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  Foreword


  


  When you’re a novelist, it’s really fun to write short stories sometimes.


  The problem with novels is that when you start one, you’re stuck being committed to a single basic theme, or group of themes, for quite a while. No matter how quickly you write a book’s first draft, you will be at close quarters with it for at least a year or so of editing, revision, and going over various stages of copyedited manuscripts and page proofs—until you’re heartily sick of the thing, and more than glad to kiss it goodbye. (At which point, paradoxically, you’re expected to get all excited over it for the publicity stage.)


  Short story work, though, rarely entails such wholesale co-opting of your life. Normally it gets worked in between other projects. It can arise from a chance phone call, a whim, a purposeful commission from an editor who likes your work. In my case, short story work and /or ideas have tended to come in more or less from left field, and have usually been a welcome break from whatever other novel or film project has been running my life at that point in time.


  And since nothing in a storyteller’s life happens in a vacuum, the short work affects the novels in ways that sometimes catch the novelist by surprise. This strikes me as a good thing: it’s too easy for the prolonged labor that a book requires to leave a writer suffering from creative tunnel vision.


  The eleven stories in this collection have some interconnecting threads and themes. A lot of them are what one reviewer some time back—a kindly person who wasn’t above some gentle irony—described as “the usual life-affirming Duane stuff.” Yeah, well. Another thing that amused me a little when I started pulling this collection together is how often the stories veer toward Switzerland. Sometimes this was always intended from the start (as in “Bears” and “The Back Door”). Sometimes it happens by accident—I swear I didn’t see it happening in the middle of “Herself” until it was too late. (“Honest, officer, I was just driving along and all of a sudden Zürich jumped out in the road in front of me—!”) …The only thing I can say about this is that many people have a “home of the heart” that they return to whenever they can, and Switzerland is one of mine. Zürich in particular is a location it’s hard for me to avoid when I’m having fun—it’s probably the only city I know and like as well as I know and like New York. And since its airport is routinely a gateway to other destinations for me when I take a week or two away from home to write, Zürich’s presence underlies a lot of my work. Just so that you know what’s going on when it keeps popping up…


  Meanwhile, I hope you enjoy these!


  


  …D.D. / February 2011


  


  



  
    



    



    



    



    For more than a decade and a half now my husband Peter Morwood and I have been working on a project that involves a very detailed look at a particular aspect of life in ancient Rome. In 2001 the project almost turned into a TV series that would have been truly massive (and which would probably have destroyed our marriage had it gone forward in the way the putative producers wanted. Fortunately we were spared that).


    


    But we were both still acutely aware of the stories that could be told in the Rome of the first century A.D. Here’s one of them. (By the way, for the curious, the sign in “Arno’s” is real: the original is in the remains of an ancient sports bar in Pompeii. There really is nothing new in the world…)


    


  


  


  


  


  


  The Fix


  


  


  


  


  The sand underfoot was burning hot and blinding to look at, glittering with jewel-dust and dust of gold: the only place it didn’t hurt to look at was where it was browned with blood. Above and all around him, the crowd roared so that he could hardly think…and the band behind him, blaring away, wasn’t helping either. Lucius tried to ignore it all. What was happening in front of him was far more important than the noise or the smell or his burning eyes.


  The murmillo gladiator in the red crest feinted at his opponent and cut hard. The white-crested Thracian sidestepped. That second blow should have landed, but it only sliced shoulder-padding as he dodged; the crowd screamed at the miss. Lucius could hear knights and senators in the ringside boxes shouting for the bookies to come and take new bets.


  “Go on,” Lucius shouted, “go on, don’t let him—” Red-crest was already moving forward, jabbing at the Thracian’s small shield, tempting him to use it to batter the murmillo’s shortsword out of his hand. The shield flickered up and around in a move that Lucius and his murmillo had been discussing for the past week—hoping it would happen, not daring to count on it. “Now!” Lucius yelled, and his murmillo struck. Not alongside the shield, but over it, at the Thracian’s left eye—


   The man ducked, but not enough, and his scream was drowned by that of the crowd. Shield went one way, curved sica saber the other, and he dropped to the glittering sand, blood gushing past fingers that clawed at his helmet’s faceplate—


   The band blew a fanfare as the umpire raised his fist, then extended the first two fingers. It was the signal that someone needed help; the medics came running. The Thracian’s coach yanked at the big bronze helmet’s fastenings and threw it aside, then swore…


  Lucius felt sorry for the guy, but not much. He’d noticed, a week back, that this particular Thracian’s helmet didn’t have the riveted-on plate over the leading eyehole that others had been adding. He liked to play to the highborn ringside ladies, to let them see his eyes….


  Too bad, Lucius thought, but you only play one game when you walk in here. “You okay?” His murmillo nodded, waiting for the umpire to get confirmation from the Imperial box. He got it, took the murmillo’s arm and held it up for the crowd to see.


   “The winner,” shouted the repeater-criers all around the arena, “the murmillo Cestinius, tyro, first victory with crown for technical merit…and the editor’s purse for the best new fighter of the Games!”


   The crowd roared again as the payoff crew came out with the murmillo’s winnings on a tray—only bags of coin at first, but as they started the victory lap, jewels and rings and other gewgaws thrown from the stands started to pile up on it too. The winnings came closer, and closer. Lucius glowed with pride. Finally. Finally. He reached out—


   And banged into cold rough brick, skinning his knuckles. His eyes flew open, and saw only darkness.


   Lucius groaned, his disappointment too great for words, and closed his eyes again. Almost. We almost got it. Oh, let me get back to sleep, and maybe this time…


   But the dream was gone, and it was dawn outside. This deep into Level One, there was no way to tell that by sight or hearing…but bitter necessity had long ago taught Lucius how to know the time without needing light to do it. He turned over in his sleeping-space, a narrow, airless, sloping-roofed tunnel of stone just barely longer than he was.


   Not far away, doors slammed and voices shouted under the arches and vaults of the long brick-walled arcades. Cattle lowed, their dark warm scent and the smell of manure mingling with other aromas—the bitter-musk big cat smell, and the scents of olive oil and hot metal, of bread baking and someone boiling honey. The work day had already begun.


   Lucius rolled over onto his hands and knees and wriggled backwards off his blanket. He groped to one side for the only things he owned, his household gods and his lamp, and wrapped them in the blanket before pushing the bundle up to the far end of the alcove. It was unlikely that anybody would steal the meager possessions of a nine-year-old slave, but there were always new people here, and you could never tell.


   Lucius wriggled further back until he could kneel upright, and felt for his sponge-stick where he’d left it the night before. Around him, in tiny crawlways like his own, Lucius could hear grunts and groans as other slaves woke up. There were maybe thirty of them, young and old, who slept in this empty set of nooks between gates fifty and fifty-one. Like him, they were corporate slaves and didn’t have personal owners, just overseers. Not that an overseer can’t beat you as hard as dead as an owner, Lucius thought as he headed for the arch that led to the inner aisle. At least Mancipuer doesn’t do that much…


   A ten-cubit-high brick arch materialized from the gloom. Through it, the shallow dish of a tall bronze pedestal-lamp cast unsteady light from the twisted hemp wicks that hung over its edges. Lucius made his way around the great aisle and past the east-side brothel, where lights and noise told him that the whores were at their laundry. Beyond that was the arched tunnel connecting the aisle to the center ring. Lucius trotted through it.


  The pale marble floors were empty, but not for much longer. Shops and snack bars would open in the bare cubicles and, in a couple of hours, this whole place would be full of city people coming in early for a bath, a drink, a meal or a business meeting. Lucius passed the drink-seller’s, with its stand-up bar and deep vats to cool the wine. Next was the broad table of the custom tunic seller. And just beyond that…


  Lucius slowed down and stopped, as he did every day, whether anyone was there or not. He imagined what it would be like, later, when the stallholder set up shop.


  I wish, he thought. I wish… The items that Tullius Strabo laid out there just before the lunch break were almost the best things in the whole Colosseum—better than food, or wine, or a day without being slapped around. Especially the murmillo…


  But for a penniless slave, Strabo’s wares were as unobtainable as the Moon. Lucius sighed and headed on to the slaves’ bath and toilet between gates forty-six and forty-seven. He trotted into the toilet room—a plain stone place with a bench around three sides and holes cut through—and had a squat; then rinsed his sponge-stick in the little paved stream that ran in front of the benches, then hurried out and back the way he’d come.


  You could always smell the downstairs bakery a long time before you saw it. Tall, skinny Delia the baker worked there, in a flicker of lamps and an occasional hot glare as the oven opened. The first loaves and specialty rolls were already piled up on the counter. “Those for you,” Delia said, catching sight of Lucius and pointing. Those were the fennel sausage rolls his overseer liked, and he took two. “Tell your boss I need his tally sticks for this week!”


  “I will,” Lucius said, and ran off with the rolls. Mancipuer was always in a better mood when they got to him still warm.


  The place where the draft beasts were stabled was nearly an eighth of the way around the arena. There, in a pen mostly swept clean, Lucius found Mancipuer the beast-dresser amid a crowd of other slaves, gilding the horns of the first of a triple hitch of oxen. His back was hunched from some old injury, making him smaller than he really was: dark and hairy, he reminded Lucius of the big apes that the management sometimes brought in for expensive beast-shows. Right now Mancipuer was using a thick soft brush to dab shreds of gold leaf onto the ox’s right horn. One slave held a lamp over the work: another carried a pot of the gesso used to make the gold-leaf stick.


  Near the ox’s head stood a boy several years older than Lucius; tall, thin, dark, he frowned more easily than he smiled. Catharis had worked with Mancipuer for two years less than Lucius, but he equated age with seniority and never lost a chance to try to bully Lucius into thinking so. As Lucius came in, Catharis scowled. Lucius ignored him, slipping in behind the four other slaves straining at ropes in an effort to keep the ox in one place. It bellowed, answered deafeningly by the other two oxen tied to a railing nearby.


  “That my breakfast?” shouted Mancipuer over the noise, barely glancing up from his work.


  “Yes, sir,” Lucius said. He stopped just out of arm’s reach. The overseer’s temper was always uncertain early in the morning.


  “You’re late. I’d beat you, but I haven’t the time. Get me the horn bags.” He passed the brush to another of the slaves and held his hand out to Lucius for the roll.


  “Is it hot, master?” Catharis said.


  Lucius glowered at him as he went to get the muslin bags used to protect the newly gilded horns. Mancipuer bit off a chunk of roll and sausage. “Hot enough,” he said through the mouthful. “Delia ask you about the sticks again?”


  “Yes, sir.” Lucius handed the bags to Mancipuer.


  “I’ll get them when we’re done here. Drop them off on your way to the draper’s. I need some cheap silk for the lunchtime routine with the lion.”


  “Yes, sir,” Lucius said. He stood aside while the ox was led away and a second one brought in. “What routine?”


  “Joke execution.” Mancipuer finished his roll. “False-front cage; lion in back, chicken in front.” He shrugged. “And thirty ells of silk to hide the chicken. Wicked waste, if you ask me. But what the Master wants…”


  “He gets.” The Master of the Games wasn’t about to come down and explain his reasoning to them. “What color silk, sir?”


  “They want crimson. Small chance, this time of year. But see how close you can get. Milla had some pinkish stuff.” He turned his attention to the new ox. “Catharis, give Lucius the gold leaf. You breathe too hard, it goes all over the place. Go pull a rope.”


  Furious at the reprimand, Catharis managed to kick Lucius’s leg as he went by. Lucius just gritted his teeth and ignored it. As usual, gilding the whole ox-team seemed to take forever and it was mid-morning before they were done. The arcaded central ring was starting to fill as people made for the bookies or the wine shops, did some early shopping, or visited the baths to freshen up before the games began.


  Mancipuer straightened and eased the kinks from his back. “Lucius, those tallies are on the second shelf,” he said. “Drop them off with Delia, then get that silk.”


  “Yes, sir!” Lucius snatched up the tally-sticks and ran from the gilding-pen, glad of the excuse to get away. He dropped the tallies at the bakery and then went through the tunnel toward the outermost ring.


  Here the better class of snack bars and shops were located—ones with higher ceilings and arched doors, all faced in marble to match the paving of the outer plaza and the stairs that accessed the stands. Patrons in tunics and togas were already leaning over the tables of the stand-up wine bars, intently studying parchments written with the day’s fight schedule, and arguing over handicaps and betting systems. Lucius wondered how it must feel to have so much money that you could afford to bet it and not get it back. Then he sighed and turned right toward gate twenty-three, bursting out into the bright hot sun of morning.


  Even this early the heat was brutal, and the light was blinding. Lucius turned his back on the Sun and rubbed his eyes, looking up at the white-shining mass of the Colosseum, as immense and bright as a snow-mountain. It was hard sometimes to connect the external white-and-gold glory to the dark life under the stands, a life lived in caves and tunnels, scurrying around under the pavement like frantic ants in service of this hot, bright world astir with excitement and light and color. Very soon now the bowl of the Colosseum would fill with spectators, and the sound of their voices would overflow the edges like a huge beast’s roar. The place would come alive, and the music would start, and the men who made it all happen, the fighters, would parade in. They would give everyone who sat in the place a single purpose: to be part of the fight, part of the glory, by backing a winner.


  Lucius turned away and headed across the hot plaza toward the Forum. Work left him little time to see the games, though he lived to hear every scrap of news about them, and could recite the stats of nearly every first-string fighter who walked out on the sand. He’d stolen time enough to see perhaps twenty fights since he started paying attention to them three years ago. It was annoying to be at liberty right now, because there would be no major fights until after the lunch break, when the crowds had had time to get enough wine in them to improve the bookies’ odds. There were three fights this afternoon that he’d have liked to see: two pairs of professionals who hadn’t fought since early spring, and the third—


  A shadow flickered over him and Lucius looked up, expecting to see a bird. Instead a strange twisting shape came floating slowly down: something red. It was a veil.


  Probably somebody up there dropped it, he thought, glancing back up at the Colosseum. A breeze pushed the veil slightly sideways as it fell, and Lucius realized it was going to land on the eternally muddy road where the animal-carts came up. Lucius could tell from the sheen and gleam of the veil as it turned in the hot sun that it wasn’t the cheap kind of silk that he’d been sent for, but something expensive, blown off of some rich lady up there.


  Rich people weren’t anything Lucius cared about one way or another…but still, the silk was really beautiful. It drifted lower, blowing toward the wet claggy mud of the cart path. Lucius went after it as the breeze gusted around the building, leaping up to catch one end just before it landed in the mire. Then he stared at it.


  Now what? How do I find out whose this is? There could be ten thousand women up there, freeborn, slave or noble, and probably all of them would say it was theirs. Lucius stood there irresolute, trying to decide what to do.


  He turned to look at the first-floor gates, and from Gate Twenty-Four came a subdued glow that resolved into a glitter of golden armor, a white tunic, a kilt of white and gold, high-laced white leather sandals as their wearer strode out into the sunlight. The big burly red-haired man stood there for a moment, craning his neck to see around or over the crowd that was starting to gather around him.


  Then he saw Lucius with the veil, and headed straight toward him.


  Lucius stopped breathing. Some of the crowd that had come out after the man were still following him. He turned as he walked, waving them away, laughing, and the sun glanced off the polished helmet under his arm with a blinding flash like a star fallen to earth.


  It can’t be, Lucius thought. But he knew the white ostrich-feather wings on that helmet’s griffin crest, and the multiple bands of white enamel just above the broad brim. Everybody who followed the Games knew the trademarks of the Neronian gladiator school’s most famous superstar. But what’s he coming at me for? Unless... The veil! Did I do something wrong? But what—?


  Lucius stared at his face. It really is him! There was the scar from last year, one of the very few he’d ever gotten: he was that good. “Boy,” the man said as he got closer, “where’d you find that?”


  “It fell from the top level, sir,” Lucius managed to say, and then instantly blushed hot. He was in a sports fan’s dream, but had no idea how to act or even speak to a top-level gladiator if one spoke to you.


  The gladiator looked over at the mud of the nearby cart-track and his eyes widened a little. All Lucius’s worries vanished when he saw how broadly the man grinned at him. “You saved it from landing in that mess? Nice catch.”


  Lucius swallowed, overwhelmed by the compliment, and held out the veil. But the resplendent figure just glanced over his shoulder then waved it away. “Hang onto it for a moment longer,” he said. “We’re waiting for someone. What’s your name, son?”


  “Lucius.”


  “I’m Hilarus.”


  “I know.”


  “A fan, eh?”


  Lucius put his head up, emboldened, and grinned back. “I work here,” he said. “I follow the business.”


  “Aha…a fellow professional. Don’t tell me: you want to be a gladiator someday.”


  Lucius shook his head. “No. A coach.”


  “Smart kid,” Hilarus said. “There’s money in that, if you can learn what you need to. And you don’t have to be a gladiator to learn.” Hilarus glanced quickly over his shoulder again. “So how do you like today’s card?”


   Lucius had been thinking about little else. “If I was a betting man,” he said, “I’d have something on the third fight.”


  Now Hilarus laughed out loud. “‘If?’ Everyone bets in Rome. The question is, which way?”


  “You’re fourteen for fourteen, with thirteen crowns for technical merit,” Lucius said. “The other guy’s two for six, and none. Looks obvious to me.”


  “To a lot of people,” Hilarus said. “And today, I wouldn’t argue. But if the fix was in—” He looked over his shoulder again and his grin moderated itself. “Here she comes. Make me look good…”


  


  A flurry of rose and white came out of Gate Twenty-Four, a silken palla-robe stirred to a flutter by the breeze that blew around the base of the building. The woman wrapped in it wore no veil, but scurrying behind her came a gaggle of high-end slaves burdened with parasols and cushions and feathery fans and picnic hampers. They all paused as the woman did, looking around. Hilarus caught her eye and raised a hand. Behind his back, the gladiator’s other hand made a fist at Lucius, then stuck out two fingers in the Help me out here! gesture. Lucius looked at it for a moment, then put one end of the veil in that fist as it opened. He didn’t let go of the other end.


  The whole brightly-dressed crowd moved toward them, the lady foremost. Lucius bowed deeply: and Hilarus extended the hand holding his end of the veil.


  “You have it!” she said. “I thought it would be floating in Father Tiber by now.”


  “No, madam,” Hilarus said, and bowed again. “But someone should have told you that it wouldn’t go into the arena from where you threw it. This time of day, the wind’s from the west. Anything this light goes up under the east-side awnings and out. I’ve seen a hundred veils go that way…”


  “I dare say you have,” she said, giving him a wicked look. “But I’m glad not to have lost this to anyone I didn’t know.” She smiled at Hilarus, and took the veil. “And the small one helped you? You must have run very quickly!”


  “We both ran for it, Great Lady,” Lucius said, eyeing the width of the golden border on her robe. It was heavy bullion wire, and he didn’t think his honorific was going too far. “But he caught the other end, that would have gone in the mud.”


  “And I missed such a chase!” the lady said, with an attractive pout. “Better sport than anything in the arena—especially after you ran out.” She gave Hilarus an amused look. “You should have seen the Emperor’s face.”


  “Normally his commands are my first concern,” Hilarus said, bowing slightly. “But some of us owe other allegiances: such as the one to Queen Venus.”


  The lady smiled again. “We should go back,” she said to Hilarus, “before Titus starts wondering too much. I’ll find a way to show my gratitude… Later. But as for you, young sir—”


  She smiled at Lucius, bending down to meet his eyes more closely, and reached out to take his hand. All his calculating and rather mercenary thoughts of reward left Lucius’s head in a rush, drowned in the darkness of her hair and eyes. Up close, she smelled wonderful, like roses. Then he felt something cool and heavy against his palm. It wasn’t easy to look away from her, but when he did he goggled at a glinting disc—a whole denarius—with the Emperor’s head on it, round and thick-necked and bald.


  “Lady…” he said. “Thank you!”


  “Her, certainly,” Hilarus said, with a smile at the lady. “But perhaps you should thank Queen Venus too. Any wise man is glad to be in her debt.”


  The lady straightened up, draped the rosy veil over her head and drew it down in a gesture of amused modesty that hid nothing. “Only the wise ones?” she said, and gave the gladiator a look that Lucius had seen often enough on the girls up in the stands….


  Even overwhelmed as he was, Lucius had the presence of mind to bow again, to both of them. Then, blinded by the absolute wonder of the moment, he hurried back toward the Colosseum gates, his fist clenched around the coin.


  As if by some evil magic, a tall thin form stepped out of the shadows and straight-armed him. Lucius staggered, caught his balance again, and found himself staring at Catharis. “You’re gonna get it,” the bigger boy sang softly, smiling his usual nasty smile. “You’re gonna get it…”


  “I wouldn’t get anything if you weren’t opening your big yap all the time.”


  Catharis snickered. “Master says, where’s the silk he sent you for?”


  “I haven’t been to Milla’s yet. I’m going now.”


  “So where’ve you been?”


  Lucius scowled. “None of your business, you squatsponge!”


  Catharis’s eyes went narrow. “You can’t talk to me like that! I’ll tell Master—”


  “Tell him whatever you want,” Lucius said, and ran off in the direction of the Forum. Just this once he was completely unmoved by the threat. I don’t have to take this squat. Five minutes ago I was talking to Hilarus! And that great lady, like some kind of foreign queen!


  “You come back here!” Catharis yelled, but Lucius ignored him. He’ll go right back and tattle to Mancipuer. So let him. I’ll take my beating. I’ve got something to make up for it! As he ran, Lucius reached inside his tunic, pulled out the little amulet-bag that hung hidden around his neck, and hid the denarius in it.


  He made his way through the Forum to the arcaded side alley where Milla the cloth-seller had her stall. It was a multicolored forest of bolts of cloth, mostly standing on end, some stacked up like cordwood, and usually one or two rolled out on the marble of the streetside slab. As Lucius approached he saw with astonishment that the slab was covered with thin crimson-colored silk. That was when he started thinking he might not get beaten after all. “Milla—how much of this have you got?”


  “How much do you want?” she said, emerging from the back of the stall. As usual, Lucius wondered how so round a woman could be invisible in so small a space.


  “Thirty ells. On the Master’s account—”


  “Lucky you. Thirty is what I’ve got,” Milla said. “Take it. I’ll send the tally sticks around later.”


  She rolled up the silk and loaded it into Lucius’s arms. He staggered under the weight, but didn’t care: as he made his way back out through the Forum, Lucius had the strangest feeling that his luck had changed. Even in the dark warren of the tunnels, some golden outside light seemed to have followed him in—even when he turned the last corner and found Mancipuer examining the badly-done paint job on a snorting pygmy elephant.


  “See, master!” Catharis said. “I told you. He didn’t even start for the stall until I went out and told him to get moving. And now he’s back with some shoddy—”


  “Thirty ells of crimson, sir,” Lucius said, bringing the bolt over for Mancipuer to see. “Just the kind you wanted.”


  Scowling, Mancipuer reached out to finger the fabric—then turned that scowl back on Catharis. “I don’t mind if he takes the time to do the work right,” he said. “Unlike some people, in so much in a rush to get done with our own work that we botch it. Lucius, you and Makron start getting that stuff stretched out on the frames he just built. Afterwards you can have the afternoon to yourself. As for you—” he gave Catharis a clout upside the head, “scrub this poor creature off and start over. We’ve four more to do.”


  “Yes, master,” Catharis said humbly, but when Mancipuer’s back was turned he shot a furious glare at Lucius. Lucius paid no attention, but went to help old Makron with the silk. He did the next hour’s work in a half-dream, feeling the little bag against his chest, and thinking again and again, I talked to Hilarus…!


  As soon as he was done, Lucius ran off before Mancipuer could change his mind. As he went, feeling the bag thump against his chest, the thought came to him, staggering. He had money.


  He could buy the murmillo!


  Lucius stopped and leaned against an archway, gulping, almost in shock at the thought of actually spending the one piece of money he had ever owned. But at the same time…


  …the murmillo!


  He took a breath so deep it felt to be worth about three, and made his way to the center aisle, to Strabo’s stall. A few feet away he stopped, as he always did, to just stare at the rows of figures. They came in all kinds and sizes—Thracians with their typical curved sica swords; retiarius netmen with tridents; secutor “chasers” in egg-shaped helmets… And finally Lucius’s favorites, the murmillones with their big shields and crested, cowl-brimmed helmets.


  All the figures came in several models and price ranges. The collectors’ editions, done in silvered or even gilt iron with bronze accessories, were intended for the high-end market. Then came the wooden ones, carved with helmets that could open and close; the figures had mobile jointed arms, and hands socketed to take small bronze swords. Once you had the basic figure, you could buy clip-on armor for it, and have it decorated with designs like your favorite fighter. The cheapest ones were plain terracotta; nothing moved, and they were fragile, but a clever workman could paint on the armor and even do a sketchy version of your favorite gladiator’s face under the visor of the open helmet.


  For Lucius, even the pottery murmillo had been an impossible dream. But now he could even afford one of the metal ones. And still get change back from the denarius!


  Lucius took a deep breath and stepped up to the slab. Strabo turned and looked down, a long way down, at Lucius He was tall and thin and gray-haired, with watery pale eyes that looked straight through you.


  “Huh,” he said. “You.” And he started to turn away.


  “No, wait!”


  Strabo wasn’t a mean-looking man, but he had a face in which every deep-creased line seemed to say Don’t waste my time. “Why? What if a paying customer comes along?”


  Lucius looked up and down the aisle, and Strabo followed his glance. No one showed the slightest sign of coming near them. “All right,” Strabo said resignedly. “You’re ‘just looking’, right? At the murmillo again?”


  He reached for one of the plain pottery ones and set it right in front of Lucius’s nose. “It’s just the same as the last time…”


  “Not that one,” Lucius said, reaching into the collar of his tunic to fish out his amulet-bag. “One of the wooden ones.”


  Strabo opened his mouth. Before he could say a word, Lucius pushed the denarius at him.


  “How’d you come by money like that all of a sudden?”


  “A lady gave it to me.”


  “Oh really.” Strabo oozed disbelief.


