamed off down side streets. The parade continued southward, but once they were south of the

coliseum, Ruadan led the associates westward.

Ahead, on this broad avenue, was the Temple of the Suns. Its face wasilluminated by spotlights, and
other such lights sent beckoning beams swinging through the sky.

Asthey neared it, Zeb findly got an idea of itsSze. The building was flanked on dl four Sdes by sets of
stone stairsthat ran nearly the length of the city block; they rose to aheight of thirty feet, so the temple
itself was essentidly built on an artificid hill. Though the hill was square, the templeitsdf wascircular,
bounded by white stone columnsthat were themselvesforty feet in height, supporting atremendous white
dome of aroof.

Behind the curtain of columnswasthewall of the temple, except on the eastern face; vistors arriving
from the east could walk into adeep channd that led to the temple's heart. Theinterior was dark.

The crowd around the temple was already substantia, thickest on the east Side, as Doc and the
associates arrived; the associates were able to make themsalves a place at street-side, up against
wooden barricades erected and protected by soldiers of the Weserian army.

Within minutes, the parade, or what was left of it, arrived from the south—Zeb heard the distant music
of the marching band, but ablock or so away, most of the elements of the parade disengaged and



marched away. Only the sun bearersto the front, a unit of Sonnenkrieger, the king's car and the flatbed
with the statues, and the final sun bearers arrived to hdt in front of the temple. The king quit his car with
grace, waving to admirersin the crowd, and dowly waked, done, up the steps. Meanwhile,
Sonnenkrieger detached the ropes holding the sun statues upright and carefully lowered them. A
detachment of twenty of the soldierswas in place to carry each of the statues up the steps. Once the
statues were moving, the sun bearers began to ascend the steps and the king's car and flatbed drove

away.

At the top of the steps, the king came to a stop beside a microphone mounted atop a stand; the
microphone was dmost the diameter of adinner plate. He tapped it a couple of times and looked
reassured by the booming thumps that echoed across the crowd. He smiled and began spesaking in
Burian. Hisvoice was rich, deeper than Zeb would have guessed for aman aslean ashewas.

Doc trandated. " “People of Weserig, and noble visitors from acrosstheworld, |, Aevar of House
Losalbar, welcome you on this occasion of favorable auspices.' "

"Maybe," Harrissaid, "you could synopsize instead.”
Doc gave him an admonishing look.
Harris shrugged. " Speeches age me a an unnaturd rate."

"A shame they don't mature you at the same schedule,” Doc said. He listened for afew moments. " “In
choosing to build asingle templein honor of gods of different nations, the Weserian people affirm their
ancient commitment to fostering cooperation and friendship between al the Burian nations.’ | think you're
right, Harris. | begin to fed my own life dipping avay."

" See? See?!

Zeb shook hishead, disbelieving. "I can't believe he'sjust standing out in the open like that. What if
someone took ashot at him?'

"Odds areit would fail,” Doc said. "He's a knowledgeable and powerful ruler. He doesn't have a court
deviser on record, but helll have invested in the services of one or more. He probably carrieswithhima
number of blessingsto turn the hands of enemiesaimed at him. Such devisements wouldn't endure long
once utilized . . . but it would be long enough for him to get to cover.”

"Oh. A sort of magical bulletproof vest."

Doc sighed. "There you spesk that word again.” Then he looked startled and turned back to the king. "I
don't believeit. HEs dready summing up.”

The statues had by now reached the king and the Sonnenkrieger were carrying them thefina few yards
to the temple columns flanking the main entrance. Asthe king finished up his speech, the soldiers, with
use of golden ropes, raised the two statues, that of Sol against the column on the north side, that of
Sallinvictus againgt the column to the south, and began positioning them more precisdly.

"Hereby dedicate thistemple, honor of the gods, honor of the Games, honor of the Burian people, and
S0 on, and so on. And o weignite the Flame of the Suns, which will burn eternaly in their honor and the
honor of the people.”" Doc said. As he spoke the final word, the king stepped back, beaming, and the
crowd erupted in aroar of applause. In the depths of the temple, a glow rose, then became a bright,



flickering source of light.

The soldiers pulled the barricades aside so they guided, rather than impeded, the flow of traffic, and the
crowd surged forward to ascend the steps. Doc stayed in place, and his associates grouped around him;
the crowd flowed around them.

Ruadan gestured up at the main temple entrance. "Care to see? The muras on the main chamber'swalls
aelovdy."

Doc shook his head. "Some other time, perhaps. We have other—"
"Noriko-chan!"

The voice came from the sidewal k behind them. Zeb and the others turned to look, Noriko on tiptoe so
she could see over the shoulders of Zeb and Harris.

Moving toward them, a an angle to the heavy pedestrian traffic, was agroup of five men, adl in nearly
identical bronze-colored business suits. They looked, to Zeb's eye, Japanese, though on the thin and dfin
side. With aquick apology, Noriko pressed forward between Zeb and Harris to meet them.

When they reached her, the foremost of them, adight smile on hisface, spoke, aquick spate of
Japanese.

The spesker was dightly taller than the other four, his close-cut hair immaculate, hisfeatures aristocretic,
the leanness of hisface suggesting not weakness but the keenness of ablade.

"Please," Noriko said, "perhaps we could continuein Cretanis. | am among friends who do not speak
the language of Wo." She wore an impenetrable smile and had pitched her voice higher than normd; that,
and her cadence, suggested the speech of ayoung girl rather than agrown woman.

The speaker hesitated, then offered a gracious smile to Noriko's companions. "Of course,” he said, his
gpeech very little accented with his native language. "' One reads so much of the Sidhe Foundation's
superhuman exploits one forgets they cannot be masters of all languages and skills.”

Noriko said, "Doctor Desmond MaggReg, | present Hayato, prince of Sakura province.”

Hayato did not react, but Zeb saw hisfour companions stiffen, two of them barely perceptibly; the
posture of athird tightened noticeably and he paled. That one stared at Noriko, anger or hatred visiblein
his eyes, though his face remained expressionless. Hayato, for his part, merdly offered Doc anod, which
Doc returned.

Hayato returned his attention to Noriko. "As| was saying, | am pleased beyond words to see you here,
and | look forward immensely to your participation in the competition.”

"l am afraid that | am not here to compete,” she said.
"How disappointing, Noriko-chan,” he said. His tone became abit more flat. "One would think you
would congder it your responsbility to represent your art even when living away from home. So nothing

has changed?Y ou have abandoned dl your responsihilities, dl your honor, forever?”

"Nothing has changed with you." Noriko's tone had become even more artificialy sweset. "You gtill do



not show enough intelligence to dispute bad decisions and support good ones.”

One of Hayato's companions, the one opposite Zeb, reacted, drawing his hand back to dap Noriko.
Zeb fdt afamiliar adrenaine rush, felt the sensation of unredlity astime begin to dilatejust abit.

Zeb got hishand up, intercepting the blow with ahard block that had to have numbed the man to the
bone, and stepped forward in aknee strike that caught the man in the left of his chest. Zeb thought he felt
ribs crack. The man went down hard on the bricktop street.

Zeb dropped back, hands high, ready for retaiation, but the Situation was dready under control. The
man on Hayato's other side, who had been opposite Harris, was now a step back, bent over, struggling
to breathe, hisface turning red. And Hayato stood taller than before, Rudi directly before him, one of
Rudi's automatic pistols pressed up into his nose. The other two men of Wo were frozen in place,
prevented from acting by the danger their leader faced. Ruadan, on the other side of Doc's party, had
turned his back to the situation—acting as rear guard, Zeb supposed. There were noises of darm from
the pedestrians around them; a gap widened between the surrounding pedestrians and the standoff. But
the soldiers who had manned the barricades were gone; no one moved to interfere.

"Don't beridiculous," Hayato said, his attention on Doc rather than Rudi. ™Y our very actions suppose |
support my companion's reaction. Instead, | must gpologize on his behaf. Hisrudenessisinexcusable.”
Heturned his head, moving his nogtril off Rudi's barrdl, to glare down at hisfalen companion.

That man was coughing and couldn't seem to stop. And suddenly there was blood on hislips.

"Lookslikel put arib into hislung," Zeb said, affecting unconcern, trying not to show that he was
working to dow his breathing. "Y ou'd better get him to adoctor."

"Of course" Hayato said. He continued to ignore Rudi; he gestured at one of the companions behind to
help the falen man to hisfeet. "Noriko," he said, hisvoice gentle, "your parents would be very
disappointed in you if they knew you were afraid to face me. Even with wooden swords." He offered her
the most minima nod, al he could manage without coming into contact with Rudi's gun again, and turned
his back on them. He and his companions moved away into the crowd.

"Should I pop him, Doc?' Rudi asked, histone low enough not to carry far.

"No," Doc said. He turned back to their original direction. "Y ou have afast draw and fine combat
ingtincts, Rudi, but shooting foreign princesin the back is never agood idea.”

Rudi returned his pistol to his shoulder holster. "1'd have shot him in the head, not the back. What do you
take mefor?' Hefdl in step with the others. "So, am | wrong, or was he being rudein spite of dl his
Sweet tones?”

"Very rude," Harrissad. "Condescending.”

"l don't get it, though,” Zeb said. "Noriko, you redly hit him with azinger, but | missed it. Not the thing
about hisdecisons. Earlier than that.”

"She presented Hayato to me, rather than the other way around,” Doc said. "Implying that | am of higher
rank. Since I'm an unrecognized prince and a bastard, she was suggesting that Hayato was lower than
that inthe socid order. Very tdling.”



"| gpologize," Noriko said. Her tone was subdued. "I used your Situation, without asking firgt. It was
inexcusable of me"

Doc offered her areassuring smile. "Not at al. | was amused. It was quite deftly done. Fedl freeto do
0 agan.”

"Y ou obvioudy knew thisHayato," Zeb said.

Noriko nodded. "Heisadistant cousin. | trained in sword againgt him from when | was very young. He
offered me no respect then and offers me none now. He wantsto fight me again just to demondtrate that |
amnot hisequa.”

"Will you befighting him, then?" Rudii asked.

Noriko shook her head. "It would not further our goals." But despite the common sense in her words,
she sounded diminished somehow.

Chapter Fourteen

In the morning, Doc's associates separated into small groups to accomplish separate tasks.

Ruadan did not join them at all; the first riding portion of his Officer event was scheduled for today, and
he would be spending most of the day at the riding ranges near Sonneheim Village.

Zeb and Harris had to report at competition headquarters, abuilding near the coliseum, to arrange for
their participation in the All-Out. Gaby, though not apparently looking forward to it, decided to watch
them in the first-round fight, and Noriko decided to accompany her.

Alagtair, Rudi, Doc, and Ixyail chose to watch the coliseum's events while plotting out their own courses
of action.

* * *

After aprotracted and needlesdy complicated sign-up procedure in one of the buildings near the
colissum—the whole affair made more difficult, Zeb could tell, by the Weserian officids distaste & the
thought of a dusky competing among them—2Zeb and Harris had their Sonneheim Gamesidentification
papers and a schedule of times and places to be. On ahunch, Harris compared his typed schedule with
Zeb's, then with another athlete competing in the All-Out, and discovered discrepancies between the
schedules; if he and Zeb had followed the schedule as given to them, they would have shown up late to
thefirst event and would have been disqudified. Asit was, they bardly had timeto changeinto their
shorts and tank tops, in the royd blue with gold stripes of Novimagos, and to trot over to the grassy field
east of the coliseum before the start.

The grassy fidld was chaked off in ten-foot-by-ten-foot squares, atwenty-by-twenty grid yielding four
hundred squares. The grasswas still intact; Zeb guessed fromits pristine state that thiswas the first event
to beheld onthisfidld.

Asthey approached, they saw that event organizers, dressed in distinctive blood-red garmentslike



swest suits, were addressing the athl etes through megaphones. Their words were in Burian, but most of
the athletes appeared to understand; they spread out acrossthe field, one athlete in the center of each
square. It looked as though about haf the squares would befilled. A crowd of onlookers, perhapstwice
the number of athletes, waslined up along one edge of thefield; Zeb couldn't spot Gaby there, but from
theway Harriswaved, it gppeared that he/d found her.

Zeb and Harris handed their pertinent papers off to arefereein red, then obligingly took up positionin
adjacent squares on the western edge of the athletes. More athletes settled into squares around them.
Theingructions continued for sometime.

"l think," Zeb said, "we'd have abetter chance of succeeding if we knew what the hell they were saying.”

"Blowsto the bals are permitted,” said anearby athlete, "but biting themisnot." He was just under
Zeb'sheight, and strongly built, though with anoticeable potbelly. He had hair the color and apparent
flexibility of recently-made copper wire and his skin was decorated with an abundance of freckles. He
wore shorts and ashort-deeved knit shirt in green with red trim; on his shoulders were red emblems,
slhouettes of gnarled, twisted men. "No biting anywhere. No eye-gouging.” His accent was unfamiliar to
Zeb; it sounded part English, part French, part something else.

"Thanks," Harrissaid.

"Y ou arewelcome.” The man moved over to shake handswith Harris and Zeb, though he stayed well
within the confines of his square. He did not react visibly to Zeb's color. "Domitien Rath of Bolgia.™

Zeb introduced himsdf and Harris.

Domitien continued histrandation. "Refereeswill move among the athletes with hammers. When they see
aviolaion of one of therules, they will hit the athlete with the hammer. Thistendsto disqudify the athlete.
Hitting areferee disqudifiesthe athlete. At acertain point, the whistlewill blow. Look for the red flag
waving. Run to the man next to the flag-waver. Thefirst Sxteen who reach him will get numbers.

Actualy, afew more than sixteen will get numbers, to dlow for those who are disqudified but ill
conscious and those who die.”

Zeb smiled. Inalow voice, hetold Harris, "Thisredly sucks."
"Toldyou."
"What if areferee decidesto disqudify me before | can besmirch one of hisbeloved loca supermen?!

Harris shrugged. "Most of the refs are supposed to be above concerns like that. Priests of gods
representing competitions, and dl that. If we get onethat isn't, well, improvise.”

"Great." Zeb took alook at the competitors al around him. Many were very tal and strongly built by the
standards of the fair world; he suspected that alarge amount of the grimworld blood that was said to be
mixed with fairworld blood was concentrated in these athletes. Most were thick-chested and
well-muscled, though their musculatures were those of athletes, not body builders.

"A lot of 'em look likewrestlers," Harris said.

"Mogt of usare,” Domitien said. "1 am." He pointed to one unusudly tal competitor, abad manwith a
walrus mustache. "Champion of the nationda two years ago, and of other gamesin years past. One of two



leading Weserian contenders. The champion of the last games died on the field, of course.”
"Of course," Harrissaid.

Zeb shook his head, unhappy. "I hate grappling. Give me a punching contest any day."
"Almog timefor thefirg whistle," Domitien said. "Grace and luck on you."

"And onyou," Harrissaid.

Thewhistle blew. A roar of voices rose, shouts from the athletes meant to intimidate one another and
shouts of gppreciation from the crowd. Domitien advanced on Harris, dl cheerfulness gone from hisface,
his stance low and arms spread wide.

No one came at Zeb from that direction. Heturned. A pale man, huge, with white teeth surrounded by a
thick brown beard and mustache, rushed at him with arms outstretched.

Zeb got an arm up and swept the arms aside; the man dammed into him, knocking him back, but Zeb
kept hisbaance.

As Brown Beard came on again, Zeb dropped, keeping hisweight balanced on his hands and one leg,
and swept with the other leg, kicking his attacker'slegs out from under him. Brown Beard grunted as he
hit the grass and Zeb brought his sweeping leg back, kicking him square in the nose. It was ahard blow
and rocked Brown Beard's head back, but the man simply rolled backward and over his shoulder,
coming up on hisfest, his nose streaming red.

Zeb was on hisfeet before his opponent. He advanced, but ared-clad tackler in full flight hit Brown
Beard around the waist and carried him down.

Zeb spun—just in time for the bald competitor with the walrus mustache to grab him in abear hug,
pinning hisarms. Warus Mustache grinned at him and tightened his grip, squeezing Zeb's breath out.

Zeb brought his knee up, damming it into Warus Mustache's side just below and up into hisrib cage.
Themuay Thai maneuver caught Warus Mustache by surprise, expelling hisbreath in apained grunt,
causing his eyesto widen. Zeb managed another knee-strike to the same spot, then Walrus Mustache
bent him over backwards and fell on him.

Zeb used the impact to advantage, shoving upward at the precise moment he hit the ground, and broke
his opponent's grip on him. Thisleft Warus Mustache and his formidable weight till on top, but Zeb's
amswerefree. He heaved his opponent's chest up, then let go and swung his elbow into place, putting
its point right into the center of Walrus Mustache's chest as the man'sweight descended again.

Walrus Mustache coughed out a double lungful of air and turned red. He began to stand, an impressive
demonstration of hisdurability, but he was dower now. Zeb rolled him off and stood, backing away.

All over the field, men were dready down. Some were locked in painful-looking wrestling matches, a
few just lay dill. There were also standing competitors, some advancing on one ancther, otherslooking
for new opponents. Among the competitors wandered a handful of red-garbed referees carrying large
wooden-headed mallets. As Zeb watched, one swung his mallet againgt the back of acompetitor who
was hiting his pinned foe. The biter arched backward, then went limp.



Harriswas on hisfeet; hisright cheek was split, bleeding. Domitien was swaying on hisfeet astep away.
Harris grabbed, fast and sure, and got his hand on Domitien's nose. Harris squeezed, said "Honk!"

There was ablur of motion and Walrus Mustache went away. Zeb tracked him for amoment, saw that a
tremendoudy overweight competitor in red had tackled him. Zeb returned his attention to Harris.
Domitien was now down, limp, and Harris was advancing on Zeb, mock menacingly. "We haven't
spared latdy," Harrissaid.

Zeb snorted. "Try to make it look good." He brought his hands up in boxing posture and jabbed
left-handed.

Harris caught the blow across crossed wrists, an x-block, and snapped atoe-kick at him. Zeb twisted
and it merely grazed hiship. Therewas no red force behind it; had it caught him dead-on, it wouldn't
have hurt much.

Right-handed, Zeb swept Harriss blocking arms up, then jabbed again with hisleft before Harris could
get another block in position. The punch caught Harrisin the upper left chest, but it, too, was a parring
shot, struck with only afraction of Zeb's strength.

"Incoming,” Harrissaid, "straight back.”

Zeb spun and kicked out. Hiskick caught an onrushing competitor right in the gut. The man, aburly
blond wearing eye-hurting purple and green, grunted and folded over. Zeb followed through with another
gpinning kick which caught the man in the jaw; Zeb heard acrack, felt theimpact jar hisleg, saw his
attacker hit the ground hard and go limp.

Off to hisleft, Warus Mustache was up again, now locked with and straining againgt histackler. His
opponent had to be the fairworld version of asumo wrestle—Oriental, not as massive as agrimworld
sumo wrestler but still heavy by local standards. The Oriental managed to overbear Walrus Mustache
and throw him to the ground.

Harris grunted. Zeb turned to see himin the grip of alean man with olive skin and dark hair; his attacker
had grabbed him from behind, hisarms under Harris's, and was struggling to get himinto afull nelson,
trying to get his hands locked behind Harriss neck.

Another competitor, awell-built blond man in the gold athletic uniform of Weseria, advanced on them.
Zeb didn't know which of the three of them was histarget, but he stepped around in front of Harrisand
the man who'd grabbed him.

The Weserian stopped short of Zeb and wiped his palms on his shorts. A few inches shorter than Zeb,
he had handsome, rather bland features appropriate to many a 1930s movie star, and abuild that
reminded Zeb of champion decathletes—flat-stomached, muscular, well-proportioned, theided build,
Zeb had dways thought, to serve asamodel for comic-book superheroes.

Therewas only afaint German taint to the man's speech. "Y ou redlly should not be here." Histones
were surprisngly kind.

"l have to be somewhere," Zeb said. "Might aswell be kicking the hell out of you."

The Weserian smiled without humor and advanced in boxing stance. He struck first, ajab that turned
into agrab as he seized Zeb's | ft, leading, wrist, then he stepped in for abody blow.



Zeb didn't try to break hisgrip. He yanked lateraly, pulling the Weserian out of line so his punch merdly
grazed dong the left side of Zeb'sribs, then twisted, bringing hisforearm into the Weserian'sface. The
blow rocked his opponent's head back.

The Weserian took advantage of their close positions, kicking Zeb's legs out from beneath him, shoving
and rdeasing him at the same moment. Zeb hit the ground shouldersfirgt, apainful, jarring impact. But he
dapped down with hisarms, dlowing him to keep hisfeet up in the air for amoment, and kicked. His
hed caught the Weserian clean under the jaw and stood the man on tiptoe. The Weserian staggered
back; Zeb rolled over backwards and up to hisfest.

The Weserian advanced, fists up again, shaking his head. He was tough. Zeb smiled at him.

Then Zeb was hit from the Side, dammed to the grass across achak line. He twisted to get his back to
the ground.

The sumo wrestler lay atop him, thrashing around as he tried to get agrip on Zeb'sarms.

A shadow fell across Zeb. One of the referees stood over him. The referee swung at him, his mallet head
amed squarely at Zeb'sface.

The scene unfolded in dow moation, the mallet swinging, along leg coming into frame and connecting with
the refereg's shoulder, the shock wave running across the referee's body like aripple acrossthe il

water of apond. The referee was dammed sideways, hismallet striking the ground afoot from Zeb's
head, hisbody hitting the grassat aright angleto Zeb.

Thekicker was Harris.

Zeb kept hisleft hand free of the sumo wrestler's grasp and struck the man, a knifehand blow to the
throat. He sent the blow into the side of his neck, avoiding the traches, but it still caught the wrestler off
guard. For amoment, thewrestler lost interest in pinning Zeb. Zeb hit him with aforearm shot acrossthe
nose, rocking his head till further, then heaved and rolled out from under him.

Digantly, awhistle sounded. Harrissaid, "That's it!" He looked around, pointed east, and ran that way.

Zeb got to hisfeet alittle shakily and ran after him. The referee dtill lay limp, and there were scores of
men lying inert or writhing in pain dl over the gridded field.

Compstitors were dready reaching the referees standing beside the man waving the red flag. Aseach
competitor reached the group, areferee handed him something like awhite coin.

Zeb reached the group afew steps behind Harris. The referees offered him no trouble, only a
coin—which turned out to be awhite wooden piece the size of a poker chip, the number 8 painted on it
inred. Harriss said 7.

Within moments, the last of the coins, with the number 24 on it, was handed out and areferee blew two
whigtle blasts. Athleteswho were still scrambling—or limping, or crawling—toward the group now
dowed or stopped, panting.

Zeb looked around. Warus Mustache was among those holding coins. So were the blond Weserian and
the sumo wrestler. Domitien had been among the athletes staggering toward the flag when the find whistle



blew; hisface as bruised as though he'd decided to competein a
knock-down-a-brick-wall-with-your-head event, he stood outside the group of those who had received
coins, catching his bresth, looking dejected. The brown-bearded competitor was still down on the field,
gpparently unconscious.

Moments later, the refereestook Harriss coin away, disqualifying him for attacking areferee. He bore
the disqudification cheerfully. Two other competitors were disqudified for biting infractions, and three
others collapsed unconscious within acouple of minutes of thefind whistle, disqualifying them. But no
one came for Zeb's coin—whatever the one referee had seen, or pretended to have seen, that might have
disqudified him had not been observed by the others. So competitors receiving coins numbered as high
as 22 received entry into the second round, the round of 16.

"Fun, huh?' Harrissaid.

Zeb snorted. "Within certain retarded definitions of the word “fun,' sure."

* * %

"We need to look into the origin of the K obolde who attacked you at the Fairwings plant,” Doc said. "I'd
liketo do that mysdlf, but | must suspect that I'll attract more officid attention than any of the rest of you.
Which leavesit to you, Alagtair. Unless—Rudi, do you speak the language?”

Rudi rolled left and rolled right, but couldn't get particularly comfortable. The seats where they were
Stuated in Sonnehelm Stadium were long stone benches, and neither Rudi nor the Sidhe Foundation
associates had thought to bring any of the folded blankets so many of the onlookers were sitting upon.
"No. Albin did, but helearned it late in life. None of the rest of the Bergmonks do.”

IIA Fl-ty_"

Rudi looked to the field, where teenaged boys and girls were marching in dow, stately unison, each
carrying the flag of a nation—ashorter version of the Games opening ceremonies, to be repested each
day. "l haveanidea”

Alagtair shrugged. "Where did you get it? Buy it from a street vendor?' He was dressed in abulky
overcod, just alittle too warm for this stadium on this sunny morning but suited to the concealment of
guns and knives enough for agang of rowdies, yet his hands were restless and his manner was tense.
Rudi had seen such behavior scores of times. Alagtair didn't have his favorite wegpon on him, and his
hands till sought it.

Rudi snorted. "Don't be daft." Then he frowned. " Are there street vendors for ideas?"
"What's your idea?' Doc asked.

"Y ou haveto givethem credit,” Ixyail said. She wasintent on the marching flag-bearers. "They certainly
have asense of style.”

Rudi tried rolling hisweight onto one buttock, but it didn't help. "1 was thinking we ought to parade
Tderi around.”

Alagtair gave him alook that suggested held just realized Rudi needed to be in avery specia hospital
ward. "Perhaps you'vefalled to notice that Teleri's dead.”



"No, | noticed.” Rudi gave up and resigned himsdlf to having asorerear end. "A few years ago, abunch
0' bad blades were kicked out of Big Benno's gang for being too crazy. Mad Dog Kolbjorn and his

pals”
Doc nodded. "l remember."

"Firg thing they did was grab a banker's son for ransom. Killed him amost immediately, too,
accidentdly, wavin' apigtol around in hisface." Rudi grimaced, not concealing his distaste at the thought
of men so amateurish in the handling of their firearms and prisoners. "Remember what they did?"

"Kidnapped another boy," Doc said, "an urchin who looked like the banker's son. Let him be seenin
their company al over Neckerdam so the banker would think hisboy was till dive.”

"Didn't do 'em much good,” Rudi said. "Novimagos Guard found their nest and put afew hundred
roundsinto 'em. But . . ."

"But theided's not abad one." Doc frowned.

"Except,” sad Ish, "we don't have anyone who can be disguised as Teleri, even with al Harriss kills
with hisdisguise box." Her Cadtilian accent had returned. "Gaby istoo big. | am too short, and | cannot
be made asflat as Teleri; my bosom refusesto be conceded.”

Doc snorted.

"Quiet, you. And Noriko's the right height and build . . . but her features and skin are just too far from
Tdeni's"

"Sowe need tofind aTeleri," Doc said. "It'sagood idea, Rudi. A second lightning rod to attract
trouble, and one more specific to our enemiesthan Zebis" He consdered. "1 know where we can find
her. Our doublefor Teleri."

"Ah, yesh?' Rudi looked down one row of seats, where an onlooker had stood and moved toward the
aide, leaving her blanket behind. One quick, deft grab and he could be sitting on that blanket . . .
assuming that oh-so-mora Doc didn't object. "Where?"

"Thejall."
"Forget | said anything,” Rudi said. "We don't need to be going to any jail."

"It should be anovelty for you." Doc rose. "Y our first visit to ajail without being under arrest. In fact,
you'll betaking for us."

Rudi sghed. "Why did | ever open my mouth?"

"Doc!" The voice came from below them and left. Rudi had his hand on his gun butt even before he
finished turning that direction, but he did not draw it from his pocket; the man trotting up toward them on
the coliseum steps scarcely seemed adanger.

Hewasalight, as pae of skin as Doc but with hair that was honey-gold. Nearly astall as Doc, but
leaner of build, he was dressed in adark red suit that could not have been more expensive or more awry:
His coat was misbuttoned, the right side higher than the left, and his gold tie, which should have



contrasted stylishly with his blood-red shirt, was pulled haf loose; its end bounced around on his chest as
he ran. His features were young and open, his expression delighted. Rudi noted scars on the man'sface,
faint onesthe width of afinger on hisleft cheek and to the right of the point of hisjaw.

Doc stood, and Rudi and the others followed suit. The newcomer, reaching them, threw himself at Doc
in an embrace. "Doc! | did not know you would be here—who'sthis? Ixyail!" He released Doc and
wrapped himsdlf around 1sh, who chuckled at his display.

Not releasing Ish, the newcomer extended ahand to Alagtair, saying, "Doctor Kornbock, aways a
pleasure. And who'sthis?' Heindicated Rudi. "A new associate?’

Doc wore adight, indulgent smile. "Something like that. Cas, allow meto present Rudiger Bergmonk.
Rudi, thisismy brother Casnar, Prince of Dumnia, Crown Prince of Cretanis."

Rudi, concedling the distaste he felt at dedling with anyone so exalted, shook the prince's hand. "He can't
be aprince. Where's hisguard?' Indeed, Casnar had not been flanked by earnest-looking gunmen, nor
was there any indication that he'd been trailed up the steps by protectors.

Casnar's smile became congpiratorid. "Available with the snap of my fingers but, thank gods, out of sight
and mind until then."

Ish tugged Casnar o that the two of them sat. "Down, Prince, down. People behind us want to see.”
Rudi and the others did aswll.

"Cas, are you competing in Sword?"

The prince nodded. "And putting mysalf on display here and there, appearing bare-chested to show off
new muscles, wherever possible.”

Doc snorted. "Whatever for?'

Casnar rolled his eyes. "Mother has decided it'stime for me to be married and spawn. | suppose |
agree. King Aevar istrying to foist his daughter Edris off on me." He gave amock shudder. "Gods save
me, she hasdl the heat and charm of afillet of fishin anicebox." Heturned his attention back to Ish.
"What about it, Ixyail? Marry me."

Shelaughed. "A son of Maeve, marrying adusky? Why, it would kill her."

Casnar's amile became positively wicked. "Another benefit. We'd be king and queen of Cretanisright
away."

"Besdes, | could never give up Doc."

Casnar looked at his hdf brother and frowned, considering. "Wl . . . dl right. Y ou can keep him. Well
put himin aroom down the hdl.”

“No."
"Then just come stay as an occasiond mistress. I'll be sure to choose awife who won't object.”

She shook her head. "Y ou have enough bastards scattered about Europe.”



"One can never have enough, not when each one causes Mother to throw another fit . . . Say, Doc, are

you competing?”
Doc shook his head. "Some of my associates are, though. I'm here to show them support.”

"Youliar. In acity teeming with Reinis and spies and crown princes, you're here just to cheer? Not a
chance. Y ou're up to something.”

Docrose. "Actudly, | an. And | do have to be about it."

Alagtair and Rudi rose. Casnar sighed and loosened his grip on Ish'swaist so she could, too. The prince
dumped where he sat, suddenly disconsolate. Then he brightened. "1'm having a party tonight.”

Doc gave him an indulgent look. " Sort of like saying, " The sun's coming up tomorrow morning, Sometime
around dawn.""

"No, | mean aformd party. It'sfor the cold fish. Please, come, rescue me from tedium. Maybe you'll
have a chance to shoot someone.”

Rudi sad, "I'm dl for that, Doc."

Casnar's smilereturned. "It's at the new Cretanis embassy on the Aevarstrasse. It Sarts at half past four
bells. Please, Doc.”

"If wecan."

Doc's plan for finding adouble for Teleri was based on the smple notion that they would let the
authorities do the hard work of finding as close amatch as possible.

At Bardulfburg's main police station, Rudi found an officer who spoke Cretanis and spent timetelling him
of the young woman held met a the parade last night. Hed fallen madly in love, he explained, but hadn't
gotten her name before the trouble started. He didn't describe the trouble in any detail, he just made it
sound like any crowd fight that might have occurred. But he did describe Teleri in great detall. The officer
caled thejailers and reported, "Yes, | think we have the one you speak of ." He sent for papers on the
girl and areceipt book. With money Doc had given him, Rudi paid her bail, then waited while she was
brought up to the front, ayoung blond woman in asimple red skirt and blouse.

She received her possessionsin silence, not betraying to the officers that she did not know Rudi. When
all the paperwork was done, Rudi escorted her outside where Doc, Ish, and Alastair waited.

Shedidindeed look alot like Teleri. Shewas alittle shorter than Teleri, nor did she possess that
woman'srare beauty, and alivid purple-yelow bruise stood out on her |eft cheekbone. But she had
featuresthat suggested sweetness of disposition and amouth that |ooked as though it was ddliberately
fashioned to curl into asmile.

Not that she smiled now. She looked between Rudi and the associates with unconcea ed nervousness,
as though she would bolt but for Rudi's hand on her elbow.

Doc smiled and spoke afew words of Burian to her. Rudi could understand her reply, though it was



heavy with a Burian accent: "Yes, | speak Cretanis.”

"Excdlent,” Doc said. "I am Doctor Desmond MaggRee of the Sidhe Foundation. These are my
asociates Ixyall dd Vale and Alastair Kornbock; you've met Rudiger Bergmonk. And how are you
cdled?'

"] am Swana," shesad. "SwanaWeiss."

"Swana, we have brought you from jail for areason, but you owe us no more than a chime of your time.
Once we've said afew words, you can choose to go about your business and we won't bother you
agan. If you stay, you might earn a considerable amount of money." Doc shrugged. "But we must know
the truth. How do you fed about King Aevar and the Reinis?!

Rudi held histongue. He couldn't read the paperwork on the girl, but he knew from conversation with
the desk officer that Swana had been part of aprotest last night. Like the blood-throwers they'd seen,
she had been beaten and arrested by soldiers, in her case for shouting "Where are the seven?' at the
king, areference to some event Rudi didn't know aboit.

And despite himself, Rudi fdt alittle sympathy for the girl. She obvioudy didn't have any money, ese
shed have arranged for bail earlier, nor could she have had any friends with money, for the same reason.
It wasn't redly fair of Doc to wave money under her nose like that. Then he frowned at his own stray
thoughts. Sympathy, Albin had aways said, was a handle by which you could grab people and shake
them down for money. It wasn't for the Bergmonk Boys.

Swanawas not quick to answer. She looked between the four of them asif hoping she could see past
their faces to the thoughts beyond. Then she gave up and shrugged. "'l don't like them,” shesaid. "I didn't
likethe old king either. But | am aloya Weserian."

"Wewon't ask you to betray your nation,” Doc said. "Not your principles or idedls. But we're looking
for some people who've done very bad things. They've killed scores of people. And they may be
favored, even protected, by the Reinis. We want your help to find them and stop them from doing more.”

She drew along, unhappy bresath, and Rudi could see that she wasthinking fast. She didn't share her
thoughts. She just said, "Maybe. Tell me more."

* * %

Zeb, Harris, and Gaby were adready back at the Foundation quartersfor the evening when Doc and
retinue arrived. Rudi came into the gpartment first, anew suit bag dung over his shoulder. He offered
them adisgusted look, and immediately headed off to the apartment's second common area, which had
been converted into abedroom for him, Alastair, and Zeb. He |eft the apartment door open behind him.

"Thispromisesto be good," Harrissaid.

Doc, carrying two sacks with green-leafed vegetables protruding from the top, entered next. He looked
between Harris and Gaby. "Did you two bring formal dress?

"One ouitfit each,” Harris said. " Standard Operating Appard.”

"Harriss outfit iswonderful,” Gaby said. "It'sastraplessforma in purple laméwith abig old bow on his



Harris nodded. "Don't forget about the matching operagloves. | love those.™

Doc shook his head, along-suffering look. " Get them ready. Y ou're going to aparty tonight.” He headed
into the kitchen.

Ish and another woman were in next. Ish carried ared cardboard suitcase and what looked like a
makeup case made of wood. The other woman, apretty blonde in green, carried abag of groceries and

adog.

It was amuitt; it looked like the result of an impaossible liaison between abulldog and aVietnamese
potbdlied pig.

"You've got to bekidding," Zeb sad.

The blond woman set the dog down. 1t made an immediate bedline for Zeb and stood before his chair,
wagging its ssump of atail, its mashed fegtures suggesting agrin.

"ThisisOdilon," Ish said. "Odilon, that's Zeb."

Zeb stared unhappily at the creature. "It'swhat'sfor dinner, right?"
"No, it's Swanasfriend, and you may not eat him."

"If hetriesto hump my leg, dl betsare off."

Swanaclicked her tongue and Odilon trotted back to stand beside her. She looked suspicioudy at Zeb.
"Whereyou are from, do you eat dogs?'

"No, I'm actualy partid to beef in orange sauce and General Tso's Chicken.”
"Do you redly sacrifice humans?!
Zeb gave her an incredulouslook. "Whered you hear that?"

"In school, my last year of school. They said the darkest duskies ran about with no clothes on, made
human sacrifice, and wanted to, to degrade Burian women."

Zeb sighed. "Wasthis, oh, about the time the Reinis came to power?”

Swanaconsidered. "Yes."

"And before then, isthat what they told you in school s?*

"No."

"So what doesthat suggest to you? Take your time, but there's going to be atest on this materid.”

"I'm sorry." Swanashrugged. "'l wasjust curious.” She followed Doc into the kitchen. 1sh smiled and
headed to the hall leading to the bedrooms.

Zeb leaned back in hischair. "Sometimes | wonder if we oughtn't just firebomb the whole country.”



"Hey, she asked, shedidn't just assumeit wastrue," Harrissaid. " Say, when dl isdonefor the evening,
you want to get some beer, run around naked, do a human sacrifice or two, and eat Swanas dog?”

Despite himsdlf, Zeb grinned. "All right.”

Chapter Fifteen

Noriko arrived alittle later, saying nothing of the errand that had taken her from Gaby earlier in the day.
Zeb thought about talking to her, seeing if sheld cheered up from her encounter with Hayato the other
evening, but after only a bare few words of greeting she retired to the room she was now to share with
Swana. She appeared not to notice that Doc, Harris and Rudi were standing by in full formal dress.

Doc wore asuit in an aguatic blue-green with gold tie and suspenders. The coat, double-breasted, with
adoublerow of gold buttons, hung from the wooden coatrack beside the door. When he put it on, the
ensemble would closaly resemble amilitary officer's uniform of Novimagos. He sat reading Weserian
newspapers and magazines, particularly their coverage of the Sonneheim Games.

Harris and Rudi were much more restrained in their dress; Harriswore aforma suit and vest in adark
blue, asuit color common on the grim world but which Zeb had seen few people wear here, and Rudi's
suit wasin atan-yellow that seemed perfectly in keeping with fairworld costume. Zeb spent sometime
kidding Harris over hisarchaic broad lapels, but Harriss smiling, silent indifference to the jibes suggested
he'd heard it al before.

Gaby and Ish emerged from dressing as Doc was consulting his pocket watch for thefifth time. The men
gtood. Harriswhistled and said, "Little girl, you look good enough to eat.”

Gaby offered amocking smile and minimal curtsy. Shewasin ashimmering red gown with adight train.
Seek and tight-fitting, it was deeveless, with shoulder straps plunging into adaring bodicein front and
offering aview of her back dmost to her waist. Shewore no jewelry but golden earringsand asingle
gold bracelet. Her hair was held in place by a decorative hairnet in the same red as the gown, and her
lipstick wasin amatching hue.

Ish'sforma had a higher neckline but was equally form-fitting. It was dl in black, and set off by white

operagloves and asmple string of pearls; her hair was piled high. The starkness of her gown made her
seem paer than she actualy was. Zeb wondered if that was a strategic move.

Doc pocketed hiswatch and bowed. Histone formal, he said, "We shall be the envy of al Weseria"

Ish offered him asmile. "Even if you are not, you must behave asthough you are. Else | shdl bevery
disappointed.”

Doc straightened and turned to the others. "Very well. Were away. Zeb, if you, Alastair, or Noriko
decidesto go out for the evening, make sure that someone remains behind to guard Goodlady Weiss."

"Will do, Doc."



"Graceonyou."
* k% %

The new Cretanis embassy was, Rudi decided, actually astorefront for nobles with too much money. It
was anarrow three-story manor set back behind spike-topped walls. The building edifice was dressed
stone, aspeckled gray that was polished until it was smooth and reflective, popular only among builders
who chose for their constructions to stand out in urban landscapes made up of more flamboyant colors,
very modern; but the building corners were rounded, suggesting the mound-style building pattern so
common in Old World congtruction. Rudi offered up asmile of contempt for the stylistic compromise. It
seemed gutless, just the thing held expect of inbred, waif-thin royd lights of the Old Country.

Gates guarded by tall, lean lights who looked more like swordsmen than gunmen, for dl that they had the
bulges of pistols deforming the lines of their suits, admitted Doc's crew to awakway of cream-colored
flagstones, then stone stairs between granite columns. At the top of the columns, gargoylesleered down
at the stream of well-dressed visitors passing between them.

The building's admitting chamber was long and narrow, decorated by tapestries extolling the virtues of
armored, thin-faced noble warriors of Cretanis and their oversized horses. Findly, a set of double doors,
opening and closing for each separate group of invitees, admitted them to the embassy's socia chamber,
atwo-story ballroom aready thick with besuited and begowned nobles and paliticians.

Rudi didn't bother to hide his expression of disdain. All hislife, reformers and guards had referred to his
clan and otherswho lived outside the law as parasites living on the productive, deserving population. But
he knew thatthese were the true parasites, clinging to royal titles bestowed in some cases before history
began, clamped by ancient law and tradition to lands and properties they didn't deserveto profit from.
How he could be here, pretending to be abodyguard for one of them . . .

"Settle down," Harriswhispered in hisear. Y oure too cheerful .”

"Just give me someoneto shoot,” Rudi said under his bregth. "That's the only thing that can makethis
night worthwhile."

Harris suppressed alaugh. "There'sfree food."
"True A point.”
"And maybe someonewill point agun or swing aknife a one of us. Whoever that is, you can shoot.”

"Oh, if only | were so lucky."

Doc bent to kissthe hand of the Queen of Bolgiaand then exchanged afew words with her—how
beautiful the city, how exuberant the people, how graceful the athletes, how boring the party, how soon
before Casnar pulled one of hisfamous socid gaffes and made the evening amemorable one? The queen
was atal woman, dressed in aleaf-green formal gown with an extended train and two small girlsto carry
it; her hair was black as a crow's feathers and her face unlined, for al she was the same age as Doc. She
was of old stock, but adark rather than alight. Smiling, Doc and Ish moved on.

Doc managed a glance behind. Harris and Gaby were now e sewhere in the party, socidizing, joking,
talking to the more drunken attendees, hoping to hear unguarded words. Rudi was aso gone. Doc felt a
littlerelief, there. Rudi was doing well, and had kept his mouth shut—except for those occasions when he



raided the hors d'oeuvres trays carried by servants—but his surly manner had to make people nervous,
evenin hisrole as Doc's bodyguard.

There he was now, leaning againgt one of the white marble columns flanking the doorway, affecting
disnterest in the proceedings. Thiswas just as Doc had instructed him to do; Doc needed no bodyguard,
but at this gathering needed an outsider who could take note of eventsin the room while he wastoo
digtracted by formalitiesto do so. Rudi, as experienced a casing banks as most folk were at going to film
plays, would be that observer.

"Doc!"
Doc faced forward again, smiled, extended his hand. " Casnar."

Hishaf brother, in contrast with his gppearance at the coliseum, immaculate in aforma suit, shook his
hand vigoroudy, then gestured toward the older man and younger woman beside him. ™Y our Mgesty,

Y our Highness, allow meto present to you my brother, Doctor Desmond MaggRee, and his companion,
Ixyail del Vdle. Doc, | present Aevar of House Losabar, King of Weseria, leader of the
Nationalreinigungspartei , and his daughter, Her Highness, Edris."

The king looked much as he had at the other night's parade, and was again wearing the uniformlike suit
from that event; hissmilefdl on Doc like amoonbeam. His daughter wastdl for afarworld woman,
Statuesque in amanner that tended to draw admiring looks especially from Burians, her long hair, coiled
inagtylesmilar to Ish's, was alight brown with hints of blond throughout. Her gown, less daring than
Ish's, was of an unusud cloth, a print showing leaves reaching the reds, oranges, yellows and browns of
autumn. And despite Casnar's earlier words of her coldness, her features expressed intelligence and
amusement.

Doc offered the king aformal bow, then bent to kiss the princesss proffered hand—glove, rather. He
could seein his peripherd vison Ish managing adeep forma curtsy. He straightened. "I am honored,” he
sad. "And ddighted to meet you &t last.”

"As| am pleased findly to meet the leader of the famous Sidhe Foundation,” the king said. There was no
trace of aBurian accent in his speech; he appeared to have learned Cretanis from anative of that nation.
"Areyou enjoying the Games?"'

"Certainly. Though | think | am enjoying Bardulfburg more. As an engineer, | am bedazzled by the range
of stylesand the kill of congtruction that have goneinto the city'srenovation." It was aploy, merely an
appedl to the vanity of the man who was known to be directly responsible for Weserias civic programs,
but it seemed to haveits desired effect; Aevar's smile broadened.

"An engineer aswell?' asked the king. "It ssemsthereislittle Doctor MaggRee does not do. Areyou
aso an architect?'

Doc nodded. "The Monarch Building in Neckerdam—the New World Neckerdam, | mean—is my
design. Most of my designs are houses, though, fashioned for ease of maintenance and low cost in
building. My engineering works consst mostly of bridges™

"Still, thereis someone you must meet.” The king looked about, among the partygoers, and raised his
voice. "Ritter! Come here”

A balding blond head popped up from the crowd clustered around the buffet table, then began bobbing



toward the king.

"Father, please" Edrissaid. "It's S0 unkind of you to inflict Daenn upon polite company.” Her voice was
the feminine equivaent of her father's—low, rich, with the accent of Cretanis. Given Casnar's description
of her, it was aso surprisngly warm.

Aevar gave her alittle nod of concession. "True. But | suspect Doctor MaggRee has much experience
escaping unwanted attention, and he can discuss architectural matters until his patience wearsthin. Ah,
herewe are.

The balding head had reached them. It was atop ablack Sonnenkrieger uniform with general’s markings.
The man was red-faced—from overheating, Doc suspected, rather than embarrassment—and his
features were those of classic Old World nohility: lean, intelligent, an attitude of discipline rather than the
more common disspation. He held his cap under hisarm and clicked his hedstogether as he cameto
attention before hisking.

Aevar gestured to the newcomer. "Doctor MaggReg, | present to you General Daenn Ritter, Master
Panner of Bardulfburg, Chief Architect of Weseriaand the Burian League. Ritter, thisis Desmond
MaggRee—notoriousin the pressas Doc Sidhe.”

"Graceonyou," Ritter said. "Y our work in encasing stedl frameworksto limit ferrous poisoning is
ingpirationd. It will bewhat you will be remembered for."

Doc offered him amirthless smile. ™Y ou make it sound as though that will be soon.”

"Oh, no." Ritter laughed. It sounded forced, or at least embarrassed. "'l just meant that travelling the
world, rooting out criminds, these are al good things—but buildingsendure . Y our true legacy will be
that which you have made, and the constructions you have inspired. But please, tel me, why do you insst
that your coating process be entirdly chemicd in nature, when devisement techniques are available?’

Doc suppressed asigh. Edrishad been right. It wasn't niceto inflict Generd Ritter on polite company.

* * %

It was achime or more before they could pry themselves from the company of the king and hisretinue.
Doc managed to catch Gaby's eye and nodded his head toward Rudi; he led Ish that way. Ish made an
exasperated noise.

"What isit, dear heart?'

"He did not acknowledge me. Not once.”

"Aevar?'

"Who else? Hisinelegant daughter did, but not the king." Ish brightened. "On the other hand, now that he
hasinsulted me, | may begin to plot revenge.”

Doc smiled. "Good thinking. But it begs the question, why did he not acknowledge you?"
"Because. . ." Shefrowned. "Because | am adusky. But that is not obvious just from looking at me.”

“"Meaning?



"Meaning he knowswho | am, including my ancestry."

"And in spite of hispolitical skills, he's not enough of apalitician to ignore his didike of your presenceto
avoid insulting you, and by association, me.”

They reached Rudi's side; Harris and Gaby were there half a step before them. " Are we getting anything
useful?' Doc asked.

" “Godsforbid there should ever be another war between great nations,' " Harris said, affecting aBurian
accent, " “but if thereis, it will bewon by air superiority.' "

Doc frowned. "Who said that?"

"Head of Weseridsair force. Head of the combined Burian League's air force, now—L eague members
are consolidating their armed forces "to cut down administrative costs.' " Harris shrugged. "1 took it to be
abad sgn.”

"It isabad sign. We've learned that Weserias hatred of duskies probably goesto the very top. And |
just had an interesting talk with Bardulfburg's chief architect. | asked him if he visudizesthe city's
revisonsin two dimensonsor three. He said three."

The otherslooked at him blankly. Then comprehension dawned on Gaby's face. "He hasamode of the
city.”

"That'sright."

Harriswaved that fact away. "Who cares? Our enemies, assuming they're associated with the Reinis and
even the Crown, aren't going to bomb their own capita city."

"Smoke doesn't dways mean fire, Harris, but you can always choke onit,” Doc said.
Harris snorted. "Y ou just made that up.”
"No, no, it'san old saying."

"Sureitis. You gart to lose an argument and you immediately invent a parable or something to shore up
your argument, pretending you read it on aclay pot thousands of yearsold.”

Doc sighed, then turned to Rudi. "Y ou're the only one of uswho's had the opportunity just to watch
events unfold. What have you seen?’

Rudi shrugged. "Y our brother's up to something.”

Doc raised an eyebrow. "Half brother." He looked in Casnar's direction. The prince was bent over the
hand of a noblewoman, kissing it repeatedly, with comica vigor, despite her protests and laughter. "What
isheup to?'

Rudi shrugged. "I'm not sure. But he has three manners and accords one of the three to everyone he
talksto. Theres hal-felow-well-met. That'sfor dmost everyone, including some of the ladies. There's
come-hither-darling, like heiswith the honeydew right now."



"Both normal behavior for him. What's the third manner?"

" "We need to speak in private. Heleansin close, like they're planning abank job. Hisfacelookslike
he's whispering. Whoever he'stalking to looks like he's whispering, too. Very serious, no humor to him."

""Show me who he speaksto thisway."

Rudi began nodding toward various of the partygoers. "The fat one with the gray whiskers and the
drunken wak. He's not drunk, by the way. The raven-haired woman, there, in the green forma with the
gaggle of admirersall around her. That eamon in the old-fashioned coat and tie. That man by the
window, the one who looks like he's posing for acameo, "Arentt | the melancholy young noble." " Rudi's
accent became authentically upper class and pretentious. "And a couple more | don't see a the moment.”

"Y ou're good with that accent change,”" Doc said.

"l do alot of them." Rudi grinned. " Sometimes useful in my line of work."

"Mine, too." Doc |ooked among the people Rudi had indicated. "Daracy Arreclute, the League of
Ardreg's Minister of War. Daphina, the Queen of Bolgia. Pheodor, the Foreign Minister of Odraia. And
Eglantine, the young Crown Prince of Loria"

Harrislooked uncertain and glanced at Gaby. "Geography's till not my strong suit.”

"League of Ardree and Bolgiayou know," Gaby said.

"Y eah. Approximately the U.S. and Belgium.”

"Odraiaiswhat we'd call western Poland, and Loriais portions of France."

"Thanks."

"Three Europeans and aNew Worlder," Ish said. "I don't see any connection between them but the
obvious, paliticd dliances."

Doc shook his head, unhappy. "No, they stand out like a hammered thumb in this crowd. They areall
representatives of nations that opposed the old Burian Alliance in the World Crigs. Nationsthat have
been cdlling attention to Weseria since the coup put Aevar on the throne. Cretanis, which Casnar
represents, is another of them."

"What's Casnar doing, then?' Ish asked. "Planning another war with the Burians?'

"Possibly anticipating one," Doc said. "I haveto find out.”

“I'll hold him," Rudi said, "if you want to beet it out of him."

Doc offered asour grin. "That would certainly cut thelast of my fraying tieswith my father's other
children. No, | won't beat Casnar. | won't even ask him. If he'd wanted me to know, he would havetold

me aready, meaning he's keeping thisfrom mefor areason. No, I'll askhim ." His pointed finger
indicated the young, broody prince by the window, the one hed called Eglantine.



"Why will hetell you?' asked Ish.

"Don't et anyone spesk to mefor the next few beets.” Doc closed hiseyesand let himsdlf dip into the
meditative state he needed for quick and smple devisement.

Almost ingtantly he could fed it, the hum of power surrounding him, sure sign that he was afinger's
breadth from the place where the gods dept their shdlow, uneasy deep. He took that hum into himself
and the sounds of the party around him faded.

He could no longer fed 1sh's hand upon hisarm. He could no longer fed his own hands, feet, arms, legs
... Only the quickening pace of his heart reminded him that he till lived, that he still had a place on the
morta world.

Hear me, hethought,O Trickster, O Thief, O Seducer In Other Men's Forms. Bless me with your
virtuosity. Gift me with your limitless changeability. | pledge a trick, an awful trick, in your name,
upon victims who will be shamed and reduced by it.

What that trick would be, he had no idea. Nor did he have a sense of how patient the Trickster would
bein awaiting it. But these were the hazards of dealing with the gods.

He waited, reaching out for any glimmering of communication from the spirit he sought. Nor wasit long
in coming, anoise that resonated in hismind like achuckle.

An acceptance.

Thanks to you, he thought, and distanced himsdf from that mind, from the hum of power. The sensations
of hisbody, the noises of the party returned to him.

He kept hiseyes closed. In hismind, he pictured Casnar as his hdf brother appeared at this party,
splendidly attired in avery modern suit in the colors of Cretanis, red for the jacket, pants, and tie, green
for the shirt, awicked gleamin hiseye.

Casnar'simage floated before him in the darkness of imagination, staring at him, mouth turned asif he
were curious about his sudden manifestation in this place.

Doc turned Casnar around and pulled him, donning him like a costume, adjusting him here and there so
there would be no wrinkles, no ungghtly flaps.Only for Eglantine , he told himself, and told the Casnar
hewore.Only for Eglantine.

He opened his eyes. Eglantine was till there, slhouetted against the window by the brightness thrown up
from thelightsingtalled upon the grounds of the embassy.Who's he posing for? Doc wondered, his
thoughts flavored by Casnar'slikeness.He's angling for somebody's pity. Ah, he seeks the sympathy
of a woman.

Heforced himsdlf to abandon that irrdlevant train of thought, to keep himsealf from looking for the object
of Eglantine's affection. He started forward, adjusting his pace to accommodate Casnar's build.

If he'd doneit right, everyone present looking at him would see Doc as he was. Everyone but Eglantine.
If hed made amistake, there were now two Casnarsin theroom for al to see, and that could cause
problems.



But he reached Eglantine's sde without incident. " Say, old Egg, you're not drinking too much, are you?'
he asked, and was pleased to hear the words emerging in Casnar's whisper. "Y ou should be
clear-headed.”

Eglantine smiled a him. "It'sall for show," he said, his speech flavored by the accent of Loria
"Something you know quite alot about.”

"True," Doc sad. "l assume you can proveit. You do recall what | told you."

Eglantine gave him alook of mock hurt. " Of course. Two nights from now, Ludanastemple, haf-past
four bells. Don't worry so much.”

"l shouldn't. But | do." Doc gave him Casnar's hail-fellow-well-met clgp on the arm. "Until then.” He
turned away.

When he was halfway back to his associates, he glanced back Eglanting'sway. The prince was paying
him no mind. In fact, the prince looked more melancholy than ever, and was dready deep in conversation
with ayoung woman Doc recognized as awell-known stage actress of Cretanis.

Doc let Casnar's semblance dip from him. He breathed asigh of rdlief; the strain of such devisement was
congderable, its cessation much like dipping arucksack loaded with lead ingots from his shoulders.

But held taken only two more steps when the weakness hit him. His knees were suddenly wobbly, his
head light as though he'd been awake for two days.

He amost cursed. Devisement also took atoll, sometimes sooner, sometimes later. Thistimeit was
amost immediate. Heforced hislegsto behave and continued walking, though every step required his
total concentration.

Hislegs began to buckle again, but suddenly 1sh wasthere, diding in under hisleft arm, supporting him.
Aningant later Gaby did inunder hisright arm.

"Smile," 1sh whispered. "Y ou're wrapped around the two most beautiful women in Bardulfburg.”
Doc did smile. "Don't sl yoursdf short. Indl of Europe, at leest.”

"Ooh, nicely done, Doc," Gaby said. "For that, I'll wait an extraday the next time | decideto ask for a
rase”

"l think it'stimeto go," Doc said.

The two women got him turned around toward the door and started in that direction. Hisknees till felt
as though they had no muscle to move them, but with Ish's and Gaby's support he was able to move
normaly, if alittle drunkenly.

Behind, he heard Rudi talking to Harrisin awhisper. "Did he just pop off a devisement? No preparation,
no circle, props or toys?"

"That'sright.” Harris sounded alittle mocking.

"No wonder he catches so many in the trade. Why, that's not fair.”



They were only paces from the exit when the doors swung open, not to alow them out, but to admit
another group—Prince Hayato and aretinue of three. Doc recognized the three as the men who had
been with him at the Temple of the Suns, though the fourth, the man Zeb had kneed, was not with them.

"Doctor MaggRee." Hayato approached and extended his hand. "It isgood to see so diligent and
gudious aman enjoying himsdf."

Doc released his grip on Gaby to shake the prince's hand. "' have perhaps been enjoying mysdlf too
much. The wines being served are excdlent." He returned hisarm to Gaby's shoulders.

"Is Noriko not with you? | was hoping to thank her for this afternoon.”
"No, I'm afraid sheisnot. To thank her?’

Hayato smiled. "For agreeing to compete in the Sword of Wo, of course. | do hope she advances far
enough to faceme.”

"I'm certain shewill."

Hayato offered adismissive little nod, then he and his retinue continued on into the party room.
Doc sighed. "Not good.”

Ish gave him aworried look. "That she has chosen to compete?”

"No—that she concedled it from us."

"Oh." She and Gaby set Doc into motion again. "l will take care of it."

"Youwill?'

"Certainly. | am the daughter of aking and queen, as noble as any in that room, and as experienced with
diplomecy."

Doc chuckled. "Y our form of diplomacy, dear heart, usually conssts of acertain delicacy of motion
when squeezing the trigger.”

Shejugt smiled up a him.

Alone on the balcony of the room she shared with Swana, Noriko heard the partygoersreturn. She
heard Swanaleave the room to join them, clucking for her absurd but well-behaved dog to accompany
her. She heard the sounds of the dog's nails clicking on the hardwood floor asit scrambled to keep up.

Noriko heard the murmur of voices, Doc and the others briefing those who hadn't attended the party on
the night's events.

She stayed where she was, leaning back in the stuffed chair shed moved onto the ba cony, watching the
traffic move by on the street below, watching the pedestrians walk past. She was mere paces from them
but, wrapped in darkness, she wasinvisible to them.



Invisible was best. Harris and the others sometimes made jokes about her imperturbability, her serenity
intimesof crigs, but she knew that if she were among them now, in thelight, they would ingtantly
recognize failure in her face and manner. She could not bear to be shamed that way.

In the other room, talk died down and doors shut. The associates were going to bed. But still Swvanadid
not return.

Someone rapped at her door. Noriko ignored it. But after a second rap, she heard the door open and
close. Moments later, Zeb joined her on the balcony.

Heleaned againg therail, just asilhouette againgt a sky faintly lit by Bardulfburg's numberless street
lights."Youdl right?'

She suppressed alaugh. It would have sounded derisive. Zeb was even worse than Harristhat way: He
began conversations without preamble, without delicate maneuvering from atraditiona form of greeting
through intermediate conversationa steps to the point where he wanted to arrive. No, he just dropped
like aparachutist from an airwing straight onto histarget.

"l amwdl," shesad.

"That'sgood." Hewas silent for long moments, in which she hoped he would silently admit to
conversationd helplessness and go about his business, but it was not to be. " Doc bumped into Prince
Hayato at the party, but unfortunately not hard enough to do him any permanent damage. Hayato said
that you'd agreed to fight him in Sword of Wo."

Noriko closed her eyes. Shemight have been able to keep the secret dl through the Games. But, no,
she'd been betrayed only hours after making her choice. She wasto have no dignity after dl. Perhapsthe
godsredly did hate her. "Yes. But, please, do not tell me it was a stupid thing to do. | know that.”

"That's not what | was going to say. But if you think it's stupid, why did you agreeto do it?"

"l don't know." Her eyes burned as tears threatened to come. She took a deep breath, an effort to bring
hersalf under control. She'd never cried before another person, not once, since coming to the West, not
even when her husband Jean-Pierre had been murdered. She wasn't going to now. "Perhaps| am victim
of adevisement. | don't care about beating him."

"But you do want to fight him?"

”YS"

"So what'syour god, Noriko? In the best possible world, if you fought him and didn't beat him, what
would you get out of it?"

"l don't know." Miserable, she shook her head.
"Well, it'sjust wrong for you to do thisaone. Not advisable. I'm gppointing mysdf asyour trainer."
She opened her eyesto look a him. He was leaning over the rail now, watching the passing foot and

vehicletraffic with the same disinterest she had recently felt. "What do you know of the art of the
swvord?'



Histeeth gleamed in atoo-brief amile. "What | know boils down to this: If you see aguy running at you
with asword, put two roundsinto his chest to dow him down, then oneinto hisbrain to finish him off."

Shetried to suppress alaugh, but sound emerged as an amused snort. " Good advice. But not for these
Games."

"Thething is, Noriko, Hayato and his people are big on intimidation. We saw that the other night. They'll
be working on you psychologically from the moment you show up. Hell, they dready are. But they're not
going to get anywhere doing that with me around. I've dready caved in therib cage of one of those
stupid sons of bitches. They know I'll happily do the rest of them.”

"True." Noriko couldn't fault Zeb'slogic. That initself was disquieting. Thiswasher fight, against
intrudersfromher past, and the prospect that it would even inconvenience any of the associates bothered

her deeply.

But mingled with that worry wasrelief. She no longer had to keep this secret from her employer and her
dlies. "Thank you," shesaid.

"Nothing to it. Um, my first round istomorrow morning. I've aready checked the schedule—yoursis

tomorrow late afternoon. After my round, we can get together, do some warm-ups and practice, then go
over and see what the Wo boys have to offer you.”

"That would be good.”
" “Night, Noriko."
"Goodnight, Zeb."

Once he was gone, she settled into her chair, her shame and confusion exposed yet somehow aready
diminishing, and fell adeep there without meaning to.

* * %

Doc sat againgt the head of hisbed watching Ixyail brush her hair. Such asmplelittle ceremony, he
decided, but one he so enjoyed watching. He relaxed, | etting the unnatural exhaustion that had afflicted
him at the party fade away.

Thisroom, he decided, smelled of age. Not of dirt, not of sweat—the rigorous cleanliness of the former

resident and the building's ownerswould never dlow for dovenliness. But the building was at least two
centuriesold. Theinterior walls smelled of paint layersthick, the oldest levels crumbling to dust. The
hardwood floors smelled of polisheslaid down generations ago and renewed since.

Thiswas something Doc did not often experiencein the New World. He missed it, the everyday odor of
aplacethat had been occupied for longer than he had been dive, but it was one of the things he had had
to abandon when he was exiled from Cretanis.

Ixyall glanced a him in the mirror and left off brushing her hair for amoment. "What are you thinking?"

He smiled. "Unromantic asit may sound, | wasthinking that | wished you were back in Novimagos.”

"Thatis unromantic. But swveet."



He rose and moved to lean over thelittle metd bin that had been placed in the room for refuse. He
carefully positioned his head over it, then snapped hisfingers.

A fine gray mist descended from the ends of his hair and flowed down into the bin. It was made up of a
day'sworth of dust, perspiration, and other foreign matter that had accumulated in the course of his
activities. The devisement that drew it from him left hishair clean and renewed, the thick white curtain so
many ladies had admired acrossthe years.

| sh made an exasperated noise.
He straightened. "What's wrong?"

"What'swrong? That'swrong! The most useful devisement ever known to man, and | cannot learn it
because | lack the Gift. It's torture to me every time you do it, sheer torture.”

He smiled and rose. Moving up behind her, he took the brush from her hand and pulled it through her
hair inlong, dow strokes. She sighed and closed her eyes, rdaxing into his minigtrations. "1 accept your

gpology,” shesaid.

* k% %

Zeb dreamed of dogs.

First there was the big brute in Rospo's shop, sitting there till, eyeing him, and he wasthe only personin
the shop. Hetensed againgt its attack, but it didn't move.

He saw then that there was blood on the back of its neck, alot of it, astream of it to the floor.

The dog whimpered at him, long keening whines, but didn't raise its head from its paws. Zeb |ooked
away.

When he looked back, the big dog and the blood were gone, replaced by Swana's dog Odilon in the
same place and pose. But seeing his attention, Odilon rose, its sump of atail wagging, and approached
him cautioudy.

Zeb knew that tragedy would soon overcomeit, in the form of a speeding car or apack of bigger
animas, and heldd never seeit again. That oss made him sad, and the sadness made him angry. He knew
it wasfase. He knew he didn't really care about the dog, but the sadness did not fade. "Go away," he
sad.

The dog said, "Up with you, lad. Noses need breaking." 1ts voice was the same as Rudi's.

Zeb opened his eyes. Sunlight was beginning to stream in through the windows. Rudi was aready up,
Sitting on the next bed over, tying his shoes.

"| liked you better when you wereadog,” Zeb said.

* % *

Compstitorsin the All-Out's Round of 16 assembled at the same field where the preliminary round had
taken place the previous day. In addition to the competitors, present were coaches, trainers, referees,
and afar larger crowd than the day before; Zeb estimated that a couple of thousand people at least were



ranged around the competition area.

"They're herefor you," Harrissaid. "All-Out apparently doesn't get this much attention. But word spread
like the flu that they had a dusky competing thistime. Two duskies, actualy, including you and the guy
fromWo."

"So alynch mob showed up,” Zeb said. "Gresat." He continued with his warm-up exercises, bending so
that his head nearly touched his knees, wrapping hisarmsaround hislegs, pulling in close to stretch leg
muscles.

"Who you draw in thefirst round isagood test for whether thefix isin against you," Harris said, aping
Zeb's exercise s0 their faces, upside-down, were at about the same dtitude. "If it'sjust afighter, there

may be somefarnessleft in theworld. If you find yoursdlf set up againgt asuccession of guyswho are
most likely to hurt you, even if they don't beat you, before you get to the upper rounds—"

"Thenthefix isin," Zeb said. "I pretty much figured that out. Y ou have any ideawho the contenders
ae?'

"Loca money ison Conrad Forgter. They love him in Weseria. He'sa colond in the Sonnenkrieger in
spite of hisyouth, participated in the coup that put Aevar on the throne—wiped out agroup of royal
guardsto give his unit access to the king's chambers, was wounded and hovered near death, dl that
schmaltzy stuff. He's responsible for bringing men of Wo here on aregular basisto sort of help combine
their wrestling artswith loca boxing.”

Zeb made asour face. "Grest, an innovator."

"Y eah, and he haswon this competition in the nationa games before. Then there's Geert Tiwasson, a
three-time winner, though they say he'salittle past his prime. He's supposed to be huge and mean."”

"Alsolocd, | takeit."

"Y ep, though they say hisfather'sfamily isoriginaly from Ostmark—I think that's where Sweden is.
Then theré's Tanuki Kano, from Wo."

"The sumo wrestler?"
"Uh-huh.”
"Yeah, | met him. He's going to be rough to take out.”

The officidsin red called the athletes forward, assembling before an elevated reviewing stand that had
been put in place since yesterday's round. They divided the athletes into two groups. Zeb found himsdf in
Group Two and was unsurprised by it. The members of Group One were each given small porcdlain
chits—white-glazed, some till faintly warm from having been fired earlier that morning—with their names
impressed upon them. These they deposited, one by one, in alarge black porcelain jar decorated in dull
red geometric patterns.

One by one, the eight athletes of Group Two were caled forward. Each groped around in the jar,
grabbed one of the chits, and presented it to the judges.

Zeb was again unsurprised that he was the last of the Group Two athletes called forward. He took the



last of the chitsfrom the jar. The name on it was Tanuki Kano.

When hereturned to Harriss Sde, hesaid, "Thefix isin.”

Chapter Sixteen

Two matches of the day's eight were scheduled before Zeb's. The field of play was a square made up of
four of the previous day's squares, about twenty feet by twenty, right next to the reviewing stand. The
red-clad judges stood upon the stand, and the athletes not involved in the current match, aswell astheir
trainers, stood on the ground immediately beforeit. The crowd lined the other three sdes of the
competition square and stood many ranks deep.

The first bout was between a man who looked to Zeb like a potbellied Viking—blond-bearded,
blue-eyed, with a cheerful manner but an intensity to the way he watched everything—and apaer but
brown-haired man who had the most extraordinary build Zeb had seen yet on thefair world. His muscles
were practicaly sculpted; he could have been agrimworld body builder. Y et his narrow face and long,
thin nose were pure fairworld, and hisfeaturesin genera, which looked like they were crafted to laugh
and laugh while bloodbaths were taking place before his eyes, were far from appedling.

The two men were made to stand three paces apart in the center of their square while one of the judges
gpoketo them in Burian. Then the judge lifted his hammer high and took two steps back, and the fight
was on.

Both men crouched in wrestler's poses. The noise from the crowd rose and flashes of light erupted from
the crowd as front-line photographers began snapping pictures.

The competitors moved toward one another, arms bent, hands open, then came together with a sound of
collison like two sdes of beef being swung into one another. The muscleman got hisarms around the
Viking'swaist and toppled him, but the Viking's hands settled on histhroat and began choking. The
referee kept close, hismallet up over his shoulder in case he should need to hit someone.

"By theway," Harrissaid, "in these regular matches, being hit by that hammer doesn't mean you're
disqudified. It just means you're doing something you're not supposed to. They keep hitting until you
sop.”

"So can you be disqudified?’
"Not at this stage, no. Y ou can just surrender, pass out, or die." Harris offered acheerless smile.

The muscleman got his hands under his opponent's and broke his grip. Herolled away, surprisingly fast
in spite of hislack of breath, but the Viking scrambled after him. The Viking got his hands on the
muscleman's right foot and twisted hard, attempting to break hisankle.

The muscleman shouted, a noise made hoarse and raspy by the fact he still hadn't caught his breath, and
rolled in the direction of the Viking'stwist. As herolled over onto his back, he kicked, the blow smashing
the Viking's noseflat. The crowd roared in gppreciation. The Viking rocked back and the muscleman
had enough time to get to hisfeet. Though still red-faced, he seemed much recovered.



They came together again, but as they grabbed, the Viking lowered his head and smashed it into the
muscleman's face, knocking the fighter's head back and breaking his nose as well. Now both men had
blood streaming from their faces. The Viking followed up, overbearing his opponent and sending him to
the ground; the Viking fdl atop him, scrambling for agrip, and managed to get his hands on the
muscleman's|eft forearm, twisting it up behind hisback.

The muscleman thrashed around with hisfeet and free arm, trying to maneuver his body to reduce the
pressure on hisarm, but the Viking held him in place and leaned harder and harder againgt thearm. He
said something into the muscleman's ear.

"Tdling him to surrender,” Harrissaid. Y ou do that by tapping the ground three times.”
Zeb offered him agrin that showed more confidence than hefelt. "1 don't need to know that, man.”

The crowd grew more quiet, listening, it seemed, for the muscleman's answer, but the man just strained
harder. So did the Viking.

Then the muscleman shook his head and reached out with his free hand, hammering the ground once—

Hisheld arm broke at the elbow with adull noise like abunch of celery being snapped. The Viking's
pressure bent it double so his hand lay atop his upper arm.

The muscleman shrieked, the noise audible even over the gasps and cheers from the crowd. The Viking
was up and off him in asecond, an expression of contrition on hisface; he turned to the referee, hands
outstretched asif pleading. The referee, unconcerned, waved hiswords away. More referees trotted

down the step of the reviewing stand, carrying a stretcher.

Zeb fdt his stomach lurch. Hed seen gunshot victims and other injuries, but the only ones that seemed to
bother him were the ones that made the human body take a shape it was not meant to assume. The
muscleman lay there, writhing, unable to keep hisbody il or keep himsdf quiet, whilethe Viking
uneesily accepted the cheers of the crowd. The field referee pointed the mallet at him, acknowledging his

victory.
"Oleg Stammgdlf," Harris said. "He wasn't considered a contender coming into this.”

The head referee, distinguished by the gold trim on hisred refereg's ouitfit, addressed thefield in Burian
and the crowd quieted alittle.

"What's he saying?' Zeb asked. "Oh, never mind. Why did | pick atrainer who can't speak the
language?"

Harrisgrinned. " 'Cause | come cheap.”

A fighter Zeb had engaged in the previous day's round, the large man with the walrus mustache, said,
"He thanks the athletes for a clean maich." His voice bore aheavy Burian accent. His attention was on
the field—where the referees had transferred the muscleman to the stretcher and were now carrying him
away—rather than on Zeb and Harris.

"That was a clean match?' Zeb asked.



The man nodded. "The referee did not have to punish any foul. No swinging of the hammer. The gods
likethat. No athlete died. The athleteslike that. That isaclean match.”

Zeb extended ahand. "Zeb Watson, representing Novimagos.”

Warus Mustache looked a him for the first time, expressionless, and shook hishand. " Geert Tiwasson.
Of Weseria"

"Figures" Zeb sad. "'l expect I'll befighting you in alater round.”

Geert nodded and returned his attention to the fidd. "I look forward to it."

* % %

The second bout was between Colond Forster, the handsome man Zeb had exchanged words with
during the preliminary round, and Corcair Highknocker of Cretanis, a heavyset man with abald head, a
red beard, and red bristly hair on every other part of hisbody not covered by his athlete's ouitfit.
Highknocker's outfit was not in the red and green of Cretanis, but al of purple; hislove of the color, Zeb
learned, was one of hiswell-known affectations.

This match was less spectacular than the previous one: The two competitors came together and wrestled
around for awhile, then Forster managed to maneuver himsalf into a superior position and choked
Highknocker unconscious. Highknocker was carried from the field on a stretcher; Forster accepted the
cheers of the crowd with quiet grace, then returned to the Sideline.

"You'reup next,” Harrissaid.

Zeb nodded. "Got any advice?' He bounced up and down on the balls of hisfeet, loosening up, feding
the first waves of adrendine and agitation roll acrosshim.

"Not having seen Kano fight, that'skind of tough. First thing, if he'slike the sumo guys of the grim world,
he's going to be faster than you expect. Think of him asamodern NFL lineman.”

"That's encouraging. Go on.” Zeb stared down the Sddline at his opponent, who was stretching in alow
crouch. Kano seemed to be staring into the distance, paying no attention to anyone around him, though
an older Oriental man of sSmilar proportions, wearing alime-green suit cut to hisgenerous size, was at his
Sde, speaking congantly in hisear.

"He outweighs you by about a hundred and fifty, hundred and seventy pounds, so don't try to push him
around. Leverage is something he knows about.”

"I'm feding better dl thetime. What else?"

Harriss voice took an exasperated tone. "What I'm telling you isthat you haveto dictate thisfight and
keep it centered in the things you know how to do and he doesn't. He knows pushing, grabbing,
knocking down, pulling you down, a pretty mean dap. Oh, yeah, the sumo guys here do something that
ours don'‘t—a sort of scomp maneuver. It can break your leg at the ankle, and if he does it to you when
you're down, he can break your arms or legs or cavein your rib cage. So don't let him do that."

"Don' let him kill me. At last | understand.” Zeb gave Harrisasmile. "Don't worry. | win or | lose.
Except that | don't lose."



"Sort of aminimalist philosophy,” Harrissaid, "but | likeit."
"Tanuki Kano," cdled the head referee, " Zeb Watson."

Zeb moved out fast, arms raised to wave at the crowd as though anyone there might be rooting for him.
He passed the field referee and turned back to wait for Kano. He wasn't smiling, nor had he yet put on
his war-face; the expression he offered the crowd was one of deadly intensity. Some in the crowd
responded not with boos, but there was aso an increase in the volume of their conversation, and the first

flashbulbs began popping.

Once past the officia, Zeb turned. Kano was close behind, expressionless, aert. He stopped just short
of theofficid, facing Zeb.

Seeing him face-on for the firgt time this morning, Zeb was sartled. Kano's shorts and shirt were white
with red decorations, presumably the colors of Wo, and the decoration occupying most of the chest was
aswadtika. It wasn't the classic Nazi swastika—it was backwards, asif the image had been flipped, and
with lines connecting the four ends of the design to thelong lines, so the effect was that of aplus sign with
triangles a each end. Still, it was recognizably aswastika, and he had to remind himsdf of Gaby'swords
of the other night—it had been a decorative symbol from ancient times, long before the Nazis got their
handsonit.

He couldn't afford to be distracted by stray thoughts. He returned his attention to Kano'sface, to his
eyes, and projected a sense of invincibility and indomitable will. Kano returned his gaze with the
implacability of acow . . . or aboulder.

The referee spoke to them in Burian, doubtless the catal ogue of rules and punishments, and at one point
hefted hislong-handled malet significantly. Then he gestured for the two athletesto step back. When
they did, he extended his mallet between them, then raised it, Sign that the bout had begun.

Kano advanced, hands at shoulder level, with the rel entlessness of abowling ball set into motion.

Zeb waited until he was amost within grabbing distance. He held hisleft, guard, hand in place asalure.
Kano grabbed at it. Zeb pivoted, drawing his guard hand back, dapping Kano's hands out of linewith his
right, and launched a snapkick, damming hisfoot into Kano'sleft knee.

The kick should have at least unbaanced the big man, but hisleft leg remained resolutely planted and
agpparently undamaged. Kano's cheek twitched, whether with momentary pain or amusement Zeb
couldn't tell. With adeft move, Kano disengaged hisright hand from Zeb's, caught Zeb'swrist and
yanked; he got hisleft hand on Zeb's shoulder, preparatory to straightening Zeb's arm to apply leverage
or break it at the elbow.

Before Kano could finish the maneuver, Zeb dropped to his knees, under Kano's reaching hand. Using
Kano'sown grip on him for additiona stability, he twisted, damming hisleft palm into Kano's right knee
from the Sde, abreaking technique.

Thejoint held, but Kano hissed and stumbled. Zeb took advantage of his momentary lack of balance.
Hetwisted the wrist Kano held, breaking his grip but not breaking contact, and got his own hand locked
on Kano'swrist. Ashedid so, he stood and twisted, getting a grip with hisfree hand on Kano's upper
arm, locking hisarm at the elbow. He drove with dl his strength againgt thisnew lever and Kano fdll, his
face damming into the grass.



Kano'slegsthrashed around, kicking Zeb's out from under him. Zeb's back hit the ground, not too
painfully, but in his periphera vison he saw Kano dready rolling over to grab at him. Zeb managed an
awkward backwards somersaullt, getting his body out of the way of Kano's onrushing mass, and rolled
up to hisfeet; though off-balance, he managed another snapkick, and this one caught Kano in the side of
the face, rocking his head.

Zeb backed away. It went againgt his grain not to press an advantage, but he needed a moment to think.
Kano was faster than he looked, as Harrishad said, and at least asimperviousto pain as Zeb was.

He became aware, momentarily, of the crowd noise. It had increased. There were ill boos. Somein
the crowd were shouting "Kano, Kano, Kano." Others, asmaller group, were shouting " Svart, Svart,
Svart." Zeb suppressed afeding of irritation.

Kano got to hisfeet, though Zeb was gratified to see that he was favoring hisright leg. The blow to the
knee had hurt him more than he had initidly let on. That made hisknee avulnerable point. Kano
advanced again, expressionless.

Zeb continued backing and alowed an expression of uncertainty to cross hisface. Kano picked up
speed. Zeb kept his attention on Kano'sinjured leg and, as the big man came amost within grabbing
range, dropped—a controlled drop to his back, arms splayed for better stability—and drew up hisown
leg, chambering it. Kano adjusted, diving a him, but as hisright leg planted for hisfind step, Zeb kicked
with dl hisforce a thejoint. Hefelt the blow connect.

Then Kano landed on him. All the bresth |eft Zeb's body. It felt asthough hislungs|eft, too. But he
forced himsdf to shove—Kano's armpit was directly above hisface and Zeb got hishand init, using it for
purchase, and heaved. Kano rolled alittle from the effort, not trying to hold on to him. Zeb wriggled free
and felt amoment of eation. If Kano had not been hurt, he would have pinned Zeb.

Zeb got to hisfest, trying, unsuccessfully, to suck in abreath. Kano was il lying there, curling around
hisleg, and Zeb could see that the leg was wrong—hbent partly backwards as though the joint were
reversed and dightly flexed.

Zeb managed to drag in a breath. It was not deep and not without pain, but it gave him the strength to
move. He dropped to his knees beside Kano's legs and grabbed the foot of theinjured leg, but didn't
twigt it. "Save yoursdlf some pain, man."

Kano opened his eyes. Hisface was covered in sweet and finally was showing emotion, the pain of his
injury too grest for him to conced, but he mastered himsdlf, his features smoothing until only by the
tightness of hisfeatures and pain in his eyes could his distress be discerned. He stared at Zeb along
moment, alowed himsalf an expression of dissatisfaction, and reached out to dap the ground threetimes.

Zeb stood. The crowd noise cameto him again. A portion of the audience was cheering,
"Svart—Svart—Svart—" and "Novimagos! Novimagos" He raised a hand, working the crowd alittle,
then shook the refereg's hand when the man offered it to him.

Momentslater, he sat on the sdelines with Harris. Harrisworked on his back, massaging where it was
diffening from hisimpacts with the ground. " Pretty good, Zeb."

"Thanks." Zeb watched as two new competitors took the field, both of them tall, fair-haired men. "I
thought German for “black’ was “schwarz,' not “svart.' "



"Itis. "Svart' isn't Burian. It'sfrom the Scandinavian languages and it's used al over western Europeto
mean "dusky.' They were basically saying, "Go, dusky.'"

"They could a least have used my name.”

"Yeah. Well, | was chanting your name, but the rest of the crowd shouted me down. Maybe tomorrow
they'll know who you are.”

"Count onit."

"Or you could change your nameto "Svart.' First and last names. "Svart Svart.' That way they'd always
getitright.”

Zebignored him.

"Anyway," Harris said, "we need to watch the rest of the All-Out matches, get some idea of what we
can expect from your likely opponents, and then head over to the Sword venue."

"Sword?" Zeb shook his head. "No, I'm going to work with Noriko before her first match.”

"You'l havetimeto do that. But first we go to watch the Sword competition for awhile. Thismorning, |
did alittle makeup magic. We're going to debut our Teleri Obeldon there.”

"Ah."

The Sword competition was scheduled for anew gymnasium on the Sonneheim Games grounds. When
Zeb, Harris, Gaby, and Noriko arrived, the stands were dready dmost filled. The sidelineswere
theoreticaly restricted to athletes and other participants, which would have excluded Gaby, but no one
chalenged her when she stayed with the others; things here seemed rdlatively informa.

Zeb craned his neck to look back up into the stands. "Place is packed," he said. "There are more waiting
to getin. Thereésafilm crew here, for God's sake. Just amazing.”

"Why isthat amazing?' Noriko asked.

"It'sagrimworld thing," Harrissaid. "Where we're from, sword competition is called fencing, and it just
doesn't get alot of respect or news coverage, even in the Olympic Games, which is our biggest
competition.”

"What does, then?" she asked.

Zeb and Harrislooked at one another.

"W, track and field," Zeb said.

"Women'sgymnadtics" Harris said. "Which isactudly teen and preteengirls gymnastics, cometo think
about it."

"And anything where our country isfavored to win the gold,” Gaby said. "Regardiess of whether the
public has any interest in the sport the rest of thetime.”



Harrisnodded. "Nicely, cynicaly put, honey. Hey, there's Ruadan.”

On the opposite side of the gymnasium, beyond the numberlesslanes marked off by tape on the wooden
floor, Ruadan was indeed standing. He wore the same swordsman's ouitfit the other competitors
wore—neck to toe leasthersin alight color, hisbeing apae yelow. He held an object that looked like a
domino mask made of metd; the eye ditswere narrow. He was only recognizable by his sze, unusualy
large for competitorsin this sport, and his bright red hair.

"Looks like the Sword part of the Officer competition istoday," Zeb said. "Hey. Isthat a Sonnenkrieger
officer hestaking to?'

It was. Ruadan's partner in conversation was dressed in the sharp black uniform of Weserias eite shock
troops. The distance was too gresat for Zeb to make out the man's rank.

Harris offered up agrimace. "One more thing to check into. I'll add it to the list. Ah, therewe go. Doc
and Swana Ishisafew rows behind them.”

Zeb followed Harriss gaze. He didn't spot Doc until he found Ixyail, who was decked out once morein
her safari-style outfit. Three rows below her, Doc, his complexion now ruddy, hishair black and short,
wearing wire-rimmed glasses, wasin astylish green suit. Besde him, Tderi sat tiffly, watching the action
on thegymnasium floor.

It was Swana, of course, but at this distance she was a perfect match for Teleri. Swanas hair had been
cut to Teleri's tyle, its color adjusted to Teeri's, Swanawore glasses and green clothes nearly identical
to those Teleri had worn at the museum. "Harris, you did agresat job on her."

"Didn't 1?7 Aren't | just magnificent?

"In spite of your usua incompetence, | mean." Out of the corner of hiseye, Zeb saw Harrisgrin at the
jibe.

There was a pop from aloudspeaker, sudden enough to make many people in the crowd jump, and an
announcer began speaking in Burian. He went on at length. Crowd noise rose, obscuring it, asthe
audience, obvioudy well-acquainted with the facts about the day's events, spoke more loudly to be heard
over the announcer's voice.

After apause, anew voice came over the system and began speaking in Cretanis. From what Zeb could
gather over the crowd noise, this had to be atrandation of the last announcer's words; this man
welcomed visitorsto early-round eventsin the Sword competition and the entirety of the Sword portion
of the Officer competition. One blooding of asword arm meant the competitor had to switch to his off
hand or yield; two bloodings of torso, neck or head meant defest.

"Wait asecond,” Zeb sad. "Blooding? They're fighting with sharp blades?’
Noriko nodded. "Of course. Y ou can often tell a swordsman. By the scars. Little ones, the width of a
finger, means he fightswith rapier. Broader ones means he fights with saber. Ruadan doesn't have any on

hisface, which saysalot for hisability to protect his upper body."

"Or to afford hedling devisement to get rid of scars completely,” Harrissaid.



"Great," Zeb said. "Harris, you said All-Out was the worst of the sports.”

Harris shrugged. "More people die in All-Out. With Sword, there's a code of behavior, an assumption
that al competitors are noble of spirit if not of birth. Theré's nothing like that with All-Out, where the
competitors are supposed to be, well, more earthy.”

"Earthy. What do you mean, liketrailer trash?

" "Of the people,’ Zeb." Harrisgrinned. ™Y ou know, like Hercules. A great hero, but so acommon
guy. Everybody likeshim."

Zeb shook his head and returned his attention to Doc and Swana. " So Ish is supposed to be guarding
them?'

"No, she's not supposed to interact with them in any way." Harris began scanning the crowd in Doc's
vicinity. "She'sjust hovering because, well, it'sDoc. No, Rudi isther guard. There heis. Two rowsup
from Doc and three to the left.”

Zeb spotted him easily enough, though he didn't initially recognize him. Rudi wasin arumpled burnt
orange suit; his features were aged, his hair gray, and he wore athick beard and mustache the same
color. He actualy resembled Albin more than he resembled himsdlf. "I bet he hatesthat outfit."

"Oh, he does. Hellikesto be stylish, at least in what Neckerdam gangsters call style. If we don't give him
someone to shoot soon, he's probably going to kill meinstead.”

Soon enough, the Sword bouts got under way. They were, Zeb found, far more structured than All-Out.
The crowd was alowed to cheer asthe athletes were brought out to the lanes, but not once the fighting
began. Four bouts ran at any given time, but the athletes who'd completed their bouts did not leave the
fidd until thelast of the four bouts was settled. Only then did dl eight athletes receive the farewdl | cheers
of the crowd.

Boutsdidn't generdly last long, either. Once the referee set the athletesinto motion, action was generdly
not halted until awinner was declared, as the swordsmen themsalves would step back to alow their
opponentsto switch their bladesto their unhurt arms. And it generdly did not take long for one
swordsman in each pairing to pick up two injuriesto historso.

Women aso fought, Zeb saw, though they did seem to have their own division and fought only against
one another.

But hetook in al these factswith only aportion of his attention; mostly, he was focussed on Doc and
Swanain the stands, or, rather, on the peoplein the stands and aides around them.

Not that any activity seemed to center around them. Zeb saw people passin front of Doc and Swana at
various times, moving to and from their assigned seating, and noticed one or two men attempt to strike up
conversations with her. But she just smiled—Zeb saw that her expression looked a bit nervous, and
wondered whether that was deliberate or accidental on her part—and shook her head to disengage from
conversation. Doc glowered at such times, and the young men in question were comparatively quick to
move about their business.

"Look, Casnar's up next," Gaby said.



Zeb turned his attention to the gymnasium floor. Prince Casnar, in the stlandard swordsman's suit but
with adesign, an eagle atop amound of stones, on his back, was indeed taking up position at one end of
alane. A smilarly-clad opponent, this one wearing an armband with three limblesstreesin gold against a
red background, faced him.

The two swordsmen sauted, holding their blades point upright before their faces and then extending
them toward the sky, then dropped into fighting poses. Both men were right-handed, and their postures
were right-side forward, right elbows tucked in close, |eft arms extended behind them for balance.

The opponent moved forward in aseries of cautious half steps and offered an exploratory thrust, angling
in high over the bell that protected Casnar's hand and arcing down to stab at hisforearm, so fluid that
Zeb was sure he saw the blade bend during its motion, but Casnar flicked his hand up, hisblade and his
bell collaborating to sweep the incoming blade out of line; hisbell rang from the impact as he thrust, and
suddenly his opponent was backing away, acknowledging by pointing, the small spot of redness now
welling through his protective lesthers. Casnar amiled.

"That'sasurprise,” Harrissaid.
"What, that Casnar actslike a party boy but knows how to stab people?’
"No. What Ruadan'sdoing."

Zeb turned his attention that way. Ruadan was gtill standing beside his Sonnenkrieger acquai ntance, and
was now pointing up into the stands. He kept glancing at the officer and speaking to him, asif asking
guestions, then looking back at the stands. Zeb followed Ruadan's gaze.

Zeb might have been wrong, but Ruadan looked as though he were pointing in the genera vicinity of
Doc and Swana. "This gets better and better,” he said.

The crowd made adight appreciative noise, indicating that one of the four matches bel ow had ended.
Zeb saw Casnar's opponent, now decorated by two bloody spots on his chest, walking forward, holding
his sword by the blade so that the hilt and bell were extended forward. Casnar, at ease, tapped the hilt
with his hand, and then the two men shook hands and stood together, watching the other bouts.

Not long after, Ruadan took leave of the officer he'd been speaking to in order to fight hisfirst match.
Unlike Casnar, who used rapier, Ruadan was announced as a sabreur. Hisfirst opponent was a
swordsman of the kingdom of Lorig, and the two fought in astyle that was dl edge—swords svung fast,
directly at face and body and arm, blocked by the opponent's blade.

It looked to Zeb's inexperienced eye like the sort of swashbuckling he'd often seen in old movieson TV.
The difference was that those actors had dways moved at a pace that seemed sedate, while these
swordsmen's attacks and defenses were fast, often mere streaks and blursto the unaided eye. Nor did
these athletes seem to be swinging at empty air or waiting for their opponent to bein the exact place
needed to keep them perfectly safe.

Ruadan was blooded firgt, a dash that grazed his eye mask with ashriek of meta on metal and left athin
red line on his brow—aline that swiftly broadened and poured blood across Ruadan's cheek.

The referee quickly halted the bout. An assistant put atowel across Ruadan's shoulders and chest while
another pinched the edges of the injury together and applied quick stitches without anaesthetic. Zeb saw
Ruadan wince once, but the man offered no other reaction.



"By therules of the sport,” Noriko said, "they are not concerned with hisblood loss. But if too much
blood gets on his clothes, it becomes hard to register other injuries.”

"Oh." Zeb shook hishead. "In Sword of Wo, youdo compete with wooden swords, right?
"Yes." Sheoffered adight smile. "There, you can only break bones."

"Good. I'm rdieved.”

The referee blotted the wound, nodded to indicate that the bleeding was sufficiently dowed, and
returned to his starting point at the center of the lane. The assistant whisked the bloody towel away and
Ruadan took his starting pose. A moment later, the fight was on again. The other three bouts on the floor
had ended while the stitches were being applied, so Ruadan's was the only one still going.

On the swordsmen's next approach, the two managed to lock blades near the hilts. Asthey disengaged,
Ruadan brought his blade up and away in adraw-cut, dicing through two layers of |leather, his opponent's
glove cuff and deeve. The opponent backed away, glanced at the cut, then pointed at it to acknowledge
itasaninjury. Hetransferred his saber to hisleft hand and action resumed. Now, though, hewas at a
decided disadvantage, and during the next two passes Ruadan was able to draw blood both times, once
in adash that took his opponent on the shoulder, once in another draw-cut disengagement that brought
his blade aong his opponent'srib cage.

The crowd applauded and the four lanes worth of competitors quit the floor.

Ruadan returned to the Sidelines. A man in baggy pants and top in Novimagos blue and gold was there
to await him and tend hisinjuries, but the Sonnenkrieger officer was gone.

"Wheré's that son of akrieger?' Zeb asked.
"Heleft," Gaby said.

Zeb looked around. "Where's Harris?'
"Following that son of akrieger.”

"Great." Zeb looked at Noriko. "I hate to misswhat Harrisis up to, but it's probably time to get you set
up for your first round.”

She nodded, her face giving nothing away, but reluctance obviousin the stiffness of her motion.

* * %

The arrangements for the Sword of Wo event were much like that of the Sword competition, except that
the event was set up in alarge exercise room in aschool building severd blocks from the coliseum
grounds. The crowd, seated in low-backed wooden chairs doubtless scrounged from other roomsin the
school, was much smaler than that of the other event. Zeb counted maybe fifty of them. All appeared to
be Burian lights and darks, many of them well-dressed and sophisticated of manner, quite afew of them
elderly. Zeb got theimpression from looking at them that he was seeing agroup gathered for auniversity
lecture, and redlized that most probably weren't sports fans—they were students and academicians
curious about the culture and people of Wo.



Which suggested—Zeb took a closer ook around, and was not surprised to see Colonel Forster in the
audience. The man wasin street clothes, but asradiantly blond as ever. Though he was seated in the
most tightly-packed section of the audience, he was aone, not exchanging words with other spectators.
Looking around, he spotted Zeb looking at him, but his gaze did off Zeb asthough he hadn't seen him.

None of the Sidhe Foundation members was here. Some were working on other assgnments, of course.
Asfor the ret—Noriko had said she didn't want an audience. Zeb hadn't had enough time to argue with
her about that. Support from the audience, even just a portion of the audience, could make adifference
to acompetitor—did she just want to cede that advantage to her opponent? Did she want to |ose?

"Noriko-chan!" Prince Hayato approached his cousin, hand outstretched, asmile of satisfaction on his
face. He was dressed in the skirtlike pants and cumbersome jacket Zeb associated with kendo, though
his outfit was painfully bright, the pants so white they amost glowed, the jacket in a bright red with the
variant swastika of Wo reversed on the chest in white. "I am so pleased you have come. | feared you
would regret your offer of the other night and choose not to compete.”

Shetook hishand. "No, | am here."

Hayato waited amoment asif expecting her to elaborate. "Well. We have assembled you afull set of
equipment. With Tanyu'sinjury, but the addition of you and a Shangan competitor named Chang
Tian-yun, the one the Cretanis press calls Chang O'Shang, we have afield of seven. The referees have
decided that |, asranking noble, will have the bye thisround.” He gave her avery Western shrug.
"Privileges of rank, | suppose. But it meansthe earliest | might face you is next round.”

"Yes" shesad.

Hayato again paused to alow her timeto continue, but she did not. He turned to Zeb. "Though we could
have afull field of eight if you choseto compete.”

Zeb shook hishead. "I barely know which end of asword to hold. Thanksfor the offer, though. No, I'm
herefor Noriko."

"Of course.” It wasimpossible to tell from Hayato's tone which statement he was agreeing with—Zeb's
support of Noriko or Zeb's incompetence with a blade. The prince gestured toward dark doors on the
wall opposite the audience. "That isthe changing room. Y ou are the last to arrive, Noriko, so you will
have privacy—though | imagine that your boy will ensureit. Y our equipment isin the locker furthest I eft.”

Zeb kept hisfaceimpassive. In hismind, though, heimagined throwing several hard blows and kicksinto
Hayato's midsection, just enough to rearrange hisinternd organs abit.

"Thank you," Noriko said, but did not move.

Hayato offered her aminima smile, then turned to walk toward the trio of judges standing in the center
of the room.