  “The lady,” said Lucius, “who came out after Hilarus.”


  The watery eyes opened wider. “Oh really,” he said again, but this time the tone was different. He moved the terracotta murmillo back to its place and brought forward one of the olive-wood ones. Lucius took it in his hands and examined it carefully. The carving was good, the fighter’s stance very natural. There was a nick in the left upper thigh where the carver’s knife had slipped, but the damage was sanded down and otherwise it was perfect. Lucius handed it back. “That’ll do.”


  “How do you want it?” Strabo said. “Parchment armor?”


  “Bronze,” Lucius said. He might never be able to afford his own action figure again: he was going to do this right.


  “Wooden sword?”


  “Iron.”


  “All right,” Strabo said. He started rummaging among the paintpots and tools on the shelf behind him.


  “…Who was she?” Lucius said after a moment.


  “With that many slaves, and sitting near the Emperor? Someone important.” He picked through the wicker trays under the slabs until he found a short straight sword about the length of his little finger. “But it’s the kind of thing you won’t ask anybody else about, if you’re smart…”


  Lucius watched carefully as Strabo wrapped quilted muslin around the wooden figure’s upper arm, then tied the metal arm-guard on top with linen thread. He checked to make sure everything still moved, and plugged the little iron blade into the hole in its clenched fist. “Watch out for this,” he said. “It’s soft, it’ll bend. You break it, you don’t get a replacement.”


  “I won’t break it,”


  The kilt and broad belt went on, padding for the legs and a pair of greaves secured with more linen thread, and finally the tall Army-pattern shield. Strabo picked up the helmet, checking that the faceplate grille went up and down correctly, then looked at the plain crest. “What color?”


  Lucius meant to say, “White and gold,” but a memory of the lady’s rose-red veil stopped him. “Make it red,” he said.


  Strabo dipped the brush in a nearby paint-pot and a moment later the crest was scarlet with terra-cotta and gesso paint. Two tiny feathers went into the sockets either side. Then he smiled, pointed the brush carefully with his fingers and painted a garland of roses above the brim of the helmet. Not an unusual decoration, and calculated to catch the ladies’ eyes.


  Lucius grinned. Strabo put the brush down and picked up a finer one from a pot of lampblack-ink, lifting the helmet off again. The figure’s face underneath it was blank, oval, a ridge running down the middle of its front. With surprising speed Strabo painted on a pair of eyes, the shadow of a nose, a stroke of mouth. He held the figurine away, admiring it: then swung the visor down and put the figure on the slab in front of Lucius. “Satisfied?”


  “He’s perfect.”


  “Then that’ll be six minae.”


  “Done.”


  Strabo made the change and counted it out, then watched Lucius put it away rather mechanically. He rooted around under the slab for a moment, produced a piece of plain soft cloth and wrapped it around the little gladiator. “Go on, boy.” He said it gently, not the way people usually said ‘boy’ when they were using it as just another way to say ‘slave’. “Go put him somewhere safe.”


  Lucius nodded. Still in something of a daze, he took the wrapped-up murmillo and headed off to his sleep-space to hide it away. Once there he watched all around to make sure no one saw him: then slipped in, unrolled his blanket, and tucked the murmillo alongside his lamp and his gods. “I’ll see you later…” he whispered, and got out fast.


  Once out in the center aisle again, he paused and wondered what to do. He really wanted to spend the afternoon playing with the murmillo, but to do that in private, he’d have to get more lamp oil, and slaves weren’t allowed any until after dark.


  Lucius wandered out into the sunlight again. People were coming in for the afternoon session, so he dawdled out into the Forum again, sheltering under one of the arcades, and considered buying himself a treat. There were people selling sausages and sweets out here; cheeses and fruits and honey-cakes, all kinds of wonders that he would never taste. The kind of thing that Lady must eat all day…


  But then he caught a glimpse of white columns through the Forum stalls, and felt a brief odd pang of guilt as he remembered Hilarus saying, You should thank Queen Venus…


  Lucius thought about that… then dodged and scampered up the busy Forum, right to the far end of the plaza and a largish stall hung with all kinds and sizes of cages. At the sight of him, the stallholder, a fat lady in a big stained yellow palla, came straight out to chase him off. But Lucius knew what to do. He held up his coin and waited till she saw it.


  “Won’t get much for that,” the woman said.


  “Don’t need much,” Lucius pointed at one of the smallest cages.


  The woman sniffed and unhooked it from the cord where it hung. “One sestercius…”


  “How much…?” said Lucius, appalled. Then he shrugged. If the goddess had seen fit to get him a whole denarius, then this was her fair cut. He handed it over. The stallholder dropped the coin on her little scale and watched suspiciously until the pans leveled out before giving him the caged, squawking sparrow.


  Lucius took it and ran past the end of the Forum, up the steps of Venus’s temple. Leaning against one of the big open doors was a slightly pear-shaped priestess in white frock and rose-colored palla, with a jauntily skewed garland of somewhat wilted roses on her head.


  Lucius handed her the cage. The priestess took it and looked inside. “With prayer, or without?” she said.


  “With, please,” Lucius said. “A thank-offering.”


  “Ten minae,” the priestess said, and smiled crookedly. “Aren’t you a little young to be thanking Her for favors?”


  “Not when I owe Her one,” Lucius said, and passed over the money.


  The priestess pocketed it. “Whatever. Thank you Lady Venus Queen of the Loves and Passions of Men for Gracious Kindness shown to this your Servant who by this Token thanks Thee,” she said, and pulled the cage door open. The sparrow shot out, pooping on the priestess as it went, and fluttered straight back toward the marketplace. The priestess rolled her eyes and walked off, resignedly wiping herself with her sleeve.


  Lucius headed back into the shadows of the Colosseum. In the evening there was more work to do, but everything went by more quickly than he could have believed, because of what was waiting in his sleep-space. When he finally got there, the building had gone quiet around him, all the spectators gone, the restaurants emptying, the brothels operating with their doors shut. Lucius knelt by the bedroll, put down his lamp—refilled with oil at Delia’s—and unrolled his blanket.


  There was the murmillo, just as he had left him. Lucius piled up the blanket against his doorway in such a way that it shut most of the lamp’s light in. And then, on the hard stone floor, he played. Hardly above a whisper, Lucius made all the sounds of a day’s Games: the crowd’s roar, the cries of the bookies, the repeaters’ announcements, the stats of the champion and the challenger.


  Then the featured fight began, and he worked the murmillo’s sword arm up and down more times than he could count, beating the iron of the sword against imagination’s armor until the inside of his mind rang with it. On hands and knees, grinning in triumph, he made the murmillo chase the unfortunate challenger—some poor five-fight Thracian—up and down the length of a shadowy sleep-space which had become the sunlit arena oval. Lucius played until he could barely see, until he started falling asleep where he sat. Then ever so carefully he laid the action figure down, wrapped in a fold of his blanket, and then got ready to say his prayers.


  No Roman would have called a place home without his household gods. Lucius had only two, carved clumsily from scrap wood he’d found. One was Mars—that made sense since the Colosseum was His house—though Lucius didn’t pray to him too often, since he was reported to have a temper and you wouldn’t want to get on His nerves. The other was a Venus that a Gaulish slave had made for him a year or so ago, a little woman-shape like Milla the cloth-seller, one-third bosom and two-thirds hips, but still strangely graceful. “The Lady of the Caves,” the Gaul had called her: “the Lady of the tunnels and holes and dark places underneath: Venus Cloacina…”


  Carefully Lucius put the lamp down in front of the little figures, and he raised his hands to pray. “Thanks again,” he said. “This is the best thing I’ve ever had. Please take care of the nice lady who gave me the money. I’ll take good care of the murmillo. I promise.”


  Then Lucius lay down and rolled himself in the rest of the blanket, and blew out the lamp. He put a hand out to the rolled-up murmillo, let out a breath, and, smiling, fell asleep.


  


  *


  


  So, he heard someone say in the night: probably someone going home late from the nearby brothel. Do I win?


  You win, said another voice, more amused than annoyed. I admit it.


  And…? said the first voice.


  Oh, stop that. You know I’ll pay the debt. What do I owe him?


  The usual. A day of heart’s desire.


  And if he can’t cope?


  A long, slow smile began to underlie the darkness. Are you betting he can’t?


  Lucius turned over and slept again.


  


  *


  


  


  A second later, it seemed, he awoke in the dark. It was dawn again. Lucius reached out his hand, knowing that between him and the brick would be—


  ...nothing?!


  Lucius sat up and just missed banging his head against the ceiling. He swore under his breath. Catharis! he thought, feeling around, and not finding the murmillo anywhere. He actually came in here and took it! I’ll kill him!—


  He knew where Catharis slept—in an underhang over by the door the gladiators used to go into the arena and he didn’t need a light to find his way. Lucius headed around the curve of the inmost aisle, toward the Fighter’s Gate, the way the gladiators went into the ring. Off to the right was the place where Catharis would be sleeping. Lucius stalked down the aisle, not even trying to be quiet. But then an oblong of light in front of him distracted him and he slowed to stare at it—pale light, very early morning light, seeping in. The Fighter’s Gate was ajar. Silently Lucius crept forward to look out into the arena.


  That pale strange light of morning twilight turned everything—sand, stands, shadow—all one shade of indefinite blue. High up, the sky was still dark; but above the rim of the arena, hanging like a watching eye, was the morning star. And out on the sand, in the empty silence of the arena, a single murmillo was working out. In better light, his crest might have been red with two tall plumes, and the shadows around his helmet a garland of roses, a design calculated to please the ladies.


  Lucius stepped out through the Fighter’s Gate and moved slowly across the twilit sand. The murmillo just kept going through his basic drill, a flowing sequence of techniques with sword and shield. The sand, dry after being raked and left to rest for the night, squeaked under his footsteps.


  Ten paces away, Lucius stopped to watch. The murmillo had that same easy grace that Hilarus did, the gift for making it look simple. Though his moves were less showy, their precision was just as crisp. When he finished, the murmillo turned, swinging his sword and working one shoulder as if it bothered him. That was when he saw Lucius and strode over to him, towering above the boy’s head.


  What happened next took Lucius’s breath away. The gladiator saluted, then gravely went down on one knee. “Sir,” he said. “I am your gladiator.” He took his helmet off.


  For an instant Lucius was afraid there would be only daubs of ink inside, but the face was normal enough, though rough-hewn and blocky as if genuinely carved from wood. The eyes were no darker than any other Roman. Lucius lowered his own eyes from that direct stare, astonishingly childlike in a full-grown man. And then he saw, above the greave on the left leg, a dimple in the flesh. Not a scar. Just a place where the carver’s knife had slipped….


  “There’s a message, sir,” he said. “She says, ‘You have a day: dawn to dawn’.”


  “‘She?’” said Lucius, blushing and not knowing why. He was able to accept the magic far more easily than the words. Even in dreams nobody had ever called him Sir. He was just a slave, he’d never had real responsibility before. But now he was responsible for the murmillo.


  And I have to take care of him. How do I do that—?


  Back in the depths of the building, a door creaked open and Lucius flinched.


  “What’s the matter, sir?”


  “We’ve got to get away from here. Gladiators don’t work out by themselves this early, they—”


  “Hey, you!” Lucius half-turned, saw who was speaking, and felt icy sweat pop out all over him. “Yes, you two! What’s going on?”


  This can not be happening! Lucius thought desperately. Dark-skinned, massive, standing in the shadows of the Fighter’s Gate, was the Master of the Games, principal officer of the Colosseum, answering directly to the Emperor; the man responsible for every denarius and sestercius spent here, and therefore Lucius’s true master. In the comfy brown tunic he must have slept in, he looked like a casual laborer, but there was nothing casual about his expression. “Well?”


  Lucius instantly understood that the only possible response was to lie outrageously, and bowed the way he’d done to the patrician lady yesterday. “Sir,” he said, “my master sent him over to work out with the Neronians.”


  It was Hilarus’s school, the best—and the only one with a direct connection to the Colosseum through the tunnel under the plaza. That explained how a gladiator could get here without passing any gates. The Master raised his eyebrows. “He’s a little early.”


  “My master wanted him to check the sand.”


  The Master looked resigned. “Doesn’t everybody? All right…five more minutes. Then the ground crew comes in.” He turned and vanished into the darkness under the gate. Lucius nearly collapsed with relief, then heard the squeaking behind him as the murmillo went back to his practice.


  “Didn’t you hear him? We have five minutes!”


  “Five minutes is long enough to win a fight.” The murmillo began proving that on the empty air.


  Lucius watched him with a thousand questions going through his head. What do I do now? How do I hide him? What do I do with him? “When you’re finished,” he said, “follow me. I’ll find you somewhere to hi— To stay while we figure out what to do.”


  “Only until afternoon,” the murmillo said without breaking his rhythm.


  “What? Why?”


  “Because I fight this afternoon.”


  “You what??”


  “I fight. In the freestyles.”


  “Are you crazy? Who put your name on the schedule?”


  “That’s my owner’s job. You would have taken care of that. Wouldn’t you?” He went back to cutting the air.


  Lucius shivered; the swish of the sword was starting to get to him. That’s how it’ll sound when they find I lied about him, and chop my head off… Then, slowly, his panic began to fade. But wait a minute. What if he does fight? This happens every week. Documentation goes missing, some new guy turns up,nobody’s sure what he’s doing but he knows, and the fight goes ahead—


  It all started to fall into place. If he’s going to show up to fight anyway, then we’ll go ahead and act like he’s for real. It could work, for the same reason that it had worked just now with the Master. With six thousand employees in this one facility alone, he couldn’t know them all by sight. “Listen,” he said. “Just come along with me, and whenever I say ‘Isn’t that right?’, you just nod and agree. And if I ask you to do some fighting moves—”


  “That’s what I live for,” said the murmillo. He slashed his sword up and down, then winced slightly. “I think I overdid the exercises.”


  Lucius remembered how long he had played with his toy gladiator, and felt guilty. “We’ll take you down to the trainers’ bay,” he said. “They massage gladiators all day: no way they’ll care that they don’t recognize you. A rubdown, then a hot bath…”


  He headed off, thinking fast, then saw the very last thing he needed—Catharis, looking first sleepy, then surprised. Lucius paid no heed, but didn’t miss the familiar nasty smile. Oh well, what’s one more problem? He turned to the murmillo to ask him the first of a thousand questions, then stopped. “What’re you called?”


  “Whatever my master chooses.”


  Lucius swore under his breath, but as they passed the equipment stall where kit was dropped off for repair, he caught sight of several pairs of caesti, bronze-knuckled boxing gloves. Hmm. “Cestinius,” he said. “‘Lil’ Knucks.’ How does that sound?”


  “Like my name,” said the murmillo, as if there’d never been any doubt.


  “Oh, good.”


  They reached the massage and bath area, and Lucius stuck his head around the door. “Hey, Arcisius! You in here?”


  In a waft of steam, a bathman in a linen kilt emerged from the hot-pool area, wringing out a sodden towel. “Here’s a new guy from the Neronian,” Lucius said. “His trainer’s not here yet, and somebody thought it’d be funny to send him all the way over here for his bath.”


  “Why am I surprised?” said the bathman. “They’re getting back at us for last week, when we sent all those people over to them.” Arcisius peered at the murmillo. “And they made him suit up, too? What a laugh. Go through there, fella; racks for the armor on the left…”


  Lucius watched him go, then said under his breath, “Keep an eye on him, all right? He got a bang on his head a while back; he might seem like he’s not all there…” He slipped a mina into Arcisius’s unresisting hand.


  Arcisius stared at it. “Where’d you get this?”


  “He’s got a patron, and the patron needed an agent. Me. Don’t mention this to anyone, all right? But… This guy’s a good bet for later today.”


  “Freestyles, huh? Got it. Can I mention that to a couple other of the lads? Thanks…”


  He vanished into the bath area. Lucius got back to the beast pens as fast as he could, but Catharis was already there with Mancipuer’s breakfast rolls, looking virtuous as he whispered in the overseer’s ear.


  “You’re late,” Mancipuer said. Ignoring the rolls, he headed for Lucius. Catharis was already grinning. Lucius let the distance close until he could speak quietly, then said, “Sir, my apologies. Someone wanted to… borrow my services.” He did his best to make it sound mysterious.


  “Oh, they did, did they? Well, you can just tell them—”


  Lucius caught his overseer’s hand, pulled it down out of sight of the other slaves and pressed a sestercius into it. If I can cut Lady Venus in, I can cut him in too. Especially considering how much trouble he could make for me otherwise….


  Mancipuer glanced at his hand, then at the other slaves. His other hand grabbed Lucius by the tunic.


  “You were late yesterday, too. The rest of you, back to work! We need to have a little chat.” The other smirked and moved away: that phrase was known code for a serious hiding. Mancipuer dragged him out of sight behind one of the nearby columns, then whispered, “What’s this about?” He slapped the column noisily. “But first, yell!”


  “Ow! Ow! Master, no!”


  “Keep me waiting, will you? I’ll have your hide off first! Maybe this’ll help you remember!”


  The pantomime went on for a couple of minutes before Mancipuer paused, flapping his hand to ease the sting. “This had better be good,” he said in a low voice, “or it won’t be the column next time.”


  “It is good, sir! The fix is in! This senator, crimson a hand deep on his toga, he stopped me in the Forum and said he needed an agent no one would suspect. He’s putting a new gladiator into the freestyles today, behind his trainer’s back—he’s got too many contacts, and this new man’s a ringer. The senator bought him in from Pompeii or somewhere; name’s Cestinius. Betting’s already started. Anybody in the know will clean up—”


  “How much is in it for us?”


  “A lot,” Lucius said, desperately hoping that this was true. “The guy’s rated as a tyro, but he’s not. I saw him warming up this morning…”


  Mancipuer thought for a moment. “All right. After that ‘beating’ you’re no good for anything today. And Catharis needs to learn how much work I expect from my senior slave.” His smile was nasty: Lucius was glad it wasn’t directed at him. “But I want half of whatever’s going.”


  “Oh, all of it, sir!”


  “No lies, just half.” Mancipuer raised his voice again. “Next time it’ll be worse!” he roared. “Get out of my sight!” Then, quietly, “And get fixing.”


  Lucius got, trailed by a chorus of jeering laughter. He remembered to groan and hobble until he was out of sight, but was already starting to work at how to get Cestinius onto the lists for this afternoon. Everything hung on that. There were other problems, too. The bath had been easy, but his man needed food, drink, and somewhere to rest until fight time…


  But as he went from snack bar to lounge to equipment area and back again, Lucius realized something: the system could be beaten, and it wasn’t hard to do. The sheer size of it was an advantage. Five hundred beast-handlers in this place, two thousand gladiatorial support staff, a thousand ground crew—rakers, cleaners, wheel-greasers, gods knew what else—dressers, trainers, all the rest: the Colosseum was a small city within the City. And as in any city, people constantly got fired, got hired, got married, got sick, sometimes got killed. The population was always changing. All that mattered was to avoid people who knew him too well to be taken in by his cover story. Nor did it matter that Lucius was poorly dressed. Plenty of rich owners left their slaves dressed badly because it never occurred to them to think about their clothes. Lucius’s rags didn’t make much difference.


  But though food and baths and armor-polishing weren’t so much of a problem for Lucius to arrange, what he still couldn’t work out was how to get Cestinius onto the freestyle lists. Those came down from arena management, from the Master’s office. Lucius briefly considered sneaking up there, stealing in, grabbing a list and… Then what? He could read a bit, but couldn’t write a word.


  Cestinius remained cheerfully unconcerned. Lucius stopped in on him any number of times between morning and noon-meal to find he’d been adopted as the bathmen’s pet celebrity: they weren’t used to gladiators who so enjoyed listening to everything they had to say. Yet another masseur was rubbing him down and chatting with Lucius when somebody yelled, “Hey you, get over here!”


  Lucius turned around. Catharis was standing in the doorway. “What?”


  “Master wants you!”


  Lucius stared at Catharis in a way that made it plain he was in no hurry. The bathmen noticed it and started to chuckle. “We’re talking business here,” he said. “I’ll be along in a moment.”


  The laughter got louder. Catharis stood it as long as he could. “He’s in Arno’s!” he shouted, then fled. Lucius smiled.


  “And the lists…?” asked Cestinius.


  “It’s getting handled,” Lucius said, and strolled out like someone far more confident than he felt.


  There was a sports bar on the second level; another under-the-stands space, but airier than some due to the air-shafts that vented through gratings behind the third-level seats. There were benches and tables, and a central island where the amphorae of wine and the ice and water and pottery mugs were kept. The back wall was whitewashed for weekly advertisements, like the gable-end of a house: on one side, somewhat faded because there was no need to change the sign, a block of russet letters said, THE FAMOUS GLADIATOR HILARUS EATS HERE ON TUESDAYS AND SATURDAYS. COME AND BE SEEN WITH HILARUS. COVER CHARGE 2 SESTERCII. Under the sign sat Mancipuer. 


  “Is everything all right, sir?” Lucius said. Seeing Mancipuer here made him nervous. He was famous for never taking his lunch hour off.


  “Fine,” Mancipuer said, “fine. Flavia! Food for the boy, and a refill of Tuscan. Now sit down here and talk to me. The bathmen are going crazy: one masseur says he never saw a body in better shape, like some statue come to life. But he’s still just a tyro, so the betting—” Mancipuer took a swig of his wine. “Things have heated up since this morning. There are all kinds of rumors….”


  Will they be enough to get him onto the freestyle list? Lucius thought desperately.


  Mancipuer had another swig. His cheeks were glowing, and not just with excitement. “And this patron… Who is he, kid? Really?”


  Another clay flask of wine arrived and Lucius had a moment or so to think until the server went away. “Sir, I can’t. Or I might just…vanish. But not yet. So far, he thinks I’m a lucky charm.” Lucius grinned. “I can be lucky for more than one person at once, though…”


  Mancipuer grinned too. “Let’s see.”


  They sat there together for the better part of an hour like old partners, eating bread and bacon and broad beans and drinking watered wine. Lucius kept fretting about where Cestinius was, how he was doing…but he also noticed, in the shadowy nooks of the bar, knowing looks being exchanged, whispers going around. Is the fix in? Who’s it in on? Which fight? …for no one in Rome would be crazy enough to think you could make money off the games by playing fair.


  Men stopped by to talk to Mancipuer, a sly smile here, a wink there, a word or two about what the odds were likely to be. Most of them thought Mancipuer was the go-between, the link between Cestinius and some rich senator or racing-syndicate “name”. And Mancipuer thought that Lucius was the go-between… But he would never let on. He was having too much fun being the center of attention.


  Lunchtime came to an abrupt end when they faintly heard the trumpets blowing outside. Lucius’s heart jumped inside him: there was still a certain list that his murmillo wasn’t on. “Oh gods…” he said “It’s time—”


  “Go on,” Mancipuer said. “Luck, boy. Mars and the Fates go with him…”


  Lucius ran off toward the trainers’ bay. When he got there, the place, so quiet earlier, was boiling with activity—gladiators heading into the baths, coming out of them, suiting up; trainers and managers all over the place, checking each other out, checking out each others’ talent. Cestinius was there, finally done with his massage, back in his armor and looking extremely fit. “Sir,” he said to Lucius as he came in, “the list—”


  A big man in a white repeater’s tunic came bustling in and started handing out strips of parchment to the trainers. He almost went by Lucius, who caught the repeater by the sleeve of his tunic. “Hey, one for me.”


  The man peered at him. “Who’re you?”


  “I’m repping for Cestinius,” Lucius said.


  “Who?” said the repeater. That was common enough: repeaters were famous for huge voices but no memory. Nonetheless, he handed Lucius a copy of the list and went out.


  A hubbub of discussion went up as trainers and gladiators started arguing about placements and odds and everything else. Lucius found it hard to pay attention. All he could see at the moment was Cestinius’s face as the big murmillo peered at the list. “What does it say?” Cestinius said. “Who’m I fighting?”


  “Uh…”


  


  There was nothing Lucius could do but tell the truth. And then what happens to a magic gladiator who was born to fight and can’t? Does he just vanish? Or something worse? “Cestinius—” he started to say, and then a hand fell on his shoulder.


  It was Hilarus.


  He was in his full arena armor, helmet under his free arm; behind him were a couple of the gofers who perpetually seemed to be hanging around a gladiator of his caliber. “So you weren’t kidding when you said you were in the business,” he said. “I didn’t know you were agenting…”


  “Uh, it was kind of sudden, sir.”


  “It usually is. What’s the problem?” He plucked the list out of Lucius’s hand, glanced down it.


  “I should be fighting this afternoon,” Cestinius said.


  “Then somebody slipped up.” He looked at Cestinius, sizing him up: then held out a hand. “Hilarus.”


  “Cestinius,” the murmillo said. “Cestinius Veneris.”


  Hilarus looked around. “Where’s this man’s opponent?”


  Gladiators of all kinds shrugged. Nobody knew. “Bad situation,” Hilarus said. “Nobody likes to lose a purse. Especially not…whoever you’re fronting for.” He took Lucius’s arm and steered him away. “I take it he has some kind of manager trouble?” he said under his breath.


  “Uh—”


  “Right. I know how it is.” He glanced briefly back at Cestinius. “Not a scar on him but that dent in the leg. A tyro?”


  “He’s never fought in the ring before.” That much was true.


  Lucius watched Hilarus watching Cestinius. “All right,” he said. “That last fight didn’t touch me, and I’m still warmed up. And I owe you a favor from yesterday.” He winked. “You have no idea how big a favor. Let’s shake up the betting a little.”


  Lucius’s mouth dropped open. “But sir, your own manager—”


  “Is under the stands with a couple of lady-friends. If I show a little initiative, and Velantinus loses his percentage because I had to set the match up myself… Well, serves him right, doesn’t it?”


  Hilarus turned to one of his gofers. “Have you seen the Master around in the last hour or so? No? How about his assistant? Little skinny guy, hunched shoulder, red tunic, salt and pepper hair?”


  “I saw him,” said another gofer. “Dantyles, yes?”


  “That’s the one,” Hilarus said. “Track him down and tell him there’s a change to the second-half card. Another fight. Go on, we’ll wait here.”


  The gofer ran off. Lucius then had to sit still while Hilarus and Cestinius started a long comparative discussion of the Thracian and murmillo styles. He would normally have been in raptures to be able to eavesdrop on a conversation like this, but he was terrified that Hilarus might ask some question Cestinius couldn’t answer. It had no time to happen, though, because very shortly the gofer was back with Dantyles in tow.


  “What’s this about?” Dantyles snapped.


  “It’s about that last fight being a waste of my time!” Hilarus said. “The guy took a dive! I barely touched him before his manager had the Help me! fingers up. And all of a sudden the umpire was so sympathetic. The fix was in, wasn’t it? But somebody forgot to let me know so that I could get a side bet in through an agent. It’s enough to make an honest fighter really annoyed.” He stared at Dantyles until the other man looked away. “But I’m sure that society gossipmonger Martial would love a statement about it from me for his morning scandal rag. It’d be all over town by afternoon. And the betting cartels would be so annoyed when their business went belly-up tomorrow, especially with the card you’ve got planned…”


  Dantyles opened his mouth and shut it again.


  “So here’s how you’re going to make it up to me,” Hilarus said, and put an arm around Cestinius’s shoulder. “My buddy Cestinius here just transferred up from Pompeii—the guy who bought him was negotiating with the Neronian, and now he wants him to go free-agent all of a sudden. As if that wasn’t enough, Cestinius’s match partner goes no-show—eaten by a lion or something, who knows around here—and on top of that, the match doesn’t make it onto the card to begin with. Lovely! And now, after my little fiasco, the crowd’s sitting around there getting bored because that last fight was so short, and already you’re losing what matters most—their butts on your seats. They’re going to drift off downstairs and right on out of here, because the rest of the afternoon’s card isn’t so hot until Demetrios fights Felix just before closing. If somebody doesn’t do something fast, you’re going to lose about a hundred thousand denarii’s worth of betting and concessions. Think about that.”


  Dantyles’s face suggested that he was was thinking.


  “So your guys will announce us in just a few minutes. We’ll go on in an hour—that’ll give everybody plenty of time to get to the betting shops. And because we’re doing you this big favor, I get fifteen percent of the house’s ten percent of net, and so does my buddy Cestinius. And get us a decent umpire, somebody who’ll make this fight look serious. Attilius did my last one: get him. He’ll be in one of the downstairs sports bars, bragging as usual. We’ll split his fee out of our take, yeah?”


  This was directed at Lucius. “How much?” he said.


  “Five percent.”


  Lucius nodded. “My master will pay.” Then he and Hilarus both looked at Dantyles, who stood there chewing his lip.


  Lucius strongly suspected that Dantyles had his mind made up from the first time he heard the words “my buddy Cestinius”. However, he saved face with a great show of deliberation. “All right,” he said finally, “we can do that. What’s your name again?”


  “Cestinius Veneris,” the murmillo said.


  “Got it.” Dantyles looked from Cestinius to Hilarus. “One hour.” And he was gone, bustling off as if this kind of deal was an everyday event.


  “I hate it when they try to take advantage of us like that,” Hilarus said. “Because we’re fighters, we’re idiots? Right.” He turned to Cestinius. “Never forget: with these people, only squeaky wheels get greased.”


  “I’ll remember,” Cestinius said.


  “Better get yourself ready,” Hilarus said. “I’ve got things to do. See you out on the sand.”


  He turned and headed for the door, gofers in tow, but Lucius went after him. “Hilarus,” he said. “Sir—”


  Hilarus looked back at him, bemused.


  “Don’t,” Lucius said, “please don’t, you know—”


  Hilarus glanced out toward the gate and the stands. “You’re attached to him, huh?”


  “Yes,” Lucius whispered.


  “I can’t guarantee anything, kid. Even when the fix is in, I take my chances. He’s going to have to, too.” He paused. “You coaching?”


  Lucius hadn’t thought of that. “Uh, yeah—”


  “Then get a better tunic. When you go out there, if you’re somebody’s agent, you need to look like the gladiator’s worth something. Then get him a massage and get him warmed up. We’re on in an hour.”


  That hour went by with shocking speed. Several of Hilarus’s gofers adopted Lucius and squired him around the posher part of the downstairs, getting him watered wine, a sausage roll to eat, a heavy silken tunic confiscated from one of the boys at the west-side brothel. Cestinius went back for yet another massage, so that the bathmen started joking about “the Rubdown Boy from Pompeii” before sending up runners to lay their own bets.


  Finally one of the staging staff came to the room, and said, “Next up: Cestinius…”


  “He’s ready,” Lucius said. The murmillo came striding out in his armor, helmet under his arm: and Lucius looked up at him, suddenly knowing this moment. He had dreamed it a hundred times.


  “Now?” Cestinius said.


  “Now,” said Lucius.


  They walked to the gate. Outside it, the crowd was making that unsettled between-fights noise, more like a grumble than a roar. As they came to stand before the great oaken brass-bound doors, Lucius looked up at Cestinius.


  “Don’t hurt him,” he said softly. “Don’t hurt him!”


  Cestinius looked at Lucius with a terrible blank lack of understanding. “You want me to lose?”


  Lucius gulped. “No, but I— I mean, you’re…”


  “I am a gladiator. I was made for this day.”


  Lucius swallowed. She says, ‘You have a day.’ And the gods could be very difficult if you interfered with their plans….


  “Just,” Lucius said, “just try—”


  Outside, the trumpets blew, and it all started to happen. The gate swung wide, not on unreal morning twilight, but on the real, hot, burning white fury of a Roman afternoon, and on a crowd that roared at the sight of the opening gate. Now Lucius looked across the arena at a doorway less lucky, the Porta Libitina, the Death Gate through which fallen gladiators were removed. For Lucius, as for many others, that gate had held a horrible fascination. Now there was only horror, and the thought that he might see Cestinius dragged through it heels first.


  From off to their left came a flash of white; a Thracian whose helmet-crest was white ostrich plumes: Hilarus. Lucius saw his eyes clearly through the helmet’s grille. He nodded to his opposite number, Hilarus’s manager and acting coach. Velantinus was small, dark, and looked furious. Cestinius put on his helmet and its red-enameled crest gleamed in the fierce light off the sand. There was gold- and jewel-dust in it—the politician sponsoring these games for his election campaign was determined to show off.


  They strode across that sand with their coaches behind them, towards the center of the arena where the noisy three-piece band was playing and the umpire waited. The crowd’s roar scaled up, and the repeater-criers around the arena started work.


  “Continuing his triumphant return to the Flavian Amphitheatre,” they shouted in unison, “in an additional exhibition bout. With fourteen victories in fourteen fights, and thirteen crowns for technical excellence: the Thracian’s Thracian, the Man in White…Hilaaaaaaarus!”


  A roar of approval went up from the thousands of men in the Colosseum, and a vast eager shriek from the women. Hilarus raised his sword and waved.


  “And making his first appearance in the mighty Flavian, and hopefully not his last, the tyro from Pompeii…already famous under the stands as The Man Who Likes A Good Rubbing…” A tremendous girly scream of lust went up, accompanied by some lascivious noises from various men in the lower tiers. “Cestiiiiinius… Veneeeeris!”


  Cestinius held up both his arms, turning slowly to greet the whole crowd. Lucius’s heart leapt at the sound of the roar that went up. He really had it, that charisma, the spark that made people look at him even though they’d never even seen him fight.


  “Coaches,” said the umpire. “Purse details all sorted out?”


  “Yes,” said Lucius. Velantinus growled something inaudible. The umpire eyed Lucius for a moment. Coaches could sometimes be very young men: sometimes gladiators worked without them at all. “Your master’s happy with you doing this job?”


  “Yes,” Lucius said.


  “Fine. Let’s go.”


  The two fighters squared off, waiting for their signal from the Imperial box. Lucius started sweating. In a fight between established gladiators, who’d recouped their training costs and were steady moneymakers, fights to the death didn’t usually happen. First blood was the rule. But when one man was a tyro, nobody particularly cared. If he died, his owner replaced him and started over. But there’s no replacement for Cestinius! And though he was sure Hilarus meant well, accidents could happen...


  A kerchief waved from the box. Both gladiators dropped into a crouch, then both instantly leapt forward to the attack. There had been no circling, no time spent in assessment: Lucius suspected that each had done all the assessing required down in the trainers’ bay.


  Above and all around him, the crowd roared so that Lucius could hardly think…and the band behind him, blaring away, wasn’t helping either. Lucius tried to ignore it.


  Cestinius feinted at his white-crested opponent, then cut, but Hilarus dodged the sword and merely lost some shoulder-padding before he was out of reach. “Not like that!” Velantinus bawled from beside Lucius. “Watch his left, get in and—” The crowd yelled at the miss, while from their ringside boxes knights and senators shouted new bets to their nearest bookies.


  “Go on,” Lucius shouted, “go on, don’t let him—” Cestinius was already sliding forward, jabbing at Hilarus’s poised shield, hoping he’d try to smash the extended sword from his opponent’s hand. The shield flickered up and around, the move that Lucius had seen in his dream and since they came through that gate had been praying wouldn’t happen. “No!” Lucius yelled as Cestinius thrust. Not past the shield, but over it, at Hilarus’s left eye—


  Hilarus ducked, just enough, and the blade screeched off his helmet. White plumes went flying. He overbalanced, staggered backwards as the crowd shrieked with excitement, then recovered and crabbed sideways. There was a look in his eye that Lucius hadn’t seen before: not the manic rage that he’d seen often enough when the fight heated up, but a chilly calculation that wasn’t entirely human. Yet it was also an amused look… and Lucius didn’t understand it at all. At least it’s not the dream…! But that raised other possibilities.


  Like Cestinius getting killed.


  Another flurry of blows began, faster than Lucius could follow. Hilarus was at the top of his form—graceful, fast-moving, laying down a ferocious battery of blows; but Cestinius seemed faster, more agile, and somehow less afraid of what was happening, dancing lithely in and out of the blows, parrying, striking in turn. Like lion fighting leopard, they circled and struck, sword against sword, against shield, again and again, from above, from below—


  Then Lucius, Velantinus and Cestinius all saw the same opening—but Hilarus missed it.


  “No!”


  “There!!”


  Cestinius said nothing. But his sword flicked towards Hilarus’s left knee, and suddenly the Thracian was collapsing over a leg that wouldn’t hold his weight. Velantinus was on his man in a moment, fist up, two fingers raised. The umpire signaled too, and medics sprinted forward while Velantinus, swearing steadily, yanked the tall greave aside to get better access to the wound.


  “You okay?” Lucius said to Cestinius. He nodded, watching the umpire contacting somebody in the Imperial box with the complex hand-signs that arena staff used to work though crowd noise. Lots of spectators were waving upwards, the “Let ‘im walk!” gesture. But some who’d lost bets were savagely doing the thumb-to-neck “Stick it to him!” gesture for the kill...


  Lucius swallowed. There were so many...


  Then the umpire nodded, took Cestinius’s arm and raised it high.


  “Knights, Vestals, conscript fathers and citizens of Rome,” shouted the repeaters, “by umpire’s recommendation and the Emperor’s confirmation, on points, Hilarus walks! Winner… The murmillo Cestinius, tyro, first victory with crown for technical merit… and the editor’s purse for the best new fighter of the Games!”


  The crowd roared again as the payoff crew came out of the gates with the murmillo’s winnings heaped up on a tray. It was just bags of coin at first, but as the victory lap progressed the tray began to fill with jewels, rings and other gifts from the stands…along with one gold-crusted, rose-red veil that draped itself with surprising accuracy over one of the bearers’ heads.


  Lucius grinned, watching his winnings get closer and closer. He glowed with pride. It had finally happened. Finally. He reached out—


  And clutched a whole fistful, denarii, and golden aureae such as he’d never dreamed of. This is real. I’m rich. There’s enough here to buy my freedom.


  But not to buy what’s really important.


  He turned to Cestinius and pushed the coins into his hands. “Here—”


  “But this is yours, sir,” the gladiator said. “All yours…”


  Lucius’s eyes were burning. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s clear the sand…”


  Both gladiators headed for the gate together, Hilarus limping, but Cestinius alongside taking some of the weight with an arm across his shoulders. The crowd cheered. Behind them, the bearers carried the tray, now spectacularly fuller than it had been when first brought out.


  Waiting inside was one of the Flavian’s bankers and a slave manning a little table with a set of scales. The purse was weighed out then and there, divided among Hilarus, Cestinius, and the house; then came the secondary weighing of the managers’ percentage. Suddenly there were bookies and gofers all around them. Even Mancipuer appeared and made off with his promised cut.


  The rest of the day went by in a blur. Suddenly everybody wanted to know Lucius. Wine flowed, there was more food than seemed possible, and everywhere his back was being slapped, his advice was being asked. There was even a party in the downstairs sports bar. For the first time in his life Lucius had enough to eat, enough to drink: but as the night went on, it mattered less and less.


  You have a day…


  Finally no one was left but Hilarus and his lady. “Until tomorrow,” said the Thracian. “Don’t look so depressed, son! There’ll be other days like this…”


  All Lucius could do was clasp his arm and hold back the tears as the big man limped away. Once the bar closed there was nothing for Lucius to do but go back his little sleeping-place, with Cestinius in tow, and wait for the day to end. Cestinius insisted on sleeping across the doorway of Lucius’s little bed-space, and shortly he was snoring.


  Lucius stayed awake as long as he could, until his little lamp burned down, unwilling to turn his eyes away. By the last dim spark of the failing wick he could see the piled-up armor glinting outside the door. Then that too was gone, but for a long time he lay propped on his elbow, staring into the dark…


  


  *


  


  He didn’t know, when he smelled roses, what time it was. He opened his eyes, and though it was pitch black, there was no not seeing the still and beautifully robed form before him. She looked very like the lady that Hilarus was seeing; but her veil was the color of shadows. The rose-scent hung about her, and her eyes were sweet—but darkness was within them. Lucius instantly knew that, though she looked nothing like the little wooden carving with the big hips, this was nonetheless the same goddess.


  “Was it a good day?” said Venus of the Dark Places.


  “Lady—” Lucius scrambled to his knees. “Lady, thank you. It was what I always dreamed of—” 


  “That was the price of my bet with Mars.”


  Lucius’s mouth opened. “Your bet?”


  Queen Venus smiled. “We’re Roman. We bet. Mars has bragged about his great worshippers here, how they honor him better than any other god. I wearied of it. I bet him that I had a truer votary here than any of his. He laughed, but you proved me right when you shared your winnings. You didn’t have to; that little meant more to you than great wealth to the rich. So Venus triumphed in the house of Mars. And as your reward, your dream came true.”


  “But only for a day!”


  “Child, you have enough gold to buy your freedom now. And much more. Take it, use it carefully, and with your sharp wits you can have as many gladiators as you like.”


  “But not this one, lady! Not Cestinius! He’s my friend! He’s—”


  “A doll. His life comes from me. He loses nothing by losing it.”


  “Lady,” Lucius said, “I promised to take care of him! And you have to take care of what you own!”


  “You say this,” said Venus Cloacina, “to a goddess’s very face?”


  The darkness in her eyes flowed around him, pressing in like the black water under the city streets, smothering, potentially fatal. But Lucius didn’t look away…and very, very slowly, the pressure eased, leaving him with the sense of a test that had been passed.


  Venus smiled. “Again I triumph.” She put out a hand to touch Lucius’s brow. “Mars will be so vexed at losing another bet…”


  The touch awakened him. Lucius was looking at a little rough wooden thing, all breasts and hips, the gift from a Gaulish slave long ago. And behind him Cestinius Veneris peered past the flame of a refilled lamp and said, “So what’s for breakfast?”


  


  *


  


  Later that morning, the gladiator Hilarus paid a call on the Master of the Games. There was talking, then shouting, and finally the clink of coins changing hands. Lucius sat beside Cestinius outside the closed doors and listened, trembling, until Hilarus came out. He had a piece of parchment in one hand.


  “We’ll do the ceremony later,” he said. “Right now I have to get ready. My last fight of the season’s in an hour. Then we’ll dine with some fancy senator, and let him convince us that he should give us lots of money to start a gladiatorial school.”


  He gave Lucius the parchment. The boy’s lips moved as he spelled through the words that said his liberty had been bought from the Colosseum’s management company by the freedman gladiator Hilarus. It was his manumission.


  Lucius looked up in shock. “But I never told you I was a slave! How did you find out? Why—?”


  Hilarus paused, and for an instant his eyes were that of something far older, more terrible and bloodstained than any gladiator.


  “Because you helped her win another bet,” said the God of War. “So now I have to pay her off. But this is my place, and if I don’t get you out of here, she’ll start thinking seriously about moving her stuff in.” He grinned. “Go have yourself a life, freedman.”


  He turned and walked off, chuckling, suddenly once again just another mortal heading out to have a fight.


  


  *


  


  If you walk down the roughly paved country road which is all that’s left of the Appian Way, you’ll reach the area where the City’s astronomical real-estate values dropped off enough for the more successful gladiators to build their tombs. There, quite close together, are the tombstones of the famous Thracian-style fighter Hilarus, who died old and wealthy, and of another lesser-known gladiator, a murmillo named Cestinius Veneris. Both stones are covered with post-retirement testimonials from their families, many friends, and fans. Between these two stones is a memorial to one Lucius Betellus, coach, trainer, investor, and owner of the Betellian gladiatorial school, which substituted solid training and cutting its pupils in for a piece of the action as a far better motivation than the old method of “burn them with fire, kill them with steel.”


  And in a museum not far from there, you can find a slab of stone originally discovered in the Colosseum, scratched with a little graffito by some nameless sports fan. It’s a sketch of two gladiators fighting, a Thracian and a murmillo. By the Thracian are his name and stats: HILARUS NER XIV/XIII, and ‘M’ for missus: ‘He walked’. It’s the same for his opponent, except the superscript says C VENERIS T V. Tyro. Victor.


  Sports aficionados who understand the fight business of that day, and how the stats worked, still read those stats with some interest…


  Because they know that, one way or another, the fix was in.
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    Here are two stories that are connected, and an interesting example of what can happen when a writer hasn’t fully worked out an idea in the first pass at it.


    


    In 1991 the new Murdoch newspaper The European did a short story contest, the only restrictions being that the stories could not be more than 2000 words long and had to have a European theme. So I did a little story, a riff on a theme from mythology, and sent it along. It didn’t win, but I got a very nice letter back from one of the editors saying that if they’d been considering publishing a fantasy story, it would have been a strong contender…


    


    



    


  


  
    



    


    


    


    



    The Rizzoli Bag


    


    


    


    


    


     Barbara hated Ron. She had told him so at the farewell dinner they had planned for the night before he went away to finish his doctoral work on the Continent—the dinner at which he was going to give her the ring. Ron had caught his plane and train as scheduled, but without the scheduled elation—shattered, instead, feeling it was probably all true, and that she had good reason to despise him. In his misery he had planted himself in the train’s dining car and eaten his way from Amsterdam right down to Basel. Besides scholarship, food had always been Ron’s great love and Achilles heel, the heart of much of his life’s sensuality, comfort and consolation: and now that he and Barbara weren’t talking, he had definitely been eating for comfort and distraction. But it hadn’t worked. Everything on the train had tasted like wallpaper paste, even the gulaschsuppe, and Ron had been left with nothing but the calories, and heartburn of both kinds.


     It should have been delightful, this most hands-on part of his doctoral research on the effects of Etruscan languages on the Sursilvan dialect of Romansh; but it had all gone dry as dust. Not even strolls in the cobbled back-streets of Chur’s old town, and much red Veltliner drunk with his friends from the Ligia Rumantscha, had been able to jar him out of his dolefulness. Ron deplored it, as well as the pity with which his academic interviewees looked at him—somehow immediately sensing his sorrow and treating him with dreadful gentleness. He resolved angrily to do something definite to shake himself out of this mood. On his first free weekend, Ron took the narrow-gauge railway over from Chur to Andermatt, then the shuttle to Goschenen, and fell willingly down the Gottardo tunnel, the thirty-mile rabbit-hole, into the warmth and light of the South. Or so he had thought. Instead, all he got in Rome was humidity and smog, and Ron found himself praying for any wind to stir the brown air. But no breeze came. And here he was eating again, and getting no good of it, in this prosaic cafe by the Piazza Santa Maria. The sidewalk was grimy, the pasta was sodden, the sauce was tasteless, the Orvieto was flat. And it was all his fault: he knew it. Barbara—


     A whirl of early dry leaves went by, etched with the scarlet and golden vein-scribbles of premature autumn. It had been very cold here at night the last week, they told him at the hotel. Ridiculous weather for the beginning of September. Global warming, the El Niño, who knew the cause? Nothing was working right any more. To Ron it all seemed a symptom of the emptiness inside him, in the chair across from him, where she should have been, laughing.


     That was when he looked up and saw the old woman standing there staring at him, seeming slightly like a bag lady at first glance, all in sober, rusty black, and scuffed, "sensible" shoes. The bulging bag, though, was from the Rizzoli bookshop in the Piazza Colonna, and was that-morning new.


    "Bien di," the old woman said.


    "Bien onn," said Ron, without thinking, and glanced away—then looked up in shock. No reasonable person expects to be addressed in Romansh in Rome.


     She came right over and sat down across from him, businesslike. He stared at her face as she signaled the passing waiter for another glass. It was old, but surprisingly unlined. Those eyes were where where the age lay couched, serene and amused. "You’ll want to look at these," she said, and lifted the purple-and-gold Rizzoli bag onto the table.


     Bemused beyond reaction, he pulled it to him and peered in. Rolls of white paper, the kind that you might see feeding into old-fashioned telex machines: nine of them. He pulled one out, unrolled it slightly. The inner surface was closely written in an exquisite copperplate hand, in a very old- fashioned Italian which caused him some trouble until he worked out the abbreviations and the peculiar grammar, more typical of medieval vulgar Latin. Vitello alla salvia, he read, and lifted his eyebrows, scanning along further. ...filetto all’ uva...


     "Forty-six million lire," she said.


     He looked up again and did the math in his head, dropping three zeroes and dividing by two. "What??"


     She had poured out wine for herself, was now drinking it, smiling at him. "Too high?"


     "For recipes? Madam, I don’t know what kind of joke this is, but— "


     She upended the bag onto the table, picked out three of the rolls of paper, apparently at random, and pitched them into a nearby wire-mesh litter bin: then took the matchbook from the ashtray, lit a match, and tossed it in after them. The rolls went up in flames with ridiculous speed, as if made of flash paper. People at nearby tables glanced over, then away again, hurriedly.


     Ron shook his head and took a drink himself, pushing the roll of paper further along the table and winding up the slack onto the stick attached to the leading edge. Risotto con pernici— He glanced up at the old woman. "I suppose I get a discount now for the ones that you burned?"


     She shook her head. "Forty-six million lire," she said, and drank her wine again.


     In the litter bin, the flames were sinking. Ron shook his head as he wound the roll along. "I don’t—" he said, as she picked up three more of the rolls. Into the bin they went, one after another, and flashed enthusiastically into fire, like logs soaked in petrol. The people at surrounding tables were beginning to get up and edge away.


     Ron stared at the woman. She simply smiled back.


     "Still forty-six million lire?" he said.


     She nodded.


     Ron reached for another of the rolls, laid it down on the first-opened one, wound it out too. It was like the first one: recipes. This has to be a con of some kind— But very shortly he put that thought aside. They were really astonishing recipes: just reading them, you could taste them as if the dishes sat steaming before you with one bite just taken. This slightly mad mushroom dish, for example—and the chicken recipe after it—they were examples of a cuisine with sheer intense flavor at its heart; and the hunger that had died at the sight of the lunch put in front of him, now woke up and raged in Ron as he read. This last one, who would have ever thought of doing that to a chicken? Even the wretchedest watery battery hen would become something noble—


     He looked up at the old woman again. She sat, patient, while in the cafe a small flurry of people went around in circles like those leaves in the sudden wind, and shouted about fire extinguishers. Ron swallowed, tasting the chicken and its sublime sauce, though his mouth was empty. This was, of course, a scam, and his response to it was madness. 


     "Lire," he found himself saying. "Would you take a Eurocheque—” He stopped himself. The amount was ridiculously over the daily limit.


     "A sterling cheque will do," she said, with a look of gentle humor. "It’s two thousand one hundred thirty-four lire to the pound, today."


     Ron got out his calculator and tapped at it hurriedly, while the manager rushed by and began spraying foam in the bin. It was, of course, exactly the amount that should be in his current account, rounded up to the nearest pound, plus an amount exactly equal to his overdraft facility. Madness, of course: but this craziness was strangely invigorating, the first thing he had really felt since the terrible night with Barbara, and he was beset with the feeling of a chance that had to be taken swiftly, for it would not be offered again. Ron wrote out the cheque, while the manager shouted about the police, and the old woman took the cheque from Ron graciously and finished her glass of wine. She rose, said "Scusi" to the manager, slipped past him. The manager turned to yell at her, and found himself shaking his fist at nothing but sunlight in empty air, and a couple of blotchy, bobbing pigeons on the pavement. Ron gathered the three remaining rolls back into the Rizzoli bag, and said in his best phrase-book manner, "Posso avere il conto?"


     He was brought the bill with indignant speed. It included the cost of recharging the fire extinguisher. Ron paid and got up, pausing only to glance at another of those early dry leaves, inscribed with lines of gold on its scarlet, which had blown across the table and lodged against the milk-glass Cinzano ashtray. Instantly recognizable in the elegant vein-pattern was the Etrurian letter-syllable si. It had the look of a signature.