" “Your boy."" Zeb shook his head and willed his souring stomach to settle down. *Man, he does know
which knifeto twist. Would it upset you if | tore hishead off and you didn't get to fight him?”

She gave him alittle smile. "Remain focussed,” she said.

"Likeyou, huh? That was actudly pretty spectacular, Noriko. Y ou fought your first round with him and



sent him into retreat. In lessthan ten words, yet."

Shewaked with him to the door to the changing room. "I have been thinking about him. Heis amaster
at making people fed bad in conversation. Then they do what he wishes and he relents so they fedl
better. But dl hisploys, | redized, are ripostes. If you do not take thefirst strike, if you do not respond
to hisfeints, he has nothing to work with."

"Good work. Ishis swordplay the same way?"

"Unfortunatdly, no." She shrugged, suggesting that thiswas just the way things were, and went into the
equipment room.

Zeb pulled the door shut behind her and turned to wait. To keep the world full of her opponents at bay.

* * %

The drawing for opponents was performed much asit had been with the All-Out, except that names
were handwritten on paper rather than impressed on porcelain chits. Noriko, whose borrowed armor
was covered by what looked like a hagtily-sewn surcoat in the blue and gold of Novimagos, drew the
name of IkinaToki. "l don't know him," shetold Zeb.

They looked over thefield of competitors, and there was only one whom Noriko did not recognize, a
big Orienta man, unusudly heavy among this crowd of lithe sword competitors, he aso appeared to be
ten or more years older than the next-oldest athlete present. "Hey, | know that guy,” Zeb said. "Tanuki
Kano'strainer. Terrible tastein suits”

"If hetrains Kano, then hewill be aformer sumo competitor,” Noriko said. "Possbly trained in the
sword at little more than a hobby level. But much stronger than .

"And probably faster than he looks."
"Y ou havefindly learned that, have you?'

Zeb glanced at her, surprised. Shewas smiling at him, her expresson making it clear that she was
teasing.

He grinned back. "Remain focussed.”

In thefirst bout, two members of Hayato's retinue, both in dark armor with white-swastika-on-red
armbands, were the competitors. When the Burian judge lifted his badge of office—here, alive-sted
saber identical to the ones being used at the Sword competition—the men came together like cars
colliding head-on. They shouted, they locked wooden blades and pushed, they jockeyed for position,
they swung and blocked with their blades so fast that Zeb sometimes could not readily follow the motion.

Zeb decided that, at least superficialy, the sport resembled the few kendo matches held seen on the grim
world. The competitors fought in two-handed style, swords held before them, hands well spaced across
the long hiltsto give them maximum leverage. The stylewas dl offense—no attacks ever just missed, they
were intercepted by the opponent's blade.

In moments, the first bout was done, the tdler of the two men catching the other's blade across hisrigid
mask. All action stopped ingtantly and the loser bowed. Then the referee came forward to interpose his
sword between them. The two went on guard again.



"How many do they go to?' Zeb asked.
"Two kills" Noriko said.

Moments later, the winner of thefirst kill struck his opponent again. The crowd offered applause. Zeb
and Noriko joined in. The athletes quit thefloor.

"Noriko Nomura, Novimagos," the referee said. "lkina Toki, Wo."

Noriko picked up her mask from the floor at her feet and put it on. She turned her back so Zeb could
do thelacings there. Then he handed her the bokken, the wooden sword she'd been assigned. " Go get
him, tiger."

She cocked her head. "Tiger?!
"It'san expression where I'm from.”

"Ah. Be sure to use the same expression on Ish sometime.” She offered him alittle bow and took the
floor. Ikinawas dready waiting on the far Sde of the referee.

Hayato drifted over to stand beside Zeb. "1 don't think 1've ever seen such asize mismatch in Sword of
Wo," hesaid. "l expect Ikinawill daughter her."

"Because shesawoman?'

Hayato shook his head. "Because of the size. One presumes he can compete at some proficient level,
else hed not be here. His size and strength will be terribly difficult to overcome. In addition, sheis,
unfortunately, atrifle weak. Of spirit, | mean.”

"Shell win."
"Because she'syour friend?!

Zeb shook his head. He concentrated his attention on the competitors, who were receiving instructions
from the referee. Both nodded and took a step back. The referee extended his saber between them.
"Because shesawinner.”

"Ah"
Therefereeraised hisblade.

Ikinacharged Noriko and snapped ablow at her, the blade of the wooden sword blurring with the
speed of the attack. Noriko retreated and took the blow on her own blade, her backward motion
robbing the blow of some of itsforce. Ikina continued hisforward progress, shoving to hurl her back,
and snapped another blow astheir blades came clear. But she wasraising her blade as he was drawing
his back for the blow, and caught the top of his blade toward her hilt. She levered his bladepoint out of
the way and brought her own edge across his mask. The sharp crack of the blow sounded like a
small-cdiber pistol shot.

Ikina bowed.



"l see what you mean," Hayato sad. "Shefindsaway towin."
Zeb nodded. He estimated that the time from start to kill was about three seconds.

The competitors returned to the center of the floor and the referee set them into motion again. Ikina
began with the same tactic—the correct tactic, Zeb estimated, despite the first loss—but on hisfirgt
blow, his bokken broke across Noriko's. The blade clattered across the floor toward Hayato; the prince
put out afoot and trapped it like a soccer player stopping aball. Action stopped while areferee brought
Ikinaanother blade, then resumed.

Thiskill wasamost areplay of the last. Ikinaused his greater mass and strength to his advantage, driving
Noriko before him, going in for the kill once held put her off balance, but he didn't redize in time that she
was never sufficiently off balance for her defensesto lower completely. The second time he shoved her
back, she managed to keep her blade in line, and position his out of line; she twisted so that her hilt was
over her head, her blade point out ahead of her and under his arm, and she yanked, adraw-cut that
would have cut through his armpit to the bone had the blade been redl.

He stopped and bowed. She returned the bow, offered one to the judge and another to the prince, then
returned to Zeb's sde. He began unlacing her mask.

"l expected your skillsto have diminished,” Hayato said. "And you have logt alittle fluidity. Yet | think
you are better than before.”

She drew the mask off. She was perspiring but smiling. "I hope to have achance to see you fight before
we mest. That you not have the advantage of me."

The next fight was between amember of Hayato's retinue and the man nicknamed Chang O'Shang.
Chang wastdll for afairworlder, especidly for an orientd fairworlder, dmost astal asZeb. Only his
neck, well-muscled, and his head were bare; his armor was dark and not adorned by any nationa
symbol or colors. His hair was long and braided, though not in the Chinese queue Zeb knew from old

photographs and movies.

The man of Wo was quick, possibly as quick as Noriko, but Chang was his equa there and his superior
in strength and reach. The swordsman of Wo actudly won the first kill, but Chang came back in the
second and third bouts with harder, faster attacks that battered his opponent's defenses down and I eft
him vulnerable to shots to head and shoulder.

"No matter who you draw tomorrow," Zeb said, "it's going to be interesting.”

Chapter Seventeen

The restaurant was actualy a beer garden, a place of long wooden tables whose antiquity was attested
to by the way graffiti carved in them was covered by lacquer darkened by grime and worn smooth by
friction from countless hands and arms.

On the walls were the coats of arms of dozens of kings of Weseriaand smoke-darkened posters



advertising various types of beer. There was no sign of the modern nation here, no acknowledgement of
the Sonneheim Games, no Reini symbols.

Most unusud of dl in the modern Bardulfburg, the place admitted duskies. Among the clientele were
sguat men and women the color of pecan shellswho came barely up to Zeb's belt buckle; there wereftall,
far-skinned lights; and there were men and women of every shape, hue and height in between.

Alagtair and Gaby were already seated when Zeb and Noriko arrived, holding down along table in the
dimmest end of the room. Doc, Rudi, and Swana, dl il indisguise, and Ish arrived minutes later, just as
the waiters were bringing out the first orders of sausage and schnitzels. Harriswaslast to arrive.

Doc looked longingly at Gaby's plate of cutlets and spétzel. "We gppear to have survived our first full
day of trouble making. Now we need to assess the damage we've done. Gaby, would you liketo go
firg?'

She shook her head. "Hell, no. Y ou're the one with no food. Y ou go first."

"Thus we demondtrate the respect | have earned from the Foundation associates . . ." With what looked
like an effort, Doc dragged his attention from Gaby's plate. "The Teleri deception has paid off. Swana
and | were followed when we | ft the Sword venue. Our shadows were not uniformed, of course, sowe
have no concrete knowledge of who they are. Still, it's encouraging that they're observant and numerous
enough to have spotted her and interested enough to follow her. We had to go to some considerable
effort to dude them and get here unseen, and we only lost them a couple of blocksfrom here." He
glanced a Alastair, but the doctor, his mouth full of sausage, shook his head vigoroudy. Doc turned
instead to Harris.

Harris cleared histhroat. "Y ou might not have seen, Doc, but our good friend Ruadan was among the
competitorsin Sword."

"l saw.”

"And was spending alot of histime on the Sdelines talking to what |ooked like agood buddy in the
Sonnenkrieger.”

"That | did not see.” Doc frowned.

"Anyway, a one point it looked as though Ruadan and his buddy were discussng our Teleri here, and
the buddy took off. So | followed. He headed off to atalk-box booth and made acall. Since | don't
speak Burian, | didn't get any of what he said. | didn't hear Teleri's name used.”

Doc nodded. "Or mine, | hope.”

"Y ou were protected by the sheer brilliance of my makeup, Doc. Of course your name wasn't used.”
"Of course. What then?'

"He returned to the door to the gym and waited. He was watching Swana, I'm pretty sure. He wasthere
another twenty minutes or so, and then he was joined by six other guysin street clothes. All lights, young,
really good posture. He pointed your section of the bleachers out to them and talked. | couldn't hear

anything they said; 1'd had to pull back down the corridor so as not to be conspicuous. Anyway, the guys
filed into the gym by twos and merged with the crowd.”



"And it was asweleft the Sword event that Rudi noticed our first shadow," Doc said.

Rudi, finishing aglass of beer, nodded. He raised his glassto get the waiter's attention. “Two lights.
Looked like military. Not too good &t following."

Swana, obvioudy reluctant to spesk up in this gathering, finadly found her voice. "What will happen if
they decide to do more than follow me? Do they not want to talk to this Teleri? Could they try to capture
me?'

Rudi made a contemptuous noise. "They're no damned good at what they do. Sure, they'll try to grab
you, but not tonight—we've aready lost them once and will lose them again if they spot us on the way
home."

"It'strue." Doc's voice was reassuring. "And from now on, asit wasthismorning, you'll constantly be
surrounded by more firepower than they're ever likely to bring to bear in akidnapping attempt. Still, after
we get back to the quarterstonight, I'll work with you on a set of answersyou can giveto officiasif
you're ever interrogated. These will be answersthat will keep you safe long enough for usto find you and

Spirit you away."

They quieted asthe waiter came over to refill Rudi's glass and stayed that way momentslonger asa
woman, four feet tall and built like a Franklin stove, arrived with the food orders of the latecomers. Then
Doc turned to Zeb.

"I've got nothing but glorious victory to report so far,” Zeb said. "1 wasted Tanuki Kano thismorning in
All-Out, and Noriko wiped out her opponent this afternoon in Sword of Wo. Oh, yeah, that guy Forster
was a Sword of Wo. | don't know whether it's because of some conspiracy between the Reinis and
Hayato's group or just because he's supposed to be curious about al sorts of fighting arts. Anyway, the
opponent draw in the All-Out isfixed; I'm going to meet every badass on the field. | don't know whether
the draw in the Sword of Wo isrigged.”

"l do not believeitis," Noriko said. "That sort of thing is not among Hayato's many flaws of character.”
Doc nodded. "Alastair? Can you now put off chewing for amoment?’

"Reluctantly.” Alastair set hisfork and knife down. "I found the tribe of Kobolde who tried to kill you at
the Fairwings plant.”

Doc's eyebrows rose. "'Y ou've done some travelling today, then.”
"No. They're herein Bardulfburg. And they're very anxious to meet you. Not for areturn engagement.”
"Very wel. Let'shavethefull story.”

"Well, | estimated that the best way to find Kobolde would be to find K obolde—meaning, 1'd look for
any that might beliving in the big city and seeif they could tell me anything about their country cousins.
So | looked at the various newspapers and found one, distributed only in afew places, that iswritten for
the dusky communities. | visited the newspaper itself and asked about Kobolde, and the editor told me
they're pretty rare in Weseria—except for a performing troupe here in Bardulfburg. When | went to visit
them, their responses—they're not proficient actors—made it clear that they were related to your

captors.”



Doc looked mildly amused. "I was held prisoner by acircus?'

Alagtair nodded. " Oh, I'm not saying they're not adangerous, violent group of madmen. They are. Very,
very primitive deep-forest folk. But they aso perform. Anyway, | went to talk to them. They were
surprised to hear that | worked with you and tried to persuade me that you were using me—that you only
tolerated me because | could help you get close to duskies and then destroy them."

"My master planisat last reveded.” Doc's voice was dry. 1sh snorted, amused.

"| asked them why they thought this about you. It was partly because they see the way thingsare
developing in the Burian lands, the way the lightsin charge are taking more and more actions againgt the
duskies, and snceyou're alight, you're obvioudy one of the enemy. It was aso partly because they had
afriend who helped explain such things to them, hel ped them get dong in theworld of the lightsand
darks." Aladgtair shifted, looking uncomfortable. " There was moreto it than that. | got the impression that
this “friend was dso inciting them to acts of violence. Againgt the lights who aretightening the vise on
them."

"That makesno sense,” Ish said. " Someone leading the duskiesin aguerillawar agains the lights? No.
Weve assumed al dong that the real Teleri and the people who kidnapped Doc were part of the Reini
movement or at least shared their ideals. Now we have athird group, duskies waging a secret war
agang thelights?"

"It makes perfect sense," Gaby said. "If this “third group' redly is part of the Reinis or their friends. . .
and they'reinciting the duskiesto acts of violence.

Alagtair nodded. "That'swhat | told them. | said that their “friend' had convinced them to murder the
famous Doc Sidhe and was now probably working up plansto kill some of the high-ranking Reini

leaders. That they'd be caught in the act and reprisals would be taken on behalf of an offended light and
dark population againg duskies. That got them thinking, though they're not admitting to anything. But they
want to meet you, Doc. | aso told them that Zeb was one of us. That impressed them. They want to
meet him, too."

"So the All-Out is getting us someresults,” Doc said. "Well, et us meet them.”
Ish shook her head, vehement. " They just want to finish killing you, Doc.”

"Perhaps.” Doc stared over the heads of the associates, past the dark wood panel of the walls, off into
the unseen distance. "But we till need to meet these Kobolde. If we can convince them we're telling the
truth, perhaps they can identify some of our enemies so well have a better idea of who specificaly they
ae"

"l was going to take Alastair and Noriko and break into the Hall of Tomorrow, or whatever they call it
inBurian," Harrissaid.

Doc frowned. "Explain that."

"It'san exhibit in one of the new buildings on the Coliseum grounds. | asked around and found out that's
where the big modd of Bardulfburg is. The one your friend Generd Ritter displaysto show how the city
looks now and isgoing to look in the future. | need Alastair's Good Eye and Noriko's skill with
lockpicks."



"You'll haveto do that tomorrow night." Doc gave Harris a conciliatory look.

"Then I'll go with you, Doc." Harrisfixed his employer with astern look. "In case your bloodthirsty
midgets decide to get violent."

"Andl," Ishsad.

"Me, too," Gaby said.

"Me" Noriko said.

Zeb just raised ahand to indicate hewasin.

Doc turned his attention to Rudi and Swana. "Which leaves only the two of you."

"l want to get away from al this madnessfor the evening,” Rudi said. "Eat anice, dow med. Seeafilm
play. Walk about abit."

"That would be nice" Swanasaid.
Doc pulled a his beard. "Harris, can you get usdl out of makeup?

Harris patted himsdlf down. From apocket, he removed asmall brown bottle haf full of fluid. "Not with
what'son me. | can probably get either you or Rudi out of your extrafacia hair, but not both.”

"Restore me to normdl, then, and well leaveto vist the Kobolde from here," Doc said. "When Rudi and
Swanareturn to our quarters, they can get out of makeup themselves or wait for your return.”

"He makesit sound so neat,” Gaby said. "Hereswhat it redly boils down to. Rudi and Swanacan go
home so that bad people can try to follow them around tomorrow. And the rest of us can go talk to the
Kobolde so that they can try to kill and eat Doc, tonight.”

"That would seem to sumit up,”" Doc said, and turned his attention to his plate.

* * %

The Kobold man—dressed, unlike those they'd seen at the Fairwings factory, in modern pants, shirt, and
suspenders, but barefoot—met Doc and associates at the building's front door. He led them through the
unlit antechamber into the main worship hal and gestured for them to sit on stone benches on one side;
the benches had been pulled around so that, instead of facing forward down the hall, they faced the
center of the room. Some twenty Kobolde, aso in modern dress, were already seated on benches
opposite; the building's hearth was between the two groups.

The hearth was, in traditiona style, astone circle with an upraised lip at the edge, holes sunkenin the
stone where metal posts could be set to suspend mesat above thefire, but this hearth had never been used
for cooking; it was free of ashes, its stone darkened by age but never by fire.

The building was Bardulfburg's temple to the goddess L udana. Doc was familiar with this persona; under
severd variant names, such as Hludana and Hlodyn, she was goddess of the earth, of the spirits of the
dead and the spirits of the newborn, for many of the Burian peoples. Interestingly, thiswas the place
where Casnar's gathering was scheduled to take place tomorrow night. Doc supposed it was



symbalicaly aralying point for people opposed to the changes being implemented by the Reinis.

The temple was old, amassive thing whose interior and exterior walls were faced with irregular sone.
The building had been recently fitted with eectricity, but the light for this meeting was cast by candelabra,
four floor-standing pieces each bearing nine candles grouped three by three. The light was dim, flickering
shadows making the impassive faces of the K obolde seem more dien and inhuman.

The Kobolde were taking every advantage—sesting the Foundation members last to make them guests
instead of hogts, placing them on hard benches while the K obolde had appropriated flat bench pillows,
keeping up asnister facade.

Doc grinned. He hadn't anticipated the benches; that was anice touch. Thistribe of fair folk might be
rurd, but they were obvioudy familiar with the palitics of intertribal gatherings. Their other tactics,
however, he had anticipated. "Aladtair,” he said.

Alastair stood and, carrying acloth sack that looked fully packed, moved up to the hearth. On the
hearth'slip, halfway between the two groups, he began placing items from the sack: |oaves of bread,
sausages, bottles of beer and wine. "We eat bread and we drink water," he said, aritua phrase.

Alagtair returned to Sit. The two groups stared at one another again. But now, some of the Kobolde
glanced from timeto time at the food and drink—not out of hunger, but in dight confusion. They were
supposed to be the hosts, but the newcomers had provided food. It blurred the lines of who was who.
Suddenly abit of their socia advantage was gone.

In Burian, Doc asked, "Who speaksfor you?' He heard Alastair murmuring trandations to the other
associates.

An older man, not the oldest of those present, but still possessing streaks of whitein hisblack hair and
beard, stood. "'l am Valek," he said. "Prince of Glucksménnchenheim." His voice was degp and rough. It
was not the voice of aleader who gave speeches or campaigned to win the affection of his people.

"l am Desmond, son of Prince-Consort Correus of Cretanis,” Doc said, "Guard-General of Novimagos,
Godsent of the Hu'unal. 1 thank you for being willing to meet with us." He did not stand; though it would
have given him a psychologica advantage, he did not need these people to be on the defensive for what
was about to come. "Allow meto introduce my associates.” He gave the names of Aladtair, Ixyail, Harris,
Gaby, Noriko, and Zeb, noting the interest of the Kobolde in the last one.

"In the interests of speed, and so that we may speak fregly,” Doc continued, "1 make this public
declaration before these withesses present and before the gods: | formally abandon al rightsto revenge
againg or redress from the people of Glucksménnchenheim for actions they have taken againgt me."

Some of the little men and women looked at one another, but none spoke before VVaek did. "Why do
we need to spesk fredly on this, or at al?* he asked.

"Because our mutua enemies have set us againgt one another." Doc composed his expression into one
made up partly of sympathy, partly of aleader's acceptance of the inevitable. "Of the members of your
people sent against me in Novimagos, twenty or more are dead. Some died in honorable combat against
my associates. Most died because they were betrayed by their employers. Those men placed powerful
explosves, magnacendiaries, in the building where | washdld, so that al might die.”

Vaek looked dubious. "What proof do you have of thisclam?



"Only my pledge of faith, and logic. Alastair Kornbock has spoken to you dready. He has guessed that
your employerswould be planning with you the killings of famous Burians, of highly-placed Reinis. Now |
will go agtep further. | will tell you who you are planning to kill."

Vaek gestured for him to continue.
"Generd Rombaud Geisdl, Generd Klas Schneemann, and Minister Datan Graumann.”

Vaek's expresson did not change; he was much too experienced and canny aleader for that. But
severd of the other Kobolde showed surprise. For that many people to react, Doc surmised, the tribe
must be very closeindeed, with every member trusting every other . . . or el se the murder plot must be
well along toward completion, with dl those involved having aready recelved ingtructions.

"Why these names?' Vaek asked.

"Sincearriving in Weseria, | have been looking into the nationd poalitics and the palitics of the Reinis,”
Doc sad. "The politicsthat will ultimately doom you to flee the Burian lands. Evenin their own ranks, the
Reinis see membersthey consider weaklings, detrimentsto their plans whom they nonetheless cannot
eadly be rid of—these men have done too much for the party over the years.

"But if duskieswere to assassinate these men, the people of Weseriawould begin to cry out againgt the
duskies, and the wrath of the Weserian government could descend upon the duskies. And the Reinis
could promote the harder, crueler men they prefer into the positions made vacant by murder.” Doc
gestured, a pams-out motion suggesting reasonability, that there was no argument to be had with his

logic.

Vaek stared a him for long moments. Then he walked, awaddling motion, to thefood Alagtair had
brought, selected a bottle of beer, and returned to his seat. "Y ou are wrong," he said, and pried the cork
from the bottle. "We areto kill Geisdl and Graumann, but not Schneemann.”

"But | wasclose" Doc said.

"Yes" Vaek took adrink. The other Kobolde, evidently released by his action, began to movein twos
and threesto select food and drink. Ixyail, familiar with theworld of triba politics and manners, hopped
up to join them and selected a bottle of wine—it wouldn't do for the associates to ignore the food, asthe
K obolde might suspect poison. Harris brought asmall loaf of bread back for himself and Gaby.

"Y ou are too wrong to be part of the plan,” Vaek said, "but too close for it to be just aguess. | will ask
you to tell me more. But first | wish to spesk with thisman." Heindicated Zeb.

Alastair moved to Sit beside Zeb and spokein his ear. Zeb spoke back and Alastair trandated. "Ask
whatever you like"

One of the Kobolde, obvioudy one who understood Cretanis, whispered in Vaek'sear. Vaek said,
"These games are for lights and darks. Why are you here?"

Zeb shrugged. "If they werefor lights and darks just because of where they were being held, | wouldn't
care. But they're for more than that. They're to help the lights and darks think they're better than the
duskies. That's not right. I'm here to prove that they can't point and say, "We're better than they are." "



Vaek indicated Doc. "What if this man hastricked you? What if heison their sde?’

"Heisn't. He's already risked hislifeto fight them. | wasthere. | was aso there when the bombs went off
and killed your people. Doc didn't plant them. Whoever hired your people planted them."

"Did you kill any of my people?’
Zeb hesitated a moment before answering. 'Y es. I'm not sure how many. A couple at lesst.”
"Why should we naot kill you?'

"Because I'm going to do somered harm to the Reinis and the way they think. Maybe more than you
can. Try to kill me, and you lose more people. Leave me done, and you get to see me hammer in the
faces of some of thelocal boysyou dont like."

Vaek considered that, then turned to his people and nodded. A half dozen of the Kobolde rose from
their benches and approached Zeb.

Zeb stood. Doc could see that he was on guard, but not yet poised to repel an attack—the approach of
these little folk was not quite threstening.

The nearest of the Kobolde dug around in abreast pocket and brought out a scrap of paper and a
fountain pen. These he extended to Zeb. He said afew words.

Alagtair trandated. "Hed like your signature. As a keepsake.”

* % *

Rudi lingered over hismed long after Doc and his companions had |eft for the Kobolde errand. Swana,
to hisrdlief, did not seem inclined to rush him. Nor did she seem nervous two bellslater, after they'd seen
their film play—amystery from the League of Ardree, in which amaster detective deduced which of
three impossible devisements had actually caused the murder—and begun their walk home, aroundabout
route chosen by Rudi.

Had he not been in acity full of potential enemies, Rudi might have enjoyed the colorful foot and
wheded traffic, the Old World buildings, the presence of a pretty girl. Asit was, though, he had to use
the skills held sharpened looking for police and even rival gangs who might be shadowing him.

Hetook azigzagging path back toward their quarters so that no one who remained behind them for
more than a couple of blocks could be doing so accidentaly. He kept his eye on storefronts across the
drest, trying to watch, in the reflections of larger windows, foot traffic behind him. He took note of
passing carsin case one should show up more than once.

"So tell me, Swana, what do you do? When you're not being thrown into jail, that is.”

"Last week, | was astore clerk. But they hired anew clerk who belonged to the
Nationalreinigungspartei . Now | look for another job where they do not require you to be aReini."

"W, if it'll keep you working, why not join the party?"

"Becauseit'swrong. It'sall about blame. They want to blame everything that has gone wrong in the
Burian nations on foreign conspiracies and the duskies. But it was nothing more than bad rule that led to



the last war, and now we just have new bad rule.”

Rudi made anoncommittal noise. He didn't know much about the politics of the region and cared less.
But he figured they |ooked less conspicuous talking than not talking.

Though it was probably too late to avoid being conspicuous. About fifty paces behind them was alean,
bland-featured eamon in a cheap, incongpicuous bright yellow suit. Rudi caught sight of him again when
they turned at the next street corner. He hadn't been behind them for the last severa blocks, but had
been with them shortly after they |eft the beer garden—though at the time held been wearing adark
overcoat and ahat. Assuming, of course, that Rudi was remembering correctly and not just being
suspicious, this meant they were probably being followed, and it was probably being done by two or
more people trading off with one another.

Swanasad, "If | may ask, why do you act and talk and dress like a gangster from the film plays?”

"l am agangster, darlin’. Best shot for three kingdomsin any direction. But like you're aclerk without a
store, I'm agangster without agang. For the moment, anyway."

"| thought that the Sidhe Foundationcaught gangsters.”

He managed a chuckle. "So did |." He sobered. "Listen, Swana, it's not going to do much good to keep
it asecret fromyou, so I'll just tell you. We're being followed.”

To her credit, shedid not react, did not immediately look around for their shadow. When she answered,
her voice was subdued. "Oh."

"And we neednot to be followed if were to get back to our rooms. Now, the problem is that the pumps
you're wearing just aren't suited to running across traffic, jumping on the backs of passing motorbuses,
that sort of thing."

She managed afaint smile, though to Rudi it looked nervous. "1 suppose they're not.”

"So what were going to do isthis. Seethat beer hall just up there? Y ou're going to go in and I'm going
to stay outside and look impatient. Y ou find a coin talk-box and call our rooms. If any of the associates
are back from this Kobolde thing, tell—oh, futter it al."

"What isit?'

"Wdll, Harris said our talk-box was probably being listened to by the authorities, Doc being afamous
troublemaker and all." Hewalked in silence for afew paces and thought. "No, | haveit. Find out if any of
the grimworlders arethere.

Shefrowned, puzzled. "Grimworlders? That's just alegend.”

"Of courseit is, darlin’. But the Foundation associates fal into two groupsthat call themselves
grimworlders and fairworlders. It'sasort of code.” Rudi spun the lie easily with part of histhoughts, while
trying to remember as much as he could of the dang of the grim world from his brief tripsthere. "If theré's

agrimworlder there, have him come to the talk-box, and tell him this: 1t's Swana, and you've got atail."

"l haveatall. Likeacat or likeadog?' She looked amused.



"It doesn't matter. Y ou have atail, and you want to shakeit.”
"Oh, please.”

"No, you need to remember this. Y ou want to shake your tail, and you can't shake your tail. Can they
help you shake your tail ?"

"Thisisnojoke?"

"No joke. It'sthe private code of the grimworlders. They'll understand and they'll tell you what to do.
Y ou understand?'

"Perfectly. But why do you not make the call? Why do we not go in together?!

"If we go in together, they follow usin and keep us under observation, so they'll know were making a
cal instead of getting abeer or going to the water closet or something. If | go in and you don't, they might
chooseto grab you right off the sidewak—it's you they're following, not me - and Doc will have me
dragged behind horses across the length of the New World, and I'll haveto takeit because | did
something stupid enough to deserveit.”

llm.ll

So hewaited under the beer hall's awning, exchanging false nods and smiles with patrons entering and
leaving the place, and made a show of impatiently checking his pocket watch a couple of times. He
couldn't spot the man in the yelow suit, but ayoung woman pushing a perambulator had stopped to
admire glassware in ashop two doors down when Swana had entered the beer hall and hadn't yet

moved on.

Rudi frowned over that. He didn't like the idea of their opponents using female agentsthat way. Then it
occurred to him that the Sidhe Foundation was doing the same thing, and he liked it even less,

Swanaemerged from the beer hall. He took her arm and they continued. "Wel?'

"Zeb wasthere. He and Noriko had just gotten back." She looked surprised. "Y ou weretelling the truth.
He understood and told me what to tell you."

"Which iswhat?"

"We'reto wak by where our “convertible' usudly is, and keep going, and theresgoing to bea
‘mugging."

Rudi smiled. "Oh, he knows what sorts of wordsI'm likely to learn, doesn't he?'

* * %

Zeb sat inthe driver's seet of the roadster, one of two vehicles Ruadan had |eft the Foundation. Its cloth
top was up, keeping him in deegp shadow. Zeb's knuckles would have been pae on thewhed, for he was
gripping it with inappropriate pressure, even though the vehicle was not moving—it was parked on the
street only afew dozen paces from the entryway to the building where the Foundation had its rooms.

His knuckleswere not visibly pale because they were within thin black gloves, the sort Noriko woreto
keep from touching iron. His merry-hat was pulled low over his brow and adark green scarf was



wrapped around his neck and lower face. In the darkness—which iswhere he expected to meet the man
talling Rudi and Swana—hed be dmost invisble. That would help when, with the twin automatics he
carried in his overcoat pockets, he mugged the man.

The thought dmaost made him laugh. Honest, upstanding, tedioudy ethica Zeb Watson. Thismorning he
was pretending to be atwo-fisted Jesse Owens, tonight he was going to perform hisfirst mugging. But
the thought was only so amusing, and the coat and gloves and hat were making him swest heavily, and
Rudi and Swana gtill weren't here. He was getting irritable and wondered if dl muggers were asimpatient
as hewas. Hewas also hoping Doc or the others would get home soon. Zeb and Noriko had eft the
K obolde meseting early to get rest for their matches tomorrow; now it looked as though that early
departure had earned him no relaxation at dl.

Further up the street before him, under a streetlight whose bulb she had ruined with athrown rock,
Noriko would be waiting afew stepsinto the aley. She would watch as Rudi and Swana passed, then as
their pursuer passed, then as Zeb passed, waiting long enough to make sure that Zeb himself had not
picked up atail—and diminating that tail if he had. Thiswhole caravan of pursued and pursuers would
continue on another few blocks, until they reached a spot where it was dark enough for Zeb to fee more
comfortable. There, held draw his guns, demand the tail hand over hiswallet, and keep him pinned there
long enough for Rudi and Swanato double back and eude further pursuit.

Smple, it was smple. None of which kept his hands from shaking.

A gold-and-black taxicab pulled up in front of the Foundation's building and idled there. Zeb watched it
inthe rearview mirror, in case Rudi had gone crazy and taken a cab here, but no one emerged fromiit. It
was waiting for passengers, not delivering them.

Zeb brought up the end of his scarf and dabbed the sweat from his upper face. He and Noriko had
taken Swanas cal, improvised their plan, told Swanawhat to say to Rudi, gotten dressed, gotten
stuated, dl very quickly—perhapstoo quickly. Histime sense thrown off by their haste and his
accelerated heart rate, Zeb did not know whether five minutes or fifteen had passed since held first gotten
behind the whed!.

Then, in the mirror, he spotted them. They were at the back of a stream of foot traffic, walking dowly
enough that the other pedestrians passed them at a Steady rate, Rudi still artificidly graybearded and the
false Teeri looking unhappy besde him. Harris had said that her unhappiness was an act, designed to
draw attention, designed to persuade those who knew Teleri that she might not be with her companions
of her own freewill.

Zeb breathed asigh of relief even as his heart rate accel erated further. Now this could end. It would only
be minutes. He put his hand on the door lever.

As Rudi and Swana passed the entrance into the Foundation's building, two men stepped out of the
entryway behind them. Both weretal by fairworld standards, dressed much as Zeb was except without
scarves.

One hefted something black, like ashort club, and brought it down on Rudi's head. The other brought
up alarge cloth sack and brought it down over Swanafrom above.

Zeb froze with hishand on the door handle. Rudi, hiseyesrolling up in his head, began to fal backward,
an action made dow by the sudden acceleration of Zeb's senses. Swand's captor was cinching the cloth
bag tight around her waist; she struggled, afutile effort, and cried out.



The door to the taxi was already opening and aman emerging, and it wasthis last dement that had
caused Zeb to freeze. This newcomer was coming out of the rear door, meaning that there was at |least
one other man dill inthetaxi. And if Rudi and Swanawere being followed on foot, that man was aso il
out there. Zeb could spring out and charge, but, though five or six-to-one odds might not deter him, the
fact that any of his opponents might have guns, and that Rudi and Swanawere in the possible line of fire,
did.

Swana's captor picked her up by the waist and hustled her into the taxi. Her legs kicked. The two other
men bent over Rudi, looking at hisface, and then moved so that one stood at his head, the other at his
feet.

Zeb swore, then sarted his car. He dipped forward, haf his attention on the action he waswatching in
the sdemirror, haf on the dark building wall and unseen dley ahead.

The kidnappers gave Zeb afew moments by putting Rudi in the trunk. First they put him down behind
thetaxi, then got the trunk open, then spent some time hoisting him in and doing something Zeb couldn't
see, their actions hidden by the upraised trunk lid.

Zeb pulled to ahdt beside the dley mouth. "Get in, get inl" he called, though he could not see Noriko.
"It'sblown, we're screwed.”

A human-sized shadow detached itself from the blackness of the alley mouth and Noriko dipped into the
back seet. Like him, shewas dressed dl in dark garments, in her case asilken pantsuit in black and a
black scarf binding up her hair and throwing her featuresinto deeper shadow. "What happened?’

Thetaxi raced past them, the growl of its engine made more distinctive by amechanica clatter—bad
lifters, Zeb thought. "They'rein that car." He set hisroadster into motion, pulling out behind the taxi.

"Drop back," Noriko said. She did over the seat back to settle into the seat beside Zeb. "We don't need
them to redlize they're being followed. What happened?”

Zeb told her, meanwhile following her directionsto fal farther back, to alow other vehiclesto come
between him and the taxi.

"Do you seetheir taillights?' she said. "Onelarge singletalllight on elther Side, ova instead of circular.
Vey diginctive, alate-mode Alpenhaus. We don't see many of thosein the League of Ardree. Plusthe
light ontop isnot glowing, indicating they have afare. Wevelittle chance of losing them, Zeb."

"Isthere anything about vehicles you don't know?"!

"l hope not."

In spite of Zeb'sfears that they'd be stopped by Bardulfburg police just for being two duskies driving an
expensive car, they were ableto tail the taxi for aconsiderable distance. Their path led them around to
the southeast, dong back streets. These were narrow, twisting roads built between long blocks of brick
tenements and were little trafficked by cars. Illumination here was poor, streetlights being infrequent and

often burned out when they were present.

"They'retrying to determineif they're being followed,” Noriko said.



"That's not good. Becausethey are.
"Turnyour lights off."

"l don't think so, Noriko. Too much foot traffic on these streets.” Indeed, residents of the district were
as common on the bricktop street as they were on the sdewaks, moving aside only grudgingly as

vehicles passed.

"I will doit, then. Switch places.”

"If we stop long enough to trade places, as often asthey're taking turns, well lose them.”

"Don't stop, then. Just switch places.”

"Areyou—never mind." Shewas crazy, of course, €lse sheldd never bein thisbusiness. But she wasright.

Hewaited until the street ahead was Straight for awhile and clear of foot traffic. "Ready." Keeping one
hand on the steering whed, he did leftward on the seet, into the middle.

Noriko brushed across him. Having to maneuver around the steering wheel forced her to settleinto his
lap; then she did into the seat to hisright, her legs draped across his. She took the whedl and dragged her
legs across his, getting her feet into position beside the pedds.

He did into the passenger seat, suddenly made aware, acutely aware, of her physica presence.Focus,
idiot, hetold himsalf.Now is not the time to be distracted.

Noriko switched off the car's headlights and accelerated, trying to close the gap between vehicles. Zeb
grabbed the dashboard and wished that more of the damned cars of thisworld had seat belts. He
couldn't see athing on the road ahead beyond about thirty feet, and at the speed they were going couldn't
have reacted to seeing something before hitting it. But Noriko seemed to have excellent night vision, and
the fact that she swerved al over the road and occasionadly tapped her horn to warn pedestrians ahead
meant that she was seeing them in timeto avoid them.

They took ahaf dozen moreturns over the next haf mile, during which time Zeb had to remind himsdlf
on severa occasionsto breathe, and then turned onto amajor thoroughfare. Situating herself three cars
behind the taxi, Noriko turned the headlights on again.

"Please, God, let them stay to the main roads from now on,” Zeb said. His voice sounded weak. Asthey
passed a streetlight, he caught sight of Noriko's face; her eyes were hidden by the scarf she wore, but
she seemed to be smiling.

They made one more turn, leftward onto a street that was two lanesin each direction, and almost
immediately passed entrances into what seemed to be agravel-topped parking lot. Beyond it were long
sngle-story buildings, people leaving taxis and other autos, many of them carrying luggage, tojoin lines
leading to what looked like ticket windows.

Through the gaps between buildings, Zeb could see trains beyond—what 1ooked to him like passenger
cars, modly. "Railyards" he said.

"Wearein trouble," Noriko said.



Zeb returned his attention to the taxi. It had just turned right into a narrow bricktopped lane. It ranto
what looked like asmall guard station. There, guards dressed in the uniforms of Weserian soldiers
flanked a barricade. One of the guards was aready advancing to speak to the taxi's driver.

"We are so screwed," Zeb said.
"Thereisno placeto park."

"Pull past that lane and dow down." Zeb clambered into the back seat and did to the right-hand door,
immediately behind Noriko. "I'll follow on foot. Follow when you can. I'll try to leave asign for you.”

"Chalk."
"Chak?'

"Chak." She reached over her shoulder, handing him along piece of white chalk. Now dozens of yards
past the turn the taxi had taken, she began to decelerate.

"L ook for apeacesign.”
"A what?'

"Uh, like an upside-down fork in acircle." He pocketed the chalk, then opened the door and jumped
out.

The car was dtill doing nearly twenty miles an hour—he stumbled, nearly faling, thenran uptothe
sdewak. People heading on foot toward the train station, luggage in hand, gave him a curiouslook. He
dipped his hat so they couldn't see hiseyes.

A fence—man-height, with spikes on top, of corroded green meta bars and with bushes equaly tall
planted behind it—ran the length of the sdewalk, all the way back to where the taxi had turned in, and
forward asfar as he could see. He cursed. It had to block public accessto the entire rail yard, excepting
only normal—guarded—entrances.

Wéll, by God, he was a Sonneheim Games athlete with something to do. He increased his running pace
and jumped up, grabbing the rough bars, getting hisfoot on the horizontal bar about five feet up, and
swung up and over the spikes. As he came down, he felt something yank at the back of his coat, heard
and felt it tear—one of the coattails had to have caught on aspike. He rolled across the top of the bush,
itsthickness dowing hisfall, and then dropped into empty air behind. But he landed on soft earth just on
the other side of the bush. He came out of his crouch and sprinted into the darkness ahead of him.

Chapter Eighteen

Behind, Zeb heard a shout in Burian, some passenger doubtlessraising a haf-hearted alarm about this
black-clad line-jumper.



Ahead, at right anglesto hisdirection, were numerous train tracks, more than he could count, paralléel
lines of them, many of them with trains or at least afew train cars upon them—sdings, he assumed,
placesto store cars while they waited to be attached to trains. He paid them no mind. He kept his
attention on the ground in front of him, which was rough, covered in ankle-high grass and dangerous with
occasiond pieces of broken concrete the size of footballs, and to the right, where the taxi, now clear of
thelittle guard station, was now accelerating toward therail yard. The narrow paved road it was on
would lead it in aturn to the left, toward Zeb, then another turn right to take it between two of thelong
buildings, well away from the ones that seemed to be the civilian passengers destinations.

Thetaxi veered aong its path and dowed to a stop between the two buildings as Zeb reached the
pavement. He stood there, breathing heavily, not approaching closer for the moment—the space
between buildings wasilluminated, and the taxi's occupants would surely see him if he got too much
closer. Remembering, he dug the chalk from his pocket and scrawled a peace sign on the pavement
before him.

Four men piled out of the taxi. Three wore overcoats, one of them pulled Swana, till half covered by
the cloth bag, with him, while the other two opened the trunk and looked in. But they did not drag Rudi
out; after assuring themsalves of something, probably just his continued presence, they shut the trunk

again.

The fourth man wore a Sonnenkrieger officer's uniform. Even at the distance of forty yardsor so Zeb
recognized him, for his exceptiona blondness, for his perfection of form.

Colond Conrad Forster.

Forster took a cigarette from acase and lit it with amatch, taking a casual look around ashe did so. As
his gaze swept across Zeb, he stopped, frozen in position, hand still cupped against the wind over the
cigarette.

Zeb fought the urge to duck. Forster shouldn't be able to see him. Zeb was dll in black and dark green,
with bushes behind him so he couldn't be backlit. If Zeb ducked, Forster might detect the motion. So
Zeb hdd perfectly ill, though he dowly narrowed his eyes until they were mere dits.

Forster held his pose for severa long moments, long enough for the men with him to act. Two dragged
Swana around the corner of the building. The third got back in the car, in the driver's seat, and started it
up, then drove it forward and around the corner to the lft. In just these moments, Zeb had lost sight of
both the people he was trying to protect.

Forster's gaze wavered, dipping off Zeb. He looked back and forth alittle. Then he started and shook
his hand to extinguish the match he fill held. Irritably, he tossed the thing aside and turned to follow the
men dragging Swana.

Keeping low, Zeb followed.

He reached the corner of the raised wooden platform beside which the taxi had been parked. This
platform was empty of people, and the ticket windows of the building it was attached to were al closed.

From this vantage, he could see Forster, his men and his prisoner, al walking across tracks between
them and a short train—one engine, one caboose, and five carsin between. None of the men looked
back in hisdirection.



Zeb moved forward to look around the corner of the platform. This put himin clear Sght of anyone
looking in thisdirection, directly beneath an overhead light, but for the moment no one waslooking at
him. Two buildings down to hisright, the place was thick with passengers boarding some sort of civilian
train, but this portion of the yard seemed lightly populated at best. To hisleft, there was no sign of the
taxi. Then he heard the car from behind him. He spun, still crouching, to seeit turning back onto the
narrow lane that had brought it here. It had circled the building and was now headed back toward the
main street.

Zeb cursed. He couldn't follow both Swana and Rudi. Well, that was no choice. Swanawas the
innocent here.

On the pavement beside the platform, Zeb chalked another peace sign, this one with the three tines of
the symbal pointing toward the train onto which Swana was now being dragged. He thought about
adding to the symbol the many-digit number painted in white on the dark surface of the engine, and
reluctantly made that modification. Officias seeing the numbers might figure out what they meant, might
redlize that someone was pointing out that train to the attention of others. But if he didn't identify thetrain
more precisaly, another train might be positioned onto atrack between the platform and Swanastrain,
and Noriko might be mided.

Then Zeb moved out into the darkness, toward the rear of the short train, his heart beating faster as he
waited for someone to note his presence, to call for guards, to make this screwed-up Situation even

worse.
* Kk K

Whoever had dragged and carried Swanathis far—had kept her half upright as she stumbled and tripped
across rough ground and what felt like rail tracks, had hauled her on his hip up narrow steps and scraped
her dong hallway walls and across doors, had ignored her demands for information—finally stopped.
She assumed she was on atrain, from the familiar noises of therail yard and the narrow entry she'd been
hauled through after being carried up the steps. She heard something—a door, she thought—dlide open.
Then she was shoved through an entryway, her |eft shoulder scraping againgt it, and was held upright.

Fingersfumbled at the rope around her waist and loosened it. Her captors pulled the bag from her. She
was blinded in sudden light, but the comparatively fresh air on her face was welcome. She breathed in its
coolness.

Asher vision cleared, she saw that she was indeed on atrain, in one compartment of adeeper car. It
was set up for daytime, its bench seats not yet converted to beds, despite the fact that it waswell after
dark. She turned to see two men in coats leaving the compartment, one man, a Sonnenkrieger colond,
remaining with her.

Hewasfair, handsome, emotionless. He held acigarette to hislips and inhaed as he looked at her, but
he sad nothing.

"Who areyou?' she asked.

Sowly and ddliberately, he expelled alungful of smoke before answering. "I am Forgter. Colonel
Conrad Forgter," he said.

"Why—" She heard the shrillness of her voice and redlized that she must sound, and look, like what she
was—a frightened woman hopelesdy out of her depth. But that's not who she was supposed to be. Doc
had been wrong, he hadn't been able to protect her, and now shewasin their hands. . . but she knew,



from the way things had changed since the Reinis came to power, that showing weakness before them
would automeaticaly make her avictim in their eyes. Showing strength wouldn't necessarily do her any
good . . . but victimswere to be victimized.

She took a deep breath and tried to bring her voice down into its normal range. "Do you know who |
am?'

Finaly, he smiled, avery dight smile, but at least it held no contempt. "No."

"Why did you pick me up in this manner?'

He shrugged. "'l wastold to pick you up. No manner was specified in my ingtructions.”

Sheturned to the window. In it, she could make out her dim reflection. Her hair was amess, strands
having worked loose from the bun. Her lipstick had smeared and the pancake that had lightened her
complexion ever so dightly, so that she might better resemble Teleri, was sweat-streaked. Though it was
difficult to tdl in the reflection, she imagined that she was il red from the heat of the sack. She made an
exasperated noise and pulled the rest of her hair free of the bun, letting it fal loose around her shoulders.
"Y ou could have just asked. Do you have abrush?'

"I'm afrad not."

"A handkerchief?"

"Of course"

He handed her one. She used it to remove her lipstick. There , she decided.More plain, less Teleri . . .
but not so much a mess.

She heard the door to the passageway dide open again. She turned to see another Sonnenkrieger
officer, thisone agenerd, enter. Hewas atal man, blond and bading, his officer's cap held under hisleft
arm. Hisexpression, curioudy, was not severe—his eyes were far more kind than Forster's.

He only looked at her for amoment before turning his attention to Forster and assuming amore serious
expression. Forster saluted him and he returned the salute. "Any problems?* he asked.

"None, gr."
"Good. Dismissed.”
Forgter offered Swanaanod of minima courtesy and left, shutting the door behind him.

The generd turned to Swana. She returned his gaze—not defiantly, because that might incite him, should
he be acrud man despite hiskindly manner, but expectantly.

"Tderi," hesad.

Shefet asudden thrill and she cleared her throat to cover her emotion. He didn't know who shereally
was. Her disguise was intact for the moment. "Y es?!

"Y ou don't know me?' His expression had gone from mere earnestnessto actud vulnerability; he looked



asthough he were one wrong answer away from being hurt.

She searched hisface, hoping that it would buy her alittle time. She had only two answers availableto
her and either could bewrong. But if shesaid "Yes' and were chalenged on it, she couldn't back it up. "
do not," she said, but tried to make her reply sound sad rather than accusative.

"Your father . . ." The man sat on one of the benches. He gestured for her to sit beside him, and she did.
"Y our father didn't ever show you cameos of me? He certainly showed me many of you."

“I...1..." [t wastime, she knew, to put everything on oneroll of thedice. "I don't remember.” Shelet
tearsflow, redl tears brought on by the redl terror she wasfedling. "Since I've been in that monster's
hands, he stares at me and | cannot remember, | don't know where | am most of thetime, | can't recall
my name some days, my missonislosttome. . ." She closed her eyes and let the tears pour out, et her
body shake with the magnitude of the terror sheld felt since being seized.

Hetook her about the shoulders and held her tightly. "Teleri ... Teleri ... May | call you by your true
name?'

Shefet hersdf split then, her physical presence, racked with sobs and shudders, somehow staying in
place while her mind took a step sideways and eva uated her with an odd calmness.Doc would be so
pleased with me, shethought.If only I live long enough for himto hear about this.

"I don't think I'd know it if | heard it." Her throat wastight, making her words emergeadmost asa
squesk.

"Adima," hesad. "Adima, | am your fiancé, Daenn Ritter."

Sheforced her eyes open and turned to look at him. She knew there had to be wonder in her
expression—her anadytical self wanted her to gppear wondering, but the emotion wasredl. If hewere
Tderi'sfiancé, how could he not know she was not the redl girl?

"l don't—I'm sorry," she said. "That memory is gonetoo. How can | not remember you?”'

"We have never met. Our fathers arranged the marriage not long before you went to the New World.
My father said you did not opposeit .. . ."

"Of course not. Why would 1?1 would be proud . . ." She wiped away tears and tried to force her
andytica sdf to theforefront. Y ou have saved me?"

"Yes. Your jalerisin custody, but he does not resemble the description of the man you have been
accompanying. Heis supposed to betdler, alight. We must know—"

"Y ou aretaking meto my father?'

"Y es, tonight. Y ou will bewith him within two bells. Can you tell me—"

Cut off his questions before you give him a wrong answer, she told hersdlf, and burst into tears once
more, yielding to the fear that gripped her. Shelet the volume of her cries grow until she could barely

hear hiswords—now soothing, meaningless entreeties—above them.

Two bells. That might just be how long shehad to live.



There was aguard on each of the train cars except the engine, cod tender and caboose. Zeb lingered in
the darkness, well away from light shining from the windows of the passenger cars, and watched them.
They wore the uniforms of regular Weserian soldiers and carried rifles dung over their shoulders.

These men were wide-awake and dert but relaxed; they were not anticipating trouble. Most turned at
irregular intervalsto survey anew direction. They often called out comments to one another, jokes by the
sound of their tones and the response of the others.

One of them, the guard on the foremost passenger car, paced. He did not move from one end of the car
to the other, just dong aportion of itslength, but the regularity of his motion was something Zeb could
use

Keeping low, moving in a crouch his back muscles were sure to complain about later, Zeb crossed the
track well away from the caboose and dowly moved up paralle to the train at some distance fromit. He
kept to the darkness.

Opposite, he heard a shrill whistle from the passenger train at the station. Even at this distance, even with
Swanas train between them, Zeb felt hammered by the noise. Asit faded, he heard the cars meta joints
dhriek asthe engine strained to bring them into motion. Gradually the train came up to speed, the rhythm
of its clattering whedlsincreasing. By the time Zeb was opposite the foremost car of Swandstrain, the
passenger train was gonein the distance.

Now, each time that foremost guard turned to pace toward the rear of the train, Zeb crept forward.
Each time the guard turned toward the engine, Zeb froze in place, watching. Unfortunatdly, therail yard
was much quieter than it had been when the passenger train wasin place, and Zeb's ssomach lurched
whenever gravel crunched under hisfoot.

But Hill the guard remained unaware of him, and he crept forward until he was beside the car, the corner
of itsroof blocking him from the guard's view. Ahead, beyond the cod tender, the engine hissed, likea
gigantic cat unhappy about Zeb'sarriva.

Zeb was dso within the glow of light shining from the car'sinterior. Through the windows he could see
that this car was divided into passenger compartments; the windows he was looking into opened straight
into compartments, with doors and windows on the far side gpparently opening onto a passageway. The
nearest compartment seemed to be unoccupied, or e seits occupants might be seated out of hisline of
sght, but one compartment back he could see Sonnenkrieger soldiers seated, talking, laughing.

Just ahead, a man shouted in Burian and Zeb froze. Footsteps clattered across the top of the nearest
car, and Zeb could hear more from the other cars. But when he turned to ook, no one was staring at
him. In fact, the footsteps were receding, not approaching, and then Zeb could hear boots ringing on
metd ladders. The soldiers were descending.

Thisengineswhistle blew. It waslike being hit by aten-foot wave. The noise cut through Zeb's clothes
and skin, awoke the pain of hisbruises, struck at his ears like hammers; he cupped his earswith his
hands and winced away from the sound.

Then, asthe whistle faded, the engine offered up amighty chuff-chuff noise; itswhedlsturned and it
began to move forward.



Dammit, Noriko, where are you?Zeb grabbed the nearest handrail on the car. He stepped up onto the
platform and the train dowly began to carry him forward into the darkness.

* * %

Asthetrain got under way and began to bear Swvanatoward her death, Ritter held her with tenderness,
saying soothing words as she cried.

Gradually shelet her sobs subside. She relaxed into his embrace, leaving her eyes shut, feigning
exhaudtion.

"It will bewell," Ritter said for the tenth or thousandth time. ™Y our father will be able to free your mind
from that monster's embrace. Y ou will bewell again.”

She nodded, like achild too deepy to speak.
"Areyou tired? Would you like to deep until we are there?'
She nodded again.

"Here" Carefully, he did out from beneath her and lowered her so that she lay the length of the padded
segt. She heard him rummaging in the rack above the seat, and then he gently lifted her head to didea
pillow benesthiit. "I will be two compartments down if you need me."

Thelights dimmed, Swana heard the door open and close, and shewas aone.

She stood, her hand on the wall behind her againgt the rocking of the car, and tried to force hersdlf to
think clearly.

She moved to peer through the glass in the compartment door, and could see no people in the
incomplete view of the companionway the window afforded her. She'd have to poke her head out into
the companionway to seeitsfull length, and she might be spotted.

And even if sheweren't, what then? She'd have to get to the end of the car, into the vestibule, and then .

Jump. There was no other feasible solution. If she hid on thetrain, they'd find her. So she had to get off.
If she wanted to do that before the train's next stop, she'd have to jump.

And she'd have to do so as soon as she had the opportunity. If she waited until thetrain dowed to a
safer peed, they might walk in on her. Stop her.

Widll, if shewas going to jump, she might aswell do it from right here, rather than ventureinto the
passageway and risk discovery. She moved to the window, unlatched it at the top, and lowered the
glass. Shewasingtantly battered by wind. The door behind her rattled. That would aert Ritter or others
soon. She had to go fast.

She stepped up onto the seat opposite the one on which she and Ritter had used and leaned out through
the window. Tree branches whipped by, close, with a suddennessthat terrified her. She could dimly see
the boles of the trees mere paces from the dirt and gravel that lined the tracks, and though she was no
expert in such matters, she guessed that the train's speed had to be at least ahundred destads per bell,
maybe half again that rate. There was no way she could survive afal at that speed.



No, maybe she could. Maybe shewould fal on soft grassinstead of unforgiving dirt and gravel. Maybe
the gods would smile on her.

Besdes, interrogation at the Reinis hands had to mean death. Didn't it?

Or, once shetold them everything about the Foundation and its plansto trick them, might the Reinislet
her go? She could claim that Doc had forced her. She could invent some story of blackmail . . .

She stood there, indecision freezing her, her new thoughts about sacrificing Doc and the othersfilling her
with shame, and something struck her on the shoulder.

She shrieked and looked back, but no one stood behind her. She looked up.

A man's head protruded over the edge of the roof. He held the edge with both hands. His features were
masked by a hat clamped low on his brow and adark green scarf wrapped many times around his mouth
and nose. Only hiseyes and the black flesh of his upper face showed. The scarf over hismouth flexed as

hisjaw moved, asif he were saying something—
Blackflesh? She gaped a him. "Zeb?!

Finally she could hear hiswords, if dimly, over theroar of wind acrossthem. "Don'tjump . . . toofast . .

"Areyou hereto rescue me?"

He nodded. He released his grip with one hand and pulled the scarf away from his mouth, then braced
himsdf again. Desperation in hiseyestold her how difficult it was for him to hold that perch, how close he

wasto being dung free with every lurch of the car.

Now he shouted, and the increased volume and the fact that she could see hislips alowed Swanato
understand him. "Well get you out of here! I'm sorry. This never should have happened.”

"Will wejump?"

"Maybe. That'soneway to doit." Hisvoice, even distorted by volume, sounded uncertain.

"How de?'

"Ligten. If we escape now, you'll be safe and Doc will send you wherever you want to go. But if you let
them take you where they're going—"

"No!"

"If you let them take you there, we can see where that is, see more of who's giving the orders. That'll
help usfigure out who to stop. Then well grab you back.”

"Areyou sure—are you certain you can save meif we go that far?'

He took amoment to answer, and when she saw his eyes soften into sympathy she knew the answer.
"No," he shouted. "I can't be sure. But you can be sure of this. | won't just let you go. I'll come after you



and I'll either get you out of there or die mysdlf. | promise. But it'syour call, Swana. Y ou decide you
want meto take you off thistrain now, that's what well do."

Shelooked at him, at his earnest face, so dark, so aien in comparison with al the people she'd ever met,
and yet in spite of hisadienness she knew he wastdling the truth.

She dso knew shame at what she'd been thinking just moments ago, and knew that she couldn't bear for
him to think as badly of her as shewasthinking of herself right now.

"They'retaking meto see Tderi'sfather," shesad. "Generd Ritter ishere. | know of him. Heischief
architect of the Reinis. HE's dso T eri's fiancé but they have never met and he thinks | am her. 1'd better
get back.”

He nodded.

She pulled away from the crud, invasive sympathy still evident on hisface. She raised the window and
latched it.

Then shelay down again where Ritter had last seen her. Her face twisted with her effort not to cry once
agan.

* * *

On hands and knees, Zeb made hisway forward to the front of the roof of the car. Once he was seated
there, staring forward into the night, the thick smoke and occasiona sparks and cinders billowing forth
from the engine's smokestack washed across him again. He rearranged the scarf across his
face—protection from the smoke and sparks, protection from night air that had grown surprisingly cold.

Hed been lucky in severd ways, aslucky asaman sitting on top of atrain full of enemies could count
himsdlf. Hed managed to board the train just after the guards atop the cars had been ordered down. In
his creeping around atop the thing, he had managed not to get thrown off, had managed to lean out far
enough to peer into the various compartments of the lead car and see the many Sonnenkrieger and
regular soldiersthere and, most importantly, had managed to find Swana Had he not seen her inthefirst
deeper car, he would have had to make the dangerous trangition to each car in turn and repest the
processthere.

He might be lucky in another way, too. Noriko had never caught up to him, but acar was following this
train. He'd spotted it minutes after the train had left Bardulfburg, headed southeast. Then, the car was
two headlights on the road pardleling the tracks some distance to theright. It had just been acar at the
time, but he'd seen the same headlights return again and again—though roadsled it away, it dways
seemed to find anew lanein thetrain'swake.Let it be Noriko , hetold himsdif.

Whenever the train blasted through atown or village, Zeb flattened himsdf on the roof, presenting no
dlhouette for onlookersto see. Therest of the time he sat up, hands gripping the nearest air vent, his
merry-hat clamped firmly down on hisforehead. He was growing more and more fond of that hat and its
tenacity.

And, oddly, it occurred to him that there was something very liberating about his current Situation. True,
he was ablack man in acountry governed by white racists, he was Sitting on agigantic egg carton full of
men who'd be happy to shoot him. But for just this moment, they didn't know he was here. He rode atop
them, cloaked in the night, histraining and the pistolsin his pockets and the promise he/d made to Swana
making him more dangerous than any of them, and he fdt freer and more divethan at any timein the last



dozen years. A laugh bubbled up out of him, and had any of the soldiers aboard the train heard it, they
would have been chilled by the mad humor init.

* * %

Swanawoke, jarred from her deep by the shrill noise the train made asit braked, jarred further by the
fact that she had actudly fallen adeegp. She would have liked to spend more of her last few chimes of life
awake. . .

No. She couldn't think like that. Zeb would save her. Or she would save hersdlf.

"How do you fed?"
Startled, she jerked upright. Ritter was seated opposite her, concernin hiseyes.

She rubbed her eyes, to give hersdf amoment to think, and then turned an artificidly cam expresson
toward him. "Better," shesaid. "l am so ashamed of my panic. Y ou probably think me acompletefoal.”

He shook his head. "No, of course not. Y ou proved your courage when you volunteered for this
assgnment. Proved it again when you sent the package home. Anyone would be unsettled by what
you've gone through. Myself included.”

She managed asmadl smilefor him. "Would you cry?'
"No. It would do harm to my career. But it will do noneto yours."
"Arewethere?' Swanahad no ideawhere "there" was, but it seemed to be the thing to ask.

"Jugt pulling in to Goldmacher.”

"What ardief." Shewondered what she would say when she met Teleri's father. She wondered whom
she ought to be. It would probably do her no good to appear as frightened as she was, no harm to
pretend to be a hardened adventurer like the Sidhe Foundation agents.

It occurred to her that, though she wasn't Teleri Obeldon, shewas actually apy. For this one brief
moment she was what she had seen on the screen in film plays. The thought made another smile cross her

lips
Thetrain shuddered to a hdt and they both stood. "Welcome home," Ritter said.

* % *

Asthetrain cameinto the village gation, Zeb flattened himsalf and did over to the left Sde of the car, so
as not to be seen by anyone standing at the station. He leaned well out over the edge so he could seeinto

Teeri'scompartment.

And he bit back a curse. She and Ritter were on their feet; the Sonnenkrieger genera was dragging a
briefcase from an overhead rack. As Zeb watched, they moved out of sight into the passageway. They
were leaving.

And Zeb heard orders being barked in Burian, followed by the sound of booted men moving at atrot,
boots and hands making ringing noises againg the ladders on the ends of thetrain cars.



Zebrolled to St upright at the edge of the roof, giving himself amoment to get his balance and position
right, and then pushed off. He dropped right past the window Swana had tried to jump from and hit the
gravel benesth it. Helanded in acrouch, the impact jarring hislegs and the placesin his back still sore
from the morning's fight, and rolled off into the darkness beyond the car.

By the time he came upright, asoldier was climbing up onto the roof of his car by the ladder at the front,
but that man's posture and casua motions, even in silhouette, suggested that he hadn't seen anything
wrong. Zeb stood, hislegsalittle shaky, and then moved asfast as he dared through the grass, paralding
thetrain.

Histiming, though accidental, was perfect. As he came around the engine, severd yards ahead of it in
the darkness, he saw Swana, Ritter and two Sonnenkrieger soldiers descending from thetrain's first
passenger car. Swana seemed oddly poised, in control, considering her state when held last seen her.

Ritter led her forward to the end of the station and down the steps there, where an automobile waited,
idling. It wasamassve thing, black, with little Reini sun-flags flying from posts at the front corners; the
driver's compartment was separate from that of the passengers and open to the sky. Ritter held the door
open for Swanawhile she stepped up on the running board and into the passenger compartment, but then
he placed his briefcase in beside her and shut the door. He waited outside and consulted a pocket watch.

Zeb continued circling around and moved in toward the car, approaching itsright rear. At the very leest,
he needed to see and memorize the numbers of its plates, but held prefer to get on or init, perhapsin the
trunk.

As Zeb reached the rear bumper, on the far side of the automobile, Ritter Straightened, looking irritable,
as another Sonnenkrieger officer gpproached from the direction of the train. This man was younger,
apologetic of expresson, aso carrying abriefcase. They exchanged afew wordsin Burian, Ritter's
words harsh, the new man's words conciliatory. The new man opened the door for Ritter, then followed
the older officer into the car.

Zeb heard gears grind in the car. He swore to himsdlf. There wasn't much to hold onto on the rear of the
car—the bumper didn't offer the sort of purchase he needed. But at the front end of the right-side running
board, where it rose up to become the beautifully curved housing for the front wheel, aniche held a spare
tire. Zeb scrambled forward on hands and knees, got one hand on that tire and was just lowering his
weight onto the running board when the car pulled forward.

Zebrolled sdeways, haf off the running board. Wrigt strength kept him from falling clean off. Helay on
his back on the narrow ledge, hisright leg supported, hisleft leg swinging off and threatening to rotate the
rest of him off aswell. But he kicked down and hisleft hed made hard contact with the ground, just
enough to alow him to swing back up atop the running board. He lay there on hisright side, both hands
now gripping thetire, and prayed that the vehicle make no hard turnsto the left.

He held on as the car made bumpy progress along awinding dirt and gravel road, mosily going uphill.
Occasiona glances over his shoulder told him the lane was lined with trees.

Then the car made an abrupt | eft turn and dung him off the running board. Hisgrip on thetirefailed. He
hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of him and he rolled, uncontrolled, severd yards.

Then the ground dropped out from under him.



Chapter Nineteen

Zeb had just enough timeto fed ametalic thrill of fear, then hisback hit solid ground—a surface that
was dightly yielding, not stony. The impact sent divers of pain through the sore musclesin his back, but
he knew held fallen only acouple of yards. He wasn't injured.

He lay there amoment, dragging in a couple of pained breaths, then sat up.

Hewasin aditch. Theroad besdeit turned leftward, and the car's taillights were still readily visble. The
vehicle had pulled to ahalt and a pair of Sonnenkrieger guards had advanced, one of them speaking to
the driver.

Zeb stared at what was beyond the guards. He sighed. It wasn't worth cursing. Just another obstacle.
One he'd have to get past fast.

The guard talking to the driver sluted and straightened. The car moved forward, across the narrow
wooden bridge, through the gateway, into the castle beyond.

* % *

Ritter dismissed the man held introduced as Mg or Tryg, then conducted Swana from the car through the
manor house doorway carved with wooden reliefs showing tal, long-haired women gardening or playing
on ariverbank. Beyond the door was asmall anteroom, and beyond that a hallway lined by standing suits
of armor and tapestries showing long-dead warriors on aboar hunt in dark forest. There was dust in the
alr but none to be seen on the armor or the floors. " Surely your memories are returning to you now,"
Ritter said.

Swana considered her answer. "Not so much memories,” she said, "but | feel happy here, for no reason
| can remember.” She was pleased with thelie. It sounded convincing to her.

"A good sign, agood sign." Heled her down the hdll, through adoor to the l&ft, up the flight of wooden
gairsbeyond it. A hall on the second floor brought them to aroom that had to be alaboratory or
workroom of the manor's owner. It wasfilled with tables, each one covered with books, papers, stones
carved into primitive manlike shapes. On the walls were hung maps of the Burian lands and the world.
Among them was a map showing what the ancients thought the outlines of the world to be. Also onthe
walls, curioudy, were bows and quiversfull of arrows.

Swana offered Ritter asmile shedidn't fed. "Messy asever.”

"Some things never change." Hetook a pile of books and awinter coat from alow stuffed chair and
deposited them, with complete disregard for the papers and goods dready there, on atable. "Please. Sit.
I'll fetch your father."

"Thank you." She sat.

As soon as he was gone and the door closed behind him, she jumped up again. Maybe, in this moment

of their inattentiveness, she could escape. Or perhaps she could find out something that would be of vaue
to the Foundation members. But which? She didn't have much time.



Glass doors opened onto asmall curved balcony. She opened them and stepped out. The balcony
overlooked the small cobblestone courtyard at the heart of the castle. Ritter's car was still parked before
the manor doors, the driver leaning againgt it, lighting a cigarette. He glanced up and saw her, gave her a
friendly wave. She waved back.

There were ground-level doors leading up into the wall towers, the bigger opening leading through the
wall and to freedom beyond . . .

And ashadow. It walked like a man across the cobblestones, a black silhouette like the god of death.
Its head was flanked by two black bars protruding from its shoulders. Silently, it headed straight for the
driver. But it stopped for amoment, looking up &t her.

Shefdt athrill of fear. Zeb, it had to be Zeb, and the bars had to be rifles on his back. But how could he
have gotten into the castle, past the guards, without aerting anyone? Perhaps it was the spirit of Death
after dll.

It turned its attention from her and began its dow movement toward the driver again. Released from its
spdll of fear, Swanaturned away and moved quickly back into the room.

No, she couldn't think that way. It had to be Zeb. And if he wasthere, risking hislifefor her, she had to
make hisrisk worth something.

With frantic speed, she moved from table to table, looking a everything, trying to sort the important
fromtheirrdevant.

From onetablelit by adesk lamp shetook a handful of handwritten papers on which the words for god
and sun appeared often. These went under the waistband of her skirt.

One table was covered with odd objects. Black rubber egg-shaped balls. Stuffed toy bears.
Puppets—some of Sonnenkrieger, some of peasant men and women—the size of ahand but not
connected to controlling strings. Each one was in asmall wooden box without alid, and aso in each box
was asort of paperwe ght—agold arrowhead encased in glass. The paperwelghts were of acurious
shape, with four indentations aong one edge. She took a puppet of a handsome Sonnenkrieger, superior
to many of the othersfor the qudity of its making, the extraordinary skill that had gone into the painting of
itsface; she did that into one garter under her skirt and picked up the corresponding paperweight. The
ridges now made sense; her fingers did into them, giving her asecure hold on the smooth glass. She
nested the paperweight between her breasts, pushing it further down in her brassere.

On another table she found more papers, these bearing wax seals, one of them bearing Aevar's
sgnature; she folded them and tucked them into the other garter.

And shefancied she heard afaint cry, adull impact, from below the bacony.

The next sound could not have been the product of imagination. Ma e voices outside the door grew in
volume, one of them bearing the distinct accent of the lower class of the Burian northlands:. " . . . feed her
firg, I think, youidiot."

Ritter's voice suggested that he didn't take the insult serioudy. "Well, of course. | meant, after.”

Swanahurried back to the chair Ritter had cleaned for her. She sat and composed hersalf even asthe
door handle lowered.



The door dammed open, propelled by a heavy, red-faced man. He looked young enough, but his
expansve ssomach and gold-rimmed glasses suggested that he was of middle years. He wore dark green
pants and ayelow shirt with the deevesralled up in cuffs at hiselbows, and his smile was bright enough
to add illumination to the room.

"Adima," he said, hisvoice booming, "welcome. . ." Then hisvoicetrailed off and his smile faded.
Heturned to Ritter. "What sort of jokeisthis?

Ritter frowned at him. " Joke?"

"Thisisnot Adima."

Ritter looked at her, disbelief on hisface,

Swana hardened herself for what was to come and gave him alittle nod, apologetic but not conciliatory.
"It'strue" shesaid. "But you were very sweet, Generd. Adimaisavery lucky girl." Or would be , she

thought,if she weren't dead.

The other man's face reddened further. He advanced on Swana, head lowered, like awrestler moving in
on an opponent. "Whereis she?'

"Where you won't find her if you treat me badly."

The man grabbed her upper arms. She jumped at the contact but did not look away from him. "Y ou
haveno idea of how badly we could treat you," he shouted. "Whereis she?'

Ritter moved up so hisface wasjust over the shoulder of the other man. From Swanas position, it
looked as though the other man had just sprouted a second head. "Ordinarily | might object to alady
being treated thisway," Ritter's head said. His voice was oddly reasonable. "But you have made me look
ridiculous. | do not appreciateit. So | may permit Doctor—this man to do exactly as he wishesto you."

"That would befoolish." It wastaking every bit of her concentration to keep Swanafrom flinching away
from their thregts, their experienced intendity, but she was managing. For the momen.

Then shesmdlled it. A stray breeze entered through the bal cony doors she'd opened, bringing with it the
odor of soot. Of char.

There was athump from the bal cony, hedls hitting stone, and suddenly he was there—a silhouette, the
spirit of Death, black from head to toe except for his eyes, apistol in each hand. The bars were gone
fromits back. "Move away from her," the specter said in the language of Cretanis.

They hesitated. The older man glanced at Swana, and in that moment, she knew his thoughts. He would
grab her, haul her up asashied before Zeb could fire—

She shoved him. Suddenly off balance, he staggered back a step, bumping into Ritter. His moment gone,
he glared at her and raised his hands. Ritter raised hisas well.

Zeb glanced at her. "Come here. Don't get between me and them.” She could tell his voice was deeper,
harsher than she'd heard it before. He was obvioudly trying to disguiseit. He couldn't disguise his strange



New World accent, though.

Sherose. Asshe did, Ritter grabbed the edge of the nearest table, toppled it forward, began to dive
behind it—

The older man lunged for Swana—

Zeb fired. Swanaheard and, in the confined space of the room, even fdlt the force of the explosion from
the gun. The older man folded, whether hit in the ssomach or some place further down Swana could not
tell.

Ritter's table crashed down, Ritter behind it. Swana could bardly hear the sound of itsimpact. Ritter's
hand came up over thelip, hisown pistol init. He began firing in Zeb's direction, not exposing hisfaceto
return fire.

Zeb opened up, firing from each gun in turn, his shots blowing holesin the tabletop, sending splintersin
al directions.

Zeb stepped to the sde as Swana reached him, continued pouring fireinto Ritter's table, and shouted to
be heard: "Over therail!”

She moved out onto the bal cony and stepped out of line of the opening so Ritter's return fire would not
hit her. She heard bullets whistle by |ess than a pace to her right.

Below the bacony, the car that had brought her here waited, idling. Around the courtyard, from doors
to other buildings and the tower entrances, men were emerging—some in incompl ete Sonnenkrieger
uniforms, onewith abib still around his neck and the cooked wing of abird il in hishand.

There wasjust no timeto be afraid. Swana kicked off her shoes, sat on therail, swung her legs over it,
and jumped.

The impact with the car'sroof was hard and shefell to her knees, sending sharp pain through her
kneecaps. Then shedid off theroof to the front right, dropping into the driver's sedt.

Another impact rocked the car and Zeb dropped into the passenger side of the compartment. The dides
of both his pistols were locked back, showing the front few fingerspans of the barrelsthey normaly hid.
Men were running toward the car. "Go, go," he said.

She put the vehiclein gear and aimed it for theway out. A soldier stood before her, waving hisarms,
then thought the better of it and dove out of the way as she drove through the space where hed stood. A
moment later they were rattling across the wooden bridge and on the road beyond. Swanatook her
glasses, with lenses that were flat and corrected no problems with vision, and threw them out the
window. She'd never need them again. She'd never be Teleri again.

"Where are the guards who were there?' she asked. Shorter than the car's last driver, and now lacking
hedlsto increase her height, she had to sit forward in the seet to manage the pedals.

"Inthemoat." Zeb pocketed the pistols and leaned forward to fumble around in the darkness of the
floorboards.

"Drowned?’



"Moat'sdry." He sraightened. Therewas now ariflein hishands. In thefaint light the moon gave him
when tree branches were not overhead, he looked at the action, checked the bolt.

"Where did you get that?'

"From the guardsin the moat.” Zeb looked over his shoulder. Swana checked the rearview mirror.
Therewere no lightsfollowing them.

"The guards," Zeb continued, "were there to sop and chalenge cars. They weren't redly thinking in
terms of someone arriving on foot. | got asclose as| could, and then | got lucky. It wasjust amatter of
time, redly. One of them lit acigarette for the other one. When the match flared, | knew they'd be
night-blind for a second. | rushed them. Managed to take them out before they got a shot off."

"They're going to call the village, thetrain gation,” Swanasad.
"Y ep. Isthat where you're going?'
"It'sthe only place | know how to reach. | paid attention to the road as we were driving to the castle.”

"Good for you. That's the right answer. They'll have set up something to stop us, but with any luck we
haven't given them enough timeto set up much.”

* % *

The road led them through another few turns, then the treesfell away to either Ssde and Zeb and Swana
could see the village before them. Zeb hadn't seen it from an upright position before; it was small, alittle
valey town, aconcentration of buildings graduating into a scattering of farmhouses. He saw the small
train station, acluster of hemispherica one- and-two-story brick buildings well-lit by streetlights that had
to be the center of the community, and the one road leading through it al and out the other side.

On the near edge of the village, amere few hundred yards away, a dotted line of lights crossed the road.
Zeb swore.
"What isit?'

"Roadblock. They've pulled up abunch of cars side by sdeto block the road. We'relooking at their
heedlights™

"What dowe do?'

"Head toward 'em at full speed. Maybe welll see some way to get through when we're closer. If we
don't, we turn around and head back the way we came. Maybe we can ditch the car and get away on
foot."

Swanadid as she was told, accelerating on the straightaway toward the cars, searching for some way
past. But it looked as though the roadbl ock spanned not just the road but the shoulders and open space
beside the shoulders, al the way to trees on either sde. She could see no way through, though now she
could see silhouettes of men behind and around the cars. Probably soldiers, she thought, and could not
keep from shuddering at the thought of their rifles.



Shewas afew ticks of the clock from having to spin around and head back. She heard Zeb say, "Okay,
turmn—"

Then one of the roadblock cars pulled back and away from the line, opening agap. There were flashes
of light and loud snapping sounds from its vicinity—gunshots, she thought. It pulled back and aside
enough to make a clear path through the roadbl ock.

Zeb pointed. "Go, go, go!"

Shefloored the accelerator, leaning forward and rocking as though it would help her go faster. The
roadblock's headlights were closer and brighter, and as she reached the gap she realized that she couldn't
redly seeit, could only estimate its Size by the holeleft in the row of headlights—maybe it wastoo small,
maybe sheld hit a car on one side or the other—and then she was through, looking at afew village
streetlights and open country beyond.

"It'sNoriko," Zeb said.

"What?'

"In the car that pulled back."

"Areyou sure?"

"No. But I'm sure that it's the same type of car asour roadster. And it'sthe only thing that makes sense.”

In the rear-view mirror, Swana saw that the roadster was accd erating behind them, gaining quickly on
them, and that the roadblock was bresking up, its carsturning in their wake. "They're coming.”

"It'sokay. I've reloaded.”

The roadster pulled up dongside them. Swana saw itsdriver, visble only asawoman in adark outfit
with flaring deeves, wave. Then the roadster pulled out ahead of them and took the lead.

"l hope that means she knows the way back to Bardulfburg," Zeb said.

* * %

Rudi wasfirst aware only of asensation. It rose and ebbed like the tide, yet it somehow was not
soothing. Then he discovered the sensation was pain, asow throbbing in his head; at the peak of each
wave, it hurt so much that he could not hear, could not think, could not keep himsdlf from groaning doud.

He was moving, held between two men. They gripped him by his elbows; his hands weretied behind
him. Therewas cloth over hiseyes so he could see nothing more than alittle light.

They sat himinachair and whisked hisblindfold away. Though waves of pain dill regularly madeit
difficult for him to see, he could make out his surroundings—a smdlish room with irregular sonewadls, a
naked light bulb in a socket hanging from the ceiling, high narrow windows toward the celling. They had
been painted black. Rudi did not see but inferred a set of wooden stairs leading upward; thishad to bea
basement.

The two men who'd dragged him here ill flanked him. They weretdl lightsin sharp-looking overcoats.
A third man, dso alight and very fair-haired, sat in achair opposite him. Thisman wasdressed in



workingman's clothes, rust-brown pants and vest with alight short-deeved shirt, but hisbuild and haircut
suggested he was military.

Therewas alittle table beside the man. On it were Rudi's automatics.
The man offered what looked like the weary smile of abureaucrat faced with the day'sfortieth little
problem, then spoke to him. The words were Burian. Despite the pain, Rudi attempted to look

interested, cocked his head, nodded occasiondly, and waited for this discourse to end, which it did on
what sounded like aquestion. Then he said, "Sorry, eamon, | don't spesk Burian.”

The man lost hissmilefor just amoment, then it returned. "My apologies,” he said. His speech was
heavy with the Burian accent. "1 was not aware of your deficiency. Y ou are obvioudy dert enough. We
have questionsfor you."

"Whois we?" Rudi asked.

The man to hisleft dapped the side of hishead. Ordinarily it would have done little more than sting. But
with the pain Rudi was aready experiencing, the blow waslike being hit by a hammer. Hishead swam,
hisvison closed down for amoment and he sagged in hischair.

Hewas ableto keep hisjaw shut, able to keep from crying out, just barely. He wouldn't give them the
satisfaction.

His questioner continued as though he hadn't spoken. ™Y our name and home?”

"Vorti Conna, of Lackderry." These were the false details Doc had ingsted he come up with. He was
glad hed committed them to memory. Even now, with hishead ringing, he could recite them with a
messure of confidence.

"Where are your identity papers?’

"Mewallet and passport are in me breast pocket.”

The man to hisright looked at the questioner and shook his head.

"I'm afraid they are not," the questioner said. "Now, where might they be?"

"I was hit over the head,” Rudi said. "Maybe the robber has them.”

The questioner sighed. "Who isthe young lady you were with, and how do you know her?’

"Her name's Teleri Obeldon." Rudi shrugged and took the opportunity to flex againgt hisbonds alittle.
They fdt like tough cord, well tied. He doubted held be able to break them, nor could he exert himsalf
fully againgt them with three men watching. "1 think she's me bosss woman. He hired mein Beldon to
watch her, to keep her from runnin’." Rudi remembered Doc had said thiswould be part of the story
they'd concoct, a story that would lead investigators to people and places Doc would specify. But they
hadn't had timeto do it last night on account of Casnar's party and Doc's exhaustion; they were
supposed to get those detailsin place tonight. Now it wastoo late.

"Who isyour employer?’



"His name's Duncan Blackletter." There, that ought to confuse them. The Bergmonk Boys had worked
for Blackletter in the past. Rudi knew him well enough to convince people that he had spent timein his

company.
For once, his questioner seemed taken aback. "Describe this Duncan Blackletter.”

"Tdl old man. A light, probably thelightest light | ever saw, you included. Skinny. Tough and mean as
leather boiled in poison, but he's dways solicitous of his people. Asks how you're doing, if you've had
enough breskfadt, that sort of thing."

"You have failed to mention that he'sdead."

Rudi managed atoothy smile, hisfirst of theinterview. "Y ou know, when he hired me, he said that alot
of people thought he was dead. | took it asajoke.”

For amoment, the questioner looked atrifle more disturbed, then his expression returned to cheerful
curiosty. "Where are you staying?"

"Wejust arrived this morning. We haven't been able to find rooms. That'swhat Goodsir Blackletter is
doing now—looking for roomsfor us."

"How were you to find one another?"

"We were supposed to meet at abeer garden.” Rudi gave them the address of the place from which
Swana had made her talk-box call. "At hdf-past three bells." Rudi didn't know what the clock was now,
but it had to be that time or later, depending on how long he'd been unconscious.

His questioner looked over Rudi's head, then nodded to the man to Rudi's | eft. That man took off at a
dead run, and Rudi heard, with a measure of satisfaction, the man's footsteps pounding up awooden
daircase.

"Goodsr Conna," the questioner said, "I fear | do not like your answers.”
"They'rethe only answers| have." Rudi tried to sound reasonable.

"Look a it frommy, ah..."

"Perspective.”

"Pergpective. Thank you. When | ask many questions and | get many answers, and yet they dl lead to
phantoms—no papers, no address, no knowledge—do you know what | think?"

That your subject's lying as though it were all the rage. Rudi had been questioned too many times by
local authoritiesto think he'd fooled the man; hed merely played a single round of the questioning game.
But hesad, "No, what?'

"That thereis deception at work." The questioner stood and took the place of the man who had just €ft.
"l don't wish you to decelve us. | wish you to be hel pful, informative. In fact, | wish to improve you. And
that isjust what | am going to do now." He seized Rudi's arm; the other man grabbed his other arm and
they hauled him to hisfeet. "In just afew moments you will fed like anew and better man. And | suspect
you will be more cooperdtive.”



They swung him around to face the rear wal. There were the sairs up, there wasthe clock on thewall .
.. and, to theright of the clock, there was another of those mechanisms like the one they'd found in the
business that had been Teleri's base of operations. It had the same cylindrical base, the same array of
glasstubing on the top of the case.

Rudi fet hismouth go dry. Heforced asmile anyway. "What's this? A talk-box? Do | get to make a
cdl?

"Not exactly," his questioner said. The two men moved him toward the case.

* * %

The pursuing cars gained on Zeb and Swana. When he heard the first crack of arifle, he said, "Keep
down. It'stime." He stood, bracing himself againgt the partition between driver's and passengers
compartments, and aimed hisrifle back at the pursuing vehicles.

Thejolting and swaying of their motion kept throwing hisaim off, but in abrief few seconds when the
road was seady, he centered hisam on the left front windshield of the car immediately behind and fired
off ashot. He saw no reaction from the vehicle and cursed to himsdlf. Right side, dummy, right sideis
where thedriver is.

The driver of that vehicle fired back, gpparently holding ahandgun out hiswindow. The bullet came
nowhere close. Someonein the next car back aso opened up with afirearm—two, three, four shots,
from arifle by the sound of them. Zeb heard something hammer dully into the back of hiscar.

He switched hisaim to the driver's Sde of the closest pursuer and began squeezing off shots whenever
he felt he had achance. Hefired hisfifth shot before he saw any reaction: That vehicle suddenly veered,
then went straight off the road and smashed into some sort of standing stone the height of aman,
knocking it over. The car continued rolling, then cameto ahdt against adark mound Zeb assumed to be
ahaystack.

Gunmen in the next car in line continued to fire. Zeb heard more thumps againgt the rear of his car, then
heard the rear window shatter.

Zeb worked the bolt on hisrifle, gecting the fifth shell, and discovered it was empty. He dropped beside
Swana and groped around in the floorboards for the second of three rifles he'd taken from guards at the
castle. "One down," hetold Swana. "Five or soto go."

"Do you havefive morerifles?'

"Don't be snide." Second rifle in hand, he stood once more.

The closest pursuer had moved up. Itsfront bumper was lessthan ayard from Swanas rear bumper,
and the vehicle was sidling up to pass Swanaon theright.

"Don't let him come alongside!” Zeb shouted. Swanaglanced in her rearview mirror and swung the
whed to theright, too sharp an angle. Zeb was thrown off balance; he fdll againgt the top of the left-side
door and hung there, half his body suspended over roadway, teetering toward afatal fal . ..

Which aso gave him the opportunity to see the next car, which was coming up fast on the left sde.



Hefdt something seize hisleft ankle and yank it down to the seet. Hisfeet found purchase but he didn't
graighten or push off from the window; he stayed |eaning out over empty space and took a shot at the
car onthat Sde. Therewas atinkling of glass and its left headlight went out. He swore, adjusted, and
fired asfast as he could work the bolt action. He thought it was on his third shot that the car began to
swerve, but he kept firing until he was sure, until that car Sdedipped to bang against the car to itsright,
then did leftward and went off the road into alow stone fence.

Two down. Zeb dropped again and began fumbling for the third and last rifle. It was more difficult;
Swanawas swerving al over the road, doubtlesstrying to keep the other cars from passing. "Thanks for
thegrab."

"It was nothing.”
"Has anyone ever told you that you're braveand smart?'
n No.ll

"Widll, they should. You are" Riflein hand, he stood. He saw thetaillights of Noriko's car, till leading
them by fifty yards or so, and he turned.

The next car back was till right on their tail, jockeying to pass, but no oneinit wasfiring. Perhapsits
driver had no guns. The next two back had no such limitations; they fired amost continuoudy, and both
the partition glass and the windshield between Swanaand Zeb blew out. She ducked; he swore.

He returned fire againgt the nearest of the cars shooting at him, but he went through his entire five-round
clip without seeing any reaction from the driver. Aggravated, he hurled the useless weapon at the nearest
pursuer.

Thewhirling rifle smashed in through the driver's-sde windshield. The vehicle veered right, then rolled,
its distinct automotive lines becoming somehow blurred and confusing asit flipped, side-top-side-bottom.
Zeb saw piecesfly loose—adoor, smdl broken bits, alarger mass that might have been aman.

The other three cars parted and managed to get around the disintegrating thing without suffering further
damage themselves. Zeb shook his head over their driving skill—one more thing he did not need to have
going againgt him—and drew the automeatics from his pockets.

They were the wegpon held first taken from Noriko's trunk back in Neckerdam and another just likeit
that he'd picked up as he and Noriko were formulating their plan to divert Rudi's and Swanas shadow.
They were heavy thingsthat fit his hands admirably, and hed just reloaded them. Each carried seven
shotsinitsclip and another in its chamber.

The next two cars came on sde by side. They hung back for afew moments, so close to one another
that passengers could easily have stepped from running board to running board. Then they parted,
accelerating—and their passengers, at least three in each vehicle, opened fire on Zeb's car. A sound like
golfbal-szed hall hammered againgt the car'srear panel; more glass shattered throughout the vehicle;
Swanas rearview mirror exploded and she cried out.

Zeb ducked for cover, keeping hishead low. "You dl right?'

"Yes" But the steering whed was shuddering and she was having to use dl her strength to keep it under
control. "I think—I think atireishit. | can't keep up the speed . . ."



Zeb growled something inarticulate. He could see, back through the passenger compartment, that one of
the pursuers was coming aongside on the driver's sde. He glanced back out his own window to seethe
second pursuer coming up on hisside. They were timing their approach, coming up together, and ill
firing continuoudly into the passenger compartment. Only the fact that the passenger and driver
compartments of this car were separate, and built of good sturdy metd, had kept him and Swanafrom
catching roundsin the back so far.

"Veer right,” Zeb said. "Force him off the road.” Then he prepared to stand, to lean out |ft, to exchange
fire with the passengers of the car there until hetook abullet in this crossfire.

"I can't," Swanasad. "Shes—"

Noriko's roadster dowed into view, dropping into position on Swanas Side, its deceleration so rapid
that the pursuit car on that side smashed into itsrear. Zeb saw Noriko turn the whed to |ean the roadster
into the sde of Zeb's car. Then Noriko stood, one hand on the wheel, and turned to face backwards.
Sheraised her own handgun and fired into the windshield of the pursuit car, shooting asfast as she could
get the wegpon back in line after each shot.

Zeb let out awild cry of jubilation. Heleaned out hiswindow and fired, dmaost point-blank, into the
driver'swindow of the car pulling alongside. He saw ahandgun raising to aim at him, saw the driver drop
it, saw the driver's body and head jerk as Zeb's sustained fire poured into them. There was someonein
the seat beside the driver, amuzzle blast from that man, an impact against Zeb's door, and then Zeb
switched hisaim to that enemy.

That car drifted to the left, onto the shoulder of the road and beyond.

Zeb saw the telephone pole ahead of it asplit second beforeit hit. Then the car was gone, vanished into
the distance behind them like it had been swept from the scene by avengeful god.

Zeb looked back. The car that had just hit the pole burgt into flame. The fireilluminated the car Noriko
had fired into; it had crashed nose-first into another low stone fence. The headlights of the final car were
gl there, steady in pursuit, gaining.

Zeb's car was still dowing. He glanced over. Swanawas struggling less with the whed . Noriko was il
dongsde.

Zeb pocketed his automatics. He grabbed the side of the steering whedl. "Get into the roadster. Now."
"What, jump?'

"Jump.”

"l can't!"

"Have you forgotten that you're brave and smart? A brave girl wouldn't be afraid of jJumping. And a
smart one would figure out that shelll get killed if she staysin thisrolling wreck."

Sheglared a him, then did againgt the window. Zeb did more into place behind the whed. He felt
Swanastand, felt her legs against his shoulder as she reached over to the roadster and grabbed at
it—then one of her legsrose past hisface, clipping his nose and the brim of his hat, and she was gone.



He stood on the brake and Noriko's roadster shot on ahead. With the last of his vehicle's momentum he
dewed around leftward, putting the car acrosstwo lanes. He killed the engine and hopped out to stand
on the driver's side running board. He drew his pistols and aimed them across the roof at the oncoming
car.

Muzzle flares erupted from its passenger sde. He returned fire into the driver's-side windshield,
emptying both pistols, hearing thumps and dams strike hisown vehicle.

The oncoming car veered | eft and then right, as though the driver were indecisive about whether to pass
Zeb ontheright or theleft. Then the car leveled off and steered straight at Zeb, and he realized the driver
was probably already dead.

Zeb dove clear, hit the pavement with abone-jarring thump, heard the shrieking collision astons of meta
met violertly.

Then he was up on hisfeet, turning to face the wreckage, which was il diding. He noticed absently that
hisleft-hand gun had its dide locked back. It was empty. He pocketed it. He had no idea how many
rounds he had | ft.

He moved up to the wreckage asit came to astop. It was aroadster. There were two men in the front
segt. Both wore Sonnenkrieger uniforms. The driver was covered in blood, his chest pinned to the seat
by the steering whed!.

The other man was hunched forward over the dashboard, unmoving, blood al over the side of hisface.
Zeb thought he had to be dead, too, but as Zeb came close his eyes opened.

Hislips moved. Zeb couldn't understand the words. " Speak Cretanis," Zeb said.
"Who. .. areyou?'

I'm a black man with guns and | despise your whole political party and everything it'strying to
do.But Zeb smplified the thought for theinjured man. "I'm your worst nightmare,” he said.

Then hetook off after Noriko's car, which was parked about fifty yards up on the side of theroad. He

wanted to run, but the best he could manage was ahobbling trot. Still, he didn't feel too bad about the
way things had ended here.

Chapter Twenty

They put Rudi in the cabinet. He made more jokes as he pretended not to know wheat it was.

His questioner said no more. He only smiled. Then he closed the door, and Rudi could only see alittle of
him, the amount revealed by the smdl pand of glassin the door.

Rudi flexed againgt hisbonds. They held, cutting into hiswrigts.



Then there was a buzzing, the same buzzing held heard in Teleri's base of operationsin Novimagos, and
it cut into himworse.

It wasn't bad at firdt, just adight burning sensation. A mild sunburn that affected him from head to toe.
He had to shut hiseyes againgt it.

Then it began to go deeper. He could fed it sinking through hisskin, into hismuscles, into hiseyebdls, as
though he'd decided to take abath in horse liniment.

It hurt to breethe. He could fed the burning in histhroat, in hislungs. He grunted with each breeth; it
took an effort to keep each grunt from turning into acry.

Then the burning went deeper. He felt his bones burn. He felt his skin catch on fire, though he could not
bear to open his eyesto see—he knew they'd catch on fire, too. Now he couldn't keep himself from
crying out, couldn't kegp himself from giving them that satisfaction.

Fire erupted in hiselbows, in hisknees, in hisfingers and toes. His legs gave way and hefdl to the floor
of the cabinet.

And then the buzzing noise ended.
But the pain didn't sop. He lay there, feding the burn suffuse his body, unable to move, unableto think.

He heard the cabinet door open and felt fresher air on hisface. It hurt, like aburn suddenly rubbed
downwithice.

"Believeit or not," hisquestioner said, "that was good for you."

"Futter you," Rudi said. Hisvoice emerged as no more than awhisper, but he was pleased that he could
dill form words.

Hands saized his arms, crushing the burning sensation deep into histissues, and carried him out of the
cylinder, damming him down into his chair once more.

"Let usbegin again,” hisquestioner said. "If | do not like your answers, | will give you more of what is
good for you. Thirty ticks next time. And if | must do it once more, sixty ticks. Do you understand?’

Rudi forced himsdlf to open hiseyes. The man's face was only fingerspans from hisown. If Rudi had his
full strength, he could have kicked the man hard enough to deny him further children. But he doubted he
even had strength enough to spit. "Futter. Y ou. Doyou understand?'

"Fity." Then the man frowned. He reached up to brush fingers across Rudi's beard and mustache.

Where he touched them, they crumbled and fell away. The questioner made alittle hissing noise and ran
afinger through Rudi's hair, which aso crumbled. "Makeup and wig," he said. "Made of duskies hair,
like 0 many. They fdl apart before you did, but in much the same way you will. Now | have manymore
guestions." Heturned to return to his seet.

Thewindow on thewall above him shattered in. Both the Burian men turned to look.

But there was the crack of afirearm and the light bulb above their heads exploded in arain of glass



fragments.

In the sudden darkness, Rudi heard hedls hit the floor, heard criesin Burian. One of those sets of cries
choked off. Another continued for amoment, then there was the sound of an impact and they became
ghrill cries. There was another impact and they ceased completely.

The door at the top of the stairs opened, throwing alittle light across the room. There were ill two men
gtanding in the room, but both wore hats and wool coats—Rudi recognized Harris and Doc under the
brims of the hats.

A man in common dress moved into the doorway at the top of the stairs. He held arifle at the ready.

From the window that had smashed in came anoise, ahorrible roaring that Rudi knew well—an
autogun. The doorway and banister around the man disintegrated into wood splinters. The man retrested.

Doc bent over Rudi. "Can you wak?'
"No."

Doc picked him up by the shoulders, aseasly asif Rudi weighed no more than ababy, and carried him
to thewall. His grip caused the burning in Rudi's shoulders and arms to grow—he was shocked to see
that no flames burst from his upper torso.