     Ron immediately became busy translating the books. They were cookbooks, and more; they contained instructions for an entire new cuisine of flavor, as he had thought, utterly original (especially the beguiling vegetarian recipes), surprisingly healthy, occasionally downright therapeutic; and mostly delightfully inexpensive. There was a whole future of food in the books, complete with hints on how to bring it about. Ron got on with it, taking out loans. The first restaurant he opened in Rome, near the cafe, with some obscure idea that the location might be lucky for him. The city went mad for it. The second location he opened in Zurich four months later, the third in London two months after that; and more all over the continent and its attendant islands. Quite early on, Barbara started talking to him again—genuine regret or mere pragmatism, who knew or cared? He was happy now. In the matter of a couple of years, his restaurants, too individual and original ever to be considered a chain, made him rich beyond even the most imaginative dreams of avarice. His charities of food, and the expertise he expended to get it where it was needed, became famous. Crowned heads delighted to honor him, and didn’t mind if he slipped into their kitchens afterward.


     When he worked out who she was, the woman who wrote her advice on leaves, and also in books, Ron had initially been confused at what she had brought him. It was books prophesying future history she had brought, the last time she was seen; the fathers of Rome had locked them away and consulted them only at great need, until eventually fire, or time, ate them. But who listened to advice on the future from books, these days? Ron thought. Enough had been given, and ignored. And were prophetic history books even needed, any more, when history was so busy blatantly repeating itself on this continent, in the same old places, for what seemed an insensible and enthusiastic audience?... No, this was a different tack the Sibyl was trying: possibly wiser than mere prediction, which men would only try to twist, exploit, or evade. Better to try to make another kind of difference: to cook with joy, to feed the hungry who could afford it, and as many as possible of those who could not, to make at least one of life’s necessities as glad as possible. Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow—


     In the kitchen of the Moskva branch, Ron smiled: for what really counted was today. The happy noise of the front of the house, and Barbara’s voice riding above it all in laughter with some customer, drifted back to him as one of the waiters came in, shouting an order. Only one regret was left to Ron now, one slightly sad, recurring thought. If these recipes were so wonderful, cooking that truly could change the world, and did so—what was in the other six rolls?


     Ron sighed, then turned back to the stove and started making the chicken recipe again.


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    



    …But the basic conceit of The Rizzoli Bag kept coming back to haunt me now and then. Whenever I thought of the story, I kept getting the feeling, There’s more you could do with this… When I was asked to do a short story about a character who works in a shopping mall that caters to the needs of humans and parahumans alike, suddenly the old theme jumped up out of the back of my mind and said, Now here’s your chance: here’s where you can start to work this theme out more completely. I ran with the idea… and when I was finished, Peter then took the baton and ran with it for another “mile” in a sequel/companion story called “…And Into The Fire”.


    



    

  


  
    


    



    



    


    


    Out of the Frying Pan


    


    


    


     She was arguing with a werewolf about the price of saffron when the veiled woman wandered in.


    Veils were presently having one of those small renaissances that the fashion features of bygone years sometimes have, so the shoulder-length sweep of dark gauze by itself wasn’t enough to seriously distract Annabelle from the ongoing disagreement. She turned back to Harl and said, “Look, you can’t expect to pay supermarket prices for this stuff, especially since this is not a supermarket! In case you haven’t noticed. When you consider what my saffron goes through before it gets here—”


    “I know what you say it goes through,” Harl said, leaning on his elbows on the counter and absently twirling one side of his mustache, “but the prices you’re discussing are insane! Only the fact that you’re the extremely nice lady that I know you are—for a one-skinner—has kept me from complaining about the markup until now…”


    Oh boy, Annabelle thought, here we go, the Witch With A Heart of Gold ploy. Why is it we’re all either Good Mommies or Crone Mothers and never anything in between? And next, I bet, comes the not-so-thinly-veiled request for a discount. How many seconds will it take? She decided not to wait—possibly since Harl had arrived in a middle transitional stage, and his studded biker leathers were starting to come across as increasingly incongruous when taken together with his burgeoning ear hair and the muzzle that Annabelle could swear was lengthening as she watched. “Smile when you call me that,” she said. “How would you know how many skins I have hanging in the closet?” She pushed some of the small impulse-buy merchandise off to one side of the cash register and leaned on the counter too, while the veiled lady in the dark amber kaftan ambled around the far product island, apparently intent on the cookware. “Harl,” Annabelle said, looking up at him, “my markup has a whole lot to do with what my suppliers charge me. We’re not talking about scamp short-stigma saffron grown on some vacant lot outside Marbella! We are talking about prime violet-petal sativus-x corms containing back-patched genetic material from the original Akkadian azupiru heritage strain, and planted on a particular south-facing hillside outside a village in the Cevenne hills in the department of Gard in southern France. And it’s not,” and she held up a finger as Harl started drawing breath to say something, “just the corm stock at issue. Before the saffron was planted, that hillside had to be certified safe by the Institut Nationale des Thaumatoxisme, a government regulatory agency which, at great expense which you’d better believe gets passed down the line, first cleared the ground of piled-up malign influences. Kind of like dealing with toxic waste, except that toxic waste doesn’t normally leap out of the ground in the shape of a blood-colored dragon and twist your head off.”


    Harl idly picked the lid off the bowl of lollipops by the cash register: Annabelle slapped his hand, took the lid out of it, and replaced it on the bowl. “Do you want to rot your teeth? Stick to Milk-Bones. Then the detoxed ground in question got checked over by not one but two feng shui agencies, one hired by the grower and one commissioned by the distributor, each of them checking the other, and trying hard to find details about the topology that the other geomancer has missed. And that cost got passed down to me too. Along with the labor costs of the nice local people who break their backs picking all those fiddly little stamens out of the flowers on Samhain Eve every year.” She sighed, picked up the lid off the bowl, and went burrowing among the lollipops, hunting for one with a chocolate center. Unfortunately she had eaten them all: she dropped the lid back on the bowl. “So you should not be complaining to me that this stuff costs eighty bucks a gram. Because the price means that when you and some nice lady friend who’s also in her second skin and also in the mood for luuuuuuve get together at the full of the Moon and stick it up your noses, you’ll get the desired effect…and not find yourself stuck in your skins the next morning when you need to change and go to work. Nor will you fail one of those embarrassing random mana tests later in the week. So if you want to pay less, sure, go on, go down the street to Dominick’s or the Jewel and pay twenty bucks a gram. What you get’ll be either the Marbella vacant-lot saffron, or maybe dyed safflower stamens, and you’ll deserve it.”


    Harl rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, Annabelle, they have to be ripping you off somewhere along the line. If you go online there are bulk-order places that’ll cut you a much better deal, all you have to do is…” Blah, blah, blah, Annabelle thought, doing her best to look courteously interested, but feeling less inclined by the moment to indulge Harl’s pouting. This was the third or fourth time this month he’d started giving her grief about prices. The first couple of times, an insufficiently clued-in customer might be allowed to get away with it: but Harl knew perfectly well that the special needs of weres called for a much higher-grade spice than “single skinners” or other varieties of just plain mortal could get away with. I may lose him as a customer…


    But Annabelle was finding it harder to bring herself to care. Harl had never referred anyone to her, as far as she could tell, and he frankly didn’t buy enough stuff in the course of a month to make it worth her effort to try to hang on to him. Getting more weekday traffic in here was a much bigger issue. She flicked a glance at Mrs. Kaftan-and-Veil, who was still eyeing the cookware, and now reached up a thin wrinkled hand to touch a pot; cast iron clonged faintly against iron in her wake as she moved away and headed around the far side of the island toward the generic spice racks. If I could please have about fifty more like you every morning, Annabelle thought. More plain-vanilla mortals who can touch cold iron and don’t make me order in high-end nonferrous utensils at high-end prices and low-end profit margins… I’ve got to find ways to leverage our advertising to a wider customer base without alienating the supranormal market. It was just one more aspect of her ongoing problem. The overhead involved in keeping this place going was proving to be higher than she’d thought it would be at first, after the rent increase last year. In fact, after this morning’s jolly little visit to from the shopping center’s unit management agent, who after a look at the store’s books had started sweetly insinuating to Annabelle that she really should move downstairs into a smaller unit—Yeah, off the main drag where I’ll get even less walk-in than I get now. She looked up at Harl again. Oh, come on, the phone’s been ringing all morning with bad news, can’t I have a little more, please, just to shut this mouthy wolf up?...


    But the phone would not oblige her. I’ll throw a cantrip at it, Annabelle thought. Or him. And the Threefold Rede can just go chase itself. The thought was tempting. But no. “Harl,” Annabelle said, “the heartbreak of mange is a terrible thing. I wouldn’t wish it on a dog…”


    He gave her a sudden horrified look. See, that’s all it takes: I’m the Crone Mommy now. And ask me if I care!


    “Oh, all right,” Harl said, checking his watch. “I have to get going or I’ll miss my train. Just give me a gram to hold me over.”


    Train, shmain, Annabelle thought as she pulled out the electronic scale pad and set it on the counter. Around the curve of the world, the moon’s going full, and you have a hot date waiting… She slipped out from behind the counter and made her way to the spice cabinet at the back of the store. It looked very rustically domestic, all distressed oak and diamond-paned glass: but it had better security on it than the cash register did, and a more advanced alarm system than some drugstores. Everything in it would bring street prices in the hundreds of bucks per gram: the saffron was not the most expensive thing in there by a long shot. Darkmoon asafetida, wattleseed, chokepard aconite, king basil, melegueta, calamus, double-detox nightshade, whiplash galangal, pepperbush, forest anise, the usual range of psychotropic mushrooms and chiles, and even the wolfsbane that Harl would probably be scandalized to see sitting in carefully measured sachets right underneath the saffron that was a were’s preferred aphrodisiac—they were all here, and dozens more: some genetically tailored for supranormals’ use, some for spellwork, some just the best of their kind for whatever purpose. Annabelle prided herself on having the best spice selection in the center city: since she opened up, no practitioner of the Art had to go outside the Loop for that special potion ingredient, for a really good hiera picra or the sixty-six ingredient mithridatium that had won her the silver medal in the Esoterica Magazine “Compound Interest” competition last year. Or, for that matter, for tyrannosaurus garlic, or a decent pair of oven mitts that went all the way up to your elbows: you couldn’t be expected to spend your day muttering protective spells over everything.


    She put her right thumb to the particular spot on the woodwork that her witchery had sensitized to her aura, and said three words under her breath. The door unlatched, and Annabelle took the precautionary look around her before reaching back for the saffron: she’d had snatch-and-run jobs done on her before. But Harl was leaning on the counter, looking more bored by the moment, and Mrs. Veil-And-Kaftan was flipping through a pile of screen-printed Irish linen dishtowels, and nobody else was in the place.


    Annabelle picked up the saffron container, checked it the regulation three times, and locked the cabinet up again. Back at the counter she paused a moment to rummage underneath for a shopping bag and a slip of measuring paper. “Harl, how do you want this today?” she said. “Envelope? Capsule?”


    “Capsule will be fine,” Harl said. Now he was fidgeting and looking eager to be out of there. Annabelle busied herself with the scale, carefully tipping out the little golden threads onto the white measuring paper. The scale spun up to .998 gram, then to 1.004: Annabelle looked at the tangle of saffron, then pulled out a couple of extra threads to bring it up to .005, sealed the service container and put it down.


    Harl raised a quizzical and increasingly furry eyebrow at her. “Four’s a death number,” Annabelle said, and tapped a button on the scale to bring up the total. “Call my part of it eighty even,” she said. “Eighty-six seventy after the City’s cut.”


    “I think we need a new mayor,” Harl growled, doing a little shimmy to get his wallet out of the pants pocket of the very tight leathers.


    “Always thought one more Daley was one too many,” Annabelle said. “Especially one who’d just come back from a council-sponsored junket to Haiti. At least for a change this politician can’t sue when the papers accuse him of being a zombie.” She folded the measuring paper scoop-fashion, tipped the saffron into the capsule, snapped its top shut, wrapped the paper around it, reached down and snapped off a length of red anti-demon thread from the spool, wound it around the paper and capsule, dropped them both into the little shopping bag. “There you go, Harl. Enjoy!”


    “Will do. Thanks—” And he was out the door.


    “And in Hecate’s name don’t use it in risotto!” she called after him: but he was already around the corner.


    Annabelle sighed. It wasn’t as if every word she told him about the production of the saffron wasn’t true. Somehow, though, he still thought she was cheating him, and she felt wounded. This is not the job for me, Annabelle thought for the hundredth time recently. I’m too thin-skinned for retail. I should be doing something creative—


    The phone rang. “Now you do it,” Annabelle said under her breath. “Thanks so much.” She picked it up. “A Taste of Spice, good morning, this is Annabelle, how can I help you?”


    A busy signal blatted into her ear. Annabelle frowned and hung up a lot more gently then she wanted to. It was one more of what seemed like an endless number of hang-ups that were the legacy of the phone company having typoed her number in the new directory: the swapped digits meant she kept getting calls meant for one of the local massage parlors.


    The phone rang again: she picked up. “A Taste of Spice, good morning, this is Annabelle, how can I help you?”


    “By not using your I-am-a-stern-mommy-and-not-a-dodgy-masseuse phone voice on me?” George Dimitri’s voice said.


    She grinned and leaned on the counter again, watching Mrs. Kaftan turn away from the towels toward the cookbooks. “It was an accident,” Annabelle said. “How’s business this morning?”


    “Three divorces, two injury suits and a C&D letter,” George said. He was an old college buddy of Annabelle’s, the only one of her fellow freshman biochemistry students who had been completely unfreaked to finding that there was a witch in the class. They had dated briefly, then stopped dating, but remained fast friends even when their university tracks had wildly diverged and George had dumped his humanities major and gone pre-law. Now he was a paralegal working out of a shopfront community-services operation in Humboldt Park while he worked on his Masters. His daily pre-lunch phone call was always a breath of fresh air to someone whose personal universe often seemed bounded on three sides by cookware and on the fourth by mulish rare-herb distributors.


    “Busy morning,” Annabelle said, watching idly as Mrs. Kaftan got down a copy of The Kitchen Minimalist and started going through it, head bent. The problem is that the veil makes it impossible to see what she’s thinking. Or looking at. And now that I think of it, there’s the kaftan, too…


    “You have no idea,” George said. “The cease-and-desist was for a ghost.”


    Annabelle started wondering about that kaftan as she watched the woman wearing it page through the cookbook. You could hide a lot of things in a kaftan’s sleeves… she thought. “For a ghost,” Annabelle said, “or to a ghost?”


    “To.”


    The woman turned the book’s pages carefully. Clean hands, Annabelle thought. And well kept. Not homeless…. Yet you couldn’t always tell. New Bloomingdale’s bag… But the bag you were carrying wasn’t necessarily a reliable indication of anything, either. “Think it’s likely to work?”


    “You can never tell. Then again, if the ghost retains counsel, it gets interesting.”


    “Messy, I bet,” Annabelle said.


    “Please,” George said. “I wasn’t going to get into the ectoplasm, so close to lunchtime.”


    Annabelle chuckled. “What’s legal precedent for a dead person countersuing a live one?”


    “Depends on the nature of the suit,” George said, “but generally, I’d say a good rule would be, try not to get caught in between them…”


    The veiled woman put the cookbook away and started to make her way toward the counter. “Can I call you in a few?” Annabelle said.


    “Sure, no probs. Got time for lunch today, if you do.”


    “It’s been quiet this morning,” Annabelle said. “I might take half an hour.” The veiled woman stopped in front of the counter, put her bag down. “Talk to you shortly. Bye.” She hung up, and as she did, the woman reached up and put back her veil.


    Annabelle found herself taking a breath of surprise, one that she tried to keep from being too long or obvious. She wasn’t sure exactly what she’d been expecting to see under that veil—someone very old, perhaps, uncertain about their looks, possibly even disfigured—but not this: not this astonishingly young-looking face, clean-cut, high-cheekboned, almost fierce. The hands she had seen as thin from across the room were not, as she’d at first assumed, much wrinkled with age: they were just very slender, very fine-boned. But the hands would not long hold anyone’s attention while those eyes were on you. They were a brown so dark they were almost black: and though the hair pulled back from the brow above them was long and silver-white, Annabelle somehow felt sure that it had once been nearly the same color, a dark malt brown—maybe with the occasional russet highlight speaking of hours spent out under some southern sun. “How can I help you, ma’am?” Annabelle said.


    “Well, I have these—” The lady bent a moment to go rummaging in that bag again. Strange how so Midwestern an accent could come from such an Italianate face: but then there’d been a lot of Italian blood around here for many years. Annabelle found herself looking, not at the hands now, but the sleeves of the kaftan as the lady rummaged. The garment’s color, that nondescript beige, now seemed a lot less important as Annabelle realized it wasn’t actually a kaftan at all, and was made of some kind of slubbed silk, fabulously lustrous, multiply wrapped and draped. Vintage, Annabelle thought. Or antique— She was beginning to think that what she had here was one of those wealthy, eccentric older ladies, unmarried scions of trust-fund families, who occasionally escape the keepers in their city penthouses and run off for a few hours to do something, anything, unsupervised.


    “Here we are,” the lady said, and brought up an armful of rolled-up things that rustled, placing them carefully on the counter.


    They were almost the same color as the kaftan: at first glimpse, Annabelle thought they were perhaps rolls of the same silken material. But as she got a better look, she saw she was mistaken. The lady took one of the rolls and spread it out; it crackled softly under her hands. The material was something like a thick, coated paper, softly glossy, written all over with beautiful abstract patterns—some kind of lovely, non-repeating linear design. “Oh,” Annabelle said. Old wallpaper? she thought. But there was no reason not to put the best possible construction on what was before her. “I see. …Table runners? Yes, they’re very handsome, aren’t they?” She stroked the surface of one: the ink or caustic used to produce the dark patterns could be felt as something slightly raised. “But there’s not much market for this kind of thing the past couple of years, I’m afraid. Right now the ‘naked table’ look is all the rage—tablecloths are out, not even placemats are in any more. Napkins are still hanging on, but…” She shrugged: it was one of those fads that came and went in home design, and Annabelle for her own part looked forward to the day when it would pass.


    “You’re not interested, then,” the lady said.


    Annabelle sighed, unable to simply ignore the disappointment in the voice. Often enough some senior citizen would bring a package of some unidentifiable herb or some attic-derived artifact that he or she thought was rare, trying to make a little money off it—or in some cases, just looking for a little contact with another human being. Overheads or no overheads, Annabelle thought, how much would it cost me to make this lady feel a little happier than she is at the moment? “Well,” Annabelle said, “it would depend on the price, of course—”


    “Three hundred and eighty-nine thousand, five hundred and twelve dollars,” the lady said. “And seventy-six cents.”


    Annabelle’s eyes widened. “Uh,” she said. “Uh, no, ma’am, I’m sorry, I don’t think I can quite see my way to spending that much for them. My apologies.”


    “That’s quite all right, dear,” the lady said, “quite all right.” And she gathered up the armful of rolls again, dropped them into her bag, smiled at Annabelle, and turned away.


    Annabelle let out a breath and raised her eyebrows. And seventy-six cents, she thought, bemused. Mrs. Kaftan had stopped by the cookbook display near the front of the store, and was fussing with her bag again, rearranging her rolls. There’s one for the books, Annabelle thought. George’ll be fascinated to hear about this, I bet. I wonder, does the number mean something, or… But she abruptly lost her train of thought as Mrs. Kaftan came up with several of those rolls and a cigarette lighter, flicked the lighter into life, and touched it to one end of the rolls.


    “Uh, excuse me, ma’am?” Annabelle said, hustling out from behind the counter. But it was already much too late. Mrs. Kaftan dropped the rolls onto the floor and stepped back, watching with a rather clinical interest as they burst enthusiastically into flame. Dear Lady above us, did she soak those in lighter fluid or something, look at them go—


    A second later the smoke detector began to screech, and the sprinklers directly above the spot where the scrolls lay burning merrily on the floor went off instantly—Annabelle had made sure that they were reset that way, after that last time with the fire elemental. But the sprinklers’ aim wasn’t at all what it should have been, and they managed to soak everything but the spot where the flames were rising. Out in the mall, the area fire alarm went off, clanging enthusiastically as Mrs. Kaftan turned her back unconcernedly on the burning scrolls and headed out into the concourse.


    Annabelle was much too busy stomping on the scrolls to see where the lady went. She shortly became busier still as mall security showed up, and the shopping center’s fire officer and his staff, and about half a dozen other people who had no particular business responding to a fire alarm. The crowd wound up taking up most of the front of Annabelle’s retail space, but there didn’t seem much point in any of them being there—the fire had burnt itself out within a matter of a minute or so. Nothing remained of the scrolls but a few charred scraps, and a scatter of soot and ash.


    “I can’t believe how fast they went up,” Annabelle said to the fire officer: “it was as if they were soaked in something—”


    “Not much smoke,” the fire officer said, looking around him thoughtfully. “You got lucky. The ventilators’ll clear it out in half an hour or so.”


    “Random vandalism…” said one of his subordinates. “Been seeing too much of that kind of thing lately.”


    “Or some kind of grudge, maybe,” said the center’s publicity manager. “Like the people who turned those basilisks loose in Macy’s because they’re still not over the name change from Marshall Fields—”


    “Or someone looking for an insurance payout,” said the building’s business manager, a little pale man in a shiny suit.


    Annabelle gave him a look. “What kind of payout?” she said. “Are you suggesting I set this up?”


    “No, of course not, but—”


    “You’ve never seen this woman before?” the fire officer said.


    Annabelle shook her head. “Never.”


    “Well, we’ll put a banning order on her,” said the head security officer. “She won’t get back in.” He glanced out into the mall, then looked over his shoulder at his assistant. “Get down to the office and pull the recording from the number three and four cameras on this level. One of them will have her.”


    The assistant disappeared—literally: he was a licensed teleport, as most of the security people were. One by one the interested parties started to go away, leaving Annabelle staring at a sooty, scorched patch of floor and at the business manager, who was looking at Annabelle as if she was just as besmirched. “It’s always a problem,” he said, “when a business starts attracting the wrong kind of clientele—”


    This is the same song that what’s-her-name the unit management lady was starting to sing the other day, Annabelle thought with some annoyance. Begins with a B. Barbara…? “Mr. Farnsworth,” Annabelle said. “This is not a conversation we need to be having right this minute. Right now, I need to scrub this floor—”


    Farsnworth hastily took himself away, probably not wanting to be associated with any labor so plebeian. But he wasn’t through with her yet, as Annabelle discovered about ten minutes later as she finished cleaning the floor up. That was when one of Farnsworth’s minions arrived with a stack of papers, the incident report Annabelle had to fill out.


    Half an hour later, when George finally arrived, she was still muttering in astonishment at how much paperwork one crazy lady with a few rolls of antiquated wallpaper and a twenty-five-cent lighter could produce. Now it was George’s turn to lean over the counter as Harl had done, but with a lot less mustache-twirling: for all his six feet of height and what he called his Serious Lawyer suit, George’s fresh face and big blue innocent eyes made him look more like an escaped choirboy than anything else. “You’re not even going to have time for a sandwich, at this rate,” he said, watching her start signing the bottoms of the forms.


    “Yeah, I will,” Annabelle said, glancing out at the concourse. “Wednesdays are usually dead, and this one’s deader than usual, fire or no fire. I’ll close up for an hour.”


    “And you never saw this lady before?”


    Annabelle shook her head, signed the last form, pushed the paperwork away. “It’s all a mystery to me,” she said, reaching under the counter to get her purse out of the locked drawer.


    “You should do a scrying when you get home,” George said, heading out to stand in front of the store while Annabelle pulled out her keys and started the security gate rolling down out of the ceiling above the doors.


    She ducked under the gate and stood looking up and down the concourse for a moment while the gate clanged into place: she knelt to spell the padlock closed, then stood up, dusting off her knees. “I’ve been thinking about that,” she said. “Where’s lunch?”


    “Your choice. Plantain City or Dodo’s.”


    They walked down the north stairway together. “No more pastrami,” Annabelle said, “not after last week. What’s at Plantain City?”


    George went off into one of his patented restaurant reviews, in this case involving much Jamaican food and some spices even Annabelle wasn’t entirely sure she could identify. After the fourth or fifth lovingly described entrée, she stopped him, laughing. “I will never understand how such a desperate foodie is working the paralegal side of the street!”


    “Because it’s a foodie that likes to be able to afford being a foodie,” George said. “And today was payday, so the jerk chicken’s on me. But, seriously, ‘Belle, if Miss Amateur Arson shows up again, call me first and I’ll do lawyer magic at her. The last thing you need is to lose all that high-priced stock to some dementia-ridden firebug. Has the insurance company ever paid off on that fire elemental thing?”


    She sighed as they headed out the center’s doors into the street. “Still working on it.”


    “I told you, you should have called me first. Make sure you do it next time!”


    


    *


    


     She promised him, of course: and she promised him again, over the jerk chicken, and again, on the way back to the store. The afternoon was perhaps mercifully quiet after that: from lunch to closing time Annabelle sold nothing but a cast-iron frying pan, a copy of Cordon Bleu Cooking For Dummies, and two ounces of leaf malabathrum—guaranteeing the demure young woman who bought it, at the very least, an extremely interesting bath if she and the friend who might be in the tub with her both knew the cantrip that went with the herb.


     Annabelle closed up the store and caught the bus home to South Lawndale, still musing over the veiled woman, who hadn’t struck her as anything like a firebug, despite what George might have said. All right, Annabelle thought as she headed up the front steps of her condo and got out her house keys, maybe I’m not a mental health expert, but crazy? She wasn’t crazy. There had been something very thoughtful about those eyes: crazy would have seemed the exact opposite of what was behind them…


     She let herself in, shut the front door behind her, and just stood there in the hallway for a moment. But it wasn’t the hallway she was seeing: it was those scrolls…


     Don’t ignore your instincts, she remembered her scrying instructor telling her. When you’re seeing, see. And the advice had paid off often enough.


     Annabelle slipped out of her coat, threw it over the coat rack, and went into the living room. There she turned on a couple of lights, for it was starting to get dim outside. Twilight’s always good for scrying, she thought. Not quite day, not quite night, both sides of the border visible. When’s nautical twilight today?