Doc handed Rudi up. Hands, Alagtair's, came down to grab his collar and shoulder. Rudi forced himsalf
toignoretheppain and said, "Meguns. . ."

"Got 'em," Harrissaid.

Alagtair dragged Rudi out through the shattered window. Rudi found himsalf on asidewak under
nighttime gtars. 1sh stood nearby, aso in dark clothes, her shotgun in her hands. She had it aimed at the
nearest doorway. As Rudi watched, the door opened and aman in civilian clothes stepped out. 1sh fired;
the doorjamb above the man's head fragmented. The man retrested, damming the door shut. "We haven't
muchtime" Ishsad.

Alagtair grunted under Rudi'sweight as he carried him to the car waiting at the curb. 1t was, Rudi saw,
the sedan Ruadan had acquired for them. "We'refing" Alastair said. He pushed Rudi into the rear seat
and hauled him upright.

Gaby was behind the whed, her attention on the window. "Beer hal," Rudi told her, though it was an
effort to spesk. "I'll giveyou an extralib if you get metherein haf achime”

"Very funny,” shesad.

A moment later, Harris, Doc, Alagtair and Ish did into the car and Gaby set the vehicle into motion. Rudi
held his breath for the firgt city block, as he did during any getaway. But there were no sirens, no more
gunshots. He sagged and exhaustion took him.

* % *

They assembled in the main room, severd tired people, some of them injured, some of them recently
under alikely sentence of death.



Zeb took the easy chair near the doors to the balcony. He had discarded his hat and coat but could not
escape the smdll of soot and burn that permeated them: That smell was on everything held had with him
tonight, including his skin. He kept his handguns close to him; al the associates, equdly rattled, were
doing the same.

Rudi was on the large couch, laid out with a pillow under his head, Alastair seated on an adjacent
hassock, examining him. Rudi looked like hell, facia muscles occasiondly twitching, powdery remnants
of afase beard il spirit-gummed to hisface, their dark ashesin marked contrast to his hair now that his
wig had been removed. Rudi held a beer bottle and took swigsfrom it when not answering Alagtair's
questions.

Harris and Gaby were on the other couch in asnuggling pose that made them look like any young,
respectable couple—if oneignored the revolvers held placed on the end table beside him, therifle
propped up against the end of the couch near her.

Swana, the only one present without fireearms a hand, had another stuffed chair. She was barefoot and
held her dog in her 1ap, even when Odilon wanted to hop down.

Doc and Ish, poring over the items Swanahad given them, had the table, the buit of 1sh's shotgun
serving them as a paperweight.

"How did you find me?' Rudi said.

Doc and Ish exchanged alook. "That was smple,” Doc said. "Y ou were carrying something I'd given
you. I'd meant it to end up in the hands of the people extorting money from Neckerdam."

Rudi took ancther drink from hisbottle. "Albin, you mean."

"Yes, Albin. It wasadeviser'strick, very subtle. Warmed by abody, it sent out asignal like an Aether
talk-box. And |, asthe deviser who madeit, could follow that sgnd.”

Rudi frowned, thinking, then hisexpression cleared. "That coin, the oneyou gaveme. . ."
Doc nodded. "That's correct.”

Rudi dug around in his pants pocket, the effort obvioudy painful to him, and pulled out the
paint-streaked silver lib. "It waslucky after al.”

Doc smiled. " So, we got back to our quarters probably not long after Zeb and Noriko left. Noriko
caled usfrom thetrain station and said you and Swana had been taken onto atrain. But when | detected
the coin's emanations, when | began to follow it, they led mefar from the train station. We assumed you'd
been separated.” Doc |ooked regretful. "We had to concentrate our available resources on rescuing you,
Rudi, and hoped Zeb and Noriko could serve for you, Swana."

"They did,"” Swvanasaid. She was agitated, often looking at the gpartment's main door as though she
expected men to come bursting through it at any moment. Do you think they will know it was you?'

"No. | felt for the wards when we returned, before we entered the building. They were intact; no one
had been in. Words on talk-boxes travel much faster than cars; they could have had forces here long
before we returned. So they don't know, though they may suspect." Doc frowned and turned to Noriko.
" Spesking of which, how did you makeit back al the way to Bardulfburg? There had to have been more



roadblocks."

She shook her head. "When | first got to the village where the train had stopped, Goldmacher, | made
note of where the talk-box lineswere. After Zeb had dedlt with the last pursuit car, we shot the line out.
We took back roads back to Bardulfburg anyway, just in case they had an aether talk-box at the village
or the castle, but it doesn't appear they did.”

Doc nodded. "Another piece of evidence. Thelack of an aether talk-box issignificant.” He glanced at
Zeb, doubtless reviewing the man's explanation of what had happened and looking for pointsin it that il
made no sense. "Noriko, what were you doing in the roadblock?

Noriko smiled. Zeb thought he detected some mischief in the expression. "Thetrain was stopped, Zeb
and Swana were gone, so | looked at the map to seeif | could guess where they'd been taken . . . and
suddenly Sonnenkrieger were everywhere. | knew it had to be because of Zeb. They commandeered my
car to be part of the blockade. The soldier didn't even give me agood look. | got in back and he spoke
to me, issuing orders, but | don't spesk Burian so | ignored him. Then, when Zeb's car came at us, | hit
him with my gun butt." She shrugged. "1 pushed him out of the car and you know therest.”

"Y es. Good work." Doc turned to Swana. " Goodlady Weiss, alow me to extend you my most profound
gpologies. We erred badly in estimating how much timeit would take them to try to “rescue Teleri. The
mistake was mine, and based on long experience with the amount of timeit takes bureaucracies, even
military bureaucracies, to act." He gestured at the papers before him. "Based on several things—these
documents, the locations where you and Rudi were taken, and the decisive action of the
Sonnenkrieger—I've come to the conclusion that what we're up against isnot an officia program of the
government. It seemsinstead to be aconspiracy, afaction of the government, something like that. I'm not
certain.

"But that's not relevant for the moment. | don't know whether your true identity is compromised, but we
should act asthough it is. We should get you out of Bardulfburg, out of the Weserian lands dtogether.
Tell mewhere youd liketo go and what you'd like to do. Well accomplishit.”

Swanas eyesgrew wide. "Truly? Anything?'

"Almogt anything. Y ou're not even limited to anything within reason. Anything just on the wrong side of
the border of reason will aso do.”

"Oh, my."

"Think it over—"

"l don't haveto." She straightened. "I want—could |—I want to go to university. | can't afford to.”
Doc smiled. "Y ou can afford to now."

"And | have—I| am being greedy, but thisis not just for me." Swanalooked flustered, unhappy at
suddenly being the child clamoring for more presents, unable to keep hersdf from doing so.

"Go ahead."

"I have friends, they were students here in Bardulfburg. Seven of them. When the Reinistook over and
Aevar deposed hisfather, my friends protested in astreet rally. The black-shirts, what the Sonnenkrieger



were before they were officia, took them away. My friends never went to tria, no one knows what
happened to them.”

Doc congdered, silent for amoment. "That may be beyond the scope of what we can accomplish during
thistrip to Weseria. But the Foundation will investigate.”

"“Thank you."
"And well get you out of Bardulfburg now."

"I can wait. Who will you spare to take me out of the country? | will not have any of you be hurt or
captured because one of you had to be my bodyguard for another day or two." Her gaze fell on Rudi and
she shuddered. He gave her abroad, drunken smile and raised his bottle to her. She continued, "We can
find out much sooner whether the authorities know | impersonated Teleri—uwill they not be watching my
gpartment? If they are nat, | can go home. I'll return to my own clothes and no one will be the wiser.”

Doc mulled that over. "Well consider that." He returned his attention to the papers and items Swana had
gppropriated. "Much of thisis experiment notations, adeviser's notations. Thisdeviser evidently worksin
avariety of disciplines but has amost undisciplined mind.

"One of the experimentsisto be abreeding program. They are assembling femae volunteersfor thefirst
phese.”

Zeb grimaced. "Eugenics. Great."

"In another, he appears to be working with prieststo learn the workings of the mind of agod, apersona.
He does not name the god. He writes here, "The god does not tolerate the dark, or the dark things. Night
is hateful to him; he dispelsit. Those of low flesh are hateful to him; he consumes them, whilethose he
loves are warmed by hisradiance.""

"That doesn't sound like observations,” Gaby said. "More like aprayer.”

"Indeed." Doc leaned back in his chair. He looked disturbed. "Also, it'sthefirst instance I've run across
inwhich agod issaid to expressaracid preference. Tribal and nationa preferences are not uncommon,
established in ancient times by agreements between god and tribe—but racia preferences?’ He shook his
head.

From the bottom of the stack of paper, he selected one item and drew it forth. It was a colorful
document, caligraphy in many hues on parchment, recently much folded so Swvanacould carry it. "This,
however, gives us concrete information. It's adocument drawn up and signed by King Aevar, gppointing
aDoctor Trandil Niskin as his persona deviser.”

Harris smiled. "The court magician. Hisvery own Merlin."

"Lest you think me adoppy investigator,” Doc continued, "thiswas something | looked into before we
boarded the airwing for Weseria. Aevar does not publicly acknowledge a persona deviser. Officidly, he
has no “court magician.' This has been a secret gppointment.

"So let us add up the numbers.” Doc set the document down and began counting off on hisfingers.
"Atypica speed of response on the part of our enemies. Rudi taken not to any officid army or
Sonnenkrieger building but to what can be most charitably described as a hideout—and one with one of



the bleaching devicesinit. A secret gppointment of amultidisciplinary deviser probing the mind of agod
of thesun.. . . and indtituting a breeding experiment. Ties between the deviser and the Sonnenkrieger
including use of personnel—Sonnenkrieger as guards for Niskin's castle—and the arranged engagement
of a Sonnenkrieger genera to the deviser's daughter. What we have hereis a program or set of programs
that Aevar either doesn't know about or can't afford to havelaid at his door if discovered. We may aso
have aspirations of rule on the part of the deviser—the marriage plan seems possibly dynastic.”

"Thisisgood," Harris said. "People keeping secrets may want to kill usto keep them, but it may mean
they can't dedicate awhole nation's resources to stopping us.”

Aladtair |eft off hisexamination of Rudi and began packing things away in his bag. "One other thing,
perhapsvery minor."

"Yes?' Doc said.

"The name of the village where the cadtleis™

Doc frowned. "Goldmacher. Yes."

Zeb sad, "Theword sounds like it would trandate pretty directly to English. Gold-maker?"
Doc nodded, sill thoughtful.

"Isthat some sort of craftsman?' Zeb asked. "A goldsmith?”’

"No." Doc picked up the paperweight Swana had brought back. "It isliterally one who makes gold.
From lead. An dchemigt. Alchemy isatransformative act few have ever successfully accomplished.”

Alagtair said, "Thefact that it's the village's name suggests that devisement arts have been practiced there
foralongtime.”

"And now this" Doc said, asthough he hadn't heard Alastair. He covered hisright eyeto look at it with
his other. "Ah. The missing piece of one of our older puzzles." He held it over the puppet Swana had
brought back and said, " Bitte."

Asif it had been resting al aong, waiting for this opportunity, the puppet sorang to its feet and stood,
swaying. It looked up at Doc, its pose so characteristic of someone awaiting ordersthat severa of the
associates laughed.

Not Zeb. As soon as the puppet moved, hisright palm itched, then burned as though someone had
gpplied amatch toit. "Son of abitch!" He jumped up, too, furioudy rubbing at the spot of the pain. It did
not subside, but the surprise of the pain faded and heredized it did not hurt enough to injure him—just to
surprisehim,

Helooked up to see dl the associates eyes on him. He smiled weskly. " Sorry."

"That isthe hand you hit the little sun with," Noriko said.

"Yesh."

Doc, frowning, set the paperweight down. The puppet collapsed, itsinvisible strings cut.



Zeb looked at his pam. "The burning's stopped.”
Doc picked it up again. The puppet sorang to itsfeet. "And now?"
"Burning again.” Zeb closed his hand into afist. The pressure seemed to help ease the sensation.

"Interesting.” Doc looked at the puppet. It nodded and began walking across the tabletop, its motion
cartoony and exaggerated. "Now?"

"Thesame." Zeb took his seat again, watching the puppet in fascination. "Man, when | wasaboy, I'd
have given anything for one of those."

"Right now," Doc said, "I'd give much to have what you have."

Zeb looked at his pam. He recalled the night of the Parade of the Suns, when his hand had throbbed as
the suns on the poles came near. "It's not just the puppet, isit? It's solar magic. Solar devisement.”

Doc nodded. "'l suspect so. That little sun you deflected might have been the fingertip of the god whose
name we seek. Y ou may have been blessed.”

"By agod who wantsto burn melike toast.”

Doc amiled. "We take our blessings where we can get them. Very well. It'slate. We have investigations
and competitionsto seeto in the morning, soit's off to bed. We should be more diligent tonight, though.
Aladtair, can you take first watch?'

Alagtair smiled. From beside Rudi's couch he picked up hisautogun. "Happy to,” he said.

* * *

Someone shook Zeb. He opened his eyes, took in unfamiliar surroundings, and was momentarily
confused. What am | doing here? Then he remembered why he was on the couch where Rudi had been

doctored afew hours before.

Noriko left off shaking him. She was seated on the edge of the couch, leaning over him. "What are you
doing here?'

Zeb looked at the doors to the balcony. A little light wastrying to force its way around the edges of their
curtains. He yawned and stretched. "Rudi wasin alittle pain still. Making noises ashe dept. | couldn't get
to deep. So | came out here" He grinned up at her.

"Y ou don't seem too put out.”
"I'm not. I'm doing greet, actudly. In spite of having about twice as many bruisesas| have muscles.”

“Why?

He consdered. "It'skind of hard to explain.”No, it's not, you're just out of the habit of explaining
anything. To anyone. "I don't know. | may be reading thingswrong. Putting too much weight in the

things people say, the way they're saying them.”



She shook her head, not understanding.

"Last night, when Doc finished his debriefing, as| was heading off to take my bath, it wasdl
back-clapping, good-work-Zeb, that sort of thing."

"Which you deserved.”

"But it was more than that. Therewasjust asort of easetoit dl. Likeit wasfamily. Like | belonged.” He
took adeep breath. "It'sbeen along, long time since | belonged to anything.”

"l know what you mean.”

"l imagineyou do."

"I woke you because you were talking in your deep. Laughing and saying, “Get off, get off." "
The memory came back to Zeb. "Oh, man. | was dreaming."

"About what?'

"Rogpo's dog. Y ou know, the one who was killed. He was dive again and playing with me."

It was till too dark to see Noriko's features, but he could tell from the way she cocked her head that
she was puzzled. "But you hate dogs.”

"No." Hedghed. "No, | love'em."
"But every time | see you with them, you keep your distance.”
"Yegh"

Hewas quiet for along moment. She said, "Perhapsthisis one of those times when the correct answer
is, Gotohdl'?

"No, certainly not. It'sjust something | haven't talked about. Ever, | guess” He pulled himself up to lean
back againgt the sofas high arm. "I used to have dogs al the time. Growing up in Atlanta. My dad tarted
alittle trucking company that got bigger and bigger, so we had anice house, big property, lots of room
for dogs and brothers and sisters.

"When | wasin high school, | had two dogs. Hogan was pure Alsatian—Ilooked alot like the dogs you
see with the soldiers around here. Goober was amutt with alot of Doberman pinscher in him—big and
black. Dumb and noisy asahubcap full of bal bearings. Anyway . . ." Hefdt histhroat congtrict. He
cleared it, trying to force the sensation away.

"Anyway, the day after | graduated high school, my dad comesto meto tell me my college plans. He
was dways like that, making plansfor everyone regardless of what they wanted. He'd submitted
gpplicationsto schoolsin my name, gotten an acceptance from one heliked. | was going to go off to
college, bethefirst maein the family to get adegree—Mom had hers, but my dad wanted the boysto
doit, too. Hetold me | was going to get it in economics.

"Problem was, | was sick of his bossiness, which was the only way he ever dedt with anyone. | aso had



no interest in economics. | told him I'd pick my own school if | decidedtogoat dl . . ." Zeb shook his
head over that one. "We went around and around on it. A shouting match that went on al day long. The
rest of the family stayed clear of us. Hewas never able to make me givein. That wasthe first argument
with him | ever won. | went out with some friends that night, and when | got back home, my suitcase was
on the front porch, packed."

"He made you |leave home? What did you do?"

"Went into the army. And found out that what | suspected from high school wastrue, that | had ared
knack for fighting. So anyway, on my first leave | went home. . ." The condriction in histhroat became a
knot, and he had to swallow to get any air past it. When he spoke again, despite his best efforts, his
voice was hoarse. "My dad wasn't there. Mom was. And when | couldn't find Hogan and Goober, she
told me my dad had had them put down."

" “Put down'?"

"Euthanized. Put to deep.” Seeing from her posture that she till didn't understand, he sighed. "He had
them taken to an anima doctor and killed. Mercifully, painlessly. But unnecessarily. They'd been
whimpering outside my door every day ever since | went away. | guess he thought he was doing them a
favor—it'swhat hetold Mom, anyway." Zeb stared off into the distance of time, remembering the kitchen
table where they'd sat when his mother told him. Remembering her face, ageless and beautiful, her
expression aware that she had failed once again to stand up to her husband when it mattered. " That was
the last time | was ever in that house."

"Did you ever seeyour father again?'

"At hisfuneral. Just ayesar after | got out of the Army. Held had a stroke. Burned out like alight bulb.
My brother Pete runsthe family business now, and he and my sisters al have college degrees. They don't
talk to me. | mean, they talk, but they don't say anything. I'm just aguy who used to belong to the family.
Like an ex-friend. Mom talks to me, but we have so little in common, it's like we're speaking different
languages, and the guy trandating for us doesn't have any interest in the conversation.”

Shewasdlent for along moment. Then: "So you knew."

"Knew what?'

"What it waslike for meto be an exile from my family."

"Y eah. But not from your country. That | don't know anything about."

"It'sthe same, only nothing isfamiliar, and you are dways on edge. . . . Why do you dream of Rospo's

dog?

"I don't know. Maybe because we got it killed, like | got my dogskilled. Lessdirectly. But if we hadn't
been invedtigating, Albin Bergmonk wouldn't have been trying to cover up, and that dog would be dive."

"Y ou will make yoursdlf crazy, accepting the blame for every tragedy.”
"Then I'll just stick to dog tragedies. Kind of limitsthefield.”

Her shoulders moved, another laugh suppressed. "Thank you.”



"For what?'
"Fortdlingme.”

"Y ou're welcome. It'skind of good to haveit out of me. Like atumor taken out. And | forgot to say,
thankyou ."

"For what?"'

"For finding us last night. For not letting us die. Which we would haveif you hadn't busted open the
roadblock, if you hadn't zoomed in at the last second to foul up their attack on us.”

"Oh. Thatismy job."
"There was nothing persond to it?'
"l ... Thedesperation | felt was very persond.”

Hetook her by the shoulders but she was dready leaning into him. They kissed, lips exploring, then
tongues, and Zeb felt something like eectricity jolt through him. "I've got anidea," he said.

She chuckled. "I know what your ideais."
"L et'stake the day off."

"Theré's something important going on today. Perhaps you've heard of it. The Sonneheim Games.
Competition. Action.”

"I'm reedy for action right now. Besides, the All-Out is one of thelittle competitions. Barely anyone
shows up to seeit.”

"I'm going to go. Before you convince me." Her tone was amused, but go she did.
* % %

"Y ou have got to be kidding," Zeb said.

He, Noriko, and Harris had had to be redirected by the sole judge now standing on the field where the
All-Out had been held on previous days. In halting Cretanis, the man explained that the event had been
moved thismorning. "Ball-Field Number One," he said over and over.

Now they looked at Ball-Fidld Number One, where the fair world's equivaent of soccer would be
played in the afternoon.

The stands were packed, and more thousands of observerswaited at ground level at either end of the
fidd.

Theroya flag of Weseriaflew from an observation platform at the center of one of the stands. Under the
platform's canopy were seated King Aevar and several men in military uniforms. Reporters held up boxy
cameras as Zeb neared and fired them off; the mass clicking sounded like afield of insects suddenly
roused. Some shouted questions at Zeb, but he couldn't even make out the English wordsin the



confusion of voices, he merely smiled and waved.

One old man, his skin so white and his hair so pale agray that he looked like a black-and-white
photograph whose clothes had incongruoudy been colorized bright green, stepped out in the lane
between lines of onlookers and threw something at Zeb. Zeb swatted at it, flicking it down to the ground;
it was nearly flattened by hisblow. Helooked at his object; atomato, overripe. He smiled &t the old man
as he passed. "Thanks," he said.

The Sidhe Foundation associates walked, as directed by soldiers directing foot traffic, to the Sdelines
where the athletes were assembling.

Zeb saw Kobolde on the opposite side of the field, three of them that had worked their way up to the
front of the crowd; had any been further back, he would not have been able to spot them among the
taller members of the audience. He waved at those he saw. "What the hell happened with this crowd?' he
asked.

"You did, buddy." Harris flashed him asmile; helooked smug. Y esterday it was you againgt Kano,
dusky versus dusky, and nobody cared. Today you're going to be beating up on some white boys.”

"Don't remind me." Zeb held his head between his hands, miming dismay. "Two matchestoday, and me
without enough deep. Thisisgoing to suck.”

Noriko said, ™Y ou grimworlders use that phrase alot.”

* * %

In the drawing of this round's opponents, Zeb found that he belonged to the haf of the field that stood
asdewhilethe other haf filed up to the pot and drew white chits.

Threefighterstook chitsfrom the pot and the names of their opponents were called. Then Oleg
Stammgdlf, the Viking who'd broken his opponent's arm the previous day, drew thelast chit and Zeb
Watson's name was called. The crowd cheered more loudly for that announcement than for any of the
others.

"Good, thisisgood," Zeb said.
"Good, how?' Harris said. "He's tough.”

"I've got his number." Zeb gave his companionsasmile. "More importantly, | was drawn fourth, so my
matchislast. I'm going to get afew minutes more deep.” He sat down, then stretched out on the ground
behind the ranks of athletes and trainers. The ground was hard, the crowd noise was high and the sun
was aready danting into his eyes, but he knew he'd be able to find some morerest.

Harrisleaned over him. "Zeb, are you crazy?'

"1 work with you, don't I? That's answer enough. Wake me when the third bout starts." Zeb closed his
eyes.

* % *

He napped only afew minutes, during which some part of him was still awake, listening to the shouts of
the audience, the sounds of impacts and pain from the field. But when Harris prodded him with histoe,
Zeb awoke feding better. His gamble had left him more dert rather than more groggy.



He rose and went through his stretching exercises with more than even hisusud diligence. Heignored
the sights and sounds of the third match asit progressed; instead, he thought about his bout to come. He
mentally reviewed the previous day's fight between Oleg Stammgalf and his muscleman opponent,
repesting again and again Stammgalf's actions as he closed with the other man. Harris and Noriko,
sensing Zeb'sdesrefor distance, did not interrupt him.

Eventudly it came, the three pained thumps and audience cheer signifying the end of the third bout. A
minute later, the main referee caled, " Oleg Stammgdf, Dhenhavn. Zeb Watson, Novimagos.”

Aswith the previous morning, Zeb moved quickly out onto the field, moving past the referee and turning
to wait, asthough being the first in place gave him the home-field advantage. Stammgalf, abroad smile on
hisface, took histime getting into position, asif hislack of interest were only gppropriatein this Stuation.

They faced each other asthe referee made hisrecitationsin Burian, but then the referee did something he
hadn't before: He gestured with his mallet to the king's viewing box. Stammgalf turned in that direction
and executed agraceful bow. Zeb followed suit only amoment behind, and, seeing Stammgalf holding
the bow, did so aswll.

Up on the viewing stand, King Aevar was chatting with his companions; he noticed the competitors
actions and waved toward them. Stammgalf and Zeb straightened; the referee extended his mallet
between them and raised it. The bout was on.

Zeb trotted backwards and assumed his boxing pose, but with hisright leg further back than usua. He
gestured with hisfigs, a"come and get it" motion. A few members of the crowd laughed, but whether it
wasin response to Zeb's sudden retreat or his gesture he couldn't tell. Others began chanting Stammgalf's
name. Zeb heard someone in the crowd cry out, " Svart, svart, svart,” but that was drowned out by a
woman's voice—he recognized it as Gaby's—shouting, "Watson! Watson!"

Stammgalf shrugged and dropped down into hiswrestler's crouch, arms wide to grab, then moved
forward, hismotion fast and sure.

Asthe man came within range, Zeb pivoted on his|eft foot, his plant foot, and snapped out asfast and
hard aside kick as he had ever launched. He saw Stammgalf's body language change, a sudden shift in
the man's rhythm as hetried to twist out of theway. Zeb saw hisleg chamber and then sngp outina
perfect, pure line. He saw Stammgalf's expression change, become startled.

Then hefdt and heard the impact as his hed connected with Stammgalf'sjaw.

Tothe crowd, it had to have sounded like asingle huge crack, but Zeb felt each component of it—the
clack of Stammgalf'sjaw sngpping shut, the beginning of agrinding asit skewed out of pogtion, the
second, more subdued crack as hisjaw broke.

Zeb brought hiskicking leg down and back, gtill in balance, as Stammgalf tottered backwards and fell.

Stammgalf raised hishead, hisjaw at an odd angle, and tried to come upright. Then helowered his head
and hiseyes closed.

The crowd went silent, even Gaby. The referee moved up to stand over the falen fighter and extended
his mallet above him. He began counting in Burian. He reached ten without Stammgalf ever dtirring.



Zeb turned to bow again to Aevar. The king was sitting forward on his chair, his expression perplexed;
he gave alittleflick of hishand. Zeb straightened, raised a hand to the audience, and returned to the
Sddines

In the stands, Gaby started her chant again, and afew people around her picked it up. It rosein volume,
though only afraction of the onlookers joined in. Others booed.

"Sweet," Harrissaid. "But you're not going to be able to surprise anyone el se that way."

"I know it, man." Zeb shrugged. "But I'm il tired from last night, | have another match to fight this
afternoon, and | needed to win one without getting best up.”

A few feet down the Sddine, Geert Tiwasson turned his warus mustache toward them. "The way things
have been,” he said, "you will probably draw me next. And that will not work with me. I have been
kicked by ahorse. Kick meif you wish. Then | will break you into small pieces.”

Zeb sghed. "And uphold the glorious destiny of the lights superiority to the duskies. Thanks, I've heard
this gpeech.”

Geert offered him asmile. Therewas no humor init. Y ou do not understand. | do not care about your
skin. | do not care about the words of men who speak of such things. They arelittle men. | am grest. |
suspect you are greet. But | am greater, and that iswhy | will beat you. That, and because | will regain
thetitle. That ismy only reason to be here.”

Zeb gave him along look. "Fair enough,” he said.
* % %

Doc and 1sh found Ruadan emerging from the Sonneheim Village stables, his garments—the familiar
officer's uniform of Novimagos—drenched with perspiration. To Doc, he stank of human and equine
swest. Ruadan drew up upon seeing them, then bent, with a courtier's grace, over Ish'shand.

"How did you do?" Ish asked.

Ruadan shrugged. "Thirteenth today. But | was very strong in Sword. | am third overdl. | have a decent
chance to take the gold wresth. And how are your, ah, activities?"

"Exactly what we wanted to talk to you about,” Doc said. "Walk with us."

Ruadan agreeably fell in with them and accompanied them. Doc was distracted by the layout of the
Villageitsdf: It was acollection of round wooden huts and moundlike larger buildings of brick, set dong
graded, beaten-earth tracks, al amply shaded by trees. It was al heavily landscaped with well-cut grass,
deep flower beds, and meandering creeks with wooden bridges over them wherever they intersected the
trails. Everywhere, athletes moved, somein the shorts and light tops of track events, othersin the baggier
garments often used in training, alwaysin bright nationd colors or with nationa armbands. Doc noted that
Ruadan's attention was often drawn to the female athletes.

"How did you get into the Village?' Ruadan asked. "Admission is supposed to be limited to athletes and
other participants.”

Doc amiled. "How would you do it?"



"A bribe"

"That's how we did it. But I'm surprised that thiswould be your approach. Wouldn't you save yoursdlf
some money by asking afavor of your Sonnenkrieger contacts?”

Ruadan considered, then shook his head. "My actions would be much morelikely to gointo afileif | do
that. | didike having my movementsligedin afile

"Ah. Wdll, perhaps you could tell us about your involvement with the Sonnenkrieger.”
"l don't think s0." Ruadan looked amused. "That's amatter of roya security.”

"Asagenera, though on detached duty, in the Novimagos Guard, I'm going to have to make that an
order, Ruadan.”

The other man laughed outright. "How amusing. But I'm going to have to decline, Desmond.”

Doc stopped and stepped off thetrail. Ruadan and Ish followed suit. "Well, that complicates matters,”
Doc sad. "But trains leave Bardulfburg every bdl. If you have any sense, you'll be on the next one.”

Ruadan shot Doc a curious look. "Why would 1?7
"Because | intend to speak to King Aevar today and inform him that it was you who took ashot at him."
"Someone shot & Aevar?'

Doc shook his head. " Someone will. And will miss. And the rifle will befound in your quarters. | don't
know whether it will be your true quarters or your quarters herein the Village; | can decide thet later.”

Ruadan's voice lowered, became grim. "Why would you do this?'

Doc shrugged. "Because | cannot trust you, and you won't address questions whose answers might
alow meto. SoI'll just get rid of you, and later gpologize to the Crown of Novimagos for
inconveniencing them.”

Ruadan glowered. Hewas silent for along moment. "And I'd begun to think that you were unfairly
tarred with the brush of the Daoine Sidhe reputation,” Ruadan said. "Very well. | do have Sonnenkrieger
contacts. What of it?"

"What are they to you?"'
"Modtly | sdll them state secrets of Novimagos.”
"That'snot very nice."

"It'smy job. Executed by the order of and with the permission of Bregon and Gwaeddan, your king and
gueen and mine." Ruadan shrugged. "Officidly, I'm aminor lord of Novimagos, with the ear of the
Crown owing to my alleged charm and wit. And impoverished. Unofficidly, I'min the Guard, my rank
matching yours. | am known as aman who tradesinformation back and forth, secretsfor money, secrets
for secrets, between numerous governments. But the flow of information benefits Novimagos more than
any other party | ded with. | am aloya son of the Crown." His voice took on abitter edge. "And | do



not need for some immigrant Cretanis bastard to question that loyalty.”

Doc let the comment dide. "Perhaps not. How can you prove your assertion?’

"Send amessage to the Crown. Use any return address you choose. The message should be this: “What
wine does Crandunum most enjoy? Y ou'll have an answer back within the bell. It will comefrom a
sender you do not know, and will not refer to me by name. But in language couched in the terms of
business, the sender will describe my tactics, and you will know that the Crown knows of my actions.”

"Very wel. Yesterday, at the Sword event, you were pointing out someone in the crowd to a
Sonnenkrieger generd.”

Ruadan frowned asif remembering. "No, he was pointing her out to me."

"Y ou were the one pointing.”

"Yes. He—Tryg—said, "Look, Ruadan, there. The stands opposite, third row, that woman. Do you
recognize her? Or some such. There were many women therein the stands, including,” he nodded to Ish,

"our own fair Ixyail, whom | did not mention to him. While | wastrying to find out which one hewas
referring to, | may have pointed. | don't recall.”

"Who was he pointing at?"

"A light, young, wearing spectacles. | didn't know her, though | know who sheisnow."

"Whao?'

"Her true nameis given as 'not known," but sheislisted as “dso hight Teleri Obeldon, adso hight Adima
Niskin.' Thismorning, the Sonnenkrieger issued ordersfor her to be found and brought in. They are

offering areward. My Sonnenkrieger contacts of whom you are so suspicious showed me her picture, in
case | should see her." He frowned. "There were two warrantsissued.”

"The other one?"'

"Very srange. Heislisted only under anom de guerre ,Alpdruck . A big man wearing dark clothing and
carrying automatic pistols. He may or may not be in the woman's company.”

"Ah." Doc gave no hint that he knew what Ruadan was talking about, but was certain that Zeb would be
pleased. "Interesting. That does seem to answer my questions. Thank you."

Ruadan glared instead of offering a"you're welcome.” He cleared histhroat. " Are you done with
blackmail for the day?"

"| bdieves0."

"Don't ask for any more favors, Desmond." He turned to walk back toward the stables. But afew steps
down thetrail, heturned again, all seriousness. "No, I'll do you onefavor for free. If you'relooking for a
weskness in your organization, for the source of your misirust, look to your gangster friend.”

"Bergmonk?' Doc said. " Specificaly why?'



"It shouldn't surprise you that I've looked in on you and yours from time to time while you've been here.
Y our friend Rudi has been seen in coin talk-box booths not far from your quarters, dropping alot of
coinsinto makehiscals”

"Interesting,” Doc said.

"If you ask him about it, be sure to threaten his career, too. It'sonly fair." Ruadan turned and left, his
pace brisk.

"I don't trust him," Ish said. "A man cannot pretend to beloya only to money and not have that way of
thinking becomered. At least partly red.”

"Perhaps. But even if heisaproblem, heis probably not our immediate problem.”

At the nearest coin-operated talk-box, Doc dided the number of the Foundation's quarters. Though
Rudi was supposed to be there, resting from the treatment held received last night, no one answered.

Chapter Twenty-One

Zeb and Noriko entered the building where the Sword of Wo was held; the door guard, a Weserian
regular army man who appeared as though he'd been aboy only last week, looked at their Sonneheim
Games identity papers and passed them through with adisinterested nod. Zeb was grateful to see that
there were no unexpectedly large crowds here; the building was aslightly trafficked asit had been the
previous day.

"Y ou've been quiet,” Noriko said. "Ever since weleft the All-Out.”

"I've been—it's been sort of—ah, hell. I've just been mad. Because of what Geert Tiwasson said.”
"About crushing you?'

"No, aboutwhy he was going to crush me. I'd just sort of assumed, Swana's example to the contrary,
that everybody with a Burian name was buying in to the Reinis light-is-right racist dogma." He added, his
tone grudging, "Which has me making basically the same mistake they're making."

She smiled a him. "Maybe your mind isout of training. Harriss certainly was when hefirst cameto the
far world."

"Yeah, butin hiscaseit'salifeong condition.”

They entered the Sword of Wo chamber, where competitors and audience were dready gathering. Zeb
looked for but did not see Colonel Forster among the attendees.

In the draw for this semifina round, Chang O'Shang drew Harada Sen and Noriko drew Prince Hayato.
"Thisisgood,” Noriko said as shergjoined Zeb. "The distraction he poses me will end today, whether or
not | win."



"Y ou seem pretty happy.”
"1 will accomplish my god with him today."
"Youll beat him."

"| told you, | do not care about that, Zeb." She flashed him a smile, cam and confident. "But | redized
what | did care about with him. Y ou helped me do that."

"And what wasit?"'

The referee called Prince Hayato's name and Noriko's. She shrugged. "I'll tell you later. Help meinto my
hemet."

* * %

Noriko and Hayato endured the words of the referee, waited for hissigna to begin, and came at one
another with the blindingly fast blows and curious shouts unique to the Sword of Wo.

Unlike the fight between Noriko and Ikina, thiswas no mismatch of size against grace. The two were
amost identical in speed, Hayato perhaps abit stronger, Noriko perhaps alittle more precise. Circling,
but demondtrating little wasted motion, they struck, blocked, counterstruck, retreated. Their exchanges
became punctuated by short momentsin which the two stood back out of sword's reach and caught up
on their breath. Then they came together and Hayato was able to batter Noriko's block down. He struck
her in the Side of the neck before she could counter the move.

She bowed. They resumed their Sart positions and began again. Again, their exchanges grew long and
the breaks they took to catch their bresth became more numerous. Y et thistime, Noriko took advantage
of increased doppinessin Hayato's technique—she took hislast blow as she was backing away, was
able to maneuver hisedge and point just dightly out of line, and stepped forward to hit him in the center
of hischest with her point.

Hefroze, looking at the wooden swordtip against hisarmor, then took a step back and bowed. Zeb
discovered that he was holding his bresth; he released it dowly.

Noriko and Hayato returned to their start positions atrifle more dowly than before, trying to squeeze out
every last moment of rest they could, and then came together in their find exchange.

Hayato came out strong, battering at Noriko's defenses, his speed only dightly diminished by the
tiredness he had to be feding. Noriko's circle of defense withdrew—she had to block incoming blows
more and more closely to her body as her strength ebbed. Her counterstrikes were fast and sure, not as
strong as at the match's start but sufficient to count as kills had they landed, but Hayato's defense was
grong and not falling.

Hayato raised his guard high to catch one of her blows near thetip of her blade but at the round
hilt-guard of his own weapon. He snapped his blade down and caught Noriko on the shoulder, ahard

impact, akill.

She stopped and bowed. He bowed in turn. The audience applauded. Hayato and Noriko exchanged a
few words, then turned to the sddlines and quit the field, both of them moving toward Hayato's trainer
and away from Zeb. They were il talking. Zeb frowned, but stayed where he was. Thiswas obvioudy
aprivate matter between the cousins.



Eventudly, as Harada Sen and Chang O'Shang were taking the field, Noriko rgoined Zeb. He hel ped
her off with her hdmet. Shewas smiling.

"You're happy." He set the hedlmet down at her fet.
"Ya"
"Can| ask why?'

Sheturned to watch Harada and Chang receiving the refereg's ingtructions. She nibbled at her lower lip,
avery Western gesture for her. "It's hard to explain. Do you know what he said to me afterwards?"

"No."

"He asked meto return to Wo and rgjoin the foreign office.”
"Asaspy.”

"Yes, of course.”

"And this made you happy?"

"Zeb, heasked . He did not order me. He did not try to blackmail me with the regard of my relatives and
my dead parents. He just asked. | said no, of course.”

“Uh, I sill don't get it."

"Zeb, respect isagood and proper thing. | had some for him, but before today he had none for me. You
showed me that having too much respect for an opponent was like handing him an extrablade. | defeated
Hayato yesterday when | talked to him, when | did not riseto his baiting, when | made him fed likeafool
for playing irrdlevant word games. | defested him again today when | fought him well, fought himto a
standdtill at times, and never became the wesk thing he has dways thought | was." She shrugged. "Just
now, for thefirst timein years, he offered me respect. Just the ordinary respect grown family members
should offer, nothing more." Her smile broadened. "Naturdly, | did not let him suspect that this meant

anything specid tome.”
"Naturdly."

Therefereeraised his sword from between Harada and Chang. Noriko and Zeb |eft off talking to watch.

* * %

The shadows were dready growing when the All-Out competitors convened for the semifind matches.
Again, the event was set up at Ball-Field Number One. The crowds were bigger, the press corps had
swollen, and Aevar's viewing box was even more heavily populated; the king's daughter Edris wasthere,
aswas Prince Casnar.

Thistime regular army men lined the lanes the athletes arrived through, and Zeb received no impromptu
gifts of rotten fruit. Also, an airship—Zeb learned that they were caled liftships here rather than
zeppelins—floated overhead, westerly winds threstening to move it from its posgition above thefidd, its
engines engaging every so often to keep it more or less Sationary.



Colonel Conrad Forster drew Hathu Aremeer, a competitor of the nation of Donarau, one of the
southern members of the Burian Alliance. He was alight, shorter than any of the other competitors,
burned red from recent exposure to the sun, hislong brown hair streaked with blond, his broad,
unhandsome face reminding Zeb of anumber of Army boxing opponents held had unhappy experiences
with.

That |eft Zeb only the name of Geert Tiwasson to draw. He handed his chit to the referee and rgoined
Harrisand Noriko. "So I'm the only non-Burian left in the competition”?”

Harris nodded, his attention on the stands, as he tried, as he always did, to pick Gaby out from the
audience. "If you'd been awake for the last match you'd have redlized that."

"Keep prodding, Greene. So, you've seen one more match with Tiwasson than | have. Anything new to
report?

"Y eah. He doesn't redlly show it, under al that muscle, but heis an old jock. Y ou keep him at bay for
forty, fifty minutes, you're sureto wear him down."

Zeb offered him asour smile. "You'reabig help.”

"There sheis." Harriswaved until he appeared to have caught Gaby's attention, then turned back to Zeb.
"Y eah, there'sthis. With every round except thefirst one, he's set up in anticipation of the type of fight his
opponent offered in the previous round. He studies his opponents very closdaly, good for him, but |
sugpect that he commits himsdf to their repesting their Srategies.”

"Sort of likewhat | did with Slammgalf."
"Sort of "
"Guessit'stimeto shake things up, then." Zeb turned to Noriko. "Any advice, champ?'

She flashed him aquick smile, then pointed up a Aevar. "Him. He hastold the press that you should not
be competing, that you kicked Stammgdf like a horse because you're more anima than man. | think you
should remember that every pain you inflict on Tiwasson, Aevar will fed."

"Good point.”

But Forgter's match with Aremeer was firgt, and Zeb was again able to see the skills that had brought the
Sonnenkrieger to thefina rounds of the All-Ouit.

Though Aremeer was a cunning wrestler and atough boxer, Forster's bag of tricks was far deeper.
When Aremeer grabbed him and bore him down, Forster demonstrated phenomend grip strengthiin
digging his hand into Aremeer's Side under hisrib cage and causing enough pain to break the hold. When
both were standing again and Aremeer grabbed for him once more, Forster caught hisincoming forearm,
twisting it down and back, throwing Aremeer to the ground in acredible jiu-jitsu maneuver; Zeb heard
Aremeer's breath leave him with the impact. When Aremeer, in asurprising display of agility, brought his
legs up from ground level to wrap around Forster'swaist, the colond struck him ahard boxing blow to
thebdls.

And that fight was essentialy over from that point. Aremeer rolled away, tried to keep his distance to



give himsdf amoment to recover, but he couldn't quite manage to straighten himself out of afetal
position. Ashewasrolling, Forster kicked him once in the side of the head and Aremeer went limp.

The crowd roared its appreciation. Forster bowed to hisking, then raised ahand and gravely accepted
the gppreciation of the audience. Then, coming to the Sdelines, he pointed to Geert Tiwasson, a
challenger's gesture, awordless"Y ou're next."

"Wrong opponent, asshole,” Zeb said under his breath.

Stretcher bearerstook the still-unconscious Aremeer from thefiald, and the referee called, " Geert
Tiwasson, Weseria. Zeb Watson, Novimagos.”

Zeb started out fast onto the fidld, hisusud tactic, and felt hisfoot snag something. He pitched forward,
seeing in hisperipherd vison Tiwasson behind him, tripping him. Then he hit the grass, hishandsand
forearms taking most of the shock of impact. He heard Harris say, Y ou son of abitch,” and alaugh from
Tiwasson. The big Weserian walked past Zeb, taking the field before him, saying as he passed, "Must be
careful, thisfidd istricky.” Zeb bardly heard it over the roar of laughter from the audience.

Zeb felt awash of anger. Hetried to keep it from hisface. One step into the match and held already lost
pointsto the big Weserian. The crowd's laughter continued as he rose and followed Tiwasson to the
center of thefield. Tiwasson waited for him on the other side of the referee, abroad smile under his
warus mustache.

Zeb rose, schooling hisface into an emotionless mask, and took his pogition. He didn't listen to the
referee, just kept hisintent stare on Tiwasson until the mallet was lifted out of the way between them.

Tiwasson brought his hands up and took a boxing pose. He waited. Zeb mirrored his pose, moved
forward, threw aleft-hand jab, afeint. Tiwasson's block was dow, unsure, though hisreturn strike was
fast enough. Zeb threw a combination, |eft-right-left, aternating between Tiwasson's face and midsection,
and managed to plant a pretty solid hook in the man'sribs; Tiwasson logt hissmilein agrimace of pan
and backed away a step.

All right,Zeb thought.We have a measure of your speed. Let's go to work. He stepped forward, took
Tiwasson's hook on the X-block of his crossed forearms, and moved in just atrifle too closefor the
man's next punch to have any power, then snapped hisleg up to plant aknee in Tiwasson'sribs.

He hit hard, much harder than his hook of amoment ago, but thistime his opponent didn't grimace.
Tiwasson snapped hisleft arm down to trap Zeb'sleg. He pulled, unbaancing Zeb just alittle, forcing him
to hop once to keep his balance. Tiwasson dapped Zeb, nothing more than astinging blow, but it put the
man in aposition to hammer hisforearm across Zeb's face on the way back.

Zeb'svison jerked as though hed momentarily become unconnected to the world. When he could see
again, hisvison wastinged with red and Tiwasson's fist was coming at hisface. He managed to get an
arm up, partidly deflecting the blow, but it till grazed dong hisjaw, snapping his head sdeways. He saw
the crowd in the stands, a monochromatic field of red onlookers, mouths open to shout, though he could
not hear their voices.

Zeb let his support leg buckle, but Tiwasson, rather than alow himsalf to be dragged over, dropped him.
Tiwasson followed through ingtantly with akick toward Zeb's groin. Zeb twisted, took it high on histhigh
instead, and pain exploded through hisleg.



I'mlosing, he thought, and knew resentment that the crowd was so happy about it.

His straying gaze fell on Noriko on the sdeline. Her expression held sympathy for hispain, and
something el se besides. Hed seen it before, when sheld looked at him right after the fight with the
Kobolde. It was arecognition of the dien place where his mind wasright now.

A shadow fell over him. Not Tiwasson—the referee. Zeb's leg was dready chambering to kick the man
away, but something, just the memory of hisflegting glimpse of Noriko, held his attack in check.Why?
Why not get rid of him?

Then comprehension returned. His vision went back to normal. His hearing came back to him, and Zeb
could hear the roar from the audience, even the faint "Watson—Watson—Watson" from one section of
the stands.

"Drel," thereferee said. Three. He was counting Zeb out.

Zeb put hisarms on the ground and shoved, rolling over sideways and up to hisfeet. The crowd's roar
increased. Tiwasson stood on the other side of the referee, his expression graduating from smple
amusement to a grudging recognition that thiswasn't over yet.

He's been outthinking me. Thinking two and three steps ahead, Zeb told himsdlf.Not any more.

The referee got out of the way. Zeb moved forward. When just within Tiwasson's striking range, he
stopped and planted hisfeet.He's smart. Just let him glimpse a weakness and he'll target it.

Tiwasson glimpsed it, Zeb's gpparent immobility. He threw a hook that camein toward Zeb's side but
was just there to mask hisred attack, akick at Zeb'slead leg. Zeb felt the kick coming rather than seeing
it. He brought hisleft leg forward in astop-kick that connected with Tiwasson's shin with a sharp crack.
Tiwasson grunted.

Tiwasson's right hand was till out of position. Zeb swept hisleft out of the way, an effort because of
Tiwasson's strength, then stepped in close and turned so he was just in front of the big man and facing the
sameway. He put his elbow into Tiwasson's chest, trying for the solar plexus.

He missed that vulnerable spot but still connected hard, his blow jolting through Tiwasson'storso. Then
he spun again, sweeping with hisleg, and took Tiwasson'slegs out from under him. The big man hit the
grasswith agrunt, flat on hisback.

He'll kick,Zeb thought, and twisted to get his handsinto position.

Tiwasson kicked with hisunhurt left leg. Astheleg rose, Zeb caught his kneecap and pushed with one
hand, grabbed his ankle and yanked with the other, avoiding the kick and hyperflexing the big man'sleg.

Theleg didn't break—Tiwasson was too strong, too big. But hisface twisted in pain asthe
hyperextension hurt.

Zeb let go. He couldn't do more damage to the leg without alowing Tiwasson time to come up with a
countermove. He threw aleft-foot kick, little more than an insult blow, into Tiwasson's Sde and used the
maneuver to push off from him. Tiwasson was aready rolling up to hisfeet.

The big man didn't look as steedy as he had before, though.



Zeb came on again, hands up in boxing position. As he came within range, Tiwasson threw hisright
hook again. Zeb blocked it, theimpact jarring hisfist and wrist, and swept his other hand to the sdeto
catch Tiwasson's | ft jab.

Which left Zeb in close but Tiwasson's midsection exposed.

Zeb brought hisfoot up, planted it against the big man's somach, and pushed, amuay Thai maneuver
designed to separate opponents, as Tiwasson stepped back, the big man'sinjured legs betrayed him,
caused him to stagger. Zeb spun into akick, snapping out before Tiwasson wasin view again, trusting his
fighting experience, and hisfoot took the big manin the jaw.

The kick was as good as the one held thrown against Stammgalf, but Tiwasson had been right; he was
stronger than the fighter from Dhenhavn. Tiwasson's head was snapped to the side by the impact; he
turned that direction, mostly away from Zeb, and staggered forward, clearly off-balance, but he did not
fal.