    Then she shrugged. Never mind, don’t waste time fiddling around in hopes of maximizing the effect— Annabelle went over to the old maple breakfront, touched her thumb to the keyhole patch on the right-hand door, and pulled it open, rooting around for a moment among the ceramic pots and cups and other bric-a-brac there. Now where’s that mirror? Normally she kept a small one here in case of situations like this. But it was nowhere to be found. Did I borrow it from myself to do my makeup the other night?... Oh, heck.


    After a second she muttered, “Never mind, it’s about time I got some new powder,” and went out to the hallway to go rooting in her purse. The compact, at least, was where it was supposed to be. Annabelle went back into the living room, sat down on the couch in front of the coffee table, opened the compact, and put it down on the table, turning it carefully so that when she sat back it would reflect nothing but the white of the ceiling.


    Annabelle tucked her legs up under herself and got comfortable, then allowed her gaze to drop gradually to the mirror, as if by accident. That seemed to be the main trick to catroptomancy, at least when Annabelle was doing it; sneak up on the optic, sneak up on the hidden reality, don’t let it see you coming…


    But apparently it had seen her already. The mirror went pale, not with any reflection of the ceiling’s white paint, but with the strange glossy texture of the rolls that Mrs. Not-Really-A-Kaftan had spread out for her. More an ivory color, Annabelle thought, as the long dark scrawls of the design ran down the mirror—almost as if someone was holding it in her hand, running it down one of the rolled-out scrolls. Of course. It’s not paper: it’s parchment. The smooth side of a piece, not the skin side. She had been fooled into thinking the material was something modern by how excellent its condition had been. Very carefully kept. For how long, I wonder?


    The view in the mirror didn’t change. And not just designs. Writing—This too was something you had to sneak up on, being careful not to press too hard. The mirror would show you the truth, if the truth was at all accessible: but you had to keep your own preconceptions well away from the scrying, for fear of skewing it. The black writing writhed as Annabelle watched it—paled, shimmered, then shifted. Suddenly it looked like English-language cursive done in a very regular hand: but it was hard to read, having been written with a broad-nibbed pen. Annabelle dared not look too hard at the mirror, but here and there a word became plain as the writing flowed by. Water… irresistible, and… the basic human necessity… must take time to… in the fire, but… chicken…


    Chicken?? Annabelle thought, incredulous.


    And the compact’s mirror cracked from side to side.


    “Oh, damn,” she muttered, “I rushed it.” Annabelle sighed and swung her feet down off the couch, picking up the compact. There would be no more scrying today: one a day was her limit. She glanced around to make sure that no splinters of glass had jumped out when the mirror broke, then closed the compact, got up, and headed for the kitchen, pausing only to dump the poor broken compact back into her purse. I’ll get a replacement tomorrow, she thought. Meanwhile, just the thought of chicken is making me hungry. Oh well: make some dinner, think about this…


    


    *


    


    But dinner didn’t help her get any closer to working out exactly what she should be thinking about. Annabelle spent the rest of the evening quietly, then slept on the problem. Sleep didn’t help either. She woke up no more enlightened about what she’d seen than she’d been when she went to bed, and went off to work as usual.


    If possible, it was even quieter than it had been the day before. Annabelle occupied herself with casual stock-taking and dusting the cookware on the hanging racks until, about an hour before lunchtime, the phone finally rang. She hastened toward it, oddly pleased. George, probably. Wait till he hears about that scrying. “A Taste of Spice, good morning, this is Annabelle, how can I help you?”


    “By getting out of retail, it doesn’t suit you,” her mother said.


    Annabelle rolled her eyes. She loved her mother dearly, but the two of them had a gift (as her father put it) for “winding each other up the wrong way”. The fact that her mother was telling her exactly what she’d been thinking herself just somehow made matters worse. “Mom,” she said. “I thought you said you’d be out getting your hair done this morning.”


    “They canceled on me, Sheila came down with that bug that’s going around. You should be careful you don’t catch it too, working in a public place like that.”


    “I’m fine, Mom,” Annabelle said. It would be really nice if someone came in now, even if they weren’t going to buy anything from me. Come on, somebody get in here and make me seem busier than I really am…


    “Besides, it’s sales, you’re not the kind of person for sales,” her mother said, making the word sound as if she was discussing indentured servitude. “If it’s spices and food and whatever you want to be working with, you should open a restaurant! Everybody raves about your cooking! Every time we have a dinner party, everybody’s always saying, why doesn’t Annabelle open a restaurant? But you know best, you had to get yourself into this retail thing, you work terrible hours, evenings and weekends, how are you ever going to meet a nice—”


    Gracious Queen of the Night defend me from this! …As if even You could. “Boy, yes, Mom, I know, enough about the nice boys! I would love to open a restaurant. It would be delightful. But would you please tell me where I’m supposed to get the money? Especially in this town. And anyway, if you don’t want me working in a public place, which by itself would be a pretty good trick, why are you bugging me to open a restaurant? You can’t get much more public than that. People crammed into a little tight space, eating at each other and spreading all their germs around—”


    This, of course, was just going to make more trouble: Annabelle’s mom hated having her own logic used on her as much as Annabelle did. “Now what kind of way is that to talk to your mother!” her mom said. “You know I only want the best for you, but if you just keep on going your own way and never listening to anybody who cares about what you’re doing to yourself…” Annabelle found herself nodding as if her mother could see her—which itself wouldn’t have been a good thing, since she would also have been able to see the look on Annabelle’s face. Just the sight of a shadow falling across the glass of the front display window made her look up in hope. A customer, yes! She thought as the woman came in the door. “Mom, I gotta go, I’ll call you back,” Annabelle said, and hung up faster than she strictly needed to…


    …and then realized that she was looking at Mrs. Kaftan again.


    Today the veil was thrown back, and she was in blue. It actually looks more like a sari, Annabelle thought as she came out from behind the counter and headed for the woman. And how the heck did she get back in here? I thought Mike said he was going to put up a banspell outside—But Mike was not a licensed magical professional, having just done one of the standard paramagial programs that security work these days required, and it was all too likely that his spellcast had slipped up somehow. “Ma’am,” Annabelle said, “you know I’ve got to ask you to leave, after that stunt you pulled yesterday—“


    “But I was sure you really might want these,” the veiled lady said, rummaging around in the bag again. “Even though there are only six of them now…”


    If you’ve gotten a little more sensible about the price, I’ll buy them just to get you out of here, Annabelle thought. I can’t cope with another of those piles of paperwork!


    “Oh, no, the price is firm,” said Mrs. Kaftan. “Three hundred eighty-nine thousand, five hundred and twelve dollars and seventy six cents.”


    Annabelle blinked as the woman dropped the Macy’s bag on the floor and stood up with the whole sheaf of rolls in her arms. “For a limited time only!” Mrs. Kaftan said, giving Annabelle a very sharp look indeed.


    “Ma’am, please,” Annabelle said, “if I had that kind of money, do you think I’d be working in a shopping mall? And I want to keep on doing that for the moment, anyway, so if you’d please just go before security—”


    “Oh, no,” Mrs. Kaftan said, shaking her head—a touch sadly, Annabelle thought. “I couldn’t do that.”


    Annabelle was opening her mouth to ask why when several of the rolls fell out of her arms onto the floor. This time they burst into flame without a lighter being involved at all.


    This time, at least Annabelle had the fire extinguisher unlocked and ready behind the counter. But she couldn’t get her hands on it quickly enough to keep the overenthusiastic sprinkler system from going off again: and there was no way to attempt to keep Mrs. Kaftan where she was while the fire wasn’t yet under control. The veiled woman slipped out the door and wandered casually out of Annabelle’s sight. A few minutes later, the burning rolls were nothing but an ugly mess of soot and foam on the floor, and Mike and the fire officer and Mr. Farnsworth and about twenty other people were standing around all talking at once while the sprinklers, finally having being turned off, dripped disconsolately on the cookbook display. And then the phone rang.


    “You hung up on me!” Annabelle’s mother said.


    Annabelle opened her mouth, then closed it before she said something needlessly injurious, and hung up again.


    


    *


    


    An hour and a half later, as Annabelle was finishing off the last of the paperwork in a now mercifully empty store, George called. “It was your turn to call me today,” he said. “What happened?”


    “Mrs. Kaftan.”


    “She came back?”


    “For a comprehensive repeat performance,” Annabelle said, weary.


    “Same deal as yesterday?”


    “Same deal. But, Georgie, this is taking on a decidedly supernormal turn. She shows on the security videos, all right. But not coming in, and not going out.”


    “And the same thing with the scrolls?”


    “That’s right. And the same fire,” Annabelle said, ruefully looking at the spot which she had once again had to scrub: this time the floor covering had blistered. “This time I couldn’t keep the water from hitting the cookbooks in the front: half of them are ruined. And she was even loonier than the last time, George. You’d think she’d have dropped her asking price a little for those scrolls, but no, she wanted the same amount, I think she’s fixated on the number for some reason—”


    George didn’t say anything. “Hello?” Annabelle said, wondering if she’d lost the connection.


    “No, I’m still here. Belle,” George said, “are you saying that she had only—how many of those did she have today?”


    “Five or six—No, six, she said six….”


    “And she wanted the same price? You’re sure about that?”


    “To the penny,” Annabelle said. “She was really definite about it. I almost laughed. Her and her seventy-six cents—”


    George didn’t say anything. “George?” Annabelle said.


    “Belle,” George said, “I have to make a few phone calls. Then you need to close up early. Can you make an excuse?”


    “I don’t think that would be much of a problem,” Annabelle said, for Mr. Farnsworth had just walked by outside again, and was giving her one of those odd looks that she suspected was going to mean trouble sooner or later. And right now, later looked good. “But where am I going?”


    “We. Out to lunch.”


    “Isn’t it kind of late for that?”


    “I’m hoping not,” George said.


    


    *


    


    He actually came to pick her up in his car, which was unusual—George detested driving in the city—and drove her north of Madison. He made inconsequential law-office talk for most of the short drive, discussing the ghost’s cease-and-desist letter with the air of someone who was actually thinking hard about something else. “Where we’re going,” George said finally, as he waited at an intersection for the light to change, “it may get loud. Don’t get scared, that’s all I can say.”


    “Scared? Of lunch? Why would I get scared?” Annabelle said.


    He pulled over to the curb and sat looking at a storefront with a frosted plateglass window and a frosted plateglass door. “You’ll find out,” he said.


    They got out of the car, George locked up, and they walked over to that glass door. Only when she saw the tiny clear glass letters set at eye level above the door handle did Annabelle start to understand what was happening. The letters said S P Q R.


    Annabelle’s mouth dropped open. “Good Lady above,” she said, “do you eat here?”


    “Every Saturday,” George said.


    “No wonder you need to be a lawyer,” Annabelle said under her breath. If you could get into the place, which normally meant reserving two months ahead, the prices on SPQR’s menu were such that it was rare for mere mortals to be able to afford a meal there without going into escrow.


    “It’s all right,” George said, opening that severely plain door for Annabelle. “I also play poker here every Saturday. And the chef believes in luck… which is unfortunate when one of the people at the table is a card-counter.” George grinned. “In you go.”


    In Annabelle went. She had seen pictures of that stark interior in the Tribune, but the pictures in the Trib could not convey the contrast that the glass-and-white starkness made with the lush Italianate aromas that, even after lunchtime was properly over, were still wafting out of that kitchen. Some of those scents Annabelle knew very well: she was one of SPQR’s many suppliers. White marjoram, she thought, instantly catching the aroma, along with someone else’s homegrown oregano. I can’t believe they’re putting that in spaghetti sauce. Well, yes, considering the prices, I guess I can—


    She had no more time for critique of a dish she could only smell and not see. The room was empty now, the thick glass tables naked. Back near the stainless-steel front wall of the open kitchen was a large circular table, with a very unfashionable linen cloth on it, and at it sat two people: a slender, dark little woman in a trim business suit, and a large, broad, tall, man with a mustache that reminded her of Harl’s. That man Annabelle knew, if only from Sunday supplements in the Tribune, and repeats on the local PBS station: Adelio Famagiusta, sorcerer and TV chef, famous all over the Midwest for the chain of restaurants of which SPQR was flagship, as well as for his never-ending succession of cookbooks, his relentless self-promotion, his flamboyant lifestyle, and his temper. As they headed for the table, Famagiusta got up to greet them, scowling. “Ah now,” he said, “you bring me a pretty lady, is that all this meeting is about, this big hurry hurry phone call, don’t you know I’m flying out to Napoli this evening?”


    “No I don’t,” George said, going straight to the chef and hugging him, “and no you’re not, not when you hear what we have to tell you. Annabelle, this is Adelio Famagiusta. Adelio, Annabelle. Let’s all sit down.”


    They sat. There was already wine on the table, and the chef poured Annabelle a glass and pushed it across to her. “Barolo,” he said. “Good enough for me, good enough for you. Giorgio, what is this about? You tell me, bring money? I bring money.” He nodded at the little dark woman with the long hair.


    She smiled at Annabelle, waggled her eyebrows. “Janine Weller,” she said. “I’m with Dolph Millett Grond.”


    It was one of the biggest accountancy firms in the city, suitably lofty to be handling the accounts of a one-man microindustry. Annabelle smiled at her, as much to cover up how at sea she felt as for any reason of mere courtesy.


    “Annabelle,” George said, “tell Adelio about the lady who came in yesterday morning, and again today.”


    She looked at George, confused. George just closed his eyes and made a “Go on…” gesture with his head: so Annabelle told the story. At first Famagiusta made no particular reaction. Neither did Ms. Weller, who just sat between Famagiusta and George doodling on the linen tablecloth with a ballpoint pen, as unconcernedly as if it was a paper placemat. She seemed hardly to be paying all that much attention until Annabelle mentioned the numbers, the price of the scrolls. That figure got jotted down, and the accountant’s pen began playing with the numbers, as if of its own accord.


    When Annabelle got to the part about Mrs. Kaftan setting the scrolls on fire, she was surprised to see the expression that fleeted across Famagiusta’s face: alarm. “Now,” George said, “the scrying.” He turned to Annabelle. “Can you reproduce the results of what you saw last night?”


    She blinked. “You mean, not a new scrying? Just a repeat? Well, yes—”


    Annabelle reached into her purse, pulled out the broken compact. “Wine,” she said, “that we have. Can I get some water?”


    “Still or sparkling?” Adelio said.


    “Uh, still, please.”


    The chef got up, still wearing that faintly alarmed look, and went back into the kitchen. He came back a moment later with a bottle of San Pellegrino. “Enough?”


    “Yes, thank you—” Annabelle opened the bottle, pit a finger into her wine glass, carefully pulled out one drop of wine, a second, a third, and dropped them into the water bottle. Then she said the appropriate spell under her breath, opened the compact, and poured out the wine and water mixture onto the mirror.


    Water splashed onto the mirror, off onto the tablecloth, and ran right across it. Where it ran, writing as dark as the wine in the glass followed it: cursive lettering, graceful, covering the whole side of the table where Annabelle and George were sitting. Adelio stood up, leaned over the table, his lips moving as he read.


    “‘The basic human necessity,’” he said. “‘To eat, to be entranced by what is eaten, to be sustained, to acquire more than sustenance—’“ Slowly he sank back down into his seat, staring at the writing on the table.


    “It’s the story I heard long ago when I was studying Roman myth,” George said. “It’s the story you told me three years ago when you were plastered, that night. Isn’t it?”


    After a moment Adelio nodded. His mouth worked as if dry: he took a drink of his wine. “All the rest of it,” he said, “recipes, just a few recipes, the first of many. The lost Cumaean scrolls—”


    George turned to Annabelle. “The Sibylline Cookbooks,” he said.


    Her eyes went wide.


    “What?” she said.


    “They were offered once before,” Adelio said. “In ancient days, to the King of Rome. He refused them. Some of them were burnt. The Sibyl, the prophetess, went away, came back again, offered them again, six books instead of nine, the same price. Again they were refused, again she burnt some. Finally she came back one last time, offered the books. The King of Rome bought them. They held great secrets—but the King could not understand them. He thought they were political tracts, prophecies about something as stupid as politics! They were not about countries, their idiom was completely misunderstood, they were about food! And then they were lost. But now she comes again, now she offers again, as was prophesied! A man who had these books, who had such knowledge, could cook dishes whose mere smell would heal the sick, cure the world’s troubles—”


    “And make the owner seriously, seriously rich,” George said softly.


    That was when it started to get noisy. “I will buy them!” Adelio cried. “I will open such restaurants as will make the world gape with wonder, I will—”


    “You won’t,” George said. “She will.” He nodded at Annabelle.


    “What??” Annabelle and Adelio said in unison.


    “You can open all the restaurants you want, but the scrolls are going to belong to her,” George said. “The Sibyl came to her.”


    “But why her?” Adelio roared. “Why not the great Adelio, why not someone with some public profile, why a shop girl with pretensions of spicery?”


    Annabelle bristled. George shrugged. “Because she’s a witch?” he said. “Because she’s another seer?”


    “A seer!” Adelio flung his hands in the air.


    “It makes sense,” George said. “You can’t see anything but yourself!” Adelio turned red, but said nothing. “Maybe like calls to like. Or maybe it’s because Annabelle was patient and kind to a little old lady. What difference does it make? What you need to do now is make a plan,” George said, “because you can’t afford to let this opportunity go by. You are going to give her three hundred eighty-nine thousand, five hundred twelve dollars and seventy-six cents.”


    Even Adelio had to gulp at that, though again, the alarm was brief. “And let her do what? Run off and become famous with my money?”


    Annabelle started to get hot under the collar again. “Adelio,” she said, “I’m normally a very ethical person. But I won’t just sit here and be insulted. I would really regret turning you into a frog. But the regrets would come afterwards.”


    Famagiusta stared at Annabelle in brief horror. For a moment he looked so much like Harl had yesterday morning that she could have laughed out loud: but she managed to restrain herself. Then she was shocked in turn when Adelio started laughing.


    “You,” he said, “you perhaps I could train. We would start you in the kitchen, oh, very low—”


    Annabelle grinned at him. “Not too low,” she said. “No lower than a frog can jump.”


    Adelio roared with laughter. “And I keep the store,” Annabelle said. “You wouldn’t want to lose a good supplier. I’ll find an assistant.”


    “Make notes, we will need contracts,” Adelio said to George. “You don’t need to do this,” he said to Miss Weller, who was still scribbling on the tablecloth. Some of the scribbles were the remains of drawn games of tic tac toe. She had just started another one, but was now staring at the numbers she had jotted down, and at the crossmarks she had just set up. “Wait a minute,” she said. “Look—”


    She reached out for a napkin, drew a square, subdivided it like a tic-tac-toe board, and wrote in all but one of the squares. Then she turned the napkin around so they could see it.


    “Magic square,” the accountant said. “All the numbers add up to the same sum, all the way around. The only thing missing—”


    Annabelle looked at the square, did some addition in her head, then some subtraction. “Four,” she said. “It’s a death number…”


    “There’s your amount,” the accountant said. “Read the numbers down, then up, then down again. Three hundred eighty nine thousand…”


    “An omen,” Adelio said, his voice hushed. “And death the only thing missing. Life, life and good fortune forever. I take it back, little seer, Anna la bella! A check, Janina, vite, vite, write a check! Three hundred eighty nine thousand, five hundred twelve dollars—”


    


    *


    


    “—And seventy-six cents,” Annabelle said, the next morning, under her breath.


    The center would not be opening for three hours yet. The thought of what would start happening later when Adelio descended on the place, the media people probably howling in his wake, had filled Annabelle with an urge to get in here and tidy things up. But tidying was going to have to wait. Standing in front of the roll-down gate, waiting for her in a palla of golden silk, was “Mrs. Kaftan,” with the veil once more thrown back, and the Bloomingdale’s bag over her arm.


    “You knew I’d be here now,” Annabelle said as she joined the Sibyl outside the store’s closed doors.


    “I’d be a pretty poor prophetess if I didn’t, dear,” the Sibyl said. “Do you have it?”


    Annabelle reached into her purse, pulled out the check, handed it over. The Sibyl read the check carefully, folded it up, slipped it into one of the sleeves of the palla. Then she handed Annabelle the bag.


    “The roast chicken recipe,” the Sibyl said, “is particularly good.”


    Annabelle had to smile. The Sibyl turned to go.


    “Just one thing,” Annabelle said. “Why me?”


    The Sibyl paused. “The eternal question,” she said. “We always wind up needing reasons. Kindness to a weird old woman? An old friend repaying old friendship? A life starting itself over? A mother’s prayers for her daughter, finally fulfilled?”


    “Oh please,” Annabelle said, amused.


    “Don’t laugh,” the Sibyl said. “I had a mother too. But would it be heretical to suggest that sometimes it’s just your turn?—that sometimes the bread does fall butter-side-up, despite all life’s attempts to convince us otherwise?”


    “Dangerous theory,” Annabelle said.


    “Only if you start expecting it to be that way all the time,” said the Sibyl. “But just occasionally, why not let the universe be kind? And use those,” and she glanced at the bag full of scrolls, “to give you a hand. For food is life…”


    And she was gone, just like that.


    Annabelle let out a breath, got out her keys, and unlocked the gate, activating the switch to roll it up. There was no telling what lay beyond it—how many cookbooks, how many restaurants, how many more stores opening in what would eventually be her own chain. But for the moment, this one needed tidying.


    Annabelle ducked under the gate, unlocked the inner doors, and, smiling, went in to start taking inventory of more than just the spices.


  


  
    



    



    



    …There we just had a brush with something that has become very popular during the recent explosion of urban fantasy: the Were thing. Skinchangers, people who’re part-time animals (or animals who’re part-time people)… they’ve wandered in and out of my work for a while now: I just had an episode of this in the recently released The Big Meow.


    


    Here another variation on the theme surfaces in an early manifestation, in one of the few capital cities I know which is also a UNESCO World Heritage Site…


    


  


  
    


    


    



    



    


    Bears


    


    


    


     Bern (or Berne, as you’ll also see it spelled) is one of those places that grows on you. You pass through once, noticing all the things the guidebooks tell you about—the miles of sheltered fourteenth-century arcades (6.2), Einstein’s house, the Bundesrat or National Parliament, the Münster, the sharp-peaked, red-tiled roofs stacked up in their long straight lines within the beautiful long loop of the river Aare. Then later you come back, and some one thing which you passed by as too touristy demands your attention: and on further visits, demands it again and again. Later you find yourself wondering which brings you back: the city as a whole, or that one thing? For my husband, it’s a little shop in a back street which sells modern Provençal pottery, including ceramic fountains of surprising design. But for me...it’s the Bear Pit.


    The Bärengraben, to give it its proper name. When I first heard about it, the idea of such a thing in a city struck me as extremely medieval, possibly even barbaric: and that initial impression persisted until I saw the structure itself. The word “pit” used to translate graben into English brings with it a connotation of someplace dark, dank and unpleasant, a hole newly dug in the ground. I should have realized, that first time I came to Bern—it was 1985—that the Swiss would not permit something so declassé in their capital city.


    The bears are Ursus arctos, the European brown bear, though in color they’re more golden; there seem to be five or six of them. The “pit” is a simple, stone-walled business about twenty feet deep, a large circle divided into two parts—a private one, living quarters for the bears; and a public one, open, and railed, so that people can look down and admire the inmates. Perhaps that’s not quite the right word, either, with its connotation of “prisoners”. These bears are probably the most spoiled ursines west of anywhere. All day, people throw them the officially permitted goodies—figs and carrots, mostly: no meat, no sugary stuff—and the bears stand up on their hind legs and make humorous kissy expressions at the people with their mouths, competing in a good-natured way for the treats. When not feeding their faces, they swim in a small pool, and wander in and out of a multiple-caved den made of huge slabs of mossy stone, and bat around what appears to be a stone ball, and clamber up and down a tall dead pine tree sunk in concrete for them, and sharpen their claws on several other dead tree trunks.


    The affection with which they’re treated, by both the local Bernese and the people responsible for them, is something that sticks out in my memory. I have pictures, from that 1985 visit, of a mother bear and her three cubs. At one point, one of the keepers came out of an access door and picked one of the cubs up, and for a little while walked around with it in his arms, like someone waiting patiently for a baby to burp. The mother gazed benevolently at him all this while: the other cubs ambled after him, bleating for attention. The cub he was holding washed his ear.


    When I came home, that was the memory that always came up first when someone mentioned Bern. Over the years that followed, I got back to Switzerland many times—the excuse being that I was doing research for a novel. The bears weren’t in the novel, yet somehow I never missed coming back to see them when in the country. Certainly there are other pleasures to being in Bern—shopping in the arcaded streets, strolling under the shelter of the out-thrust second floor, watching through the wide supporting arches as, beyond them, the snow sifts gently down on the street-cobbles: or spending an idle afternoon sitting outside in golden Gerechtigkeitsgasse with a Gurten beer (with the inevitable bear on it), in the sunshine, watching the city go by and listening to the murmur of people speaking in the local German dialect, Bernerdeutsch...


    Yet on any visit, before I would abandon myself to such pleasures, I would always first wander off to the Bärengraben, to see how the bears were getting on. The cubs grew up into fine strapping creatures, and plainly learned everything their mother taught them about making faces at the tourists to best effect—the funniest bear gets the most food. And the Bernese love them as much as ever, and regard as a typically peculiar foreign notion the idea that it might be politically or ecologically incorrect to keep bears in the center of town. “They’re safer here,” is the remark I best remember on the subject;  “we’re protecting them from the government.”


     That was Ron’s line, which surprised me somewhat until he explained. It was on the visit before last—a hurried one, to buy reference books—that I met Ron, downstairs in the Hotel Bären, where I was staying on account of the murals.


     In a city which takes its mascot very seriously, and where bears seem to appear on everything, the Bären Bar stands out. Some artist of the early 20th century has painted bears doing human things, but so naturally that you have to look twice. In one mural, bears, most likely from the rolling hills and pastures of the nearby Emmental valleys, are out haying—bringing in the hay in carts, lying in the fields picnicking on bread and wine, playing with bouncing baby bears: an ursine pastoral. In another mural are more bears, dressed in their fin-de-siècle best, out for a promenade across the river, looking back toward the city. The cathedral-towers of the Münster stand up, the graceful greened-bronze Bundesrat dome is there, all on a fine sunny day: and bears with parasols and bears in tailcoats walk up and down arm in arm, admiring the day and the city they’re so lucky to live in. The quality of the artwork is high: the detail is excellent. You can sit for a good while down in the Bären having a snack and drinking one of the good regional wines, getting lost in the artist’s eye for small things.


     Unless you start chatting with somebody, which always seems to happen to me. Ron and I were sitting, each alone, at adjoining tables: soon we were exchanging business horror stories, and from there it went, I don’t know how, to ethnic jokes. Swiss ethnic jokes.


     I was astonished to find that even in so small a country, one canton’s people will still manage to tell scathing jokes about another canton’s people, and their (purported) manners and ways, as if they came from the other side of the planet, or some other planet entirely. In retrospect, seeing that the same kind of thing happens in Ireland among rival counties, I should have expected it. In Swiss joke-opinion, anyway, Zürchers are supposed to be moneymad and grasping, Baslers slippery and not really very Swiss at all, Uri people stubborn and tricky: and the Bernese, Ron explained to me, were slow.


     This caught me by surprise. Ron had struck me as anything but slow, though he did have a big, well-fed look about him. It turned out that he was a commodities broker and investment advisor, with a grip of the complexities of the futures markets that left me shaking my head at my own obtuseness. But he insisted that, as a Bernese, he probably was slow. “It’s the nature of the beast,” he said. “We’re still mountain people, really. We take our time, thinking. We don’t talk fast—“ which was what most of the jokes seemed to rely on. “What’s this?” Ron said. “Bang!” A long pause. “Bang!” Another one, longer. “Bang!” Pause. “Bang!” Pause.


     “I don’t know: what?”


     “A Bernese machine gun.”


     Jokes about Bernese lightning followed, and about why you should never tell a Bernese a joke on Friday (he’ll get it Sunday morning, in church, and laugh out loud). This went on for a couple of hours at least: I told Ron some transplanted Kerryman jokes from Ireland (let’s not forget the one about the guy who ran away from the circus to join an orphanage), and a displaced New Yorker’s rude jokes about the inhabitants of New Jersey. Ron spread his net a little wider, and told me the story about the territorial dispute between Canton Glarus and Canton Uri—how it was resolved by a piggyback race, and a lazy Glarner cockerel; and then, later, the one about the Battle of Morgarten, in which Switzerland wasn’t actually born, but destiny certainly went into labor with it.


    All of these jokes and stories seemed (we agreed, more soberly, over the last glass of grüner Veltliner) finally to be about the same concept: that our local reality always tends to seem somehow inherently “better” than the one over there, no matter how close over there is—and the people over there tend to seem less human, if we’re not very careful, than the ones over here. From such thinking, blind, cruel nationalism can be born: and has been, in many places. In Switzerland, there remained a tendency for people from one canton to consider marriages to people from other cantons as “mixed marriages”, inherently undesirable. This made my head spin a little, as if someone had suggested that a marriage between a New Yorker and someone from California was “mixed”. But it remained a mystery to me (so I said to Ron, as he started going through his wallet for money to pay the tab) that in Switzerland—a whole crowd of tiny discrete countries, originally, and all fiercely independent—the result was a lot of funny and fairly rude jokes, and the “mixed marriage” situation, but nothing much worse.


     Ron shrugged. “Maybe,” he said, reaching into his wallet for one more thing—his business card, cunningly printed on the back of a Swiss phone card—”it’s that we don’t much like the neighbors, but they sided with us when we fought that lot out there—” And he sketched a gesture in the air which indicated the rest of Europe, certainly: possibly the rest of the world. “So we’ll put up with them—for the time being....”


     “But the bears,” I said. “You said you were protecting them from the government...?”


     Ron smiled a little crookedly and told me the story about the founding of the city: how the duke who decided to build his fortified town in that long narrow loop of the Aare told his people to go out hunting, and that he would name the city after the first beast they killed. It was a bear (though there is an odd, apocryphal version of the story which insists that they shot a chicken first, and then some kind of large frog, and each time the exasperated Duke told them to go try again). So “Bärn”, or as others would spell it, “Bern” or “Berne”, the city became: but when people began to move into the town in numbers, the bears were driven away as a menace to town life, and finally hunted nearly to extinction. Now, due to “repatriation” projects, brown bears are once again rambling in the National Park and among the mountains of the Bernese Oberland. “But without the Bärengraben,” Ron said, and shook his head, “who knows? Would there be any left at all? So we look after them. A responsibility to the family...”


    He had to go. We shook hands: Ron took his leave. I sat there a while looking at his card, and realized I had been misspelling his name in my head. “Ran”, not “Ron”: Ranald von Zahringen, the card said, under the logo of a famous bank based in Zurich. A memory itched at the back of my mind, and was gone, untraceable, a moment later. I shrugged and tucked the card away, and left the bar, thinking idly about Bernese lightning.


    Some months later, it wasn’t lightning on my mind when I passed through Bern again, but light. It was dark in the streets. It was Fasnacht.


    Fasnacht takes some explaining. It’s more than just the carnival tradition which runs through Europe, and which surfaces (in much-changed forms) in the US at Mardi Gras, and in the southern Americas. It can start the week before Shrove Tuesday, and may run through until the week after, depending on local preferences. And Fasnacht has very much its own character in each of the cities which celebrate it.


    Some cities do it twice—once for the Catholic population, once for the Protestants: and on different weeks (so that each group can go to the other’s party?). In some cities it’s an intensely adult preoccupation, as in Basel: razory verbal wit overlies the outrageous costumes, and underlies the rest of the celebration, in the form of the schneedel, the long skinny printed handbills of rude and loony dialect doggerel handed out by costumed marchers to passersby—though the same name is also given to the sudden satirical schnitzelbaenk theatre which breaks out without warning in bars and restaurants, and on the street.


    There are adult dangers, as well. In Basel, at Fasnacht, as long as you’re masked (meaning complete-body disguise), you can go up to anyone you know, put on a squeaky high voice, and tell them exactly what you think of them. They’ll have no comeback: traditionally, retaliation against someone who gave you a piece of their mind at Fasnacht just isn’t done. Here, more than elsewhere, the “pressure valve” quality of carnival tradition makes itself plain—and the continuity of medieval tradition, too, when at four in the morning all the lights in the city suddenly go out, and the massed cliques, the formally-constituted parade groups, stand in the city’s main plaza in their hundreds, drumming and fifing the Morgestraich: the slow, stately Basler call to arms. On a freezing February night, in the pitch darkness, with the drumbeats and the shrill fluting of the fifes rattling off the old buildings around you, you find it unnervingly easy to believe that you’ve fallen into the fourteenth century, and that the enemy is outside the city walls yet again, waiting to sack the place. When something of the kind might happen any year, you take your Carnival pleasures seriously. You might not taste them again...


    Bern’s Fasnacht, though, seems a little less deeply grounded in history, and more evenly divided between the adults and the children. The children have their own parade, early on in the proceedings. And Bärner Fasnacht doesn’t seem as serious as Basel’s Fasnacht does. People dress up a lot, though not as formally, not with such intensity, as in Basel; and if there’s a repeating theme among the costumes other than whatever the city’s Fasnacht committee has already determined for that year, it’s bears. Anyone not with one of the cliques is likely to be dressed as a bear. The city streets are usually full of them. Night and day there are parties, balls, and impromptu parades, besides the scheduled ones: and everywhere you look, bears dance, bears drink, bears play musical instruments and prowl the streets in packs: bears weave in and out of the arches of the arcades, bears yell “Gruezi!” at you and offer you a drink out of bottles or narrow-necked pewter “cans” of good Swiss wine.


    The streets were full of bears this week. A happy accident of business on the continent a few days before had left me free to go to Bern for Fasnacht after the weekend, and another accident (someone’s cancellation) had made it possible to actually stay in the city, in a time when hotel beds are usually scarcer than hen’s teeth.


    So I put up happily enough in the Bären, remembering the incredible street noise the last time my husband and I stayed there together: a summer night, too hot not to leave the windows open, certainly too hot for most of the city to go to sleep. Half of Bern stayed up till four in the morning, drinking in the ten or twelve big open-air cafés on the Bundesplatz around the corner: the roar was subdued but incessant, a cheerful unending growl. Never again, I swore then, never again in weather this hot will I stay this close to a large plaza in town: don’t these people have homes to go to...! But this time of year it would be much too cold to need to leave windows open: the noise would be no problem. I dumped my bags and changed out of business clothes, and got into more appropriate dress, meaning jeans and a sweatshirt and jacket I wouldn’t mind having drink spilled on if it came to that: then went out to the Bundesplatz to join the mob.


    Once there, I ate a lot (because Bern is a brilliant city for food, and you’d be crazy not to). I drank a lot (which is difficult to avoid at this time of year: the atmosphere of near-compulsive frivolity and discarded inhibitions is very contagious). In the midst of it all, I found myself being cordially laughed at by some of the people around me in the restaurant when my phone went off and it was Peter, calling to check up on me and complain about not being able to be there and help me eat a lot and drink a lot. I explained to him that I was having a terrible time and would be home the next day, or maybe the day after, depending on how much more unbearable things got. His response to this was to groan at the pun, and then he dictated me a detailed shopping list for things he wanted from the food hall downstairs in the Globus department store. When he finished, I kissed him long-distance and hung up, and the laughing people at the next table, a trio of couples, suggested that we should all go out and do something more interesting than eat.


    In any other city, at any other time, such an offer might make a woman on her own nervous: but not there, not then. My hosts’ idea of “something different” was simply to get out and mix with the crowds pullulating in the Bundesplatz: so we did.


    Down at the bottom end of the Bundesplatz, where the Schauplatzgasse runs into it, stands an interesting piece of sculpture: a big shambling bear made all of golden pine, apparently caught in mid-shamble on his way to the Bundesrat across the road. He wears an affable grin, and altogether looks like someone wandering through his town with nothing to do on his day off. Near him is an outdoor “giant” chessboard, where city people or visitors play games of great intensity which are watched by equal intensity by the passers-by. Along with my hosts, I got myself a drink from one of the nearby cafes and joined the crowd of kibitzers, watching a young man with long fair hair and studded leathers playing an older, silver-haired, stubbly man smoking an astonishingly foul cigarette in a peculiar J-shaped holder. 


    We watched them play for the better part of an hour. They meant business. It might have been the middle of the night in a neutral country long after the frost melted off the Cold Wars, but you couldn’t have told it from these two: they played as if empires depended on the outcome. Towards the end of the hour it became plain that the older man with the foul cigarette was pushing his younger counterpart toward checkmate, though how long it would take, I couldn’t tell—no more than twelve or fifteen moves, anyway. One of the couples I had come down with had left earlier, pleading hunger, but I knew better—the female half of the couple had been making increasingly risqué jokes as the game progressed, and her boyfriend finally gave in gracefully. Now the second couple was spotted from across the square by some other people they knew, and went off to join them. I stood with the third couple for a while more, watching the net close around the younger player. In the middle of a particularly bloody exchange of bishops, someone bumped into me from behind.


    I looked over my shoulder—and laughed out loud. From down around waist level, a bear looked up at me: one of the city’s golden bears, it looked like, as opposed to the crowds of grizzly bears, polar bears and teddy bears which populated the square. “Hey, lady,” it growled, in English, “you come here often?”


    I recognized the voice behind the hoary pick-up line, and laughed again. “Ran? I thought you said you were being posted to Stockholm.”


    “I was. I’m back. Want a drink?”


    “Sure.”


    I said good night to the remaining couple and followed Ran off to one of the nearer terrace-bars, where (for a miracle) there was a table open. Ran went on all fours, shambling. The walk was very close indeed to the usual gait of the bears in the Bärengraben: I wondered how long he had been practicing it. Other people, watching us pass, pointed and applauded. Ran nodded to them, and clambered up on the chair across from me, sitting in it rather awkwardly, as a bear would: overflowing it, somewhat, but that was the costume.


    A waiter showed up almost immediately. “Gurten?” Ran said to me, and when I nodded, said to the waiter, “Zwÿ Gurtnbier bitte, Rudi; miy konto.” 


    “Jaja, Herr von Zair’ngen,” said the waiter, produced a tab slip for Ran to sign—it took some doing, in the costume—and then went off.


    “I thought I might run into you somewhere around town,” Ran said: “you mentioned you were coming back around now.”


    “Good guess. I was half wondering whether you might be here, too, though spotting anybody under these costumes takes some doing. Did you see that lady dressed as a peacock?”


    “Yes. Wonderful piece of work: must have cost her a fortune.” The beers arrived: we didn’t bother with glasses—no one else was. We picked up the bottles. “Zum wohl,” Ran said: “Viva,” said I.


    We drank. “You’ve been down in Romansch-speaking country again,” he said. “More research?”


    “Dictionary-hunting,” I said. “I had to go to St. Moritz.”


    “Nice excuse,” he said.


    I chuckled. “Yes, well. It beats skiing. But we got to see S-chanf, this time, and Val Mustair.”


    “Aha. The National Park. See any of my ‘relatives’?” He waved a paw.


    I shook my head. There are few parks on Earth so rigidly controlled as the Swiss National Park...the controls mostly making sure that no human can affect this piece of ground in any significant way. Humans in the Park must stay on certain marked paths and not venture off them: pets are not allowed, not being native to the local ecology. Here only, in all of Switzerland, fallen trees are left to lie where they fall, instead of being cut and stacked for firewood. Touching any plant, interfering with any animal, is strictly forbidden. Even shouting is against the rules. The only way you get to see wildlife in the National Park is if it wanders within viewing distance of the walking paths...and not much does. But in the silence, you can hear, far off, the cough of the lynx, the moan of the bear...if you’re lucky. I had seen nothing but trees, and the silence had been unbroken.


    “Speaking of your relatives,” I said. “I finally put two and two together.”


    “I thought you might,” he said, “when you saw the business card.” His voice was amused.


    I was glad about that. I had met a few people in Austria and Germany who had been just very slightly miffed at my seeing the “von” or “zu” in their names and not immediately understanding the connection to nobility, ancient or modern: for there, as here, people are (quietly) proud of such things. Well, “von” is a little watered down these days: “zu”—the noble “of”, as in “Elizabeth of England”—is more indicative. In Ran’s case, though, it was less the “von” that attracted my attention, than the family name itself: Zahringen. Finally I had recalled why my memory itched a little when I saw it. Berchtold von Zahringen had been the name of that first Duke who found the pretty, wooded hill, very defensible, rising out of that long loop of the Aare, and sent his hunting party off to find the beast which would give his new city its name.


    “How direct is the connection?” I said. “It’s got to be a lot of generations, now.”


    “Twenty-two,” Ran said, “counting me. And twenty-three is on the way.”


    “Hey, congratulations! Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl yet?”


    “Not yet. Betta will have the amniocentesis in a few weeks.”


    “That’s great.” We drank again, to the twenty-third generation. “But I gather there’s no castle.”


    “Oh, no, not any more...everything directly associated with the name passed into other hands a long time ago. The government, mostly.” His look was wry.


    “Still,” I said, “there must be a lot of family history that remains to you. They can’t take that.”


    “No,” he said, looking thoughtfully at the beer bottle and the bear strolling happily across the Gurten logo with its tongue lolling out: “no, they can’t.”


    We chatted for a little while, slightly aimlessly, about the Zahringen family’s doings down through time, especially their involvement with Bern’s great “imperialist” period, when they were at their most territorially aggressive (Bern remains one of Switzerland’s largest cantons), and when their soldiery, native and exported, was the terror of Europe. “The dirty Swiss,” other countries called them—meaning by this that Bernese mercenaries, having once sold their services to a given power, stayed bought and refused to re-sell their contracts to higher bidders after the fact. Such behavior was most unusual, in the Renaissance, and much reviled, especially by those unfortunate enough to have to fight the Bernese. The red and yellow banner with the grinning, shambling black bear was wooed, and loathed, from Rome to Copenhagen and from Calais to Vienna.


    “But war,” Ran said, leaning back and shaking his head, “statesmanship, all that, everything comes down finally to what people do in tight situations.” He pushed the beer-bottle around on the table with one clawed paw. I found myself, suddenly, studying those claws. They looked fairly sharp.


    “Like the commodities markets,” I said, for when we last met we had been discussing the rules for how to prosper in those markets, and Ran had boiled it all down to one simple principle: Know when the traders are greedy: know when they’re scared. Then act accordingly.


    “That’s right,” Ran said. “That too....” He pushed the bottle around some more.


    “Family history,” he said. “Let me tell you a piece of it that never made it out into the history books. Old Berchtold the Fifth, my twenty-one-times great whatever...he didn’t just send the hunters out. That wasn’t his style: he was hunting-mad, Berchtold. He went out with them.”


    “And shot the chicken. Or the frog.”


    Ran laughed, and the laugh was half growl. “Maybe. That, the family version of the story doesn’t tell. But they did find the bear, finally. Duke Berchtold wouldn’t let them simply shoot it. He went to kill it himself, with a spear, a boar spear, as it happens. And he did kill it, though not before it wounded him.”


    He paused. I watched him rather curiously.


    “Bit him, actually,” Ran said. 


    “Oh,” I said. “So after that, every month, when the moon was full—”


    Ran looked at me, and smiled.


    No mask designed for a high-budget SF movie, not with any four or five or ten people from the Muppet Creature Workshop working it from behind, could possibly have moved with the mobility and ease of the absolutely animal face grinning at me now—showing the teeth, the real, glinting bear’s teeth, in the most amiable manner. One eye closed in a wink. One brown eye. Not human. Wet.


    I took a drink of beer: I needed it. My mouth was dry. “They did call him and his descendants ‘the bear-Dukes of Zahringen’,” I said. “Maybe I should have suspected the reference wasn’t just heraldic. Do all of you do it?”


    Ran shook his head. “Only some. It’s a ‘double recessive’: apparently the damaged gene, if that’s what it is, takes a fair amount of reinforcing. But Swiss people are conservative, we tend to marry our own.”


    “Meaning that Bernese marry Bernese,” I said, “after what you were telling me the other day about ‘mixed marriages’.”


    “Yes. So, at present, there might be...” He looked thoughtful. “Oh, several hundred of us.”


    “But some,” I said suddenly, “that aren’t as...functional as you?”


    He looked at me and didn’t say anything for a few moments.


    “‘Double recessive’ is one of those terms that sometimes gets used to describe translocated multiple-allele combinations,” I said. “And translocation of the gene usually involves loops and fusions of the chromosome. The gene gets further damaged.”


    After a couple of seconds, Ran nodded. “The lucky ones,” he said softly, “have the change start to come on them in early adulthood, and transit back and forth without too much trouble, as long as they’re carrying enough weight to transform correctly. There’s pain, but—” He shrugged. “Like childbirth, you forget... Others make the change, but don’t survive. Not too many of them, any more: those particular genetic combinations seem to have largely bred themselves out of the pool. Though accidents still happen. We had a fellow who was doing high-energy work at CERN. One of his daughters—” He fell silent, then said, “And there are some who make the change...but get stuck.”


    “What happens to them?” I whispered.


    He smiled, a dryer look this time, and picked up his beer bottle. “We protect them,” he said, “from the government.”


    I drank too: the last swig. “Ran,” I said, “why are you telling me this?”


    Ran put his bottle down. “Who would believe you?” he said. “The story’s hardly the kind of thing that the Neue Zürcher Zeitung would print, even if someone there believed it. And, besides...it’s Fasnacht.”


    I had to laugh at that, while still feeling fairly somber. “Thanks for telling me,” I said. “I’m sorry for your trouble...though you seem to be coping pretty well with a difficult situation.”


    “Difficult,” Ran said, “oh, I suppose so.” He climbed down from the chair. “Especially with the franc as strong as it is. But taken all together, it’s not so hard. You know what’s really hard?”


    “What?”


    “Spending a whole night talking without moving my mouth,” he said, and winked again, and slipped away into the crowd in the square, where the shaggy brown-golden pelt got lost behind a screen of about a hundred semi-drunken people.


    Blinking, I looked after him. The crowd parted for a moment, just long enough to show a glimpse of him, shambling along, on all fours again, to the delight of the people immediately around him: they applauded, they whooped, one of them bent down to offer him a drink from a bottle. I saw the big golden-brown head swing in that direction, eyes glittering in the light from the nearby restaurant, the expression in them hard to tell from this distance. Irony? Amusement?—Then the head shook from side to side, politely refusing, probably muttering something in Bärnerdeutsch: without moving his mouth. A sound of laughter, and the crowd closed again: he was gone.


    I got up and went back to the chess game (still in progress, but moving swiftly toward an disastrous endgame reminiscent of that last Kasparov game against the computer). First, though, I asked the waiter who had taken care of us for a glass of pflumli, which I drank fast. A few minutes later the world was wobbling slightly, and the idea of bears who were also commodities brokers didn’t seem so bizarre. It must be nice, when you came right down to it, to have one night a year when you could come out in your own clothes, your own skin, and speak your mind. But that was always the idea, as far as Fasnacht was concerned. There would always be at least one night of the year when, fully masked, you could go up to anybody and let them know what you thought of them: and afterwards, no matter how insulted, the party you had so favored could not retaliate. Except there was at least one Bernese who, on these two or three nights each year, didn’t put the mask on: he took it off. And laughed, showing his teeth.


     And what about the others? I thought, rather later, on the train to the plane home at noontime. Other cities have mascots, but few have held onto them with the tenacity of the Bernese, in these times of ruthless modernization and the systematic rubbishing of the “sentimental” and “outdated”. Now I suspected it was because the bears have help—”professional” help. How many other distant children of the Zahringen, wearing skins occasionally alien to them—dark quiet suits, business dresses—have pushed quietly, lobbied, speaking a word in a bar here, a local political committee meeting there, to make sure that the relatives who couldn’t now speak for themselves were properly taken care of? And not turned out into the wild for the sake of political correctness, either, but cared for and companioned by those who walked on two legs, and spoke a local dialect that they could at least partially understand. Bad enough to be a beast with only the distant echoes of humanity left at the bottom of your brain: worse still to be stuck with humanity that didn’t speak Bärnerdeutsch.


     Let others, outsiders, think what they like. In Bern, at least, the family takes care of its own....and the figs and carrots are extra.


    

  


  
    



    



    



    



    And now a fairy tale… somewhat spatially misplaced from the more typical European milieu. And a chance to indulge, not the Were thing this time, but a dislocated version of the Dragon thing—of which (as the readers of The Door into Shadow probably can guess) I have a pretty bad case.


    


    



    


  


  
    



    


    


    The Queen and the Thief and the Dragon


    


    


    


    When the dragon came out of the caves of Cumbre de la Vicente and started blackening the hills with its fiery breath, the Queen began to worry. She sat on her throne with her chin on her fist and her elbow on the throne’s arm, watching with mild dismay as her royal house began filling up with heroes. Magnificent specimens they were, none of them less than two yards tall. They came on splendid steeds (which they sometimes rode right into the hall, frequently fouling the sweet rushes strewn on the bright-tiled floor); they came in gold-damascened cuirasses, bearing spears hammered out on icy anvils, or supple swords forged in the fires of lost Toledo. They bore themselves with heroic grandeur, swirling their cloaks in their passing, speaking courtly phrases, bowing themselves double over her hand every chance they got. They drank a great deal of her wine, and, while not at their heroic feasting, they staged mock battles in the fields around the palace, trampling much green corn in the process. The Queen sat in her throne, considering all these things; also considering that it would soon be June, and the dragon, instead of just blackening hillsides and burning down crofters’ cots, would be starting huge brushfires as well. And finally she turned to her most trusted counselor, who stood by her throne chewing his graying beard and thinking similar thoughts. She crooked a finger at him, and Don Escalonzo bent near.


    “Get me thieves,” the Queen said.


    And since the Don was a prompt and conscientious man, with extensive connections throughout the Twenty Cities, he immediately got her thieves—all of them who were of any note—even making discreet withdrawals from several neighboring dungeons. From Los Encinos to Ciudad de la Santa Monica, the theft rate took a drastic plunge. Several professional fences imperiled their immortal souls by hanging themselves in despair.


    The Queen was a noble hostess, no less so to criminals than to heroes when they were guests under her royal roof. She poured out many a bottle of the blood-red wines of the North for them, listening to their qualifications and asking them (with the guarantee of amnesty) many pointed questions about their careers. The thieves answered as courteously as the heroes, but more circumspectly, with much shifting of the eyes. And the Queen noticed that their fingers seemed to twitch a great deal when she wore jewelry. One by one she had them into her throne room, and one by one sent them away again, down the long halls hung with tapestries and ancient heirloom weapons, lined with tables covered with plate of gold and other precious things of marvelous workmanship. The thieves sweated greatly on these long walks, so Don Escalonzo told the Queen—for all that it was cool and shadowy in the royal house, and hardly late May as yet. She nodded at this.


    And then came the long afternoon in which the Queen interviewed three thieves, one after the other. The first two came and went, and sweated; and the third came, and spoke with her, and went again. And afterward, by Don Escalonzo’s count, there were found missing from the long hall a crystal cup footed in curiously wrought gold; two opal-encrusted daggers of ancient lineage; a fair unset turquoise the size of a bustard’s egg, carved with strange signs of the Old People; and a small iron horse on wheels with a string in front to pull it, all set with smoke-colored diamonds. And on hearing this report the Queen put her hand to her orange silk bodice, below the great cream-colored ruff, and found that the Most Noble Order of Santa Catalina, in the shape of a winged lion cast in red gold and inlaid with amber, was missing from around her neck, along with its chain of yellow topazes.


    “Bring me that man,” said the Queen. And after a brief interval, during which there ensued a hard-run race involving the thief in question and several members of the Queen’s Own Horse, the man was brought before her; dusty, windblown, and (finally) sweating.