Zeb felt hishead becoming light, felt his own baance becoming unsure. Tiring. Need to catch my
breath. But he didn't; he couldn't afford to abandon this advantage. He charged forward, readied himself
for Tiwasson's backward kick but there was none, and threw ahard blow into Tiwasson's back at
kidney leve.

Tiwasson grunted and spun, flailing at Zeb. Zeb went under the blow by the smple expedient of
dropping into splits. As Tiwasson finished the spin, facing him, Zeb braced himsdlf against the ground
with onefist and brought the other up into Tiwasson'sballs.

Tiwasson's grunt of pain was echoed by the crowd. The big man staggered forward, an involuntary
motion rather than attack, and tripped over Zeb. He came down on his knees and threw up.

Zeb came up to hisfeet and took a breath. He wondered how long it had been since he'd had a deep
one. He could fed painin histhigh from Tiwasson's kick, taste blood from his nose. He stood over
Tiwasson, ready to plant another blow in his back, and asked, "Are we done here, man?"

Tiwasson hesitated, ssomach rippling asit threatened to send him into another round of vomiting. He
didn't look at Zeb, but he nodded . . . and reached out to tap the ground three times.

A roar rose from the crowd. Some of it was made up of outrage. Some of it was gppreciation for the
fight the audience had just witnessed. Zeb didn't care. For the moment, he was done.

Heturned to offer Aevar abow. The king's platform was full to capacity with onlookers, and Casnar
and Edriswere il in attendance, but the king wasn't there. Edris, Sitting in her father's chair, gave Zeb a
little smile and ashooing gesture.

Waking off the field, Zeb pointed to Conrad Forster and mouthed the words, "Y ou're next.”

Chapter Twenty-Two



"It's been pretty much smashed flat," Alastair said. "Keep your head tilted back."

Zeb did ashewastold; he stared at the pastel green color of the celling in the associates main room.
"Guess my career as a beauty contestant is over.”

"Oh, no." The doctor sounded amused. "I keep the associates in good tune. I'll pull it back into shape
now, brace it up with somefilling, and, most importantly, put afew wordsin the right ears." He pointed
up, hisexpression sgnificant, in agesture that Zeb had found was cons stent between the grim world and
the fair—areference to the Powers That Be. "By morning it'll be ready for Forster to smash flat.”

"Thanks." Zeb turned his attention to the others. Gaby and Harris were getting dressed—or something;
Zeb decided not to speculate—but the rest were gathered in the main room. "Daoc, what did you say they
were cdling me?'

"Der Alpdruck.”
"Which means?'
"Thenightmare.”
"Oh, right." Zeb smiled. "That'swhat | told thelast guy.”

"Wdl, you made quite an impression. And managed to keep secret the fact that you're adusky. Nothing
inwhat Ruadan said suggested they were looking for adusky."

Ish shot aquick look at Rudi, who was stretched out on the couch where held been attended the night
before. She returned her attention to Doc quickly enough that Zeb doubted anyone el se had seen her
sudden change of focus.

Harrisand Gaby, dressed in Street clothes, arms around one another'swaists, emerged from the hall and
sat on the other couch beside Noriko.

"Now," Doc said, "while you athletes have been occupied today, the rest of us have been about some
useful errands, aswdl. Alagtair?”

"Trandil Niskin," the doctor said. " Our friend in Goldmacher. He's actudly from Goldmacher. His officid
geneaogy only goes back acouple of generations, to an orphan woman whaose own child did not have a
father listed, but circumstances suggest that the old lord of the manor was the father, which suggests
Trandil may have grown up believing he was owed that particular castle, birthright, and so on.

"This Trandil worked hisway through school. Graduated from the University of Bardulfburg in Scholars
Y ear Fourteen Oh One—that's thirty-four years ago, Zeb. He took degreesin theology and biology—"

"Interesting match,” Zeb said.
"Then, |ater, added additional degreesin devisement theory and anthropology. | can'timagineamind
strange enough to embrace dl those studies with equal facility. Anyway, guess who was going to school

there a the sametime hewas."

"Aevar," Gaby sad.



"Good guess, but only haf right. Aevar, and Barrick Stelwright.”
"Our museum patron from Neckerdam," Doc said.

Alastair nodded. " After graduation, Stelwright returnsto the League of Ardree and begins his career asa
reviewer and essayist, Aevar joins the Weserian army—as alieutenant, naturally, he'sthe sort of
nobleman who'swilling to start al the way at the bottom—and Trandil gets married and takesajob in
Wesarids Ministry of Hedlth, mostly writing books and pamphlets on things like hygiene, immunization,
carefor baby, that sort of thing. On the sde, he getsinvolved with one of abunch of little organizations
that want to “cleanse the Burian lands, get rid of foreign influences, make it the flagship nation of lights dl
over theworld."

"Where are you getting al thisinformation?' Zeb asked.

Alagtair grinned a him. "Well, | started with officid histories of the Reinis published by the Weserian
government. Then | did some digging around over & the university, and findly | spent sometimeinthe
catacombs of aloca—and failing, | might add—newspaper that catersto duskies. The same one that
hel ped me find the Kobolde."

"Catacombs? Y ou were wandering around in tunnels with bodies and stuff?

Harris shook his head. "Not literally catacombs, Zeb. That'swhat they call the newspaper archives. The
morgue.”

"Oh, right.”

"So," Alagtair continued. "The nations of the Burian Alliance get into border clasheswith surrounding
nations, get redly full of themsdves, start sinking shipping of nations supporting their enemies, and dl of a
sudden we'rein the midst of the World Cris's, which some of us remember with far too much clarity.”

Doc nodded, no humor in hisface. "It was after it was done and the Burian Alliance broken that the
Reinistruly emerged asapalitica party. The nationa governments were too busy coping with
reparations, worldwide economic depression, and that sort of thing to pay them much attention.”

"Back up, Doc," Alagtair said. "One thing those of usin the New World tend to missisthe Burian
outlook on the World Crisis. It wasn't just their worst wartime loss as a culture. They aso talk about "the
withering.' Areyou familiar with it?"

Doc shook his head.

"Badcaly, theloss of most of ageneration of lights, dl killed during the war. For example, at the start of
the World Crigs, there were two hundred sixty-eight known Daoine Sidhe in the Burian lands and
Cretanis. At war's end, there were fewer than twenty, including you, the royal family of Cretanis, and
Duncan Blackletter."

Doc frowned. "The Burians kept track of this sort of thing?”

"Oh, yes. They have an abiding interest in noble genealogy. Every noble, from petty lord to king, feds
obliged to trace his ancestry back to agod, you know. So there were just afew Daoine Sidhe a war's
end, and over the next few years, most of them die of one cause or another. Nothing suspicious; many of
them areold, and dl of them, likeyou, are basicdly insane.”



Zeb saw Gaby shift in her seat, looking uncomfortable. Zeb had heard Noriko say that Gaby and Harris
were chiefly responsble for the desth of Duncan Blackletter earlier this year. Even Doc suddenly looked
moregrim.

"Most of them had children before they died, of course,” Alastair said. "But those children weren't
Daoine Sidhe. Most were crosses with other pure lights, but not Daoine Sidhe. So how many Daoine
Sidhe do you suppose the Burians know of now?"

Doc'sfrown degpened. "How many?"

"Six. You, Queen Maeve of Cretanis, and her two sons and two daughters by your father." Alagtair gave
Doc acynicd smile. Y ou're the object of mixed feelings over here. One of the last known Daoine Sidhe.
But you, uh, commingle with adusky.”

"Proficiently,” Ish said, deadpan.
Doc grinned. "Thank you, dear."

"By the end of theWorld Crisis" Alastair continued, "Aevar had risen to the rank of generd in his
father'sarmy, acquitted himself very well. Niskin was afied doctor. Stelwright was aforeign
correspondent, reporting on the war for newspapers al acrossthe League of Ardree. At thetime, hewas
criticized for alack of patriotism in hisreporting, but in years since he's been praised for his unbiased
andyssof eventsof thetime"

Zeb snorted. "Unbiased. He probably just didn't want to say anything bad about his Burian buddies.”

"In hindsight, that may have been exactly the case. After the war, theNationalreinigungspartei is
formed in Weseriaand spreads to surrounding nations; Aevar, who is out of the army and acting more
independently, and Niskin are both early joiners, and Aevar becomes front man for the party organizers.
He later purges them once he's assumed true control."

"Purgesasinkills?' Doc asked.

"No, hejust drivesthem out of the party.” Alastair shrugged. "Some die later when they form new
splinter groups and then have violent clashes with the Reinis and the government. Thiswhole processis
extremely violent. Riots, raliesin which political opponents are beaten, that sort of thing. Niskin publishes
apaper on the dangers of breeding with darks and duskies—it can lead not just to a debased race, but
to insanity, you know."

"Il be careful,”" Doc sad.

"Thefull verson of the paper, which was published just in one limited edition, proposes anationa plan
for improvement of the race. Incentivesfor lights breeding with lights. Increased tax burdens for dark and
dusky families—the bigger the family, the higher, proportionately, their taxes go. The Reinisembracethe
idea; the government reacts rather badly, and Niskin vanishes from the face of the world.”

"Kidnapped?' Zeb asked.

Alastair shook hishead. "I think not. | suspect that he and his family—uwhich includes a school-age
daughter named Adima by this time—went underground, doing work for the Reinis. They don't show up



again on the record until three years ago, when the Reinis seized control of Weseria. At that time, Doctor
Trandil Niskin is ceded the castle and territory of Goldmacher—and thatis the last we hear of him."

"But we know that he has developed, or is about to develop, his bleaching cabinet,” Doc said. "And, in
al likelihood, the devisement that destroyed the Danaan Heights Building ishis. And the long-distance

puUppetry.”

"And," Rudi said, "he had to have been working with Duncan Blackletter. Sending us Bergmonksto the
grimworld tofind things."

Doc nodded. "He has been busy. What is his plan, then?

Alagtair spread his hands, palms up, suggesting that he was out of information. "Unknown."

Ish looked unhappy. "Y ou are the plan, Doc. Everything they did in Neckerdam wasin relation to you.
Sending the Bergmonks to the grim world to find you. Kidnapping you. Then, when you escaped desth
at their hands, setting things up so you'd fail to stop the destruction of building after building and be
humiliated.”

"That makesno sense,” Doc said. "That first morning, when | was done doing honorsin my father's
name, they could just have used arifleinstead of adart-rifle. I'd be dead. Much smpler. The Reinisare
devoted to that sort of efficiency. Why did they not kill me then?'

"l don't know." Ish turned to Rudi. "Isthere anything you've failed to tell us about dl this?'

"Wait atick,” Rudi said. "I'll ask me brother Albin." He returned her stare, emotionless.

"So| takeit well be visiting Goldmacher tonight,” Zeb said.

Doc shook hishead. "No. | expect they will have increased security there, or that Niskin will have
moved his operations. We need more information before we stage another assault on Goldmacher.
Tonight well bevisting Casnar's gethering. At the Temple of Ludana.”

"Right, right.”

"Areyou up for it?"

"Let'ssee.” Zeb counted off on hisfingers. "In thelast day, I've jJumped off trainsand cars—"

"And abacony," Noriko sad.

"And abalcony. I've been shot at, punched, kicked, dammed into the ground, overheated, dehydrated .
.." Zeb counted up hisfingersand smiled. "Sure, I'm up for it."

Doc turned to Rudi. "And you?'

"I think I'm gtill abit worn down," Rudi said. "If you think it's life-or-death that | be there, of course, I'll
come. Otherwise, I'll get me some morerest.”

"WEell befine" Doc said. "Get dl the degp you need. All right. So it will be me, Zeb, Ish, and Gaby at
the Temple of Ludana. Harris, Noriko, and Alastair at the Hall of Tomorrow. Rudi here. Do we have



everything we need?'

"l hateto beapest," Zeb said. "But | did like the anonymity my coat and such gave me last night, but
they stink so bad of cod smoke now—"

"Not aproblem,” Harrissaid. "That'sthe sort of detail | tend to al day long. | had your hat cleaned and
the rest burned—too many leadsfor thelocal policeif | got them cleaned, too. | bought replacements. At
different stores, of course. And got you a present. All in the name of your scaring the hell out of those
you don't bother to beat up.”

"Thanks." Zeb gave him agrin. "Y ou've actudly gotten kind of efficient in your old age.”

"Keepit up, Army. I'll show you old age."

"I'mnot surel get it," Zeb said.

He sat donein the back seat of the Foundation's sedan; Doc and Gaby werein the front seat. They
were parked on aside street within clear view of the front and right side of the Temple of Ludana, with
its curious mixture of straight, fluted columns and wals of irregular sone. Small fixed spotlights at ground
level kept the front of the building bathed in light, but they kept their attention on the sde wall, where
shadows had moved &t irregular intervasfor the last half hour.

"Theres nothing to get,” Gaby said. "All that movement is Casnar's guests sneeking in aside door.”

"Not that. First Doc says Ish is going to be with us. Then he drops her off ablock from our quarters.
What'sthat al about?"

Gaby gave Doc alook, too, as though she were curious but just hadn't bothered to ask.

Doc congdered, then shrugged. " She'swatching Rudi. He's been seen going to talk-boxes and making
calswhen he's supposed to be doing other things."

Zeb fet hisstomach tighten. "Do you think he's given usup?”

"Not to the Reinis, no." Doc shook his head; the motion was emphatic. "Wed al have been dead by
now. But | don't know what he'sup to, and | fed it would be agood thing to find out.” He drew out a
pocket watch and consulted it. "Still achime before the gppointed bell. We need to get in there if we're
to find out what my brother's up to. Gaby, you'll come in with me. Zeb, if | could prevail on you to stay
outsde asawatchman?'

"Sure. Find question. Something | meant to ask about when we were herelast night.”

"Go ahead.”

Zeb pointed at the front of the temple, then at other buildings dong the Street. " The templ€sthe only
building with main doors facing thisway. With dl the other buildings, I'm seeing assend. Istherea

reason?"

"Tradition," Doc said, and got out. "These are old buildings. Most old buildingsin Europe face east to
greet the risng sun. Ludana's provinces include degth, so she faces westward, toward the setting



sun—toward lands of the dead.”
"I'm sorry | asked."

"No, she'sabeneficid goddess. The death she concerns herself with isthe one that holds the promise of
rebirth.”

"Oh, cool. I'll go for that death instead of one of her competitors inferior deaths.”

Doc gave him an admonishing look, then he and Gaby left the car. They hurried toward the temple,
circling around to find an entryway &t the building'sreer.

Zeb, trusting the spot they'd chosen to park—well away from any streetlights—to help keep him
concealed, moved into the deep shadow of the adjacent building and put on his disguise of the other
night.

Harris had been right; the overcoat held bought for Zeb was far superior to the other one. Not only was
it of abetter make, but it was reversible, medium green on one side and black on the other.

And in one pocket Zeb found Harriss gift. It was aknit ski cap, also in black, but Harris had apparently
had it modified. The openingsfor eyes and mouth were now covered by a sheer black materid,
something like the stuff ladies stockings were made of here. When he put the thing on and looked in the
car'sside mirror, he saw only acreepy black outline. He decided to dispense with the scarf; thiswas
disguise enough.

He grinned to himself. That feding of liberation was ill there; the anonymity the disguise and the
darkness afforded him charged him up once more. He clamped his hat on his head.

Keeping to the shadows, his handsin his pockets on his pistols, he moved toward the temple, circling
around toward the left Side of the building and the deep, dark alley there between it and the next building
over.

* * %

Ish, wearing drab green street clothes that made her as anonymous as any woman in Bardulfburg, her
hair now pinned up under ablond wig, waited at her sdewalk table, abook open before her, her
attention on the front of the Foundation's gpartment building haf ablock down.

Shed only been there afew minutes, but had to school hersdlf againgt impatience. Whyever did Doc
choose me to wait and watch? she asked herself.He knows | hate waiting. But she knew the answer.
No one el se he might have left here would be aslikely to get the job done. To follow the man if heleft.
She added an item from her own agenda: to kill him if he had turned traitor.

A moment later she saw him, Rudi, hisbulky overcoat making him more anonymous, emerging from the
building's main doors. He looked up and down the street, then crossed.

Now that he was on the same Side of the Street as she, it was harder for her to see him. Sherose, but he
had turned and was moving toward her at abrisk pace. She sat again. A few moments later, he passed,
giving her no sign heldd noticed her. Sheroseto follow.

It was best for her not to be truly herself now. He might feel her eyes on the back of his neck. No, she
should be hdf hersdf, haf the other one. That would help her if she had to kill him. Shelet Rudi get thirty



and forty paces ahead, and did not look at him as she followed—she concentrated on the sdewalk at his
feet, on the sorefrontsto hisright.

He stopped at a coin talk-box and stepped into the booth. She did not dow her pace; she walked up to
the booth, heard muted bell-like ringing as he deposited asingle coin into the device, and she continued
on past. Had he seen her duck into astorefront or fater as his gaze fell upon her, he would probably go
suspicious; thisway, she had a chance to remain unseen for afew momentslonger.

A few pacesfurther, she reached an dley mouth and turned into it. In moments, she shucked her
overcoat, wig and hat. Above her were bronze bars over a painted window; above that was a stone
ledge, lighter in color than the building's brick. She legped up onto the window sill, not bothering to grab
the barsfor balance, then ingtantly legped again, scrambling up onto the ledge. The same arrangement
wasin effect above, another window, another ledge, and in moments she stood on the ledge two stories
above the Street.

The ledge was a double handspan wide, ample room for someone with her gifts. She turned the corner
and headed back toward Rudi's booth, moving asfast asanormal person moves on asidewalk.

Shewasin plain sght on thisledge, but above the tops of the Streetlights, and no one down on the
sdewalk was looking up. That, and the fact that the wig and coat she'd discarded were the only
light-colored things she'd been wearing, made it less likely she'd be seen.

She walked the length of this building on the ledge. The next building, the one Rudi's talk-box booth
stood before, had no such ledge, but there was a series of balconies half astory down. She dropped
noiselessly to the nearest bal cony, between its owner's potted plants, then moved from balcony to
balcony, taking the rails and gaps between them like hurdles.

That put her immediately above Rudi's booth. It had glass on three sides, looking out on the street and
down the sdewak in both directions, but none facing the building. She could not wait until the sdewaks
were clear of traffic, so she swung over the balcony rail, dropped to grab the bottom edge of the
bal cony, and swung to land behind the booth, a single fluid motion. She came down in a crouch, quit,
and looked both ways aong the sdewa k. People approaching from her left had not noticed her. A blond
man approaching from the right was looking at her, blinking in some surprise; she offered hima
congpiratorid smile, put her finger to her lipsto shush him, and jerked her thumb at the booth.Let him
read into that whatever he wishes, she thought.

Apparently hedid. He grinned at her and kept on going.

She leaned up against the booth and listened.

"No, not until we're sure,”" she heard Rudi saying. "Better for meto stay here and keep gatherin' facts.
I'vedonedl right so far. Huh?' Hewas slent for along moment. "No, he'sadead man, | promise you.

I'll pull the trigger on him mysdlf." Another silence. "I understand. I'll talk to you then." He hung up.

When he stepped out of the booth, Ish moved up behind him and put the barrel of her snub-nosed
revolver into his back. "Grace on you, Rudi."

Hejerked in surprise. "1sh." He hazarded her alook over his shoulder. "Ah, you look very different with
your hair dl up likethat."

"Walk," shesaid. "Back thisway. Keep your handswhere| can seethem.” She got him steered back



toward the alley. She was cold insde, cold with what she knew she had to do to him, colder till that
someone had dared to betray Doc.

"Y ou don't sound like yoursdlf, 1sh.”

"Why did you do this, Rudi? Did they offer you money?'

"Money?' He sounded scornful. "It'samatter of revenge, 1sh. Surely you understand revenge.”
"Oh, | do."

"Why aren't we going back to the rooms?"

"| left my coat back here. Inan dley.”

"Ah, of course."

In silence, they passed severa pedestrians headed the other way. None gpparently saw the gun, almost
invisblein the darkness, in Ish's hand.

Asthey neared the dley, they came upon a pedestrian, alean, dark-haired man waking with hishandsin
his overcoat pockets. Rudi stopped. "Ish,” he said, "dlow meto introduce you to Innis, my gunman
friend."

The man stopped aswell, looking confused.

Time dilated for 1sh. She saw the man's hand begin to emerge from his pocket. Another tick of the clock
and hisgun would come into view, then he could turn it on her. She shifted her aim to cover him.

Rudi's el bow took her on the side of the jaw. The world snapped sideways and her vision became
skewed. Oddly, there was no pain, just afeding of detachment.

Her view of theworld continued to dide Sdeways as shefdl. The man's hand emerging, empty, fromiits
pocket. Rudi'sfist risng with mgestic downess toward the man's jaw.

Then dl was darkness.

Inthe aley beside the Temple of Ludana, Zeb stared up at asingleray of light.

The dley was otherwise as black astar paper. But ten or twelve feet above the ground, the shutter over
awindow was dightly askew and athin shaft of light danted from it to the concrete aley floor.

Zeb wouldn't have guessed there were shutters up there had this one not been misaligned. Now, looking
a the way the shutter itsalf seemed to betilted rather than just dightly open, he decided that it had been
damaged.Worth taking a look , he decided.

The window was above a sort of wooden box with adanted lid. Thelid wouldn't open; by touch, Zeb
found apadlock keeping it shut. He put some pressure on the lid and gauged, from the way it did not
give, that it would hold hisweight. He scrambled up on it. From the highest point of thelid, against the
building wall, he could easily reach the bottom of the shuitter.



When hetugged it, it swung open, but sagged on its bottom hinge; the top hinge was, in the new light
gpilling from the window, revedled as broken. The other haf of the shutter opened normally. The window
beyond was open. Zeb got agood grip on thelip of the window and pulled himself up to ook within.

Hefound himsdlf looking through arow of gray stone columns at along, stone-floored room beyond. It
was the chamber he and the associates had met the Kobol de in the previous night. Now the candelabra
were gone; dim light came from dectrical bulbs out of sight beyond the columns, where the calling was
higher. It had only seemed bright by comparison with the blackness of the aley. The stone benches
wherethey'd sat last night had been moved, arranged like pewsin achurch, and more brought in behind
them to seat a congregation before the hearthstone.

There were no people. There was nothing at all suspiciousto see. But from here Zeb could see the
marks, as though from a crowbar, on the hard wood on both halves of the shutter, beside the broken
interior latch.

Zeb grabbed the top of the unbroken shutter half. With much pulling and grunting, he managed to
sueeze himself feet firgt through the window and dropped to the floor beyond. The sound of hisleather
heels on the stone floor seemed asloud asapistol shot, but no one came to investigate.

From here, he could see the high ceiling beyond the colonnade, the three chanddier-style light fixtures,
one of which waslit with only four of itstwelve bulbs glowing.

Zeb heard distant murmuring, voicesin some other chamber, one beyond any of the severa doors he
counted leading from this room.

He moved out into the chamber to take alook around. If someone had broken in, why into this
chamber? Windows and doors had to have led into smaller, less conspicuous parts of the temple. But
nothing, other than the window, seemed out of place.

No, that wasn't quite right. His attention fell on awhite mark on the circular hearthstone. A portion of the
stone had been chipped away; the damage was cleaner, whiter than the rock surrounding it. Zeb fdt a
moment of unease, but decided this couldn't be too bad; it wasn't the building's dedicatory plaque, after
dl.

There was a sound, the faintest tap of leather on stone, behind him. Zeb spun, drawing his right-hand
automatic from his pocket.

Againg the far wal, where the greatest number of doors were arrayed, sood aman. He wastaller than
Zeb, very fair, with white hair well on itsretreat toward complete disappearance. His features were long
and pointed, hisnose and chin especidly so; hisfingers, coming up and spreading as he reflexively raised
his hands, were unnaturaly long, with pointed nalls a their tips. He wore aformd suit in an eye-hurting
red, with tie and waistcoat in green, and pince-nez glasses. His eyes were wide open with surprise, his
expression frightened but somehow comica. His mouth worked but no words came out.

"Speak Cretanis?' Zeb asked.

Theman found hisvoice. "Yes. Cretanis, Burian, Lorian, Isperian, Cadtilian . . ." His accent seemed like
ahafway point between British and German.

"Never mind that. Who are you?"



"I am the high priest of Ludana." The man shrugged. He did not sound as though he were puffed up with
his own importance.

"Put your hands down. I'm not going to shoot you." Zeb lowered his gun, but kept it in hand.
"Ah. Thank you. May | go?"

"Not yet. Back there. Theré's agathering of princes and such?’

The man hesitated, then nodded. "Y ou are here to, ah, confront them?

"No, I'mjust looking at your damage. Y our busted shutter, and this."

"Yes." The man moved uncertainly toward Zeb. He looked down at the damaged stone and grimaced.
"It apparently happened last night. Unnecessary knockerism, that.”

"Knockerismn?'

"Damage for no purpose? Isthe word no longer used?!

"Oh, yeah. Knockerism. Why would they damage a hearthstone?”

"l suspect the damage is symbolic. The hearthstoneis the heart of the house." When Zeb didn't reply, he
continued, "In ancient times, it would be thefirst stone laid in anew home, and cooking would be done

onit."

Zeb felt the unease return, stronger than ever. " So this would be the stone most identified with the
house."

"Of course."
"Uh, does this temple have a dedicatory plagque?’

Finally, the man smiled; hisamusement was obvioudy at Zeb'signorance. "Too old abuilding for that,
I'm afraid. Plaqueslike that are amodern conceit.”

"Shit. Where are the princes?’

The man hestated.

"I'm not going to hurt them, you damned fool. Where are they?"

The man gestured at the largest door on the wall to his|eft.

Zeb headed that way. "Other than them, isthere anyone dsein thisbuilding?'
"A few subordinate priests, temple workers—"

"Get them out now. This placeisgoing to blow up." Zeb threw the door open, revealing darkened
hallway beyond.



"A bomb?' The man's voice emerged as a squeak.

"Wors"

Rudi ascended the steps of the Temple of the Suns. He was still swearing to himsal f—swearing because
he'd been caught out by Ixyail and had to abandon his role with the associates, swearing harder because
he'd been forced to strike awoman. But at the top of the steps, he was able to wrest himsdlf away from
unhappy thoughts for amoment; he paused to admire the building's soaring columns, the massiveness of
the dome. Then he passed between the statues of Sol and Sallinvictus, and the Weserian army guards
who stood beside them, and headed into the main temple chamber, the long room that was aways open
to the eements.

It was, he saw, fairly crowded. A hugefire, the so-cdled Eternal Flame, blazed toward the rear of this
chamber, at the exact heart of the temple; thefireitsalf was acircle some six paces across and rose to
the height of aman. It was surrounded by visitors to the temple who stood about in admiration—far
enough back not to be scorched by the hest.

Rudi'slip twisted. As though it weren't a simple gas flame, hethought.

On thelong walls of the main chamber were muras done in the same style as most of the rest of the art
he'd seen in Bardulfburg. The one on the north wall showed the goddess Sol in her glowing chariot,
closaly pursued by aflying wolf; the beast's mouth was open and davering in anticipation of amedl. The
one on the south wall showed Sallinvictus, aso in ashining chariot; he held abow in hishand and trained
it on some unlucky target far below.

Other visitorsto the temple walked the length of the muras or stepped back to try to tekein their
immensity. Some bumped into the people circling the centra flame. An aether crew was set up againgt
the wall beneath Sollinvictus chariot, just where the god would shoot if he released his bowstring, the
announcer talking into amicrophone in Burian in the cultured tones of abroadcaster.

Rudi looked over the two pieces of art. Just like everything new in this city, he decided, the murals
danted their message to the Weserian outlook on things. They represented the two sun-godsin equa
dimensions, and thus the builders could say they dedlt equaly with both. But the paintings made an
invincible champion of the favoriteloca god, while making avictim of his northern counterpart. Legend
said that Sol would someday be dragged down and destroyed by her pursuer, true. . . but the only
reason to digplay this story above dl others was to enhance Sollinvictus superiority.

Rudi turned his attention back to the crowd.He said he'd be here. But his contact was nowhere to be
seen.

His contact had been right, though. Something was up. The place was busier eventhan a
newly-dedicated civic monstrosity ought to be. He saw priests, distinctive in the red-and-orange robes of
their office, hurrying about. Odd that so many of them had the lean, hard look of military men. Hesaw a
far amount of traffic in and out of the inconspicuous brown doorsthat lined the main chamber; menin
suits and street dress entered and emerged at arate that suggested they were banks of offices rather than
temple precincts.

He saw the man whao'd tortured him. The light who had promised to improve him was walking more or
lesshisway from the temple's main entrance, angling toward the door beneath the forward hooves of



Sollinvictus chariot horses. He wore a nice suit, an incongruous black but with afestive gold waistcoat
beneath, and seemed intent on hismission; he did not notice Rudi.

Of course, Rudi thought,|'m not in disguise now. He turned to follow the man and tapped the butt of
the automatic under hisleft am.It wouldn't be too hard just to get up beside him and put seven shots
into his gut. Getting out past the guards might be tricky, though.

"Hear me."

The words echoed through the chamber, loud and sudden enough to make Rudi stagger. He fell to one
knee and clapped his hands over his ears against the volume. All around him, al across the chamber,
people were shouting, running—there seemed to be no consistent direction to their flight—or doing as
Rudi was and protecting their ears.

"I am Volksonne."

The voice, that of amale, seemed to come from everywhere. Oddly, the words werein Cretanis, but
Rudi thought he could hear words in the same voice, words he didn't understand, echoing faintly beneath
them. Rudi caught sght of something strange happening in the vicinity of the Eternal Flame and turned that

way.
The flame wasrising, condensing inits upper reaches, becoming gpproximately human in shape.

"l amthe god of the people. | am the god of the pure, of the clean, of the rightful. | claimthis
house as my own."

The flames settled into a shape, that of aman ten pacesin height. His skin and garments—modern
trousers and a shirt with the deevesrolled up to the elbow, they could have been the everyday clothes of
aworking man or the casud attire of amember of the noble class—were a timesred, orange, or gold,
seemingly made up of fire. His face was handsome, with the directness of a soldier and the perfection of
adar of filmplays.

Hewas still surrounded by the circle of gas flame. The people who had stood about it were backing
away, some of them having falen and now scuttling away on their ebows. But thefiery thing who cdled
himsaf VVolksonne did not lower his gaze to study them; he stared off into the distant east, beyond the
limits of thetemple.

In the space between the god-thing's words, Rudi heard the agther announcer's voice, speaking faster,
the pitch of hiswordsrisng with hisdarm.

"l will lead the people of the Burian lands to new greatness,” Volksonne said. Rudi noticed that his
lips bardly moved, and everyone on the floor listened with the same raptness, asthough al understood his
words. "l will shower blessings on the faithful, disaster on our enemies. | will cast light to dispel
the darkness. Go now. Leave this house. Be witness to the destruction of evil." He gestured to the

main entryway. " Go."
Some of the witnesses were aready going, dready halfway to the outside. Others scrambled in their

wake. Rudi was hit by severa of the fleeing visitors, men and women too rattled to notice or care about
peoplein their way. He rose and followed, but kept as much attention as he could on thefiery circle.

Volksonne stood there, but was no longer pointing due east. Hisarm was rising into the sky. Ashe



gestured, he became less digtinct, with flares bursting everywhere from his skin. Then, with aroar of
flame, his now-indistinct body collgpsed back into the circle of fire,

Rudi made it outside the temple building. The crowd had stopped there, no longer fleeing, nor heading
down the steps as he'd expected them to.

Hefollowed their gaze.

Up in the eastern sky, anew sun shone. It roared to the west, toward them, then over and past the
Temple of the Suns, arcing toward the ground.

* * %

Harrisemerged from Generd Ritter's private office onto the walkway that overlooked the main chamber
of the Hall of Tomorrow. The chamber featured displays dong itswals, picturesin the same style that
decorated much of Bardulfburg, but these showed happy blond peoplein faux futuristic clothes flying
along with jetpacks and picnic baskets, acting as foremen in factories worked by robots that looked like
water heaters, returning from work to homes with architecturd styling that made them look like Roman
villas

Digplays were scattered around the chamber. Some were model kitchens with appliances that had to
look futuristic from an early 20th-century perspective. Others showed deek automobilesthat looked like
flattened train engines painted in bright colors. On one table was a mockup of an automated book
reader—a book lay open under agreen light and a voice emerged from the associated speaker, reading
thetext in Burian.

Then there was the modd of Bardulfburg. It was longer and wider than the corresponding model of
Neckerdam, but on the same scale. Much of the moded wasin naturdistic colors, showing buildings and
grasdandsin their proper hues, but many of the models were dightly brighter than the buildingsthey
represented.

Noriko, her revolver in hand, standing guard, turned to look up at Harris. "Have you found anything?*
Harris shook his head. "The officeisafront. There's next to no paperwork in the file cabinets. No
blueprints or anything. Ritter hasto do hisred work somewhere else. That and the fact that there are no
guards on this place, and the locks were smple enough for you to do in your deep—"

Noriko smiled.

"—suggest to me that the government has no rea worry about this place. Alagtair, what've you got?"
Aladtair looked at him, but did not take his hand away from his normal eye. "Watch this.Ubermorgen. "
Color welled up from the lower portions of the modd. There was more of it than with the Neckerdam
model, and it rose higher, in many places taking the shape of new, gigantic buildings superimposed over
what looked like older neighborhoods.

"It will fadein afew moments," Alagtair said, "but you can do that dl day long. The activation word ison
plagues at both ends of the table.”

"Another toy," Harrissaid. "But isitthe modd?"



Alagtair shook his head. "It doesn't have the additional devisementslaid on it that Teleri's second one
did. It does have some written annotations on it that | can only see with my Good Eye. All the buildings
erected since Aevar came to power are brighter in color to stand out, and they al have dates of
dedication on them in that speciad writing." The swell of colorsfaded back into the table's depths, and
Alagtair picked up the modd of the Temple of the Suns, holding it forth for Harris. "' See?!

"No Good Eye, Alagtair, remember? Two bad ones."

Alagtair began to fit the model back into place, then leaned over it and peered at the base left on the
modd. "Who in theworld isVolksonne?'

"Big guy from Nyrax," Harrissaid. "1 went to school with his daughter, took her out a couple of times."
At Alagtair's confused look, he relented. "I'm kidding you. Never heard of him. Noriko?'

She shook her head, her attention till on the doors.

"The name sounds like that of asun-god,” Alastair continued. "In Burian, it would be "People's Sun' or
"Nation's Sun,' more or less. But Volksonne isn't one of the typica names or epithets of the god of the
aun, likeInvictusis™" He gestured. "The writing's here on the base.”

"We have a problem," Noriko said. She was no longer staring at the door. Her attention was on the
chamber's high windows.

Outside, it had just turned from nighttime to day. The sun was overhead . . . but setting with unnatural
Speed.

* % *

Zeb raced down the hallway, which had numerous doorsto either side, some of them closed, others
open into smdl offices. He dowed, listening, and heard the murmur again, thistime louder, from ahead.
He could make out words, awoman's voice speaking in Cretanis. " . . . turn to the question of Burian
rearmament. Since the ascendancy of the Reini party, we've seen astrengthening of military forces,
including increased enlistment in armies throughout the Burian League, and—significantly—funding for
thosearmies. . ."

He turned the final corner as he reached it and saw before him a double door, partly open . . . flanked
by Doc and Gaby, haf conced ed within the shadows of the poorly-lit corridor.

They looked at him, surprised. "What's happening?' Doc asked, his voice awhisper.

Zeb took adeep bresth to settle his nerves and did to the left, out of line of sight of the doorway.
Beyond, he caught aglimpse of alarge round table; at the far end, behind alectern, sood atall woman,
young except for her commanding bearing, with hair as dark asthe night outside.

Zeb pitched hisvoice to match Doc's. "They're going to—"

Thenit hit him, asudden burning sensation in hisright pam. It caused him to drop his autométic; it
clattered againgt the stone floor. He stared for amoment at his pam and knew what the sudden pain
represented.

He bent to retrieve the gun. "No timeto talk," he said, and stuffed the pistol in his pocket. Then he
charged through the door into the room.



He heard cries of consternation from the people seated around the table. He ignored them, legping up
between two seated attendees and skidding to the table's center. " Shut up and listen,” he said, pitching his
voice degp—not just to disguiseit, but because it was the voice of command he'd developed for the
Army, for thering. "A missleisabout to hit thisbuilding. It's going to blow up and you're going to die.
Get out now."

There was no immediate reaction, just arise in the hubbub of voices. Someone said, "Put up your
hands"

Zeb turned. One of the men rising to hisfeet had agun in hishands, asmal pistol, and wasaiming at
him. "Don't beamoron,” hesaid. "Run or die." He suited action to words and ran back the way he'd
come, legping off the table, charging through the door. The man with the gun did not fire at him.

Gaby was a the firgt intersection. He reached her and turned toward the main hall, the only way he was
sure of that led to the outside. Shefell in step beside him. He could hear leather shoes clattering up the
hall behind him. His hand burned worse than ever. "Wheres Doc?"

"Gone after hisbrother.” There was pure agitation in Gaby's voice. " Casnar made some opening
comments, then handed the meeting off to the Queen of Bolgiawhile he went in search of awater closet.”

"Great." Zeb crashed through the door into the templeé's main hall. The big doors at the far end, leading
to the antechamber and then to the street outside, were open. A man and awoman in workers clothes,
leaving by that exit, turned to look at Zeb. Then turned away and ran faster.

Zeb and Gaby got to the street moments after the workers. They turned to glance at the onrushing
brightness of the descending sun. It seemed huge, large enough to engulf the entire temple and portions of
buildingsto either side, and Zeb fancied he could fed its heat already. Fear gave him greater speed; he
raced back toward where Doc had |eft their car, Gaby showing no difficulty in keeping up with him.

The sun cameto earth. Zeb heard the sound, an enormouscrump that was the building's upper story
being instantly consumed.

Then there was the blast, heated air roaring out to engulf him, to hammer him forward . . .

* * %

Zeb cameto with hishead ringing. He tasted blood and his nose felt asthough it had been pounded flat
agan.

He lay facedown on the street, and in his peripheral vison he could see flamesflickering in the distance.
When hetried to roll over, anirregular surface above him prevented his action.

Dazed, he looked around. There was awheel beside his head to the left. He was under a car. Beyond,
in the distance, the flattened Temple of Ludana burned, as did the near edges of buildingsto itsleft and
behind; flames roared up into the night sky. Men and women, mere silhouettes, arrived on foot to stand
just beyond the point where the heat would do them harm. Zeb heard distant sirens becoming louder.

He couldn't have been out for very long. There was no sign of Gaby, but he didn't remember making it
all the way back to the car, and someone had to have shoved him benesth it. He elbow-crawled out from
under the vehicle on the sdewak sde and stood, automaticaly dusting himself off. Hishand no longer
burned, though the bruises held picked up in the last two days worth of fighting, especidly theoneon his



thigh, twinged in protest.

A car, its headlights dark, roared past him. Asit came close, he glimpsed the nearest occupant, the man
on the passenger side, through the window. Reflections of the nearby firein windows al around gave Zeb
alittle light to go by, and he recognized the man. Casnar, athin smile on hisface. Then the car was past
and down the block; only when it reached the next intersection and turned did its headlights come on.

Still fedling unsteady, and very conspicuous here despite his dark clothing, Zeb climbed into the back
Segt of the sedan.

Moments later, two of the distant silhouettes grew larger as they approached; they resolved themselves
into Gaby and Doc. Gaby ducked to peer under the car as she got near and Zeb waved at her from the
back seat. "Zeb! Areyou dl right?' She got into the driver's seat; Doc got in on the passenger side.

"| fed like I've been through agarlic press one squareinch a atime," Zeb said. "'l can barely walk. But
I'm functiond. Did you put me under the car?'

"I had to drag you afew yards and then shove you for awhile. Y ou're heavy."
"Youredtrong."

Doc stared, gpparently emotionless, at theraging fire. ™Y our timing was close to perfect, Zeb. Minimal
lossof life

"Minima?1 was hoping for none." Zeb sighed. "Who died?

"My brother. | couldn't find him."

"No, hegot out. | saw him driving away."

Doc's head whipped around. He stared at Zeb. " Say you're not joking."

"No, he drove off. I'm sure of it. He was with someone—somebody else was driving.”

"Drove off." Doc repeated the words as though they were in alanguage held never heard before. "He
hadn't had time to look around, to assure himself—did he look as though he were being compelled?”

"No. Infact . .." Zeb's ssomach sank as the implications of what he'd seen sank in. "In fact, he was
amilingjud alittlebit.”

Doc turned to face forward. His motion was dow. He expelled along bregth.

They watched the building burn. A firetruck arrived, scattering the peopleinitsway asit setitself up
next to the nearest hydrant. More cars passed their sedan. " That was Daphina," Gaby said as one roared
by. "Shewas at the back of the room. She would have been one of the last onesto get out.”

"So they might dl have survived," Doc said. "Good." There was no emotion to histone.

Gaby gave him acloselook. "Doc. Back to our quarters?’

”YS,"



"No." That was Ish, leaning in through the window opposite Zeb; she gppeared so suddenly and silently
that he jJumped, startled. She opened the door and climbed in; despite the darkness, Zeb thought he
caught aglimpse of astain or bruise on her jaw. "It's not safe there.”

"Explain,” Doc sad.

Sheleaned away from him, taken aback by what she apparently read in hisface. "'l caught Rudi caling
someone on the talk-box. A locd cal, one coin. He was talking about killing someone—you, | expect. |
confronted him, but . . ." She made anoise of disgust. "I've dways suspected that if you have someone
covered and anew problem appears, the thing to do isfirst shoot the one you're covering. Now | know
it'strue." She gave Doc alook of apology. "He got away. I'm sorry, Doc."

Something finaly penetrated his shell of emotionlessness, aflicker of concern, and hisface transformed,
became human again. "Areyou dl right?"

"I won't be chewing through rawhide bonds anytime soon,” she said. "But | amwell.”
He smiled at her words, at some memory they shared. "Very well. Harris and the otherswill, if | know

them, be coming here. Well wait. Zeb and | areterribly conspicuous. If | could prevail on you two ladies
to linger closer to thefire, direct our other associates back to the car if they arrive, learn what you can . .

"Werreonit," Gaby said, and exited. Ish leaned forward to kiss Doc, then followed.

In the comparative slence that followed, Zeb said, "Y our brother wasin on it, wasn't he?"

"Half brother. And it appears 0." Doc leaned into the seet, but the action didn't ook like relaxing; it was
adow collapse. "It explains alot. Such as how they knew to capture me at the temple where I'd be
honoring my father. Such as how they knew Ixyail isadusky."

"What are you going to do?'

Staring forward, not meeting Zeb's gaze, Doc shook hishead. "'l wish | knew."

Chapter Twenty-Three

Half an hour later by Zeb's reckoning, Gaby returned to the car with Harris. Two more fire engines had
arrived in the meantime, and there was a steady stream of pedestrian traffic from the surrounding area
toward thefire. The late arrivals, intent on the spectacle before them, paid no attention to the occupants
of the car. Gaby and Harris climbed into the front seet. "'It's gotten stranger,” Harris said.

Doc, resting with his head back against the seet, nodded but didn't open hiseyes. "Tell me.”
"Alagtair's up there with 1sh and Noriko. He's been listening to news on the radio in someone's front

window. Herés the short form: The god V olksonne called for the deaths of enemies of the Burian
people, and hisfirebal dropped on the Temple of Ludana, killing alot of treacherousforeign dignitaries



like the Queen of Bolgia. It'sbeing described as the most extraordinary mandate of the godsin a
thousand years." Harrislooked uncomfortable. "Prince Casnar is calling for aboard of inquiry, priests,
devisers, that sort of thing, to take alook at this manifestation and make sure that it'sredlly divine. He
was taking about you joining the board.”

Doc offered acynica smile. "Hewould. Let us start again. Who or what is V olksonne?”’

"A sun-god. Apparently manifested himsdlf at the Temple of the Sunstonight, which suggested that he's
kicking out Sol and Sollinvictus. People saw aman made of fire at the temple and heard hiswords."

"Ddphinaof Bolgiaisbeng described as dead? Despite the fact that we saw her driving away from
here?'

"Y ep. And abunch of the others you pointed out at the party the other night. All described as dead,
killed by thegod."

"And Casnar has been quoted, but made no mention of the fact that he was among those “enemies of the
peopl€ when the firebdl showed up.”

"Corr&t,"

Doc opened hiseyes. "I must accept my dear brother'sinvitation to be part of hisboard of inquiry. |
think I'll get started tonight. Go get Alagtair and Ish. Were visiting the Temple of the Suns.”

* * %

They parked both carstwo blocks from the temple, at the point the brilliance of the spotlightsilluminating
it had begun to fade. There was a steady stream of foot traffic up the street toward the gigantic building,
curious pedestrians drawn by the talk-box news reports even at thislate hour, and the Foundation
members could see the tiny specks of distant people climbing and descending the temples white sairs.

"I'm going to make abig, public entrance," Doc said. "1 want most of you in therefirst. Ixyail, are you
withme?'

She shook her head, making aface. "Doc Sdhe is not accompanied by women with big purpling bruises
ontheir chins

"No matter how beautiful .

She amiled. "No matter how beautiful. I'll stuff myself into that horrible blond wig again and be
anonymous.”

"Very wdl. Y ou know what you have to do, if you get achance." Helooked at the others. "All of you."
They nodded, looking grave.

Doc turned to Zeb. "Y ou'll have ahard time getting through the main door unnoticed, no matter what.
Would you like to wait outsde?"

"That never ssemsto work." Zeb stuffed his mask and glovesinto his pockets, then struggled out of his
overcoat. "Carefor the next All-Out champion to accompany you?"



"That should proveto be diverting,” Doc said. "And your prescience when it comesto solar devisement
might be helpful."

"Admit it, Zeb," Harrissaid. "Just days ago, you never would have thought you'd be grateful to aburning
sensation.”

Zeb scowled at him, then turned his coat inside-out and struggled back intoit.

Doc and Zeb waited until al the othersleft the sedan and a couple of minuteslonger, then exited and
followed them.

* * %

A crowd lingered in the Street below the temple, men and women watching the building and talking
among themsealves, but Zeb could see no barricades barring their way; there was, in fact, a steady stream
of people moving up and down the stairs, unimpeded by guards.

"Looks like somefolk aren't too anxious to meet the god face-to-face,” Zeb said.

Doc smiled. "For that matter, neither am 1."

They moved through the press of the crowd. Moments later they passed between the columns and got
their first close-up look at the temple. Zeb glanced between the circle of fire, the murals decorating the
walls, and the groups of people standing by. "Lots of press," he said. "Lots of Sonnenkrieger.”

"And plenty of the curious." Doc gestured toward thefire. "L ook, there's Casnar. With the midabeled
coldfish."

When they approached the prince of Cretanis, hisfacelit up. Heleft the side of Edris and rushed
forward to embrace Doc. "I'm so0 glad word reached you," he said. "I've been calling your quarters. No
onewasthere.

"Wewent to visit the Temple of Ludana," Doc said.

Casnar's expression changed, became a mask of regret. "Gods, how awful. All those noble leaders
dead.”

"How did word come that the crowned heads of Europe were packed into that place?' Doc asked.

Casnar shrugged. "Vaets, manservants to whom they'd entrusted the news of their rendezvous. My vaet
heard before | did." Heturned to Zeb. "Goodsir Watson. I've had the pleasure of seeing you fight."

"And will again, | hope." Zeb shook his hand.

Edris, moving at amore stately rate, reached them. "Doctor MaggRee. And it is Goodsir Watson, isit
not? What do you make of it all?' Her gesture took in the entire temple interior, and she offered a
mischievous smile. "Not the architecture or the ghadtly art, | mean.”

"Let'sfind out." Doc put hishand over hisright eye and walked about. Zeb noticed two othersin the
chamber, oneasmall blond woman in awhite forma gown, the other avery overweight man in asuit,
incongruoudy accompanied by aservant who kept an umbrella positioned over his head, doing the same.



Doc was back moments later. He smoothed hair down on the back of his neck. To Zeb, helooked
ratled. "There are definitely resdud traces of godly devisement hereabouts,” he said. "Solar in character,

of course."
Casnar nodded. "Could it have been Sol or Sollinvictus?”

"I won't know until I've had an opportunity to examine sacred relics of those two faiths."
Edrissaid, "At last, something | can do. I'll arrange to have some brought here.”
Casnar amiled. "l takeit thismeansyou'rejoining my little investigative pand.”

Doc gave him agmile. "Did you imagine | wouldn't?"