    “You, sir,” the Queen said, coming down from her throne in a rustle of orange silk, “are the man I’m looking for.” And she led him away by the hand, to her chambers; and the members of the Queen’s Own Horse shrugged their shoulders, and went away to get drunk with the heroes.


    


    *


    


    That was how Churro de las Resedas came to receive a commission from the Queen.


    She sat across a green onyx table from him, and told him in some detail of how, earlier in the year, his noble highness the young Prince of Los Encinos had ridden out from his palace north of the mountains, seeking a test of courage to whet his princely valor. And after several bears and lions boldly slain, and several crofters’ daughters wooed and won, and a small earthquake survived, he passed out of men’s knowledge for some days. After a time he returned to the palace at Los Encinos of the Oaks, bearing with him a strange cup or chalice of gold, figured all over with strange devices of winged serpents—manifestly a piece of the legendary Treasure of the Old People, and proof of a mighty hero’s deed on his part, for which all the princes in those parts sent their congratulations.


    Churro de las Resedas drank the Queen’s bright wine and began to sweat again. Broad-shouldered, big-handed, stocky and fair, he looked less like a thief than seemed possible. At the moment, he felt less like a thief than seemed possible. “Does your serene Highness mean to suggest,” he said, “that I go find the lost Treasure of the Old People?”


    The Queen bent her head gravely to him.


    “But madam,” he said, swallowing, “as I read the signs, such action has already angered the dragon that has been guarding the hoard. To steal from it again—”


    “No, no!” the Queen said. “Haven’t enough of my people’s houses been burnt about their ears? I want you to go to Los Encinos and steal the Cup from the Prince—and put it back.”


    


    *


    


    So Churro went and stole the cup.


    This was not as difficult as it might have seemed. Since Churro possessed almost none of the traditional attributes of thieves—as smallness, swiftness, litheness, and the like—he had long since learned to make do with wit, and a talent for being quiet. This last alone got him as far as the room outside the room in which the Cup’s guards stayed. When the servant came with their evening’s ration of wine, Churro had time to slip out and pour into it the cactus-and-mushroom powder that a hill-magician friend of the Old Blood had given him; so that within an hour or so, the six guards were sitting around in the guardroom having visions of a religious and mystical nature, and were in no condition to do anything about the tall blocky man who walked quietly in among them. And then there was the room beyond them, where the Cup was kept, and that room was full of hungry rattlesnakes. But Churro had brought along a bag of live mice, which he turned loose in the room; and shortly the snakes left off their hissing and rattling, and became otherwise occupied. Churro put the Cup in the bag the mice had come in, commended their souls to God, and went out of the Palace again to the oak where his horse was tethered. The horse, shod thickly in rags, went quietly away with its rider in the predawn hours, climbing up the pass that lies just to the east of Mont’ de San Vicente.


    The rest was not so easy.


    When day came, it was no mastery finding the dragon’s den. Churro stood at the top of the pass, looking down the twists and turns of Mandevillia Canyon, and saw a trail of charred manzanita, oak and pine, the brittle skeletons of brush, dead grass turned to charcoal velvet. Here and there, things smoked. His horse stamped, and raised a little cloud of ash, and sneezed from it. Churro rode quietly down the canyon, frequently (though silently) invoking the Virgin and the blessed Saints in Heaven, especially San Jorge and the holy Margareda, who had experience in these matters. No portents made themselves apparent in the sky, however. Only a curl of dismal smoke, black and smelling of sulfur, came weaving out of a cave nearly hidden in a fold of Cumbre del Vicente; and Churro’s horse shied and rolled its eyes a hundred paces from it, and would go no nearer.


    “O Heaven,” Churro said, dismounting and tethering the horse, a sable Cahuenga mare borrowed from the royal stables. The mare stood spraddle-legged, tossing her head unhappily and attempting to spit out her bit, and generally letting Churro know in every way possible that she was greatly displeased with the neighborhood. He patted her sweating flank—poor consolation—took the Cup in its bag down from her panniers, and very gently stole into the entrance of the cave, trying not to breathe more than necessary.


    Dragon-smell—sulfur fumes and a hard hot scent like scorched steel—hung heavy in the cave’s air. The yellow-brown sulfur-smoke rose to curl and boil against the low ceiling of the cave as Churro crept in, somewhat bent over. This was no stone cave, but all earth, with here and there a random root sticking out of the walls as the way trended downward. Churro prayed the Virgin to keep the earth still for the time being; even a little shake, he reckoned, would bring the whole crumbly place down on him. Meanwhile, the dimensions of the tunnel itself were enough to make him nervous. It was low, but very wide. Churro thought of the country saying, that a snake’s den is no wider than the snake is, and shuddered as he went softly along.


    The passage wound, and there were side tunnels. Nothing moved in them but the smoke sliding along their ceilings; though some of them had chimney-holes, and Churro could see indefinite shapes gleaming golden in the downfalling light. He sweated as he had not in the Queen’s halls. Not entirely from fear: the heat grew more and more stifling as he went along, and the brimstone reek sanded his nose raw till he thought he would have to sneeze or die. Churro didn’t sneeze, feeling that death would be certain in that case. Once he started horribly as something brushed his foot in the dark; but it was just a rat, running out the way he had come. He wiped his forehead and set his face once more toward the depths and the heart of the smothering dark, feeling his way along the earthen wall....


    Shortly Churro raised his head and found, from the feel of the darkness, that the place had widened around him. And it was not so dim. From tiny cracks in the high ceiling, light filtered down through the smoke seeping out. It fell on more things that gleamed—gold, or silver, it was hard to tell, the light was so pale. It also fell on something huge and long and vaguely patterned, that lay on the great scattered pile of gleaming stuff. Churro squinted at it, wondering what it was—until it moved. And then he shrank back very quietly against the wall, thinking that even good Santa Margareda, who had walked right up to a firebreather, soused it in the face with a bucket of holy water, and then led it around town by her garters, would have taken a look at this thing and hurriedly gone back to her prayers.


    The dragon rumbled, a sound like many small reports of cannon one after another. Things piled loosely on one another in the hoard clanked and rang against each other, like knives on a pounded table. The dragon lifted its head, opened its mouth, made a few munching motions. Drops of fiery venom fell onto the hoard, bubbling and smoking; fires rose up from them as they began to melt what they lay on. By the dull red light, Churro could see better. He wished he couldn’t. Twenty yards long, the dragon must have been, from the blunt nose to the end of the thick tail. Small clawed feet struggled to push the creature along the hoard a little ways; then it thumped down on its belly again. The thing was banded and splotched in orange and black—a gaudy hide that looked like the beadwork the Old People did. Little, dim, red eyes glanced in the dragon’s flat head as it peered nearsightedly about. It munched and mumbled and drooled poison-fire for a moment more.


    Then, “Dammit all straight to Hell,” the dragon muttered, “but I wish I could get a drink!”


    Churro winced at the blasphemy, and crossed himself. Instantly that head swung around, and the tiny red eyes stared straight at Churro. “You again?”


    It was no use trying to hide. “No, sir—”


    “WHAT DO YOU MEAN ‘SIR’?!”


    The roar shook dirt down from the ceiling, and the whole hoard banged and jangled like a load of dropped bells. Churro hung onto his wall, going clammy all over, until the shaking stopped. “Uh, uh, uh, your gracious pardon please, senora la Horrida,” he said, desperately hoping that courtesy, or complimenting her on her monstrousness, would do something or other. He had heard that dragons, having so little refinement of their own, cultivated it above all other virtues (with varying degrees of success).


    “Better,” the dragon said. Churro swallowed hard, thinking that it was going to be difficult to remember that something with a voice so like a twenty-pounder was female. “And what are you doing here?” Churro opened his mouth, but the dragon gave him no chance to answer. “I swear to everything, the world is going to hell. It’s not like the old days. People walk in without so much as a by-your-leave. And you can’t go anywhere without putting a stone in front of the door. I can remember when I could go out for weeks at a time and come back, and not even a rat had been in here. But now I can’t even go out for a drink without the place being rifled. I’m sitting here dry as a desert, and then you come in and—”


    Dry? “But senora la Horrida,” Churro said, pointing across the cave and hoping the dragon could see the gesture, “why should you be thirsty? Over there behind those shields I see four barrels of wine.” Stolen from the last caravan of which nothing was ever found but the horses, Churro thought.


    “Wine?” The blunt head swung toward the barrels in question, which were twenty-gallon short tuns. “Is that what those are? I just, mmmnngh, just found them; I didn’t know. Come here, man.” There was interest in that voice. “Show me how to get one of these open. I want a taste.”


    Churro was alert for trickery. But he stepped away from his wall and went cautiously down toward where the dragon lay. If she could have breathed fire at me, she would have. It must be true what they say, that the southern breed has to actually bite what they want to burn; they can’t spit the venom—But he still circled the dragon’s head at a respectful distance, aware of the big triangular teeth as he made his way over to the tuns of wine.


    “Ah, a fine vintage, senora la Horrida,” Churro said as he got a closer look at the markings on the barrels. “A noble red—”—if you’re used to drinking vinegar—”—and lifetimes old.”—as a fly reckons time! It was a cheap Diego red, best suited to removing tarnish from metalwork. “Let me find the bunghole. Ah. And is there a hammer hereabouts? No? Then perhaps the senora will indulge me while I use this swordhilt. But before I start; your near neighbor her gracious and serene majesty Queen Teresa Elisabetta Maria Cecilia de San Vicente y Santa Monica sends you her royal greeting, along with this cup which she understands you recently unfortunately lost, and which it is her delight to restore to you—”


    Churro put the cup hurriedly on top of one of the barrels, which was as well, for one of those huge taloned feet instantly swept out and snatched it away, scoring the barrel in the process. “What a nice lady,” was all Churro could make of the ensuing mumbles. He busied himself with the bunghole of one of the barrels, which (since he had no tap for it) immediately began spraying wine all over the floor. “If the charming senora will allow me to fill her cup for her—”


    La Horrida nosed it back toward him. Churro examined it carefully for venom, found none, and filled it. It was a large cup, holding a quart at least. he put it down for her and watched her drink, wondering philosophically how much of its flavor wine retained when brought so rapidly to a boil.


    “More,” said La Horrida, tipping over the cup with her big blunt black tongue in an attempt to get at the last drops.


    So Churro poured out for her again. And again, and again, until the wine was no longer spraying out of the barrel, and Churro had to tip it over to pour; and again, and again, until in good-natured impatience La Horrida bit the top off the barrel, pushed as much of her huge head into it as she could manage, and drained it to the lees. After that, the drinking went a little faster. Churro himself was persuaded to take a little wine (“It izhn’t proper for a llllllady to dhrink by herzhelf, izh it? Drink up, man!”). He began using the Cup at that point (having surreptitiously and carefully wiped it out), while La Horrida took the top off another barrel, and matched him draft for draft. The third barrel went the same way.


    By the end of the third barrel, La Horrida allowed as how she wasn’t thirsty any more. She was lying on her side on the hoard, hardly smoking at all anymore, but drooling a good deal: the golden objects under her head got pretty well melted down. And Churro, who was sitting beside her head at this point (well away from the drooling) and no longer very steady himself, began wondering what else he might be able to get away with. Just to find out, he started talking. Before he was done, Churro (as suddenly self-appointed Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary from the Queen to La Horrida de San Vicente, Gatherer of Riches, Terror of Green Things, Ruler of All She Surveyed) had negotiated a Treaty of Peace between the Queen and the dragon. This was concluded about four hours past noon. And about five hours past, as the shadows were beginning to get long, Churro finished his elaborate, flowery and excessively refined farewells to La Horrida, and stumbled back out through the cave into the open air, with the dragon’s snores rumbling in the tunnels behind him.


    Unfortunately the black Cahuenga mare was not waiting for him. She had broken the charred branch to which her bridle had been tied, and had left, no doubt gratefully, for her own stable. “Ay!” Churro said, rubbing his aching head, and started to walk back to the Queen’s house.


    


    *


    


    It took him till late evening. When he came there he found the household in a most lamentable state. For when the black Cahuenga mare had come home without her rider, the heroes had all feared the worst: they met at dinner to eulogize Churro, and had already spent some hours composing elegant and sorrowful poetry on his valiant death, and planning the mock battle they would stage the next day, in preparation for their attack on the vile dragon. Churro’s entrance into the hall somewhat interrupted this business. The heroes raised a great shout of surprise and acclamation: and the Queen, sitting quiet and pensive-looking in her great chair at the high table, was seen to smile. She beckoned Churro forward, and he came up to the high table and whispered a word or two in her ear.


    She smiled more sweetly yet, stood up, took him by the hand, and led him off to her chambers.


    The heroes shrugged, and went back to their eating and drinking. At least they could still have the mock battle.


    


    *


    


    So it came to pass that the dragon of San Vicente was made harmless, and the Queen’s realm came through the summer with no more brushfires than were normal. The Prince of Los Encinos, after a day’s annoyance, resigned himself to the loss of his Cup; especially considering the tale of the six guardsmen, who explained that they had all seen the Blessed Virgin, looking very tall and fair (and a bit heavy, though they didn’t mention that), walk into their guardroom, right through the solid door and into the room where the Cup was, and bear it out again, while angels and other mystical creatures surrounded her, singing in small (actually, rather squeaky) voices. His Excellency the Bishop of Los Encinos proclaimed a miracle, and celebrated a high mass to honor Our Lady of the Sacred Vessel of the Last Supper, and rang all the bells in the cathedral. The people took this for a festival, and made very merry. The Prince said the bells made his head hurt, and he went off into the hills to console himself with adventure in the form of lions and bears and crofters’ daughters.


    Churro de las Resedas was ennobled by the Queen, and created Friend of the Throne and Adviser to the Queen’s Majesty, and was given land about Mandevillia Canyon (which soon got green again). He and his heirs hold that land in perpetuity, bringing in tribute to the Crown each year four peppercorns, and a bunch of grapes, and a small iron horse on wheels with a string fastened to the front to pull by, all set with smoke-colored diamonds. The Crown always gives back the horse.


    And once a month a small caravan of wagons, bearing tuns of a wine whose parentage will not stand too close an inspection, rolls up to a cave high in Mandevillia Canyon, and leaves the tuns outside: this being in accord with the treaty between La Horrida de San Vicente and Teresa Elisabetta Maria Cecelia de San Vicente y Santa Monica, by the grace of God and the Holy Virgin, Lady of the Lands South of San Vicente, and Queen of Los Angeles.


    And things are quiet in the hills.


    


  


  
    


    



    



    It stunned me to discover some years back that Janis Ian is a big fan of my writing, the Young Wizards books in particular. And it charmed me when she asked if I would contribute something to the anthology of stories based on her songs. Typically, the most famous ones were snagged first—Heaven only knows what I might have done to, or with, “Seventeen.” But the one that I found myself wanting to write about was “Hopper Painting”, and it left me free to investigate the vexed question of what the characters inside a work of art might have to say about what the creator spirit does to them… The painting in question is Hopper’s famous frozen moment, “Nighthawks.”


    


  


  
    


    


    Hopper Painting


    


    


    


     He turned toward the window for the millionth time, hoping to see something go by outside, anything; anything from the outside world. But the street was bleak and empty, and as dark as it had ever been; the lighting inside was too harsh and insistent for him to see anything but his reflection in the window—his face, with empty eyes. They were almost a relief; at least the Other wasn’t looking out of them.


    At least the coffee was always hot.


    He ducked his head over the cup and watched the steam rising. Anywhere else, that would have been a comfort. Anywhere else, that would have been a miracle: coffee that never got cold. Of course, it never really cooled enough to drink, either. Or not comfortably. It always burned. 


     She turned to him, and said, “Sugar?”


     As always, he had to stop to work out whether this was an endearment or a request for sweetener. Her red blouse burned itself to green afterimages in the fierce fluorescent light; her eyes, when he once more looked hopefully into them, were empty of any endearment. He sighed. 


     “Yes,” he said, and pushed his cup a quarter inch toward her.


     She looked at him curiously for a moment, then pushed the sugar dispenser toward him. “Your place or mine?” she said.


     But she always said that. And there was never any lessening of the sense of something out in the dark, something alien and chilly, watching her say it; as if bloodless things turned to one another, rustling out there in the dry cold dark, and whispered one to the other in coldly amused reaction.


     “Why are we here?” he said.


     She looked blankly at him. “For coffee,” she said.


     How can she be so dumb? the back of his brain screamed. How can anyone be so witless? It was beyond him how any other human being could fail to feel the emptiness that lay beyond those windows, beating against them like the vacuum of space: unfriendly, dry and cold, seeking to suck all the life out of whatever lay on this side of the glass, in whatever passed for warmth.


    Passed for it.


    He had to try one more time. “What about us?” he said.


    “Well, of course we have to find a nice place…” she said. “My mama would kick up such a stink if we moved into any place too small. It has to be at least two bedrooms. Three would be better.”


    “We don’t need three,” he said: but he knew she wouldn’t hear him. For them to ever need three, they would have to get out of here…find a quiet place…and do…


    But doing that meant change. And where they were, trapped in this water-clear amber, change was the last thing to be expected.


    He glanced toward the glass again, flinching as he did it, like someone expecting a blow. It was always better to steel yourself for what you might see, just in case. Once again past the form hunched between him and the window he saw only his eyes, dark and empty-looking in the reflection, and let out the breath he’d been holding. 


    “And then we can get some nice furniture,” she said. She started going on about davenports and hassocks, and he looked away from the window, down at the table. She can’t help it, he thought. There’s nothing left in her any more but the talking, the empty sound that means she’s not quite dead. If there’s any consciousness in there at all, any more, it’s doing what I do when I keep looking out and hoping I’ll see something. Something besides… But he didn’t want to even think the name of the thing. It had heard him do that, once or twice before, and had answered to the calling; he’d been sorry for days afterwards. Or what felt like days…for it was always four AM here, and never dawn.


    He glanced down and in front of him at the guy behind the counter, who was standing there getting something out from underneath, or putting something away. It was a wonder how he never saw either of those actions actually happen, though something of the kind was always in train.


    He’s as stuck as we are, he thought, watching the counter guy. More so, maybe. But who knows what’s going on in his head? He never says anything but ‘Refill?’.


    Beyond the counter guy, the cherrywood counter itself stretched away down to the end of the diner. He let his gaze travel down toward the end of it, stealthily, as if something there that might see him and run away. Occasionally he had glimpsed something down there, a brief tangle of incongruous smoky shadows defying the shiny cold primary-color gleam of the diner—a swirl blue-gray and indefinite, as if a whole packageful of Phillies were smoking themselves. Indistinct through the smoke, it might be possible to catch a glimpse of someone else in the place beyond the two of them, the hunched man, and the counter guy. There sometimes seemed to be booths down there. A few times now he’d thought he’d seen a figure hunkered down in one of them, scribbling idly and then looking up through the smoke with a bleakly speculative expression, like an self-exiled poet hunting inspiration in the blue haze. A second later this figure always looked like part of the haze himself, the mere structure of a poem with none of the detail; a moment more and even that faint manifestation would go missing again, the blue shadows dissipating in the chilly bright air of the diner as if sucked up by the ventilation system. Shortly thereafter even the booths would be gone, leaving nothing but a cherrywood counter that seemed to stretch away to infinity if you let your attention linger too long upon it.


    He let his gaze fall to the tabletop once more, dwelling as if he’d never seen it before on the utensil-scuffed grain of the wood, the sticky dried-out coffee spills blotched on it here and there, the scatter of sugar crystals from the cylindrical pressed-glass dispenser that always gave you half a teaspoon less sugar per pour than you wanted, the crumpled paper napkin that was always a shade too small for whatever you wanted to do with it, the napkin dispenser that was always on the verge of going empty. The profound insufficiency of this place, this situation, struck him once again as to his left, out of the corner of his eye, he could see her red hair swing slightly while she talked enthusiastically to the counter about horsehair sofas that you could save a lot of money on, second-hand. Whoever was running this place had made sure that there wasn’t a single extra thing here, nothing superfluous, nothing beyond the bare bright necessities, scrubbed clean of the unconscious miscellany of a less ordered, more generous world.


    He sighed and looked out toward the street again, wishing for anything to be out there—a late pedestrian, even just the glare of headlights. But this time, the Other’s gaze lanced out of the immobile face of the hunched man and seized on his, glaring out at him with a terrible, excoriating intensity. Unprepared this time for the alien regard, he was struck rigid, but trembling, like a man in an electric chair: he wondered why smoke wasn’t pouring out from under his hat, why his fat wasn’t frying under his skin as the Other looked through it, past it, trying to find not soul, but the lack of it. Locked there in that awful rigor, his eyes trapped in the depths of the chill despair of the Other’s gaze, he wanted to scream: Why are you doing this to us? Why have you put us in this hell? What have we ever done to you?


    The Other couldn’t hear, though. It knew only Its vision of the world, the one it was imposing on them in this small corner of damnation for Its own satisfaction, the fulfillment of Its own needs. He sat there and suffered for what felt like forever, as It enforced ever more rigorously on him Its idea of what he should look like, and worse, what he should feel like. Alienation ran in his veins like meltwater; it was as if electrocution was a thing not of fire, but ice. He felt the pallor setting into his skin, a physical chill; his eyes were going steadily more shadowed with some old dull buried rage of the Other’s, until only they burned. Helplessness, hopelessness burned in his bones, rooted him to the counter stool, froze him there in an unendurable and inescapable rigor of isolation.


    Its powers of concentration were awful. How long it held him there, he couldn’t tell; under Its chilly regard, after a while, thought stopped, the way the scientists said even atoms stopped vibrating when it got cold enough. And It had enough cold in its lonely brain for any ten universes. But at last that concentration broke, leaving him free to think again.


    For how long…?


    He would have slumped down on the counter if there’d been that much flexibility in his body right now. The rigor took a long time to wear off, after one of these bouts: it was taking longer every time. He was terrified that one day a session would come after which Its rendition of him would be complete, and he would never be able to move on his own again, never have a thought that wasn’t a reflection of Its awful view of the world…if any thought would be left to him at all. But finally, after a long while, enough flexibility reasserted itself that he could at least sag.


    I was something else once, he thought. I have to do my best to remember that. I was a person. I had a name. I walked free. There was sun, not just electric lights. I went down the street whenever I wanted to. I put my hat on or took it off whenever I liked.


    But that was before that man saw me in the park, and took the camera out, and took the photo of me. And now that’s starting to be all I am: a photo he took, an image he stole, a thing he started to paint.


    Pretty soon it will be all I am. That thing out there, that man, if it’s the same one—if It’s really a man at all: It’s making me over in Its image. Pretty soon all I’ll be is what It wants me to be. It’s already done it with her.


    He could have sobbed: but his eyes were infallibly dry, his tear ducts long since painted out. Even that slight release was denied him.


    It’s not fair! he thought, desperate, wishing he could open his mouth even to whisper, or find enough breath somewhere for a last good shout. Isn’t there a God somewhere that takes pity on people like me? Isn’t there mercy anywhere for someone who doesn’t deserve to go to Hell, and gets thrown into it anyway?


    Next to him, the red-haired woman was still reciting her litany of household furnishings. He wondered what she’d been like before It had seen her, walking down some street, and had taken her image and her soul to imprison it here in the chill shine of the diner. Who knew how long she’d sat here now in the cold fluorescent light, while the Other peeled away her liveliness and humanity until she was just a shell flattened under the shellac, three-dimensional only in seeming. It was too late for her now. There might be others, of course; one day, one of those smoke-in-light shapes might start to solidify, down the length of the counter, becoming real enough, trapped enough, to persist in company with the shiny walls and the slick, unreflecting counter. He gazed down the length of the counter again, for the moment unable even to really care. More company in Hell --


    He blinked, then. There was someone down there, in one of the booths; nothing gradual about her, no smoke-tangle. A slim shape, dark-eyed, dark-haired, looking straight at him.


    He shivered, and doing so, discovered that he could move. That scared him, too, though just a few moments before he would have done anything to be able to move. There the woman sat, her gaze resting on him, both lazy and challenging. She was leaning forward on her elbows a little, doing something with her hands: he couldn’t quite make out what.


    He bent his attention steadily on her, finding it astonishingly hard to believe in her. He expected her to vanish like a shadow at high noon, swallowed away by the pitiless light, the way the smoke and the shadows always did. But she sat there, concrete, and actually raised an eyebrow at him.


    He swallowed, staring at her. She was as unlike the woman sitting by him as could be imagined. Her clothes were loose and strange. Her hair was dark and curly, and the hat slouching partway down over one eye was in an unfamiliar style.  Her eyes were soft, but her face had a sharp look, the mouth looking like it might be pursed a lot of the time, in assessment if not in disapproval. The expression said: Well? I’m waiting.


    He breathed hard and deep for a couple of moments, preparing for the exertion to come, and then, in a rush, tried to stand up. Did stand up, to his shock and amazement; it had been a long time now since he’d been able to do it in one try. He slid off the stool and staggered slightly as his feet hit the floor. He had to steady himself against the counter, and beside him, the red-haired girl didn’t even notice, just kept on talking.


    “Refill?” the counter guy said, glancing up from his polishing.


    He shook his head and stumbled away, around the curve of the counter, using one stool after another to brace himself as he slowly made his way down the length of the counter toward the booths. Here came the most terrible challenge, the one he had never dared before; to get past the hunched man without him turning, staring at you, enforcing you with that stare back into the place where the It behind him felt you belonged. Prayer wasn’t anything he had had access to for a long time: there was never any sense of anything listening, and he’d long since given up. Yet still the back of his mind moaned Please, please don’t look, please—


    He passed by, and the hunched figure didn’t turn, didn’t look. Maybe that last awful gaze was all the It-thing out in the darkness had in It for the moment. Sometimes It seemed to get distracted for long periods. God knew what It was dealing with then, what other chilly creation It was enforcing Its will on. Not my problem. The booth—


    As always, the counter seemed to stretch away to infinity when you tried to walk it: but she was sitting there, watching him approach. He struggled against the foreverness of the moment and kept on walking, keeping his gaze fixed on her like a lifeline. After a moment she turned her attention to whatever it was she was doing on the table, but still he kept on coming, afraid to lose the impetus and wind up stalled and frozen again before he found out why she was here—


    The booth where she sat suddenly loomed very close in front of him. He staggered to it, put his hands down on the table and levered himself into the seat across from her: nearly fell into the seat, exhausted by the effort it had taken him to get here. She didn’t look up from what she was doing, just let him sit there and get his breath back.