* * %

Casnar and Edris moved off to spesk to the man under the umbrella. Zeb said, " She does agood job of
pretending not to share the Reinis tastes.”

Doc shrugged. "Alastair's researches say that her mother was Lorian, and she wasraised for some years
and educated in Loria, where the Reini attitudes are much less common. She may, in fact,not share them.

What does your hand tell you?"

"About Edris? Just kidding." Zeb glanced a his pam. "I've had a steady itch since we got here. Very
minor, though. Like some big solar devisement engineisjust idling. Nearby, not exactly here.”

"Let'stake awak about, then. To seeif you can pin it down more precisely.”

They did. They traded dight nods with Gaby and Harris, who affected to be fascinated with the mura of
Sallinvictus, and with Alastair and Ish, who hovered near one of the broadcasting crews, listening to the

live aether broadcast.

"It's strongest here, near the flame," Zeb said. He moved close enough to the fire to be uncomfortably
warm. He dowly stretched, raising his hands as high as he could, then brought them down again. Then,
just asddiberatdly, he knelt and put his pamsto thefloor. "It's underneath,” he said.

Doc frowned. "Godly, and yet not godly."

Zeb stood. "What do you mean?"

"Godly manifestations tend to fix on placesthat are suited to them. A mountaintop, a cave, and so on.
From the aether broadcast Alastair described, it seemed that V olksonne manifested here, in thefire. So
the hearth itsdf should be the center of his appearance, and strongest in his persona emanations. Not the
basement.” He offered up asigh. "I hate basements. I've seen so much wickednessinitiated in

basements.”

"Okay. Let'sassumeit's ahuman thing in addition to agodly thing and the bad people are down there.
How do we get to them?' Zeb took alook around the big chamber; he saw at least thirty doors on the
long walls. "We can't just throw open doors until we find the one we want. Someone would notice.”

"Agtute of you."



Zeb frowned. "Hey, you have a basement.”

Doc turned an innocent expression toward him. "That's true. I'd forgotten. | must be one of them.”
"Not what | meant. What if they have what you have? A tunnel out?'

"My saly-port." Doc frowned. "They'd befools not to. Let'sfind it."

They circulated among the crowd, Doc picking out his associates by eye contact, nodding toward the
exit toindicate that it wastimeto leave.

* * %

Oncethey were gone, Rudi straightened, his head emerging from the collar of hisovercoat like aturtle's
emerging fromitsshdl. "Therésardief,” he sad. He glanced up to where, on the mural immediately
above, the foremost hoof of Sollinvictus chariot horse was poised to come down on him, then returned
his attention to his companions. "L et's be about it, then."

* * %

Doc saw Zeb's hand twitch. "Here, stop here,” Zeb said.

They were dl packed once moreinto the sedan. Now ablock west of the temple, they could see the
gpoatlights moving dowly acrossthe sky, though the templeitself was hidden by the bulk of agovernment
building intheway.

Noriko pulled the car over and parked it on the |eft Sde of the street, directly in front of an old building
that, with the blocks of brown brick and gray concrete on its face, with itslarge windows but
conventiona design, looked very academic. Itsdoors wereilluminated by an overhead light, but there
were lights behind none of the windows.

They heard the roar of acar engine. Noriko shut off her lights. Ahead, out of what looked like an dley
to their left, adark car emerged. It turned away from them and its taillights receded.

Zeb glanced at hispam. "It's gone now.”
"Wasitinthecar?'

"I don't think so, Doc. It flared up suddenly, then stopped just as suddenly. Not like fading with
digance.”

Doc opened hisdoor. "Alagtair, Zeb, with me. Everyone elsewait here.”

Thethree of them moved up to the dley mouth and peered in. It was adark alley, short, with brick walls
to either side, but it appeared to open up onto some sort of courtyard. Doc saw shadows that |ooked
like piles of stone. The pileswerefaintly illuminated on the left Side; there had to beabulb lit.

Doc moved forward and waved the others on. Around the next corner, he got a much better view.

It was acourtyard. It had once been paved with flagstones in dternating colors, but now some of those
stones were gone, leaving little pits behind, and other stones had been replaced by poured concrete.

Arrayed throughout the courtyard were statues and other examples of monumental decoration. Doc saw



figures of noblemen, tombstones, Khemish-style pylons, there was a frieze showing gods of Panhellas at
adinner, but instead of being securdy fixed to abuilding's summit it leaned againgt abrick wall. And,
though some of the pieces were perfectly fine, others showed alack of agrasp of anatomy, or,

especialy, compogtion.

Around the alley corner to the left, just afew pacesin, was one spot of pavestone illuminated by an
overhead bulb. Beneath it was an upright wooden chair and on it an old man. His head was bad, his
features unlined, his clothing nondescript green; he wore spectacles. He held abook in hislap, but
looked up as Doc peered around the corner. "Good evening, young man,” he said in Burian.

Doc stepped out in plain sight. He gave the old man a smile and approached. "My apologies,” he said,
"for intruding. But I've becomelogt.”

"It happens.” The old man gestured back toward the street. "One block down in that direction isthe
Temple of the Suns. Y ou can find your way to anywhere in Bardulfburg from there.”

"True." Doc gestured at the artwork. "If | may ask, what isdl this?"

"Student art.” The man looked regretful. "That which the students didn't take away with them. Thisused
to be the Bardulfburg Academy of the Arts. Now it'sawarehouse, and | am its night guardsman.”

"Not too dangerous a post, | hope.”

The man laughed. "I spend my nights reading and keeping people from parking here. Sadly, | dso spend
my nights shooing away people | would otherwise like to hold conversations with. | hope you
understand.”

"Of course." Doc looked at the nearest section of wall. Then he punched the old man in the scomach.

The old man folded up over the blow, wheezing out the last of his breeth. Doc moved behind him,
grabbed him around the neck, and choked him to unconsciousness.

"My, my." That was Alagtair, stepping out into the courtyard. "Remind me never to have a polite
conversation with you."

"Come here and take alook at this."

Zeb and Alagtair joined him. He pointed out a portion of the brick wall—one specific brick. The mortar
above it was degper than e sawhere, and the top of the brick featured an odd set of ridges, four grooves.
Alagair frowned at it. "That'sfamiliar.”

"l getit," Zeb said. " Bitte.”

"Correct,” Doc said. "Aladtair, get the others." From his pocket, he brought out atorch and snapped it
on. In the brighter light, he took a closer look at the pavestones.

Dark patches on their edges, Sgns of tires having passed over them, led to a section of wall between
two upright statues. The statues were twice the height of aman, artistically crude, with broad faces
showing only dight indentations for eyesand adight risefor anose, with only suggestions of features
elsawhere on their bodies. Doc found they were not actualy standing before thewadll; they wereinsetin
it, with surrounding brick quite new, but painted to be a match for the rest of the wall.



The associates arrived. Doc waved Alastair toward the switch on the wall and the rest to take cover
behind the pile of artless statuary. Then he frowned. "Where's Zeb?"

A voicejus besde him sad, "Right here"

Despite himsdlf, Doc jumped. Againgt thewall beyond the second statue, Zeb, now in hisdark ouitfit,
was no more than aslhouette. "That's agood scare.”

"I owed you one."
"Stay there." Doc moved to the opposite side of thefirst statue, then nodded to Alagtair.
The doctor gripped the misshapen brick and said, " Bitte."

Therewas afant rumbling. The left arm of Doc's statue and the right arm of Zeb's rose, swinging open a
section of wall between them. Light spilled out into the courtyard. Doc and Zeb swung around the
corners.

Beyond was a concrete tunnd leading down at adight angle. It was it by a succession of overhead light
fixtures. To theright, on Zeb's sde, was a booth. It looked like a checkpoint booth, but there was no
glassin the windows. Within, a Sonnenkrieger soldier was grabbing at atak-box with one hand,
unholstering a pistol with the other, hisexpresson darmed. . .

Zeb stepped up and hit him once in the gut, followed through with ablow to his gun hand and, asthe
man bent forward in pain, to the sde of hishead. The soldier crashed to the floor of hisbooth. Zeb
leaned in and hung up the talk-box handset.

"Everybody in," Doc said. "Bring the other guard.”

* * %

The tunnel led them down and in abroad rightward curve, then back to the east. They heard the outer
door grate down into place not long after they were out of sight of it. Harris sweated and swore under
the weight of the outdoor guard, while Zeb and Alastair carried the soldier.

Once the tunnel was pointed eastward, they came across a heavy door in the side. Noriko took several
momentsto pick the lock and peered within. "Stairs, unlit,” she said. "Going up. | think it's part of the
schoal.”

They stashed the guards there, binding and gagging them, and continued. Alastair looked more
comfortable with his autogun in his hands, and Noriko had her long, scabbarded sword tucked through
the scarf that served her asabelt.

The tunnd went arrow-straight for ablock to the east—"Typica Burian engineering efficiency,” Doc
said—and then rose into what appeared to be a broader open area. The associates ascended that final
ramp quietly, cautioudy, Doc and Zeb in front.

They reached the opening and peered about. Thiswasagarage; in it were agold and black Alpenhaus
taxi, two open-topped Sonnenkrieger staff carsin gleaming black, and an inconspicuous red sedan. One
corner of the chamber was set off by light construction as an unroofed office; adoor led into it, and a
double door was set in the opposite wall. There were no people to see.



Beyond the double door was a corridor, dimly lit asif now were not the norma hours of occupation.
The corridor went some distance right and left, and another corridor led straight ahead; at its end, they
could see apoorly-lit stairwell leading up.

Doc sighed. "All right. Ixyail and | will take the left, Zeb and Noriko right. Harris, Gaby, Aladtair, teke
the stairs ahead. Everyone, make your way upward; | hope we can find access into the temple proper
rather than having to work our way back down again.

"Our priorities are finding out whatever we can, especialy about the firebals and how they might be
stopped, and getting out adive to make some productive use of thisinformation.

"And we have to do so quickly. The absence of those guards will be discovered soon enough.

"Go."

Noriko, quieter, took the lead. Sheleft her sword in its sheath but kept one hand on its hilt and the other
further back on the sheath, steadying and controlling it as she moved. Zeb stayed afew paces back, one
pistal in hand, looking backward amost as often as forward.

The corridor they explored smelled of fresh paint and was lined with doors, al on theleft, east, Sde.
Most were not locked. Alternately, Noriko and Zeb eased them open to take a peek in. A storeroom
whose shelves held cleansing agents, mops and buckets. Bathrooms that |ooked and smelled as though
they'd never been used. A cage-style door that was made to dide open showed them the interior of an
unlit freight elevator.

At the end of the hall was a set of double doors, and they were locked. Noriko knelt before them and
brought out her picks. Zeb kept guard behind her.

Shetook awhile. "Good lock," shewhispered. "Ah, I've got it." She pocketed her things and got her
hand on her hilt again before pushing the door open afraction to peer within. "Comelook.” She opened it
wider.

Zeb joined her. The chamber beyond was large. There was no oneinit. It was something of amess, in
contrast with the Burians usud neatness. He saw shelves with tools scattered on them, tableswith
mechanica partsin adate of partia assembly, aline of duminum cabinets, aset of wooden shelveswith
curious glass appliances on them—

Zeb took asecond ook at that and at the cabinets. "Thisis where they put the bleaching cabinets
together,” he said. He followed her in. While she relocked the door, he took alook at the doors on the
left-hand wall.

Oneledto aprivate office. It was unlit, but in the faint illumination pilling in from the main chamber, it
seemed very messy. There was something familiar about the doppiness, and then Zeb had it—the only
other place he had recently seen such disorganization had been the laboratory of Dr. Niskin. He looked
at the effects on the office desk and found what he was looking for: aframed cameo showing Telexi
Obeldon, younger than held last seen her, with awoman who looked like adightly older Teleri, both
seated, smiling, on awooden bench on a porch. The next door led to another long, dark chamber, this
one featuring huge iron bucketlike gpparati and, beneath them, devices that resembled huge
soves—stoveslacking grills or burners suited for cooking food. "Manufacturing,” he said.



Thelast door inlineled to aset of stairsleading only upward. By contrast with the room, it was brightly
lit, and was not industrid in the least; the steps were wood, the railings of good craftsmanship. "Looks
like we go up from here," hetold Noriko.

* * *

The corridor Doc and Ish took had no side doors, just aright-hand turn forty paces from the garage.
Doc peeked around the corner and saw only aset of double metal doors another five paces down. He
sgnaled Ish forward and she joined him at the door.

He pressed an ear to it, then shook his head. Ish put her nose to where the doors met—they were so
closdly fitted that it could not be described as a gap—and sniffed, then lowered her head dl the way to
floor leve, her nogtrilsflaring.

She gtraightened. She showed two fingers, then indicated an atitude near the top of Doc's head, then
offered a Novimagos hand-to-chest salute.

Doc well knew her private code: two men, on guard.

Which was odd. They were guarding the door on its exit side rather than its entrance?

Above the door, in the wall, was a niche, two handspans wide by a handspan tall, with a couple of wires
trailing fromiit. It looked to be a spot where the buildersintended to add asign or perhaps aviewer. It
was in keeping with the unfinished appearance of this place, Doc decided. He removed his coat,
dropping it in the corner, then put two hands beside his face as though he were suggesting deep. 1sh
nodded.

Doc reached up to grab the niche and pulled himsalf up. Straining dightly, he brought hisbody parald to
the floor, holding it above the tops of the doors.

Ish lay down, assumed afetching pose of unconscious helplessness, and gave out abark of pain. She
closed her eyes.

There was amoment of silence, then murmurs from the other side of the door. It opened outward,
swinging beneath Doc's body. He couldn't quite see the man who stood there, but heard him speaking in
Burian: "A woman!"

Another man, nearby: "They didn't say anything about awoman.”

Thefirst man moved out into Doc's sight: a Sonnenkrieger soldier, hisriflein both hands, approaching
Ish, curious but dert.

Doc waited until the man stood amost over Ish. He swung down and dropped.

Just insde the door was another soldier. The man's eyes widened and he took a step back, trying to
bring hisownrifleto bear. "Dewin—"

Delwin was dready moving, turning to am. 1sh kicked out, sweeping hislegs out from under him. Doc
lunged at the other soldier, sweeping therifle barrd aside, and put afist into the man's gut.

Doc wasn't afull-time student of hand-to-hand combat the way Harris and Zeb were. On the other



hand, hed had much longer than they to develop his skills. The soldier'sleft fist came up; Doc caught it
with hisright, got hisleft hand around the soldier'sjaw, and drove his head into thewall. The soldier's
eyesfluttered, but he still struggled; it took Doc two more fast impacts of head on wall to put him down.

Heturned. Ish was up, the other soldier'srifle in her hands, butt toward the man, who was dumped on
the floor. There was blood on the buitt.

Doc turned the other way, down the hallway their intrusion had revealed. It was dimly lit, with metdl
double doors at intervals on the left, north, wall. Though it was difficult to make out, he thought the
corridor turned to theright at the far end.

There were no more guards in immediate sight. Doc hoisted his soldier over his shoulder and moved
eadly to pick up Ish's by his collar. He carried both men through the double doors. 1sh closed the doors
behind him, then preceded him up the corridor.

* % *

Harrisled theway up the stairs, Gaby afew pacesback, Alastair and his autogun bringing up the rear.

It was a curious stairwell; there were no doors at the landings. He would have expected it to give him
accessto each leve of what he assumed was a basement complex.

Eventudly it ended in asmal round room. Itswalls were concrete, recently painted in gold. Three doors,
heavy metd things, led fromit. If Harris till had his sense of direction and hadn't miscounted the number
of flights of stairs, one door led approximately north, the opposite one south, and the third to the east. He
shrugged a Aladtair.

The doctor covered hisleft eye and took alook about, then pointed at the eastern door.
Harristried it. The handle twisted easily and he pulled the door open aninch.

Beyond was a circular chamber, perhaps ten paces across and ten or more high. Its curving walls
seemed to be stone or concrete, and stairsinset in the walls, both to hisright and hisleft, roseto a
bal cony level eight paces up. The bacony rails were of rounded meta, a style Harris associated with
schools of hisyounger years, but were of abronze color.

Doorsled off the balcony leve, three of them, each with frosted windows. The center window, across
from the door by which they'd entered, waslit, and Harris could see the silhouette of aman standing
beforeit. The two doors flanking it were dark.

Alagtair whispered, "The placeis dive with solar devisement. Godly solar devisement. The god was here
not long ago.”

"Comforting," Harris said. "What say we behave like complete idiots and ransack the place before he
gets back?'

Alagtair shrugged. "Suitsme.”

* % *

The fact that they had ill run into no guards, heard no sounds of trouble, bothered Zeb. But when he
exited the sairwdl into the treasure room, he momentarily lost hisquams.



It wasn't really atreasure room. There were no chestsfull of gems or coins, no decoratively-arrayed
displays of jewels. But there were some things Zeb would have traded alot of wedlth, if he had any, to
find.

Therewasamodd of Bardulfburg, for instance, with anewly-painted blast crater installed where the
Temple of Ludana had once been.

There was achart, a3-D diagram of the Temple of the Suns and its basement levels.

Zeb spent sometime looking at it. The diagram showed that the temple surrounding the main open
chamber was divided mostly into offices. The uppermost basement level—which, because the temple
itself was elevated, was actualy at ground level, bordered by al those flights of steps—wastemple
warehouse, except for odd circular chambersimmediately beneath the temple-level Eternd Flame; one
circular chamber ran down into the ground twenty feet or so, if Zeb calculated the scae correctly, and
was adjacent to another that was thirty or forty feet high. There was no access to these chambers from
the uppermost basement leve, just from lower levels.

Below ground leve, portions of the basement complex on the north side looked like more storehouses,
otherslike ahospital ward, otherslike an emergency shelter. Portions on the south side looked like
private offices and warehouse again.

Stairsled from an office floor above the emergency shelter to the main temple level, and from acorridor
infront of thelarger circular chamber to asmal room in the midst of offices a the main level. Only these
two staircases provided access to the surface. No elevators led from the main or first basement levelsto
the underground levels, though there gppeared to be one servicing lower floors on the emergency shelter
Sde of the complex.

Zeb was able to find the tunnel and the garage, then trace his path to the bleaching cabinet assembly
chamber and the room he was in now. He memorized what he could of the complex'slayouit.

Also in thisroom was an impressive chest of drawers. It stood taler than aman, with each drawer being
only a handspan wide and tall. Zeb pulled one drawer open. Its contents were small pieces of stone and
metal shavings, most the size of athumbnail, each with astring attaching a paper tag to it. On each tag
was written a street address.

Hetook a deep breath. Unless he missed his guess, every one of these pieces of rock had been chipped
from ahearthstone or incised from a dedicatory plague. Many of the drawers were empty; thiswas
obvioudy acollection project that was far from complete.

A door led into aprivate office. It waslarger than Niskin's, furnished with drafting tablesand an
impressive map case. He found Noriko going through the drawers of the map case; they seemed filled
mostly with blueprints. "Generd Ritter's office, | expect,” shesad.

He nodded. "We ought to get Alastair or Doc in here to decipher the Burian tags on that map of the
temple”

"Let usgo, then."
Hetook afinal look at the temple diagram. If Harris, Gaby and Alastair had taken their stairwell dl the

way to thetop, it would have led them to the bottom of that curious circular chamber. From the office
they werein, atrip down acorridor past rooms whaose labels he could not decipher would bring them to



the same chamber.
* % %

In the circular chamber, Harris and Gaby crept up the stairsto the left, Alastair those to theright. The
guard outside the illuminated door remained motionless, gpparently unaware of their presence.

When they reached the balcony level, Gaby, with Harris covering her, eased open the | eft-hand door
and peered in. It was dark; she snapped her torch on and waved it around.

At the room's center was araised dais, circular. Around the walls were arrayed a series of devices
pointed toward the dais, to Gaby, they looked like machine guns whose barrels were made of glass. The
walls of the chamber added to its mad-science appearance; she saw bank after bank of machinery and
large switchesthat put her in mind of Frankenstein movies.

This, too, wasatal room. In fact, ametd ladder led up one wall to aplatform just below the ceiling.
There seemed to be bars and levers up there.

Againgt thewadll to the right was a huge screen—not impressive by the large-screen TV stlandards of the
grimworld, but she'd never seen ascreen thislarge in the fair world. Cautious, she moved in.

Harrisfollowed. "Looks like the kind of talk-box the Leader of the True Race would use to address his
people,” he said, keeping hisvoice low.

She touched the screen, closed her eyes, felt beyond its surface. "It's not redlly atalk-box. | can't get to
the communications grid or the aether, either one, fromiit.”

"That'sweird. |s anything hooked up to monitor it?'
"Not that | can fed."
“Turnit on, then."

With the dightest of menta exertions, she did. There was asnapping noise from the screen, then awhite
dot appeared at its center. A moment later, words swam into focus.

Harrissighed. "l am sick to death of Burian. Let's go back home where everybody uses Cretanisto
threaten the world so you can understand them.”

"Hush. I'l get Alastair.”

She stepped back out the door. Down the curved balcony, Alastair, too, was exiting the room he'd
chosen to search. He gave her an all-clear sgnd; she waved him over.

A moment later, he began trandating. " "1 am Volksonne, lalala. God of the people, god of the mostly
hygienic, god of the better-than-everyone-dse.""

"l suspect,” Gaby said, "that you're taking liberties with the trandation.”
"Never. I'm very circumspect about my trandations.”

Harrissad, "Thisisjust the speech from earlier tonight.”



Alagtair read on ahead. "No, it'snot. "I return once more to cast purifying fire on the naughty, and this
time| smite the fewmethead who would lead the Burian peopleinto ruin.'"

Gaby gave him an arch look. "What?'

" “The fury of my you-can't-get-better-anywhere anger now descends on the house of Aevar . . .'"
Aladgtair whigtled. "Thisis adeath sentence for theking."

Gaby touched the screen again and it went dark. "That probably answers the question as to whether this
wholeVolksonnething is Aevar'splan.”

"Great," Harrissaid. "So he's completely, utterly innocent of the other stuff. We can relax—hé'sjust the
pocket Hitler we've dways assumed hewas.”

"Cynic." Shemoved to thedoor. "I think it'stime forme to cause sometrouble.”
Harristook aprospective look up the ladder. "What do you plan to do, honey?"
"Make aphonecal or two."

"Thereésatak-box inthe office | wasjustin,” Alagtair said. "I don't recommend you go through the
building switchboard, though.”

She gave him aconfident smile. "Y ou're talking to the goddess of the talk-box."

"| gpologize most humbly, Great One."

Doc reached the nearest set of doors. Thefirst one he opened led to alarge room, awarehousein
miniature, its shelves|oaded with cardboard boxes and wooden crates.

He carried the unconscious soldiersin. Ixyail closed the door, then bound and gagged the prisoners as
Doc looked at the labels stenciled on the crates. " Canned food. Medical supplies.” He reached a portion
of shelves where there were no crates, just pieces of paper. He studied one. "This shelf isfor baby
formula”

"Yourejoking."

"No, I'm not. They'reto lay in suppliesin the middle of next year." He moved on. "Baby food here."

Ish rose from gagging the first soldier. "I thought thiswas a place of conspiracy. They should have
ammunition. Listening devices. Tools of torture.” She bent over the second man.

"Here we have boxes of books. Burian-language literature.” Doc frowned again. "Primers and other
children'sbooks aswdll. Chalk. Erasers.”

"It'saschool, then."

"l hopethe answer isthat Smple.”



There were four rooms aong this halway, al storehouses. Thefirst had been nearly full, the next two
were partly stocked, and the last was echoingly empty. At the far end of the hall were astaircaseto the
right and afreight eevator to the left; both led only upward. They slently took the stairs up to the next
floor.

Herethey found asmilar hdl, but it waswdl-lit, with occasond viewing-style windows on thewals and
in some doors on either side. From hisangle, Doc couldn't see much beyond the windows—a suggestion
of darkened chambers, large ones.

Thefirst room they looked at, on the right, which would be the north wall, was smal, with cold meta
doorsthat opened onto metal-sided interiors—refrigerated pantries, not turned on, empty. Next on the
right was an industrial-sized kitchen, dark, never used; an observation window alowed Doc to peer into
it without entering.

Back acrossthe hdl, the next chamber down from the warehouse a so featured an observation window.
Within, thefar wall of the long room was lined with tables, and on them, talk-boxes—triples, it appeared,
with screensfor viewing. They were al dark. Beneath each was arow of switches. Doc entered as I1sh
kept guard at the door. He turned on one of the sets; after amoment, itsview swam into focus. The view
was dark, hard for him to make out details, but it seemed to be an overhead look at a plain bedroom,
furnished and very tidy, completely impersond.

He flipped one of the switches benesth the set. The view changed to another dark scene, some sort of
lounge with many sofas and comfortable chairs. The next scene wasthat of adimly-lit dining room. No, it
wasn't as persond asadining room, more of a cafeteria, with long white tables with benches permanently
attached.

"They have set things up,” Doc said, "'so that awhole community, including babies, might live here under
congtant observation.”

IIWI,]y?I
"I don't know. And | don't intend to leave without finding out."

The next room down featured a second observation window, thisone onitsinterior wall, facing
southward. Through the window they could see adim chamber, a huge one whose celling seemed to be
on alevel with thisroom's but whose floor was much lower. A few lights burned dimly out there,
illuminating the tops of curtainlike partitions. There was dso adoor on the east wal. Doc moved into the
room, tried the door, found it unlocked. He gave Ish anod and opened it.

It opened out onto ametal catwalk, just aspare metalic grid with rails. It hung from the ceiling by meta
supports, asdid meta rigsthat looked like scaffolding at the samelevel asthe catwalk; light fixtures, only
afew of them lit, hung from the scaffolding undersides.

The floor had to be eight or ten paces down. The chamber itself was huge, divided by hanging gold
curtainsinto separate areas. One area had long tables and numerous chairs placed around them. Another
featured severa sofas and stuffed chairs. A third held the cafeteria tables Doc had seen in the talk-box
screen. It al seemed very antiseptic.

"With the lights below the catwalk,” Doc said, "whoever is down there couldn't see people up here. An
idedl arrangement for what |ooks like a prison that is meant to be somewhat comfortable.” Heled Ish out
further dong the catwalk. "Now we just need to find out who is supposed to live here.”



Harris clambered up onto the platform above the dais and looked around.

It was an odd little chamber. Stairsin the center led up to thelow celling, in the middle of whichwasa
hatch. To Harrisit looked like a submaring's hatch, complete with awhedlike closing mechanism. He
climbed up to the top stair, which forced him to stand bent over beneath the hatch, and carefully turned

thewhed. It was new, wedl-machined, and wdl-oiled; it turned with aminimum of noise until the barsit
moved were drawn in to the center of the mechanism.

Hetook out hisrevolver. Therewas no telling what might be beyond, or whether he might be noticed the
moment he opened the hatch. Then, dowly, he straightened.

The hatch resisted his effort. He shoved harder at it, and the thing yielded—weight aone appeared to
have been working againg him.

Thefirst thing he was aware of was brightness and heat—hot air rolled across him and he began
Swedting.

Thethin line of sight the hatch afforded him showed only flame, asthough he were emerging afew feet
from afireplace. He heard no noise but a quiet roaring.

He raised the hatch higher. There was flame dl around and the heat grew worse, but still there were no
criesof darm.

He maneuvered the hatch high enough to dlow him to peer up. It looked as though the hatch were
capped by adab of sone larger than the hatch itself. He could now see the tops of the flameson al sides

of him. Above them to either side he could see the flickering forms of giant horses, painted in a cartoony
dyleontdl wdls. ..

He eased the hatch shut. He moved to the ladder opening and leaned over it. "Alagtair!"
The doctor, examining one of the glass-barreled machine guns, looked up. "What?"
"Thishatch opensinto the middle of the templeés Eternd Hame."

"You gtay there. I'll get steaks. We can grill them.”

"No, no, you putz. Go tell Gaby about this. And then figure out some way to distract the people around
theflame”

Immediately aringing arose, like the world'sloudest darm clock, or aschool classdarm stuck intheon
position. It came from ametd disk high on thewall, but seemed to come from al around them.

Harris clamped his hands over hisears and glared down at Alastair. "That's actudly sooner than |
wanted.”

Alagtair's hands were over his ears, too. "What?"

* * %

Doc and Ish crouched on the catwa k above what looked like a curtained-off lecture area. Rows of



padded chairs were arrayed before atable and alectern. "Guess what," Doc said.

"Y ou want to read those."

"Let'sfind the way down."

"Halt!"

Ahead a dozen paces, where their catwalk crossed another one at right angles, stood a Sonnenkrieger
soldier. He must have moved up very quietly, and the darkness of his uniform had concedled his
approach; now he held arifle on them. At thisrange, it would have been difficult for him to miss.

"Theusud," Doc said. He stood, arms up, ashowy display of surrender—then twisted aside.

Ish's handgun boomed. He fancied he felt the wind of the bullet's passage just behind his back.

The soldier jerked and looked surprised. His uniform conceded the location of hisinjury, but Doc
estimated from hisreaction that he'd taken the shot to his chest. Ish fired twice more, and the soldier
dumped againg the catwalk rail. Hisriflefdl into the main chamber and made aloud crack asthe
wooden stock hit thefloor.

There were shouts—distant, but probably from within the chamber. A moment later Doc saw heads
bobbing as men ran toward them aong the catwalk, and he heard the ringing of their boots againgt the
metdl.

Doc glanced at Ish. Shewasin her dark clothes, her wig discarded. The men probably hadn't seen her
yet. "Get those papers, find out what you can,” he said. "'I'm going to draw them off."

"Kissme"
Hedid. He waited while Ish kicked off her shoes and leaped over therail to the nearest scaffolding
supporting light fixtures; it swayed as she landed. Then she was moving a amost asprint into the

darkness.

Doc fired twicein the generd direction of the oncoming soldiers, aming into the celling, then turned and
ran back the way he'd come as noisily as he could manage.

An aarm sounded, aloud, persstent ringing . . .

Chapter Twenty-Four

Above, at thetop leve of the Temple of the Suns, the dlarm was amore muted ringing, but it still stirred
the crowd. Visitorsto the temple raised their voices, avolume increase brought on by anxiety and
curiogty.

Edris gave Casnar alook. The Cretanis prince was frowning, his head cocked at alistening angle.



"That isan darm, isn't it?" she asked.
"Y es, but—do you hear that? A sort of pounding?’
Sheligened. Shedid hear anirregular clanking. "That isodd.”

A Sonnenkrieger colonel emerged from a door beneath Sol's chariot. ™Y our attention, please. Everyone
please leave the temple precincts for the moment. Please remain calm, you arein no danger.”

"What is the problem, Colonel?" Edris asked.

The officer bowed and gave her areassuring smile. ™Y our Highness. Forgive me. | did not know you
werein atendance." He moved closer so that others of the crowd, some now beginning to move toward
the chamber entrance, could not hear. "It seemsthat adusky, probably an anarchist, hasfound hisway
into the temple warehouses in the basement. We suspect heis armed. Probably trying to visit revenge on
the priests of thistemple for the destruction of histempletonight, in theirrationa way of duskies." He
shrugged, athat's-the-way-they-are gesture. "Until we have him captured, weld prefer for civiliansto
remain outsde."

"Well, | will beacivilian for the moment,” Edris said. She turned to catch the attention of her bodyguard,
who hovered afew paces away, and began moving toward the exit. "Coming, Casnar?'

"I'll be dong inamoment. | have a question about security for the colond.”

* * %

Alastair peeked out the door of the chamber with the dais. As he looked, he saw the centra door, the
guarded door, swing in. A Sonnenkrieger private stepped in and took alook around. Alastair froze, his
hand on histrigger.

The soldier's ook was only cursory. He stepped back out and shut the door, his motion suggesting he
was unconcerned.

Alagtair shut his own door, then caled up, "Harrid It's getting uncomfortable down herel”

Harrisdidn't answer. Alagtair just heard more pounding and clanking from his direction.

* k% %

Ish maneuvered aong the scaffolding almost asthough it were level ground until she wastwo
curtained-off sections away from the lecture area. Below was some sort of lounge, unoccupied,
decorated by a sofa, two chairs, an icebox and some counter space. To her left, she could see men,
Sonnenkrieger, racing by on the catwak where she and Doc had stood moments ago.

She holstered her pistol, made sure that her shotgun hung securely from its cord on her back, and bent
to grip the metd railing she was standing on.

Immediatdy her fingerstingled. She gave ahiss of irritation.Unsheathed steel , she thought. Her
stockings had protected her feet, but she didn't have timeto bring out her glovesyet.

She swung free, dangling beneath the poisonous metal framework, and hung over empty space, then
dropped onto the sofa. As she hit, theimpact driving her down into a crouch, sherolled forward off the
furniture, hit thefloor, and rolled up to her feet. The shotgun made too much noise clattering acrossthe



floor, but she felt no sudden pains or twinges—it was as successful adrop from that height as she could
have hoped for.

She turned toward the lecture area, but her thoughts were on Doc, not papers.

* * *

Finaly Harris descended the ladder. "Thanks for aging me adozen years," Alastair said.

"Y ou're welcome. Ready to go?"

Alagtair growled a him.

They |eft the dais chamber, unnecessarily slent congdering the darm bells il ringing. Gaby must have
been keeping watch at her own doorway; she moved out to join them. Moments later, they exited the
lower door. Thelittle chamber beyond was till empty.

"Right, left, or down?" Harris asked.

Aladtair tried one door. "L ocked. Not |eft."

Harristried the other. "Same here. Looks like we go—"

His door swung open. A man-shaped silhouette filled the doorway—

Harris swung by reflex, ablow that should have caught the intruder in the balls and incapacitated him,
but the silhouette blocked it with apalm and skidded half astep back. "Harris! Coadl it."

"Zeb!" Then Harris caught sight of the shadow behind this shadow. "Noriko."

In afew words, they told one another what they'd found. Harrissaid, "'l redlly, redlly need to see the city
mode. Right now."

“I'll show you, man."

* % *

Doc made it back into the corridor and raced back toward the exit to the garage and tunnel. He heard
the pursuing soldiers reaching the turn behind him as he got to the intersection.

Forward, out, or up?he asked himself. Out was no choice; hisfriends were ill in the complex. Up, the
most central option, appealed to him. He turned up the corridor toward the stairs Harris, Gaby and
Alastair had ascended not long before.

* % *

Ish took up the papers from the table. Above, footsteps were still clanking aong the catwalk, but she
wasin degp shadow and no cries suggested that anyone had heard her.

It was too dark to read the papers. They'd probably be in Burian anyway. She stuffed them beneath her
waistband and looked around. The exit from this place would probably be against the wall. She decided
to bet on thewall beneath the rooms she and Doc had been exploring.

She took two steps. Then hands emerged from the curtain, grabbed her about the face and shoulders,



and dragged her through.

* % *

At thetop of the stairs, Doc found three doors. Quickly, he checked the knobs on each. Two locked,
one unlocked. Lacking Noriko's skill with lockpicks, not having time to set up an appropriate
devisement, and with booted feet pounding up the stairs behind him, he had no choice. He went through
the center door.

And found himsdlf inacircular, tall chamber with abacony far above—a bacony lined by
Sonnenkrieger who put him in the sights of their rifles amost as soon as he entered.

Among them were General Ritter, Colond Forgter, and a potbellied man Doc did not know but
recognized from his description.

Doc forced himsdlf to take on a pleasant expression. "Doctor Niskin, | presume?”

The potbellied man peered down a him. He did not seem jovid. "Doctor MaggRee. Fortunate for me
that you did not find this chamber before now. Y ou might have caused me sometrouble.”

The door behind Doc dammed open. He didn't have to turn; he heard the Sonnenkrieger svarming in.

Generd Ritter said, "Were under control here, Tryg. Assign some men to guard that door. Send the rest
out to find MaggRee's confederates.”

A man behind Doc asked, "Shall | bring them to you?'
"Jug kill them."
The soldiers behind Doc filed back out again.

Ritter continued, "And, Forster, see what you can do about thisnoise. | think the Situation ismore or less
under control."

Forster clicked his heds and entered an office along the right side of the balcony. Moments | ater, the
aarm chopped off.

"Y ou've had some distant contact with Tryg before,” Ritter said. "Heisamost persuasive man. I'm going
to make him minister of propaganda, | think. He's managed to persuade an entire K obolde tribe of your
evil, Doctor MaggRee, and has arranged for them to prune the Reini party of some of its weak branches.
When things settle down abit, of course.”

Doc didn't bother to reply.

Niskin looked at Doc. His expression was grave and, oddly, Doc thought he saw some vulnerability iniit.
"I must ask you," he said, "and rely on your reputation for honesty, and the fact that you redly have
nothing to gain by lying to me. What has become of my daughter?’

Doc sighed inwardly. "Sheisdead.”

Niskin rocked back. He might have fallen had he not been holding onto the balcony railing. But he
nodded as though this were the answer he expected. "At whose hands?'



"Inasense, a yours. It was Volksonne who killed her."
"Youlie"

"She cadt that firebd | devisement three timesin Neckerdam, but only two landed. What do you suppose
that means?"

Niskin just stared at him. It was amoment before Doc redized he wasn't seeing him—the man was just
garing into the distance of time. Tears began to run down his cheeks.

"Doctor." That was Ritter. He looked apologetic. "I am sorry, Doctor, but this man'sintervention could
cause us consderable trouble. We need to move up the schedule.”

Niskin nodded but did not speak.
"Forder," Ritter continued, "prepare yoursdf. Well do the next oneimmediately.”

Forster emerged from the office and clicked hisheds. "1 must point out that the temple has been cleared.
Thereisno audience. No newsmen."

Ritter made an exasperated noise. "Well, well just haveto put him out in the street, then. No, on the
temple roof—well know no oneis standing there. Prepare yoursdlf.”

Forster saluted, hand straight up asif gesturing to the sun, and moved around to the left-hand door.

Ritter said, "Come up, Doctor MaggRee. I'm sure you will find thisinteresting.”

* k% %

"Done" Harrissad.

The door by which they'd entered the city-model chamber opened and Noriko dipped in. "Soldiers
coming,” shesad.

"Everybody out,” Harrissaid. "Down Staircase.”

The door to the down staircase opened and Gaby dipped in. "Soldiers coming,” she said.

* * %

"Ish," said her captor. "Missme, darlin?’

"Rudi!" She struggled, but could not break his grip. She managed to draw her pistal, but before she
could bring it into line, another hand, not Rudi's, caught it and wrenched it from her grasp.

Shelooked up. Three other silhouettes besides Rudi's hovered over her. The man who'd taken her gun
sad, "That'snot nice."

Rudi sounded hurt. "Why do you keep trying to kill me?”

"For betraying Doc."



"Y ou're daft. | never betrayed Doc. | accepted money from him.”
"Y ou admitted to it. For revenge, you said.”

"Not revenge on Doc!"

"Y ou know," said the other man who'd spoken, "soldiers might hear and come a any time. Thedarms
have stopped.”

"So they have," Rudi said. Hereleased Ish. "L et's keep our voices down. Stand up, darlin’. Weredl in
the samefix. Oh. Let me introduce you to me brothers. Ixyail, thisis Egon, Jorg, and Otmar."

She looked at them, surprised. "The Bergmonk Boys?"

"Werefamous," said one, and giggled.

"I brought them here on my own coin,” Rudi said. "To do what your lover might be too squeamish to.”

"Doc said you didn't know where their safe house was—"

"I told him awee lie about that." Rudi didn't sound contrite. "We got in upstairs through adoor | saw
one of me kidnappers come out through. Ottie's clever about such things, and about pockets too. But
when we got down to the level above, soldiers spotted us and began chasing us. We ran down
here—and the futtering staircase we came down on rose up behind us. So we've been hiding.”

"No way out," said the one who'd giggled. "Unlessyou know of one."

Ish took alook around, though her view was mostly blocked by curtains. "No," she said. "Except for
eight paces straight up.” Sherose. "Where's the saircase you came down by?"

They all pointed back the way 1sh and Doc had come from, except the one who'd giggled, who pointed
ninety degreesto theright.

Ish handed Rudi the packet of papers and her shotgun. "Hold on to these."
"What are the papers?'

"They'refor Doc. You redly plan no vengeance againg him?"

"On my honor."

"Go to where the stairs come down." She began unbuttoning her blouse.

"Uhhh. .. if you dont mind, I'd prefer to stay. Y ou might even move to where the light is better.”

Ishglared. "Y ou'd better leave.”

* % *

In the dais chamber, Forster stripped down to hisboxer shorts. Dr. Niskin handed him plain
garments—common trousers and shirt, their color a close match for his skin tone—and Forster put them

on.



"Let meseeif | haveworked out dl the details,” Doc said.

Niskin gestured for him to continue. Then the doctor threw a switch on the side of the large-screen
talk-box againgt the wall. Itspicture, lines and lines of text, began to swiminto view.

"Y ou gtart with puppets that move without strings," Doc said. He cast surreptitious looks at the three
Sonnenkrieger who had joined them in the dais chamber, but they were keeping him under close, dert
surveillance. "And at some point it occursto you, or someone, that you might create an even grander
puppet. A puppet indistinguishable from agod.”

Ritter smiled. "That was my notion, actualy. Anideathat wasjust too compelling to put into the hands of
aman like Aevar; held elther be too piousto implement it or would use it mostly for his own benefit." He
shrugged. "But even for adeviser of Niskin's skills, there were many, many obstaclesto overcome.”

"Such asthefact that godly devisements are untainted by mortality, and any sufficiently educated deviser
could see past the deception.”

"Correct,” Ritter said. "So Doctor Niskin began doing research among devisers who thought outside
conventiond lines. Which led him to your old friend, the Changeling.”

"I don't understand—what techniques, exactly, did the Changeling bring you? And why did he work with
you?"

Niskin ignored the entire exchange. He moved from switchbox to switchbox on thewall, making sure
electrical connections were secure.

Ritter said, "He told us how his mentor, Duncan Blackletter, had aready creasted something living that
was untainted by mortal devisement. He took some of usto spy upon a big man named Joseph.
Blackletter had made him out of clay. The Changeling caled the man agolem and said that Blackletter
had |earned portions of the art of fabricating him on the grim world." He amiled. "What achdlengeit must
have seemed to him to convince usthat the grim world redlly existed. Eventudly he took some of us
there. That convinced us. We met Blackletter. We came to terms. Blackletter would rule Donarau, to the
south. King Duncan. A genuine achievement for acareer crimind such as himself. Hewould have
fabricated his own god to support hisregime, | suppose.” The genera shrugged. "'l cannot say we were
disappointed when he died before claiming al we owed him. And we owe him much. We owe him
Volksonne"

"Volksonneis more than a puppet,” Niskin said. He ill didn't turn to meet Doc's gaze. "Helives. He
livesin that large chamber. Heis awake only when we wake him, and he thinks little more than we allow
him to think, but he hasgodly life."

Forster moved to stand atop the dais. "And | grant him form. | direct hismotions." He held up an object
in hisleft hand. It was one of the gold arrowhead paperweights. " See here, the greatest wegpon in the
world. It fitsin the pocket, but it commands agod.”

"Soit'syou, Ritter, and Niskin and Forster here. And some handpicked Sonnenkrieger and temple
personndl, | suppose,” Doc said. "Who e se? Casnar, of course. And Edris."

"Casnar, yes," Ritter said. "Edris, no. Casnar will marry Edriswhen her father dies, assuming he can
persuade her, which he probably can, and thuswill rule Weseriaaswell as Cretanis, someday. | will be



leader of the Burian League.”
"And whenwill Aevar die?| assume you have that planned.”

"Planschange.” Ritter's expression suggested that thiswas aminor inconvenience. "He would have died
on the last day of the Games, his palace destroyed as he dressed for the closing ceremonies. But,
because of you, we need to get details settled sooner. Ready, Doctor?”

Niskin nodded. In succession, he threw the switches dl dong the wall, except for the last; with each
switch, three of the glass machine-gun barrdsilluminated and poured light onto Colonel Forgter.

"Improviseabit,” Ritter said to Forster. "Don't name him. Since he might be listening to broadcasts even
now, we can't give him even afew ticks of advance warning."

"And give me haf achime" Niskin said. "l need to get to the model chamber.” He shot Ritter an
accusing glance. "Thischangein plans hasn't given me much time.”

Forgter, glowing gold asthough lit from within, nodded, and looked down to aspot, ared letter X, just
beneath the talk-box screen. Niskin threw the last switch. "Hear me, my people,”" Forster said.

* k% %

Where Edris and her bodyguard waited in the tight-packed crowd, there were gasps as the glow
appeared. Edrislooked up to the top of the temple.

Atop the dome stood the burning man the press had spoken of. He looked down upon them, his
expresson benign. "Hear me, my people," he said, and the word rolled across the crowd and echoed
from the buildings behind.

"l am Volksonne, god of the people. | am the god of the pure, of the clean, of the rightful .”
Edrisredized that she heard some of the wordsin Burian, othersin Lorian, both languages she had
gpoken since childhood. It took her amere moment to determine that she could attune hersalf to hear

only one set of words, as though she were dialing between broadcasts on atalk-box set.

The crowd quieted, though V olksonne's words could be heard above the loudest noise they were likely
to make.

"I return to cast cleansing fire on those who would keep the Burians from their true greatness.
Now | destroy one who has not kept faith with his gods or his people, one who would tempt the
Buriansinto ruin. | send my fury against this smiling traitor. Congregate, and in less than one
chime's time you will bear witnessto justice.”

With those words, the flaming man dissipated, and sparks rained down across the temple dome from
where he had stood.

Edris shook her head, dispelling the wonder of the moment. She turned to her bodyguard. "We need to
find atak-box. So | can tell Father."

"No need, Highness," the man said. He nodded up the street.

In the distance, where the crowd thinned, many large carsin Reini black were pulling to ahat. Weserian



army soldiers spilled out of the second and subsequent cars. And even at this distance, Edris recognized
her father emerging from thefirst vehicle.

* * %

Alone, naked, 1sh lowered hersdlf into a crouch.
She did not concentrate—rather, she freed her mind, letting her perceptions move where they would.
Asadways, when unfettered, those thoughts moved toher . To her other sdif.

She smiled, feding her other self embrace her. Though they had never met in the flesh, she dmost felt the
glossy fur move benegth her hands as they touched.

Then they traded places.

She opened her eyes. Thereit was before her, the curtained-off chamber filled with sofas and chairs. But
now the colorswere dl different, muted. Every little movement of the curtains, blown in thelight breezes
fromtheair ventsfar above, attracted her eye. Dust motes she could not have seen amoment ago drew
her atention.

The sofas|ooked comfortable. They were hersif she wanted them.

Shelooked up. Beyond the lights, she knew, were metal branches that would take her where she
needed to go.

She legped, and her scrabbling claws caught metd.

* * %

Zeb and Alastair held the door leading to the hall to VVolksonne's chamber. Alastair, kneeling, leaned out,
firing aburst. As he withdrew, Zeb, standing, leaned out and fired three shots a the distant silhouettes,
then jerked back. Return fire hammered into the doorjamb beside him, and just over his head the wall
opened in apencil-szed hole as arifle dug penetrated. "I don't know," Zeb shouted. "Lots. Eight or ten
or more."

Harris, at the door to the stairs down, shouted, "At least that many down thisway."
"Well, pick adirection and let's go, man. The numbers are just going to get worseif we wait."

Alagtair shouted, " Stickbomb!™ And a green object, like an € ongated tin can on the end of awooden
handle, clattered into the room, fetching up againgt achair.

Zeb fdt hisinsdes saize up. HEd never seen afairworld grenade, but Alastair's word left no doubt asto
what thiswas. He stepped forward, exposing himsdlf to fire, and grabbed the thing, then heaved it back
out the door. Alastair dammed the door shut as Zeb fell back. Bullets struck the door.

A moment later, an impact from outside hammered the door, blew it off its hinges, knocking Alagtair off
his feet. Zeb moved up and fired another four shots down the hal. The dide of his pistol locked back.
Aladtair, looking groggy, got into position.

Suddenly there were no morerifle shots from that direction, but Zeb didn't kid himsdlf that the
Sonnenkrieger down there were quitting the combat—he heard one of them shouting, loud tones of



protest and anger. Zeb gected his spent clip, snapped another oneinto place. "What's he saying, man?"
"No stickbombs," Alastair said. "They haveto take thisroom intact."
"But not us, | takeit."

"Corr&:t,"

Ish found the meta stairway down. It emerged from adoor against the wal near where she and Doc had
entered the catwalk, just afew paces down from the catwalk; earlier, she'd mistaken it for one of the
lighting fixtures

Thefirst pace or two of it was meta platform, and there was aman there, a Sonnenkrieger soldier with
hisrifle a the ready. He was staring down into the darkness.

She didn't want to go on those stairs. She'd been walking on meta since she reached the light fixtures
and dl four of her feet burned from the contact.

She looked at the stairway. Thelength of stairs was pardld to the ground; each individua stair was
angled, at the moment, like amountain pesk, pointing straight up. Machines did not interest her now, but
it looked as though she had only to walk out on those stairs and her weight would cause the other end to
lower, turning the whole affair into atrue set of stairs, one she understood. That was good.

She crept closer. Shewas at right angles to the soldier, within his periphera vision, but she was black
within blackness, and moving atop the light-bearing scaffolding, not on the catwaks. He did not see.

At last hedid, when shelegped. He turned, swinging hisrifleinto line, hiseyeswidening in surprise. Then
she hit him, overba anced him, carrying him over therall. Heydled ashefdl, and sheleaped free, her
clawsdigging into hisflesh for purchase.

She crashed down atop the stairway and looked around, assuring hersalf that no one had seen her
clumsy landing. She heard the soldier'simpact on the floor below, heard his cry end.

Thefar end of the stairs began to lower—d owly, too dowly. Grudging the continued contact with the
metd, Ish moved out further along the metd rig, and the far end descended more quickly.

* * *

The end of the stairs crashed down not three paces from the Bergmonk Boys. Rudi took astep back, his
eyeswidening.

Near the end of the thing was the biggest black cat held ever seen—a panther or jaguar, he supposed,
asbig asahuman. It eyed him asthough he were its next medl. He raised Ish's shotgun.

The cat turned and began trotting up the stairs, looking back at him once over its shoulder.

Heturned back to his brothers. Even in the dim light, they looked uncertain. "What are you waiting for?"
he asked. "Never seen ahousecat before? Let's go." He started up the stairs.

* * %

Ritter took arifle from one of the soldiers. Dr. Niskin led Doc and the two other Sonnenkrieger to the



bottom of thetall chamber. Niskin and the soldiers|eft by way of the door there; Ritter didn't offer Doc
the same courtesy.

Ritter told the last soldier, "Wait outside. Don't et anyone enter. Don't worry about noise. There's going
to be some." The man saluted and |ft.

Which left Doc under Ritter's sights, and only Forster as witness. Forster stood outside the door to the
dais chamber, lounging againgt the doorjamb. Helit himsdf acigarette.

"You know," sad Ritter, "'l fully intended to love her."
"AdimaNiskin?' Doc asked.

"Y es. And though you didn't kill her yoursdlf, you were responsible for her desth. Y ou interfered with a
most complicated devisement, and she died because of it."

"If you'reworking up aratiiondefor killing me," Doc said, "trust me, I've heard more compelling ones.”
"No, not for killing you. But | think your involvement determineshow | should kill you.”

There were words exchanged outside the bal cony-level door. Ritter did not ook away from Doc, but
grimaced & the didraction. "1 think the god himsel f—"

The voices outsde grew louder. Exasperated, Ritter shouted, "Very wdll, let himin!"
The door opened and Casnar entered. He looked among the three men present and hisfacefell.
"Jugt in time for the execution,” Doc said.

"Damnit al, Doc." Casnar leaned over therail to look at him. ™Y ou could have stayed out of it. You
could have survived."

"How kind of you to think of me. If | may ask, if you didn't want me dead, why did you help them
kidnap me?'

Casnar sighed. "We needed your seed.”

Doc paused, appalled and amused at the same time, and barked out alaugh. ™Y ou what?"

"For one of many breeding programs Weseriaisingituting. Thisoneis quite specid. The devisers say
they can implant awoman with your seed and the child will have only your traits, none of the mother's.
Thelaboratory for that program, the quartersfor the women are dl here. They take up nearly half of this
complex." Casnar brightened. "Tomorrow that program will begin. In twenty years, Doc, Weseriawill
have an honor guard of pureblood Daoine Sidhein Reini uniforms. Therace will survive."

"Evenif you were part of the plan to murder itsfather.”

"| tried to protect you," Casnar protested. "'l arranged for you to be taken, then released. All we needed
was your seed. Once you were released in Neckerdam, you could have gone back—"

Ritter interrupted him, hisface gpologetic. "'l fear you're abit behind the times. When Albin Bergmonk



reported failure on the grim world, | assumed MaggRee's associates would be interfering, so | changed
those orders. Adimawas ordered to kill him. | thought it best.”

Casnar glared a the generd. "Then you're responsible for al thismess. All thiswasted time.”
"1 will gpologize at length whenitisdl done™

"Let him go, Ritter. He can't prove anything now. Injust alittle while, Aevar will be dead and you'l have
everything you want. Y ou can afford to be alittle magnanimous.”

Doc smiled. "I continue to be impressed by your filid devotion, Cas."
Ritter shook his head. "No. I'm sorry. No."
Casnar took onelagt, long look down at his half brother. "I'm sorry, Doc.”

"I'd be far more impressed with that if you'd throw yoursdlf at Ritter and et him shoot you. 1'd be sure of
your sincerity then.”

Casnar shook his head. He turned to leave.

"My best to your mother," Doc said.

When Casnar was gone, Ritter asked, "Wherewas|?'
"How youregoing tokill me."

"Yes, that'sright.” Ritter brightened. "I'm not. Nor is Forgter. VVolksonne will kill you.”

* * *

Ish ran on ahead, leaving the Bergmonk Boysfar behind her. They no longer concerned her. Nor did the
gunshots she heard, the sound of afull-scale battle, from ahead. Only Doc did.

She caught his scent and followed it back to the garage intersection. She growled—she could not tell if
thetrail shewasfollowing wasthat of hisentering or leaving.

Then she caught his scent going down the corridor toward the stairs. That had to be new. She followed.

It took her only momentsto race up the stairsto the last landing, to hear and smell men above her. She
turned the last corner and crept up afew steps.

Three men. She could smell them, could smell the oil and metd of their guns. She hated guns. She could
legp onthemen and kill them dl . . . if they didn't have guns.

She waited and tried to think. Thought did not come easy to her. It shouldn't be this hard, even when she
was this self. Her other salf would know what to do. But she didn't want to change again, not so soon.

* % *

Harrisfelt something burn him, like aglowing fireplace poker dragged across his upper leg. He swore
and backed away from the doorway. He looked down. Blood was welling from hisleg, but it looked and
felt like adeep graze or gouge, not adirect hit. Noriko leaned in to take his place, fired severa shotswith



her revolver down the stairwell. "Alagtair!" Harris yelled. "Maybe a devisement?!

"Y ou want meto hed them? Other devisements are alittle outside my line," the doctor shouted back. He
fired ashort burst down the hallway he guarded.

A familiar chattering began from the stairwell down. Harris swore loud enough to be heard over it. "Now
they've got an autogun down there."

Abovetheroar of the firearm came voices—cries of pain and surprise, criesfor mercy. A moment later,
there were no more gunshots from that direction.

Harris peeked around the doorjamb. One landing down, the Sonnenkrieger who had been firing upon
the associates now lay dead or dying.

A redbearded head poked around therail at the turn of the stairs. "Don't shoot.”
Harris was speechless for amoment. " Jorg?"

Rudi's head peeked out beside his brother's. "We heard shootin'."

"Areyou on our Sde?'

"Don't be supid. Of course we are.”

Harristurned a grin to the othersin the room and waved them forward. "Were out of here. Go, go, go."

* % *

They reached the intersection beside the garage, Harris, Gaby, Zeb, and Noriko. It was clear. Harris
lined up to cover the hdlway Doc and Ish had origindly taken while Zeb aimed up the corridor toward

thedars. "All dear," Zeb said.

Behind them, Alagtair came on at arun, and the Bergmonk Boys followed him. "They're not coming on,"
Alagtair said. "They've taken up position in the model room. Guarding it.”

"That's not good,” Harris said. "That means they might be planning to useit. Thisplaceisgoing to bea
real messin the very near future. Wheré's Doc?!

Zeb shouted, "Freeze!" Then heraised hissights. "Ish! Harris, give me your jacket.”

Walking down the staircase, her steps uncertain, came Ixyail. She was naked. Zeb and Harrisran up to
her. Harrismoved to cover her with his jacket, then took her chinin hishand. "Ish, areyou al right? Can

you understand me?"
B I
"Where's Doc? Do you know where Doc is?"
She pointed up. "At thetop. Soldiers. | can't. .. | can't..." Her eyesfluttered.

Harris caught her as shefel. He grimaced. "L ookslikeiron poisoning. I've seen thisbefore. Heand
Zeb returned to the others. Alastair and the Bergmonk Boys had joined them.



Harristurned to Gaby. "Get her out of here."

"Wrorg,"

Harristurned to Zeb, but the man in black just shook his head. ™Y ou're the one with the leg
wound—you need to get out of here.”

Harristurned to Rudi.

"Futter you. I'm not done hereyet."

"Harris," Gaby said, "order the evacuation if you want, but you're coming with us."
"I'll go up and get Doc," Zeb said. "Rudi and |."

"And|," Noriko said.

Rudi said, "Jorg, take Ish. Y ou boys, go out through the garage with Harris and these ladies, and kill
anyone who triesto stop them.”

"Right," said Otmar, and giggled. "What about you?"'

“I'l beaong."

"Thisshould beinteresting,” Ritter said.
Forster smiled and raised the glass paperweight. " Bitte," he said.

Thistime, Doc did not have to use his Good Eye to see the wisps of light appear. First they were odd
and innocuous, like pipe cleaners made of neon. Then they lengthened, swelled, combined, forming a
human silhouette. In moments, they took on more and more solidity, swelling out into aman seven or
eight pacesin height. He glowed only faintly, perhaps reduced in glory because he was not standing in
flames. He stood on the floor opposite Doc, his head just & the leve of the balcony where Forster and
Ritter waited.

Volksonne had features like Forster's, alittle more perfect, showing no expression. Forster gestured,
and Volksonne turned his eyes toward Doc.

He reached for Doc. Doc spun out of the way of the grasping hand. He kicked at the back of the hand,
felt hisfoot connect, saw the blow jar the god'sarm. Then hefet pain asthe sole of hisshoeignited. As
he stepped back on that foot, the flame was smothered.

Whatever Volksonne was, god or puppet, Doc couldn't beat him into submission. Ritter and hisrifle
guarded the upper door out, Sonnenkrieger guarded the lower. That meant Doc's only likely chance for
aurviva lay with devisement—and the god wasnt likely to give him even the few moments he needed to
cast one successtully.

Volksonne turned after him, his movements fast and sure, and grabbed again. Doc threw himsdlf forward
into asomersault that carried him under the outstretched hand and between Volksonne'slegs. He felt



heat radiate from the god. He heard Ritter and Forster laugh.

* % *

Casnar emerged from the door directly beneath Sollinvictus chariot whed and froze at what he saw.

King Aevar, Princess Edris, and two full squads of Weserian Army infantry were advancing toward the
Eternd Flame. The king's face was set and even paler than it usudly was. Edris, hurrying to keep up with
him, was spesking to him.

Thiswas adisaster. Now Aevar would not be at the palace when the fireball descended to consumeit.
Casnar gulped and stepped forward to greet the king, but atemple priest in red-and-orange robes was
therefirgt. "Your Mgesty."

Theking drew to ahalt before him. "Turn off the Eternd Flame," he said.

"l,uh, 1 ..." The priest was completely dumbfounded. A moment later, he found hisvoice again. "But,
Magesty, | can't. If we do that, it won't be Eternd.”

"Captain.”
The army officer present drew his pistol and put the barrel to the priest's forehead.

Suddenly sickly of appearance, the priest turned to shout across the chamber to ancther in the same
temple uniform. "Turn down the Eternd Hameto inspection levels, open east facing.” That priest ranto a
sdedoor.

Casnar moved toward the soldiers and royals, circling around so that they would not be between him
and theway out. None had noticed him except Edris bodyguard, who noticed everything.

The captain kept the pistal to the priest’'s head, and Aevar maintained his expression of barely-contained
fury for long, silent moments. Then the Eternal Flame began to lower. Firgt the height of aman, it dowly
ghrank to less than two handspanshigh . . . and findly half of the flame, the eastern hdlf circle, vanished.
Thewestern haf remained diminished but till ablaze.

"Maesty, will thissuffice?' asked the priest. Hewas begging. "It isthe best | can do without violating
temple oaths to the gods.”

"It will do,” Aevar said. "Now open the hatch in the center.”

Casnar felt himsdlf grow cold. The king knew too much. Aevar might survive the destruction of his
palace, but one way or another, he would haveto die tonight. Casnar thought through a dizzying number
of options, of tories, of excuses—it was his strength.

There was supposed to be a mad dusky loosein the Temple. If Casnar could get the king to the levels
bel ow, and that's where the man obvioudy wanted to go, they could smply shoot him and find a dusky to
blame. It didn't have the cachet of the king being wiped out by the god—uwait amoment, the public
wouldn't have to know that he died here, they'd assume he died in his paace. But that |eft the
regular-army soldiers and Edris as complications. . .

The priest said, "I don't know what you mean, Mgesty. | know of no hatch .. ."



Casnar was briefly diverted. The officid priesthood here knew that there were Sonnenkrieger offices
below, but didn't know how extensive, nor did they know about all the speciad Sonnenkrieger projects
taking place. This priest wastelling the truth. Casnar leaned in to seeif the king would have him killed for
it.

The king moved out onto the temple's hearthstone. 1ts surface was irregular, with several cracks marring
it. Three of them crossed one another in atriangle close to the stone's center. It was thisfeature, which
disguised the hatch the builders had engineered, that had caused this particular stone to be chosen. The

king moved unerringly to stand beside the triangle and gestured &t it. " Captain, have your men break
through this™

Casnar's gaze fell on adiscoloration just outside the triangle. It looked as though small pieces of rock
had been broken away. The breaks were white, very fresh, and Casnar felt another jolt of fear go
through him.

Doc, or one of his associates, had to have been there. And had known enough to take a sample from
the hearthstone. That meant this temple was doomed.

Severa soldiers moved out onto the hearthstone and began attacking the triangle with their gun butts.
Casnar moved up beside the king's daughter. "Edris, may | have aword with you?"

She gave him asmile. "Of course.”

"By the street, please. Thisisamatter of some delicacy.” Perhaps he should ask her tonight, now, to
marry him.

"L ater, please, Cas. My father needs me."

"Edris—"

"Tel mehereor it will haveto wait."

He sighed and gave her agmile. "It can wait. By your leave." He turned and headed out.

Well, perhapsit wasfor the best anyway. Hewould still be king of Cretanis.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Noriko, most sllent of them, ascended the stairswell in advance of Zeb and Rudi. When she peeked
around thefina turn of the stairwell, she could see three Sonnenkrieger on duty &t the upper landing. One
had his back to her, leaning againgt therail that overlooked thisflight of steps; Noriko could only seethe
heads and shoulders of the other two, who were partway across the chamber, facing the first man.

In moments, they'd hear Zeb and Rudi pounding up the stairs behind her. There would be a gunfight.
Whoever was beyond the doors these men guarded would hear.

She drew her sword. Keeping as low to the floor as she could, she moved around the turn. The men



were distracted; she wasin dark clothes. She had achance. . . Leaning so shewas amost at the same
angle asthe gairs, she moved up, one step, two, three, four . . .

Asmore of the chamber came into view, she could see there were no more than the three men shed
seen. They taked among themsalves. The man with his back to her and one of the men opposite held
rifles at the ready. Thethird, an officer, had a pistol holstered.

She heard, faintly, the footfals of her companions behind her. In amoment, the Sonnenkrieger would
hear, too. She gathered her feet under her and charged.

The soldiers eyeswere still widening when she reached the landing and swung her sword back. Her
blow, thrown againgt the man at therall, cut entirely through hisright forearm. He shrieked; his severed
arm and therifle hit the concrete floor.

Noriko spun. Her blade took the other rifleman in the neck. It seemed to pass through him harmlesdly,
but she fdlt the blade bite and knew better.

The officer threw himsdlf at her, bore her backwards. She twisted, trying to free hersdlf, and broke his
grip, but he still drove her ahead of him. She was peripherally aware of the second rifleman faling, his
head detaching, faling separately. Then she hit the metal rail beside thefirst man sheld cut. Shefdt ribs
on her right side give way from the impact and suddenly she had no breath. Her vision began to contract
amodg ingantly.

The officer shoved, Sraightening, pushing her further over therail. She could not bring her sword to
bear. He was grabbing for his pistol. Shelet go of the sword hilt, wrapped aleg around hiswaist, and got
her hands on his pistol hand, struggling to keep it from the gun buitt.

Then the officer was torn from her. He staggered a couple of stepsback. A night-black silhouette, Zeb,
stood beside him. The officer tried again to draw his pistol, but the slhouette shoved him, then spuninto
one of the beautiful Sde kicks she had seen Harris execute so many times. Zeb'sfoot caught themanin
the gut and threw him back into the wall. He staggered there, momentarily unable to move, and Zeb
moved forward to hammer him with blows of thefist.

Meanwhile, Rudi reached the landing. He spared a glance for Noriko, for Zeb and the officer, then he
swung the pistal in his hand againgt the temple of the one-armed rifleman, who still stood, hisface paling
in shock. The rifleman and the officer went down at the same moment.

Noriko smiled and did down to Sit on the concrete.

Zeb leaned over her. "Noriko—oh, Je-zus. Areyou dl right?”’

"l will befine" shesaid. It wasalie, and one she couldn't quite concedl, as her voice was weak, but she
couldn't have him waiting for her. She drew her pistol out. "1 will guard your back. Find Doc."

He hegtated, then straightened. He held hisright hand before him and swung around as though he were
consulting some sort of gauge. He turned to face the central door. " Ready?”

Rudi pulled out his second automatic. "Reedy.”

Zeb reached up and swatted the light bulb overhead, shattering it, plunging the landing into blackness.

* * %



Ritter moved beside Forster and poked his head into the dais chamber. Y es, there was a definite
pounding noise coming from the hatch overhead.

Forster seemed to have thingsin hand here. Doc, avoiding akick from Volksonne, wasrolling to hisfeet
in the center of the chamber. Forster no longer needed Ritter and hisrifle; Doc would never be able to
reach the bacony.

Ritter moved to the main doorway and stepped out. "Go to the Flame," he told the Sonnenkrieger on
guard there. "Someoneistrying to batter hisway through. Bring him here. If a al possble, keep it
inconspicuous.”

The lieutenant in charge saluted and led his men away at atrot.

* * %

A combination attack finaly got through Doc's guard—Doc ducked one hand but V olksonne caught him
with the other. The blow threw him against the concrete wall, searing his left shoulder. He rebounded
from the concrete and fell, stunned or unconscious.

Forster contemplated him. He brought V olksonne upright and made the god stand till, though he could
fed that V olksonne wanted to finish thisfight, wanted to take his due. Forster would wait until Ritter
returned. It was only correct that Ritter get to see Doc's last moments.

"Forger."

The voice echoed through the chamber, mocking, seeming to come from everywhere a once.

Forster looked around. Sometrick of Doc's? It couldn't be. The man was barely conscious at best.
Then Forster saw the speaker.

The man stood at the balcony level, amere six or seven paces away, around to Forster's right. He wore
black from hat to shoes, making him a silhouette, so he could have entered from below and crept up the

gairswhile Volksonne chased his prey around on the other side of the chamber—but that meant the
guards. ..

The darkness of the man's clothes didn't conceal the fact that he held apistol in hisleft hand and had it
amed at Forgter.

"Alpdruck," Forster said.

"Drop the glassthing,” the dlhouette said, in Cretanis.

"This?' Forger hed it up beforeit. It required only adight menta adjustment to think through it, to make
V olksonne detect the silhouette's presence. He sent the god into motion, commanding it to reach toward

the slhouette. Then Forster tossed the control mechanism forward. " Catch."

Alpdruck shouldn't have been ableto do it. Volksonne's motion was too fast. Y et Alpdruck threw
himsdlf backwards and the hand missed him, damming into the wall beside him. The control mechanism
clattered to the floor at hisfest.



Forgter threw himself forward, clean over Volksonne's arm, and crashed into Alpdruck. They went
down hard together. Forster struck out blindly at the man's gun hand, connected, heard the pistol go
clattering off into the darkness. He raised his hand for acoup de grace .

Alpdruck’s knee came up, connecting with his side, knocking him over. Had he not been in the condition
he was, Forster knew that his ribs would probably have caved in under the blow. Asit was, his breath
was nearly driven from him. He felt his opponent roll away from him, heard the man rise.

Just acrosstherail, Volksonne looked between the two men and then down at his original target, Doc.

* % *

Doc dapped the flameslicking at his shoulder until they subsided. He rose, ignoring the pain he felt.
A palefigureraced past Doc, to the sairs on hisright. Doc shook his head and focussed. "Rudi—"
The gunman just said, "Present for you." Barely looking in Doc's direction, he tossed something.
Doc caught it. It was one of Rudi's automatics.

He turned. VV olksonne stood mere paces away, staring dispassionately down at him. Doc saw Forster
on the bal cony just beyond the god, squared off in fighting stance against—no one. No, there was
someone there. Zeb, bardly visblein the glow Volksonne cast.

Volksonne turned back toward Zeb and Forster. He reached up toward them.

* * %

Zeb saw Forster spring to hisfeet as nimbly as though he hadn't just suffered one of Zeb's best knee
grikes. The colond ignored the god-thing standing mere paces away. He was smiling again, theinvincible
smile heéd offered in the preliminary round of the All-Out. "Whoever you are," Forster said, "you redlly
should not be here."

"l have to be somewhere," Zeb said. "Might aswell be kicking the hell out of you."

Forgter's eyes widened. "Watson." He brought up his hands and advanced in aboxing stance. Then he
stopped and looked at the glowing figure reaching toward them.

V olksonne grabbed—not for Zeb, not for Forster, but for something on the balcony behind Forster. It
seized the object, picked it up, the object ridiculoudy tiny initsgiant hand.

The paperweight.

On Volksonne's fingertip, the glass of the paperweight began to glow. It deformed, flowed. Dropsfell
away to Szzle againgt thefloor. A moment later, al that was | eft was the arrowhead that had once been
its center. V olksonne pinched it between thumb and forefinger and glowing gold began to drip down after
theglass

V olksonne changed, hisform flowing asfredly asthe glass and gold had.
His skin faded, became transparent, leaving behind only alatticework of glowing golden light, a

framework suggesting acomplete body. It twisted, maformed, until it was not human in proportion; its
arms and legs became thick and short, itstorso long, its head round and disproportionatdly large.



And everywhere from the latticework protruded spindly lesser arms, thirty or more, their hands grasping,
dutching.

Zeb heard whispers now, the voices of dozens of unseen mouths, their incomprehensible wordsfilling the
chamber. Coldness blew through him as though hisinsides had avent to the outsde air.

The center door on the balcony level crashed open. Generd Ritter entered, hisrifleraised . . . but his
expression of anger vanished, replaced by one of wide-eyed shock, as he saw Volksonne.

"Take agood look at your work, Ritter,” Doc said.

Ritter turned and ran.

Rudi swore. He reached the bacony level just in time to see Ritter disgppearing through the door. He
scrambled after the man, rounded the doorway, and aimed. " Stop right there!”

Ritter skidded to a stop, glanced back at Rudi, and raised his hands.

Rudi ran after him.
The new Volksonne turned away from Zeb and Forgter. It moved unsteadily, asthough it were unused to
walking, asthough those thick legs bore atremendous weight. It faced Doc.

Doc took a deep breath. So often he'd been lauded for the speed and ingenuity of hisimprovised
devisements. On occasion, he had to wager hislife on their success.

Such as now.

He kndlt, rdlaxing into the flow of his meditative Sate.

He heard and felt afootstep. Volksonne, coming closer. He shook away the stray thought, the unwanted
awareness of the god-thing's proximity. And as he descended into the state he wished, he sought amind,

ahame.

Skoll, he thought.Fleet of foot and ferocious of jaw. Surely you cannot sleep with your enemies so
active.

Digtantly, he felt another footstep.

Why chase across the sky when your prey is here? Come to me. Invest me with your rage, your
power. | will give you form. | will put the throat of the sun between your jaws.

Another footstep.

With Skoll, there was no laughter. There were no words. But a new sensation cut through Doc's body .
It was hunger, aneed so aching and pureit drove al thought from Doc's mind.

He opened his eyes. VVolksonne stood above him, reaching for him with one great arm, al the lesser



amsonit a full extengon toward him, grasping.

Doc fet hisbody dl around him, extending in dl directionsfrom the little bit of flesh that was his mortal
form. He bared his teeth and leaped for V olksonne's throat.

* * *

Zeb saw the sun-thing advance upon Doc, saw Doc look up. And then there was something around the
man, shadows and fog. Only when it moved did he recognize its outline—that of agiant wolf, crouching,
Doc'sform lost somewherewithinit.

The smoke-wolf sprang upon Volksonne, carrying the sun-god backwards. V olksonne fdll, the impact
shaking the chamber, the walf atop it. Doc, ill knedling, was visible behind the two gigantic things. The
wolf's growl vibrated throughout the chamber, making the metd rails sing, causing the floor beneath Zeb's
feet torattle.

Forster advanced and Zeb wrenched his attention away from Volksonne. Forster, seemingly
uninterested in the spectacle of combat between the sun-god and wolf-god, led off with acombination,
|eft-right-left, fast and sure. Zeb backed away, blocking thefirst shot and putting himsalf out of range of
the next two, gauging his opponent's attack.

Zeb's hand burned. Hisright palm was in more pain than it had been a any previous solar event. He
couldnt hold aguninit. He could bardly keep it in afist. His second pistol was till in his right-hand
pocket, but the way his hand was misbehaving, he couldn't possibly get it out before Forster would be dl
over him.

He parried Forgter's next jab and put histoe into the man's kneecap. FOrster grunted but did not falter;
he closed before Zeb regained hisfooting and put two blowsinto Zeb'sribs.

Zeb leaned into, not away from, his opponent, brought his forearm across Forster's face, felt the man's
nose go flat under his blow. Forster staggered back. Zeb put awesk right into his ssomach, followed
through with abeauty of aleft hook to hisright sde. He avoided striking at Forster's head—the surest
way to crush his own knuckles and fingers was to pound them into abony target like a man's jaw—but
was rewarded anyway with the sight of Forster backing away.

Forster recovered dmost instantly, dropped back into his stance. "1 will win," the colonel said. "I'm
fighting not just for mysdf. My cause lends me strength.”

"It lends you cliches, anyway. Besides, I've got something you don'.”
"Whichis?'
"l canredlly take abegating." Zeb moved in, parried part of Forster's wicked hook, and threw his own

combination, |eft-right-left, Sde-gut-side. His right-hand punch landed harder thistime. Heignored his
own pain, fighting through it, fightingwith it.

* * *

Therewasno onedsein sghtinthishal. Mindful of the doorsthat lined it, Rudi ran up to Ritter and
stood a mere pace away. "It was you, wasn't it?"

Ritter looked around, but seemed to find no rescue a hand. His expression was pained. "1, what?"'



"Y ou who convinced Albin to come dong on this plan of yours. You're going to kill Aevar, so it wasnt
him. Albin would never have thrown in with amere colonel or with your mad deviser. So it wasyou."

"It was|." Ritter grimaced. "And now it appearsthat | am your prisoner. Unlessyou'd like to be very
rich.

"How rich?"

"How richistheking of anindugtria nation? In afew moons, Weseriawill seize Donarau. You canrule
it. Not as a puppet king, asatrueruler.”

Rudi grinned. ™Y ou know how Albin died?"
Ritter shook his head.

"Pretty much the same way you're going to."
"l have surrendered. | am defensaless.”

"Y ou've mistaken mefor one of the good eamons.” Rudi aimed at Ritter's eye and pulled the trigger.

* * *

Doc tore at Volksonnesthroat. He felt its greater arms wrap around him, squeezing, crushing, burning.
He howled his pain, scrabbling &t it with his paws—then remembered.

Thiswas the sun beneath him. He was destined to win. He had pursued it across the skies since before
man walked the world. He was destined to kill it, no matter the cost. He surged forward again, clamped
histeeth on itsthroat, and tore.

Substance that was not flesh came away under histeeth. Doc swallowed, bit again. Hefelt his back
compressing, hisfur and skin burning, but now hisjaws were growing out of proportion with the rest of
his body. He bit again and again, swallowing more and more of hisfoe's godly form.

And suddenly the pain diminished. V olksonne was thrashing about, not gripping him mercilesdy, not
burning him. Doc lunged for aflailing arm, one of the greater ones. He grasped it, tore it away,
swalowed.

* * *

Forgter fet his strength flagging. He knew a sudden moment of fear. Hed hit Zeb Watson again and
again, but the black man in blacker clothing just wouldn't go down.

He backed away, past the opening in therail that led to the stairs, and then threw himsdf forward as
Watson reached that spot. He felt Watson'sfist connect with hisribs, hisincreasingly-vulnerableribs, but
shoved and saw Watson flail as he went over sideways and back.

Then Watson's hand caught him by the collar and Forgter, too, fell that way.
He hit the stairs hard, cracking his kneecap and suddenly tasting blood, and his own consolation was the

knowledge that Watson must have hit harder. He rolled across more steps, then the ground dropped out
from under him.



Hetried to twist in midair, tried to rotate to land well. He hit back-first and pain jolted through hisentire
body, particularly where Watson's blows had weakened him.

But Forster was Sonnenkrieger and Watson was merely adusky. The colonel forced himsdlf torise. He
turned.

Paces away, the smoke-wolf stood astride the spasming body of V olksonne, growling, esting.

But immediately in front of Forster, Watson was aready up, dready on guard again. "Weren't you
lislening, stupid?' His voice sounded pained.

Watson lashed out, his trademark combination. Forster got his hands up. But the attack was afeint;
Watson faded back and came around with aside kick that took Forster in the gut. Forster dammed
back into the concrete wdl, the little bit of his bresth remaining now leaving him.

Watson stepped in, brought hisleft knee up into FOrster's vulnerable side. Forster felt ribs crack. He
unloaded a hook into his enemy, connected with his shoulder, but the blow had no strength to it.

Watson swarmed over him, and Forster could no longer keep up with the blows, with the bewildering
complexity of the combinations. He felt impacts againgt his gut, sdes, knees, face. Curioudy, the blows
seemed lessand less painful. Y et he could not defend against them.

There was afina blow. Somehow Watson had dammed the entire floor into Forster's body.

Watson knelt beside him. Increasingly detached, Forster knew that, with the aleged humor with which
most New Worlders seemed to be &fflicted, Watson would now begin to count him out.

But Watson didn't count. He leaned in close and whispered, " Se sind wunder bar, ich wiirde gerne
Ihre Tochter heiraten.”

* * %

The last bit of Volksonne disappeared down Doc's throat. He shook his head and looked for more to
edt.

Before him were two morselswrapped up in cloth. He sniffed. They were made of raw meat and blood.
Helunged. The onein black cloth jumped away. Doc seized one in flesh-colored cloth, shook it briefly
until he heard its spine snap, and gulped it down. He turned to the onein black again.

It spoke, itsvoice dim and distant: "Je-zus, Doc, turn it off!" But the words meant nothing.

He bared his teeth and advanced on it. It backed away. It smelled ddlicious.

Then there was another voice, far louder, shouting right in his ear: "Wake up, you daft eamon!”

Startled, Doc opened his second set of eyes. Before him, he caught a glimpse of the giant smoke thing
shaped like awolf; then it faded to nothingness, revealing Zeb beyond it.

Doc turned hishead. Rudi stood beside him, eyeswide. "Thank you," Doc said.

"Think nothin' of it. Timeto go."



Doc stood. As his hearing cleared, anew noise cameto him, aclanking from high in the dais chamber,
voices speeking in Burian: "Almogt there, Mgesty.”

Zeb held up hisright hand and swore. "Doc, it got worse just before V olksonne disappeared. Fireball
time"

"The pdace—"
"Worsethan that. It'scominghere . Harrisrigged it." Zeb turned toward the lower exit. "Timeto run.”

But Doc ran the other way, up the stairs and into the dais chamber, with Rudi at his hedls.

* % %

Zeb swept Noriko up and ran down the stairs, hisrate of speed dangerous, hisjarring gait sending waves
of pain through her.

"Firebal?" she asked, when her bresth would alow her.

"Yep." Hehit thefirst landing, skidded into aturn, continued down.

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"Coming back for me."

"Had to."

"Y ou had to? Why?'

He rounded another turn. "I'm your guardian spirit. Y ou were waiting for me, weren't you?"
"Yes" Shetightened her grip on him. ™Y oull bring me harmony?"

"Count onit, Noriko." He rounded another turn.

* k% %

"Stand back, Mgesty," the colond in charge of thisunit waved Aevar back. "We have to make sureit is
secure—"

White arms emerged from the hole his soldiers had battered open, followed by atorso, and Doc
emerged. The soldiers surrounding the spot backed away, bringing their riflesinto line.

Aevar glared. "Doctor MaggRee. Y ou're going to explain—"
Doc flashed him an unfriendly smile. "Thisismy explanation: Run. Or die."
"Y ou don't speak to me—"

Doc reached back into the hole and pulled. The hole sprouted Rudi Bergmonk as though it were part of
amagical gangster garden. Doc set Rudi onto hisfest.



"Frebal'scoming,” Rudi said. "Y ou're about to be the crispiest king in Europe.”

Aevar looked Doc in the face and decided that the man wasn't joking. "Evacuate,” hetold his officer.

They ran.

* % *

Dr. Trandil Niskin watched asthetiny glowing ball appeared above the modd of Bardulfburg. He
staggered, released by the completion of the devisement from the awesome drain it made againgt his

grength.

When held done thisin the past, hed known the pleasure, a sense of accomplishment perhaps no other
man could know.

Thistime there was no dation, just asense of duty.
His daughter was gone. The last person in the world who had loved him. He would now haveriches,
titles, fame. He would serve his leader well—but, asthe only one living who knew how to summon the

sacred suns, the only man who could maintain the machinery that summoned Volksonne, he would be
indispensable and would dictate the terms by which he spent therest of hislife.

But one thing he could not dictate. Adimawas gone. Hed feared it when lines of communication to her
in Neckerdam broke off. Now he knew. Bitter tearsrolled down his cheeks. He did not care whether
the Sonnenkrieger guarding the two doors into this bullet-pocked office saw them.

Curioudy, the little sun did not begin to arc toward the modd of the Royal Palace and the little chip of
white stone lying atop that building. Its course took it further south and west, toward . . .

He swallowed the lump that had suddenly appeared in histhroat. "Oh, please, no."
The Sonnenkrieger officer looked a him. "What isit?"
Niskin glanced at him, then looked back at the moddl.
There was no mistake. The ball was dropping straight for the Temple of the Suns.

He could disrupt the devisement, of course. Interpose his flesh between the miniature sun and itstarget.
But the god would demand its due of him. He would die.

Hewould die either way.
But Desmond MaggReg, the man responsible for his daughter's death, was here in the temple.
What did it matter that the entirety of Ritter's plan would die? At least Adimawould be avenged.

Niskin returned his attention to the officer. "Nothing iswrong,” he said. "Here, cometake alook. Y ou
will find thisinteresting.”

* * %

Some of the soldiers tripped descending the stairs outside the temple. Their fellows hauled them to their



feet. Others shouted for the crowd to move back.

The crowd didn't haveto betold. A sun was high in the sky, roaring down toward them. Peopleranin
al directions, even up the sairstoward the temple; the soldiers kept them from reaching their objective.

Doc, Rudi and the royas were across the street and crouching behind cars when the sun of Volksonne
cameto earth for thelast time. It struck dead center in the temple dome and burned itsway through as
though the stone roof were paper. The templeswalls blew out, hurling columns before them, and chunks
of column bounced down the temple steps. The explosion hurled burning debris out across the city for
blocksindl directions.

Doc had no trouble descending into his meditative state.Hear me, O Trickster. Here isthe gift |
promised you, a loathsome trick, done by my command, done in your honor. | pray it brings you
laughter. He opened hiseyes again.

Theroar of the blast was done. Flaming cinders till fell among the crowd, but Aevar rose, unconcerned
by the danger they posed. Assuring himsdlf firgt that his daughter was unhurt, he turned to his officer.
"Bring inthefireguard,” he said. Then heturned to Doc. "As| was saying, you're going to explain this."

Doc gave him asmile that was as cold and distant as only a Daoine Sidhe could offer. "Oh, yes, | am."

* * *

Under the bright noonday sun, Zeb watched Geert Tiwasson and Hathu Aremeer fight for third placein
the All-Out.

Zeb affected dert interest, but he could barely manage to concentrate on the fight. Every part of his
body hurt. Alastair's medica devisements had in fact worked wonders on his nose, restoring it toits
proper shape by morning, but they hadn't opped it from hurting. Hisribs hurt, hisarms hurt, hisjoints
hurt, hisback hurt.

He managed a smile. Hurting wasn't bad. It was much better than one of the dternatives.

Tiwasson put Aremeer in ahold the man from Donarau could not break. Aremeer tapped out, an
expresson of disgust on hisface.

"Congratulations,”" Zeb told Tiwasson when the big man returned to the Sdelines.

Tiwasson afforded him afaint smile. "I would rather be where you are. Facing Forster."”

"It's not that much fun.”

A referee approached Princess Edrisin the royal platform. He held a pocket watch and shook his head,
gpesking. She spoke to him briefly. He came to the edge of the platform, to the microphone set up there,
and addressed the crowd in Burian.

"The appointed time having passed,” Tiwasson trandated, "and Conrad Forster not having presented
himsdf—"

The crowd, having aready heard the last words in Burian, groaned.

"—Forger isdisqudified from this competition.” Tiwasson cocked hishead. "It looks asthough | am



second instead of third." He extended Zeb hishand. "And you arefirst. Congratulaions.”

Zeb shook it. "Thanks."

"Think of mefondly now. Soon enough, | will take thetitle from you."

"l welcome afair chdlenge, man.”

They called Zeb, Tiwasson, and Aremeer up onto the platform. Princess Edris smiled as she placed the
wregths upon their heads—gold on Zeb's, silver on Tiwasson's, bronze on Aremeer’s.

The athletes turned to face and wave at the crowd, and the band began the roya anthem of
Novimagos—a song as tedioudy old-fashioned and predictable, Zeb decided, as Weserids.

He found the corner of the field where the Sidhe Foundation stood and waved to them. Most of them
were bandaged beneath their clothes, especialy Doc, and Ixyail till looked alittle disoriented—what
sheld been through, iron poisoning and overuse of her own specia gift, had left her that way. But she was
amiling, too.

Swanawas with them, and the Bergmonk Boys. And out in the crowd he saw Kobolde and other
duskies—not many, but more than there had been in the audience during hisfirst bouts.

Okay, hetold himsdlf,you're not Jesse Owens. But you're doing your part. He sought out Noriko
agan.And you didn't let anyone down.

* % *

"Coming with us?' Doc asked.

Rudi shook hishead. So did his brothers. "Were going to watch the Games until the end. Infact, | think
welll use the Foundation'srooms. If youveamind to let us."

Doc took the key from his pocket and passed it over. "Don't do anything | haveto pay for. | don't want
to have to come after you."

"] expect you might . . . someday. If were not smart enough. But, no, | won't make it soon. Why are
you leaving before the Games are done?"

"Personal businessto take care of ."

Chapter Twenty-Six

Shewasfair of skin and fine of build. Once she had been caled beautiful. Even today, many ill pointed
to the delicacy of her features, the luminous qudity of her eyes, the purity of the whiteness of her hair, and
accounted her abeauty. But time had set its stamp on her long ago. She wore the lines and frailty of age,
and it had been some time since anyone had written songs exdting her features.



Her name was Maeve, and since before the birth of most people now aive she had been Queen of
Cretanis, the proud idand kingdom of western Europe. She had dways ruled alone; her husband, now
long dead, had been Consort and Prince, never King.

Today she wore clothing of varying shades of green. The top was the precise color of rich grassthat was
closdly tended. The skirt was made up of aternating horizontal bands of that color and a darker green,
and its hem swept just across the polished surface of the floor. It was not too extravagant adressin
appearance, but it was costly of make, with devisements bound into it to keep it light so that wearing it
did not tax her.

She moved dong the marble gallery in one of the few areas of the palace where she could find privacy.
Guards stood at the doors leading into this portion of the complex but could only come within in response
toandarm. The gallery, dl of Panhdlenic marble, with stone benches upon which she never sat and a
small blue pool in which she had never waded, connected the display room, with its banks of glass cases
and the treasures they held, with her private library.

She never spent much timein the gdlery, but its serenity and its smplicity aways soothed her. Today, as
for the two days before, she needed soothing.

Maeve swept into her library. It was, by comparison with the two chambers before it, a plain room.
Two goriesin height, itswalls were all concealed by bookcases, map cases, and scroll racks. The
furnishings were smple—asofa, astuffed chair sagging in the middle from too many years of supporting
even her dight weight, chairs, tables, desk lamps. Everything was in various shades of brown—all but the
gpines of some of the books. Only among the books themsalves, and in her garments, were there
exceptions.

Andinthefire, of course. It blazed initsreds and oranges and yelows in the fireplace, set in the one
portion of wall not occupied by bookcases.

She hesitated, looking into thefire. It should have sprung to life as she entered, rather than being ablaze
dready.

"Hdlo, Maeve"

It wouldn't do to start, or to whip around to look at the intruder. Maintaining her composure, she turned,
dowly and regdly, to look up. "Hello, Desmond.”

Doc stood upon the walkway above, avolumein his hand, his pose suggesting he was surprised to find
her here. It was acharming act, of course. Only she was alowed to be here. His very presence,
uninvited, could lead to his execution.

His clothes were no more appropriate than his manner. He wore dark brown pants, riding boots, a
long-deeved black shirt with an open neck and flaring deeves. It was rather subdued for him, and she
redlized, somewhat distantly, that he had probably chosen it because it was difficult to see at night. It was
likely that he had worn some sort of cap over that white hair of his, so like hisfather'sin length and
texture.

"You'redressed to skulk," she said. "Areyou hereto kill me?'

"I'm hereto talk to you." He put the book back inits case, then straddled the nearest |adder and did
down to thefloor.



"How did you get in?"

"Oh, away my father showed me. Long, long ago. I've been saving it. | knew | might only useit once."
Without invitation, he moved to take one of the high-back chairs, twirling it to faceit toward her before

gtting.

Primly, she sat upon her comfortable stuffed chair. This Situation afforded her no sense of menace. "You
are hereto talk about Casnar,” she said.

"Casnar, and other things. By the way, is he home yet? We could not find any sign of his escape from
Bardulfburg. He was, | imagine, too experienced to leave atrail "

"Escape? The Crown Prince of Cretanis need not escape.”

Doc shook his head, dismissing the matter. "l will smplify matters by saying that | know you were part
of his collaboration with Generd Ritter and Doctor Niskin."

"Speculate dl you will. But | do not collaborate with gangsters.”

The comment brought asmileto hisface. "How about that? | do. But thisis no speculation. Which I'll
prove presently.” He lost his smile and leaned forward, al amusement gone. "Before | do what | haveto
do, | should tell you this. All my life, at least in my youth, it was my hope that you would accept me. Not
asason, but asamember of your family. Asaboy, | thought you kept me at a distance because | meant
that Father had desired, and had, other women. But eventudly | learned that was not your reason; had it
been, you would have brought your indignation to bear on some of those women, or my mother, aswell.
You never did. You saved it for me. Asayouth, | thought it was because you considered me athreat to
your own children—and this was before you'd borne any. But your didike of me perssted even when it
had to be clear to you that | had no intention of seeking the crown of Cretanis." He shrugged. "Asaman,
| gave up wondering. | dways kept my hand outstretched, in case you ever choseto takeit. Y ou never
did. Now | withdraw it."

"l am devadtated,” Maeve said, and gave him the faintest hint of smile. He wasn't amusing her. It was
timefor himto go.

"But now | think I know why you dways didiked me."
"Dotdl."
"Because I'm Daoine Sidhe and you're not.”

She did not move, did not dlow asingle muscleto twitch, but she felt as though sheld suddenly been
plunged into water as cold asice. She could not breathe for along, helpless moment. She did manageto
cock her head and look puzzled. It helped her gtall for time, for her voice to return. But the panic that
gripped her said that her delayswould gain her nothing.

"The Reinis wanted me for my seed,” Doc continued, "to begin a breeding program. A slly notion. And
I, like my father, am abit old-fashioned about theway | choose to dispenseit. But the question it begged
waswhy . With Casnar awilling member of their plan, why not use his seed to breed anew generation of
Daoine Sidhe and rai se them on the soullesswords of the Reinis? There were only two possible answers,
of course. Either he had no seed to offer—and the bastards he's | eft around Europe are ample evidence



that thisis not the case—or his seed was unsuited to the task. Because heis not Daoine Sidhe."

"You areridiculous." It did her no good to offer denials, and every word she spoke cut her likeanicicle
being dragged out of her. But pride demanded that she bow not even alittle to this man.

"1 am Daoine Sidhe because my father and mother were. Casnar and | share the same father. Therefore,
if heisnot Daoine Sidhe, it isbecause you are not. Can logic be smpler than that?"

"Itisnot true"

"| cannot imagine being so devoted to amatter of race that you would lie about it for so many yearsand
suffer to conceal some wayward drop of blood in your ancestry.”

"I have never had to do s0."

Instead of answering, Doc took an object from his pocket. Mageve recognized it from her tabletop. It
was awooden paperweight, glossy with lacquer. Embossed on it in gold were the rounded hill and eagle
atop it that were the centerpiece of her family's coat of arms. The front edge featured four indentations, a
little smdll for Doc's fingers, but he squeezed his hand into the dents anyway. "1 wasfairly surewhen |
read some documents Ish found at the site of the breeding program. They were amanua, being
trandated into Burian from Cretanis, on the care and feeding of little Daoine S dhe—part of alecture
series, actudly. Guiddinesfor expectant mothers. The Cretanis portion was not signed, but the voice
seemed very likeyou. Still, | wasn't absolutely sure until | found this.Bitte ," he said.

With amechanica creak, one of the bookcases swung open. In the niche beyond stood an aluminum
cabinet topped by elaborate glassworks.

Maeve stared at the cabinet as though she could will it out of existence, then turned the same look on
Doc. But heremained resolutely in place. He set the paperweight on the near tabletop.

"What are you going to do?" she asked.

"I'm going to tell the press. They might not be shocked by your collaboration with the Reinis. . . but
when they print the sory of the shame you felt about your ancestry, you'll be the laughingstock of much
of theworld."

Shelet along silence fal between them. She knew what she had to say, but the words congtituted a
surrender, and she had almost never surrendered in her life. Finaly she managed to utter them. "What
must | do to convince you otherwise?!

"Abdicate. Tonight. To Sanborn or either of the girls, but not to Casnar. My one bit of meddling with
Cretanis politicswill be, must be, to deny the throne to someone who supports the Reini philosophy.”

Maeve didn't bother to ask what would happen if sherefused. Doc did not lie. She could call her guard,
or even the specid bodyguard with which every member of her family was bestowed; she could not
count on Doc dying, could not count on his associates not to have the information and release it in the
event of his degath.

She offered him asmile that was dmaost genuine. "Y our vists are dwaysinteresting.”

“I'mglad.”



"Thisoneisat an end. | should not like to endure ancther one. Ever."
Herose. "Farewdl, then."

He moved to another bookcase and whispered aword to it. The lower section of it, only apaceand a
half high, swung open. He had to duck to enter the gap it revedled. He pulled the case shut on hisway
out.

* * %

It was some time before he could make hisway back to the airfield. Sneaking back out through the royal
complex, even with the knowledge his father had given him, was laborious. Making hisway unseen
acrossthe city of Beldon, which had been denied to him by an order of exile for many years, took time
and effort.

As he entered the hangar where the plane waited, bells began ringing in the distance. He frowned; it was
not yet six bells. And yet the pedl's reached six in number and continued.

The associates were dert for hisreturn. Harris and Gaby moved out from the hangar's small office. The
rest descended the plane ladder. Their faces were grave.

"What has happened?’ he asked.

They hesitated and looked at one another. It was Ixyail who spoke. "Doc, it was on the talk-box.
Maeve has abdicated. She said it wastime. She bestowed the throne upon Prince Sanborn.”

Doc nodded.
"And then she climbed to the top of Beldon Tower and legped to her death. The bdls aretolling for her."

Her words hit him like ablow. He must have let some part of hisfedings show. She came forward to
wrap her arms around his neck. "Doc, I'm sorry."

He held her. He forced words past the stone that had appeared, full-grown, in histhroat. "Soam |. But
here's not the place for it.

"Let'sgo home."