    She was shuffling cards. A few of them still lay out of the deck on the table. He blinked, for he could see the grain of the cherrywood counter through them. Glass cards?


    “Ah-ah,” she said. “Don’t dwell on those too much, not right this minute. You’ll spoil the result.” Her voice was sharp to match her face, but a little rough and soft underneath; the heavy steel that backed up the single sharp edge of the sword, giving it weight.


    The thought was so odd that he couldn’t imagine where it had come from. “An older sister,” she said. “Stepsister, actually. She has a blindfold, too, but she doesn’t wear it at home. Now pay attention,” she said then, “because we have only a few moments before he notices.”


    “He.” The sheer lightning-strike novelty of hearing someone say something he’d never heard them say before now left him momentarily speechless himself. When he recovered, he said, “You know about him—"


    “He’s one of mine,” she said.


    “One of your what?”


    She thought about that for a moment. “Devotees,” she said. “Maybe even worshippers.”


    The word was bizarre. Maybe she caught his thought about that in his look, if his face still worked enough to generate its own expressions. “I know,” she said. “Not one of the more congenial ones. But it’s not my business to judge. The line between art and artifice is thin at the best of times, and it’s always moving around.”


    She kept shuffling, then picked up those last few cards and tucked them back into the pack here and there. Finally she put the pack down on the table, pushed it toward him. “Shuffle,” she said.


    “Why?”


    She glanced up at him under her dark brows, a look both thoughtful and provocative…but there was an edge of impatience on it. “In another little while,” she said, “you might not have anything left to ask that question with. I wouldn’t dawdle, if I were you.”


    He reached out and touched the deck, hesitant, expecting it to be cold, like everything else here but the coffee. But the cards were warm, warm as skin, and they stayed that way. The sensation was so novel, after all this time, that he didn’t want to let them go. He picked them up and shuffled.


    “Tell me about the problem,” the dark lady said.


    Her voice was so calm that for some reason it made him want to shout; but he controlled himself. “I’ve been sitting in this damn diner forever, now, with that woman and the counter guy,” he said, under his breath, half afraid that he might be overheard by something that would punish him for it. “The Other-thing, the thing outside, It stuck me here down at the end of that counter, with nothing to do for eternity but listen to her inane jabber, and nothing to see but a bare counter, a bare diner, an empty dark street outside. And that other guy.” He shivered. “The sun never comes up, everything’s just dark and bleak and—"


    He ran down, shaking his head, feeling helpless again. “And pretty soon I won’t even know that there’s anything else, that there could be anything else,” he said. “Pretty soon now he’ll have finished work on me. He’ll have me the way he wants me. And nothing else will ever change again.”


    The dark lady nodded slowly, a couple of times, not looking into his face—just watching him shuffle the cards. “Okay,” she said. “That’s enough. Cut.”


    He put the cards down on the table with some difficulty, not wanting to let go of that warmth, the only moderate thing he’d felt here in ever so long. He cut once, rightwards.


    She shook her head. “Once more,” she said.


    He cut the second pack once more, toward the right. She reached out, took the outside stacks of cards away and left him with the middle one. She tapped the top card. “Turn it up,” she said. “Put it here.” She tapped a spot on the table.


    Shaking, he didn’t know why, he reached out and turned up the first card. A rush of that alienating cold went through him again, but differently. It was as if, for a change, he was doing the looking, rather than the Other that was looking through him. In the glass of the card, images rushed and tumbled as he held it in his hand, staring at the face side. Light bloomed and faded and bloomed again in the card, cold even when it was warm. Yellow light, sunlight that was still somehow wintry, and a man sitting alone on a curb of an empty street lined with empty storefronts; a dusty street, the man’s feet in the dust, his head bowed, his gaze lying flaccid in the middle distance.


    “Yes,” the dark lady said, looking at the card with some resignation as he put it down and the image fixed itself. “That’d be about right. Turn the next one up. Put it on top of that one.”


    He was shivering harder now at this other creature’s awful, lonely fixity. He was finished in every sense of the word, caught in the yellow light forever, all hope gone. Desperate to be different from that in any possible way, he plucked the next card from the top of the cut deck, turned it.


    In the glass, chilly light and image roiled and tumbled again, settled toward darkness, shivering with one blade of light standing up in it: a naked woman, her face quiet but not entirely empty, looking out into a stream of light from a window to one side, her shadow long and black behind her. Any moment now she might move, leave the room—


    “The basis of the problem,” the dark lady said. “Now what crosses it. Go on.”


    Shivering harder, he turned over the next card, held it up. It was the image of the diner, seen from outside—the place where it was impossible to get to. The hunched man’s back was to the glass of the window, and this was in some terrible way even worse than being faced by him. That turned back refused the possibility of anything ever being any other way; it was final rejection, ruthlessly enforced. Past the hunched man he sat, and the red-headed woman, neither of them meeting the other’s eyes, or anyone else’s. Positioned between them and any possible outside, the Hunched Man blocked the way.


    He let out a long breath and reached for the next card—then stopped, looked at the dark lady. “What difference can this make?” he said. “Who are you?”


    Her gaze was on the cards at the moment. “Every difference,” she said. “You asked for help. It’s the first time you’ve been able to manage it. You’ve been further under than you thought….so don’t waste the chance. Turn the cards, lay them down where you’re told. There’s always a message, if you take your time and trust yourself to read it.”


    It seemed too much to dare, to believe that she knew the way. He was terrified by the thought of how it would be for him if he trusted her and then discovered she was wrong. One more betrayal, one more anguish, worse because he had chosen it freely…


    “Where does it go?” he said.


    “On top. The best result to be achieved if things go well,” she said.


    He gulped, and turned the next card up. Light seethed and boiled in it again, then settled through blue dusk smoke-curls to a scorching sunset, reds and yellows fading up to blues and near-unreal greens, silhouetting a railside switching tower, black against the smoke-streaked, splendid light; no humans to be seen anywhere. Loneliness seethed in that fading light, but also a strange relief.


     “There’s no one there,” he breathed. “As if even It’s not there…”


     The dark lady looked down at the image. “It’s a possible reading,” she said, tilting her head a little from side to side as she considered. “The problem is, he’s so reticent…such a minimalist. A more specific painter would leave you much less room for analysis…”


     He let out a breath and pulled the next card off the top of the deck. “Here,” she said. “The foundation of the problem…”


     This card’s image swirled for a long time, resisting defining itself. Finally it settled to a cool light from above, a porch light, white clapboards, a blue door; against the porch railing, a tall man, a woman in a short red two-piece sunsuit, her long legs very bare, the color of her fair hair indistinct in the shadowy light from above. He looked at her. She looked at the pale porch floor, and no eyes met. 


     “Yes,” the dark lady said, nodding and looking slightly rueful. “They couldn’t do without each other, but it never ran smoothly for them…”


     He looked at her doubtfully. It had never occurred to him that the cruel It-thing out in the darkness might ever have known longing for anyone, much less love. He reached out to the deck, turned over the next card. “Where?” he said.


     “To the left of the center one. The past…”


     The image under the glass of the card in his hand swirled and burned, actually stinging his hand: he could feel the frustration, the rage, as the image settled. An office, pitiless electric light, a man hunched over a desk doing work that he hated—a woman watching him, incurious, unsympathetic. “Work,” he said slowly, “but no joy…”


     The dark lady nodded. “No. That came later, if at all. Next one, now, on the other side. Future things…”


     He picked up the next card, trembling. It whirled nearly instantly into a series of ruddy brick shopfronts, a painted barber pole, a line of dark, empty windows, like the eye-sockets of skulls; no human face, not even in shadow. Everything was locked down, tight, finalized, the street streaked with long unmoving shadows, a sunset caught in mid-decline and frozen there, time rendered ineffective and emasculate. Victory for the painter, and the destruction of the hopes for freedom of every painted thing.


     His eyes stung where tears should have been, and couldn’t be. “This is no use,” he said through a throat tight with pain, staring down at the cross of cards. “It’s all hopeless. Why are you showing me this?!”


     She scowled at him. “There’s always a way out,” she said. “There’s always a loophole for you to see. One of my sisters says the universe isn’t anything but loopholes. We just fool ourselves into seeing solid stuff instead of emptiness: locked doors instead of doorways. What’s not there takes more work to see. And we’re lazy…”


     “Then what’s the way out?” he said.


     “Not my job to tell you that,” she said. “Just to tell you that the doors aren’t locked. What you have to do, that’s for you to find out. Turn the next card—or go back and sit by her and listen to the furniture shopping list one more time.”


     The steel in the voice was harsh; it surprised him, for her eyes were still soft, softer than anything else here. The reproof gave him pause. “But you said it was the future…”


     “For him, anyway,” she said. “But then this isn’t your reading. It’s his.”


     He was infuriated. “You mean this isn’t about me?”


     “Everything’s about you, you idiot,” she said, sounding impatient. “Don’t waste my time here. I’m going far enough out on this limb, crossing genres for your sake. The Great Beyond forbid my sister should ever catch me with a brush in my hand.” Her look went briefly cockeyed.


     “How many sisters have you got?” he said, slightly annoyed by the sudden irrelevancy.


     “Eight,” he said. “Or sometimes nine or ten, depending on which poet you believe. It hardly matters; my father likes big families. Now shut up and turn the next card. The best resolution for you. Start a new line to the right: put it at the bottom…”


     He reached out to the card and had to pause as he touched it. He could swear he was beginning to hear voices. There were not the chilly voices of this place, resonating off hard wood and gloss paint and polished metal. They had depth, and roots in some other place, another time where things were rough and unfinished, and the universe contained more ingredients than it strictly needed to for the composition at hand. There was a terrible tang of hope to the sound of those voices, a reminder of what life had been like once upon a time before the artist’s eye and brush had started making a prisoner of him. He turned the card, and as he did so and the light and color roiled under the surface of the glass, the voices shouted briefly into his heart, Save him, save him now, save all of us!


     Save him? he thought, as the image steadied. A railway car, the chair car, in which a soft green light illuminated everything—the windows blind, bland, unrevealing panes of light, and people in seats facing every direction, going away all in company, though still going away alone…


     “Escape,” he breathed.


     The dark lady’s mouth quirked. “Say the word softly,” she said. “It’s a dangerous one for use by an artist, or for art…. Next card: the best it gets for others. Hurry. It’s dangerous to be this close to the surface; where you can hear his other voices, he can more clearly hear you…”


     He stifled the urge to throw a look over his shoulder at the Hunched Man. If he moved— Hurriedly he picked up the next card.


     The voices were louder still in his ear, a crowd-cry, a dim ballpark roar of desperation and hope. Save him! Smoke-shot light boiled in the brittle warm bit of glass, steadied down to the image. A green house, a lone man mowing his lawn: alone, yes, but not strictly lonely—the curtains of the house’s windows stirred in that light, eyes perhaps closed but not empty. Stillness, peace, a settled quiet if not a permanent one; sunny weather if only for a while—


     “That’s as good as it gets for him?” he said, tempted to be scornful. Yet what had he ever had, even back in the real life where he walked the world, that had been as good? Could it have been that the bleakness in his own eye had been what had attracted the painter’s attention—


     He pushed that thought violently away, reached out hastily for the next card. It fought him, wouldn’t come up from the deck. “His secret hopes,” the dark lady said, giving him that under-the-brow look again.


     An empty street, noontime: no shadows to be seen: gabled houses, a milk-blue sky, everything preternaturally still; everything baking and warm, trees, houses, the dust of the street. No people…but again, that terrible peace.


     Forgive me, the voice said. Forgive me. I’ve been getting it wrong all the time. I didn’t know any better how to show what I wanted; I did the best I could; I didn’t realize what was happening. But I can’t go against my nature, I have to be how I am. It’s how I was made. I am a made thing too—


     He looked at the dark lady, filled with terrible surmise. She would not meet his eyes, for the moment; just traced the grain of the wood in the tabletop. “Last one,” she said very softly. “The likeliest final outcome…”


     He reached out to that last card. The voice of all the artist’s other creation roared in his ear, a tortured unison. The card burned his hand with cold, so that he almost dropped it into its place at the top of the line of cards, and the voices all fell silent, breaths held, waiting.


     A rooming-house bed, a half-clad woman leaning on it, sitting on the floor, legs tucked under, slumped. Sleeping? Dead?


     Release from imprisonment, from punishment; release, if only something happens, the impossible thing, longed-for. All the glass around the diner stared at his back as if it had eyes, the transparency suddenly a terror; and the Hunched Man stared hardest, though he never moved a muscle, never looked up.


     And now, staring down at the card, he saw the answer. It washed up over him sudden and infuriating as one of those rushes of water up the beach that comes up a lot further than you were anticipating, catches you unawares, and fills your pants cuffs full of sand.


     “Forgive him? Forgive God?” he said to her, furious, under his breath.. “Since when is that my job? After what he’s done to me?!”


     “You’d be surprised,” she said. “Well?”


    He stared at her.


    “It’s all in your hands now,” she said. “This is the moment. Are you going to keep me sitting here waiting until he wakes up and works out what’s happening? I can always leave. Have you tried that trick lately?”


     He took her point. The glass was as impenetrable as any steel plate: the doors only opened inward. “You can get out, though,” he said, at a guess.


     “I can. I’m not subject to the rules you’re stuck with. Make your choice!”


    He stared at her again. The cards were silent now. In the silence he could only hear a voice saying in ineluctable sorrow, “I may not be strictly human. All I want to paint is light on walls…”


     “You really don’t understand, do you?” he said, wanting to shout it and not daring, for fear the Hunched Man should turn around. “He put me in hell!”


    The dark lady looked oddly unmoved. “Damnation is a contract,” she said. “It takes two. One to say ‘To hell with you!’, and another to say ‘Okay.’”


     He drew a long breath to answer her back in fury…then stopped. And which one am I? he thought suddenly, frightened.


     Once again, she would not look at him, just sat there making little swirly designs with one forefinger in a wet spot on the tabletop.


     He sat there, shaking harder than ever. The air of the place had begun to sing with danger: not the danger of the Other, the Artist, but of something else that might happen. There was a way to find out, a way to decide. All the cards lost their imagery and went smokeshot, uncertainty trapped in glass, waiting. Waiting for him.


     But I hate It. Him. He destroyed me. Why let him off the hook? If I have to suffer, why shouldn’t he? The hell with Him.


     Nooooo! cried all the other voices out of the paint, about to be damned with the It-thing. And the mild, unhappy voice, astonishingly helpless, was ready to say softly: Okay—


     At that, he had to stop and think, finally frightened by the thought of what he might be about to do. Condemn this beyond-the-paint, tinhorn God to the hell he was himself inhabiting right now, and who knew what might happen?


     And besides, said something angry and completely unexpected inside him, it’s not right. What if he didn’t mean it? What if he couldn’t help it?


     He looked at the dark lady. She would not raise her eyes: she was still lost in concentration on the wet spots on the tabletop.


     To do right. No matter what. If it’s all the humanity I’ve got left --


     He was afraid, unsure. Desperate for a hint, he turned to look at the glass of the window. Slowly the other reflective surfaces in the place were all going milky; only the ones nearest to him still lay dark with the night leaning against them on their far side. In the dark window nearest, as he turned to it, he saw the reflection turn toward him…and was terrified to see the face in the window, not as his own, but as but another’s.


     Blinded, horrified, he found himself looking out of the Hunched Man’s eyes at the world he had made. And to his own horror, he could have wept. The world in which It lived was bleak beyond anything he had experienced in here himself. To the Other, this was an improvement. In his own world, there was no love to be perceived, not even the illusion of it. There was light, but all of it was that cold brittle light, bright but loveless, a light that only exposed and did not illumine. The Other was just repeating what it saw, trying to tell the other human beings around it of the awful emptiness that seemed to underlie everything, to one whose heart was welded shut. Yet what it painted here at least had meaning: the outer worldview had a certain cold beauty, even if meaning was missing. He was doing the best he could, even in the face of that terrible, underlying emptiness…


    But, Everything is loopholes, she’d said. We see walls instead of the emptiness they shut in. We see barriers instead of freedom.


    What if I could let him see the freedom? The other side of the emptiness?....


    He was shaking with uncertainty, and anger…and now fear, too. Even if it is right—why do I have to be the one who saves us all?


    Unless it just has to be that way sometimes, because it’s right. Because I’m part of what scares him. Maybe for him, I’m the It in the darkness—the thing that comes real, that comes alive without permission…and frightens God Himself inside His own creation…


    He stood there on that brink, terrified.


    What if it doesn’t work?


    And what if it does? said another voice that he finally recognized. Now he knew it was his own soul answering him, a sound he hadn’t heard in too long.


    The Other’s eyes were still looking at him out of his own reflection; as frightened, as uncertain as he. And the look decided him. He glanced at the dark lady. He could see her watch his trembling: and he threw it all away.


     All right, he thought. I forgive you—for you knew not what you did—


     He pushed himself up and away from the table, and prepared to do what he’d tried only once before, and had failed. This time, though, he didn’t refuse the gaze that had fixed on his before, from the glass; this time he locked onto the desperate poison-ice of the Other’s trapped gaze, though it burned down his bones. And though and though the Other tried to tear his gaze away, he wouldn’t allow it, grappling the Other with his own gaze, wrestling as with a cold and resistant angel—


     He walked toward the glass, didn’t stop: just kept walking. He didn’t dare close his eyes. Not even at the last moment, when more than anything else, he wanted to flinched—


     He hit the glass. It shattered.


    The Other’s gaze and his joined in that shattering, ran together, became the same thing. It was as if the whole world was one great crash of glass, the glass over a million art prints in the future breaking under the weight of a reality weightier than theirs, the glass of endless empty-eyed windows in the past and present of the artist’s mind breaking too; and behind the noise, heaven singing hosannas in shattered fragments, ringing in shining shards and splinters on the ballroom floor of the sky, as art becomes reality and breaks it, freeing the artist, even if only for a while—


     How long it took for the din and chime of falling glass to cease at last, he had no idea. But as it tapered away, like brittle bells crashing to nothing on the sidewalks of the world, he came to himself again, looking out the diner window, which now was nothing but razory unreflective fragments sticking out of the window frame. The street was still dark; but over the rooftops across the way, the faintest intimation of dawn was beginning to gather.


     He turned and looked back at the counter. The counter guy straightened up, looking surprised, and went down the length of the counter to get some more plates. The red-haired woman sat there, looking in astonishment from side to side, as if realizing that she had actually stopped talking.


     He stood there, breathing in, breathing out, tasting for what seemed the first time in forever the cold air coming in from outside. He looked over to the booth. The dark lady was still there. Her head was tilted a little to one side, and she was looking at him from under slightly lowered lids, a small and lazy smile on her face.


     “I broke it,” he said. “I broke everything…”


     She shook her head. “I wouldn’t bet on it,” she said. “Art’s tough. I wouldn’t linger. His perceptions may have changed radically…or he may just seal right over again. Don’t leave him anything but a memory of you to work with.”


     He looked at her. “Can I take—“


     “Forgiveness,” she said, “expands as far as you can make it go. Give it your best shot.”


     He met the red-haired woman’s eyes; she smiled at him. It was like the dawn that was coming up behind them: hesitant, but growing by the moment.


    He began to head down to that end of the counter—then stopped. “Who are you really?” he said to the dark lady.


     Her look went thoughtful. “Even mortals,” she said, “can manifest briefly as wild cards. ‘Mel,’ one of my sisters says, ‘there’s more than one joker in the deck.’ Maybe I’m the Other…in his sleep…hearing the cry from inside the painting, and doing something about it, where his artistic sensibilities won’t notice. I wouldn’t rub my nose in it, if I were you. I might wake up…”


     She grinned at him, but the grin was a little edged. “What are you waiting for?” she said. “Getoutahere.”


     He turned his back on her and made his way back up to the head of the counter. The light in the diner paled strangely in the growing light of dawn as he came up beside her.


     She gave him a sidewise look, a little hesitant, a little sly, and said nothing for a moment. When she did speak, at last, blessedly, it had nothing to do with furniture.


     “What do we do now?” she said.


     He was going to shake his head and say “I don’t know.” Then he shook his head for a different reason, because it wasn’t true. “Believe in me,” he said. “I know the way.”


     He held out a hand: she took it, got up off the stool.


     Together they stepped through the shattered window and stepped crunching out onto glass that later burst into a million shards of diamond light in the long-delayed dawn.


    


    



    


  


  
    



    



    



    Though we pass through Zurich in this next one—because there’s nowhere else the specific action in question could happen—what mattes more is the Celtic connection. And here again, a previous theme repeats. (I’ve left the mid-nineties tech as it was when written: interestingly, according to the best information I have, it should still work.)



    


    


  


  
    


    


    


    


    The Back Door


    


    



    


    The Bahnhofstrasse in Zurich is a wide, pleasant street that stretches, as its name suggests, from the railroad station at its top to the lake at its bottom. The street is a bright one, the shifting light on the Zurchersee somehow lingering on the horizon and spreading right down the length of the avenue, into the parks and the cobbled plazas where the tram lines interlace, onto the glittering shopfronts and the cafes. The paving on the sidewalks under the linden trees, and (close to the station) right out into the street, is grey and white granite, highly polished. In wet weather it can be slippery: in bright weather it gleams. It gleamed today, for this was May, and the sun was out, and in front of the Hotel St.-Gotthard the “bleachers” had been put up. Tables and chairs were arranged on them, facing the street, one level above the other, so that no one’s view of the passersby would be obstructed. It being past noon, the chairs were already beginning to fill up with the usual customers: Japanese tourists hung with cameras, businessmen on their lunch break with beer in front of them and the Neue Zurcher Zeitung preserving their anonymity, prim little old ladies having coffee with hot milk and a pastry, and various other city people indulging the Swiss love of having “a little something” every two hours or so.


    The two men stood on the corner of Beatengasse where it crosses the Bahnhofstrasse and looked across at the topmost row of bleachers. There, by himself, sat a small man in a dark suit, his hair quite close-cropped. From his face he looked to be in his mid-forties, though his hair argued the point: it was pepper-and-salt, much heavier on the salt. The man had a copy of the Zeitung in front of him, but it was folded, and his eyes were on the street; he wore a lazy, bored expression, not at all what you would expect from someone who was awaiting the kind of meeting they knew him to be awaiting.


    “Doesn’t look like much,” one of the men said to the other, softly, in English. He was a tall, slender man, fair, ruddy of face, who looked slightly uncomfortable in his suit.


    “All the better,” said the second: a shorter man, dark-haired but with cool blue eyes, whose suit betrayed by its fit a more expensive tailor, and an owner who considered it clothing and not a costume. “Come on.”


    They crossed the street and went up into the bleachers. The small man stood as he saw them coming, and hands were shaken, like a meeting of old friends, and there were courteous smiles all around: they sat down, and a white-aproned waiter hurried over. “Gentlemen?”


    “What kind of beer have you got?”


    The waiter rattled off about twenty names. The small Swiss man reached out and touched the first man lightly on the arm. The first man flinched very slightly: the small man gave no sign of having noticed it. “Try the Gurten: it’s local,” he said, and sat back.


    The two men ordered the Gurten. The waiter went away. “Herr Falera,” said the second man, “our time here is somewhat limited, so I’ll get straight to it. How much have you been told about what we have in mind?”


    The Swiss leaned back in his seat and looked thoughtfully out at the white-and-grey paving as one of the blue and white Zurich trams, the “holy cows”, came humming to a stop in front of them and discharged its passengers. It dinged, moved on again. “Mr. Smyth, I think the word used in my preliminary discussion with your contact here was ‘withdrawal’. From what facility? One of the big two?”


    All their eyes flicked briefly up the length of the Bahnhofstrasse toward Paradeplatz. There the tram lines met, and around that triangle of cobbles were tastefully arranged the main offices of the two great Swiss banks, the SBG and the UBS. “Not either one specifically,” Mr. Smyth said. “There’s a facility that they share—”


    Herr Falera glanced at the pavement again. The beer came: they spent a moment while the waiter set it out, and Herr Falera sipped his for a moment, looking at the grey and white stone, watching the pedestrians scurry along it, watching a tourist pause to take a picture of the bright scene, the light flooding down the length of the street from the lake, the new green leaves on the lindens burning translucent in it, like stained glass. The tourist moved on, and a breath of wind came down the lake and stirred all the blown-glass leaves so that their upper surfaces glittered, blinding.


    What the tourist most likely did not know, as even some native Zurchers did not know, was that perhaps thirty feet below the grey and white paving, under the service ducts and the sewers and the utility companies’ cables, lay a series of buried vaults running the length of the Bahnhofstrasse, down the course of the small natural ravine that had been there in ancient times, the one the Romans had called “the frogs’ moat” because of the trickle of the old Sihl river tributary that ran down it. Now that pathway was reinforced with concrete and steel, a chain of huge silent rooms: and in those rooms, partitioned from one another by office dividers—for what need of cages down there?—the gold lay piled. Half the gold in Europe, some people said: half the Swiss gold reserves, anyway—in this massive storage to which the two great banks and various others had access via numerous underground tunnels, and to the upkeep and security of which they all contributed.


    Herr Falera turned back to the two men, a slight smile on his face. “Times must be getting hard for you,” he said softly, in his odd soft English: it had a southern lilt about it, something hinting at one or another of the Romance languages, though not French as would have been most likely in Switzerland. “Libya backing away the way it has. Well, they have enough embarrassments at the moment: they can hardly afford to be associated with you. But I take it the pickings are not as easy for you as they used to be. You can’t just ransack the great houses out in the country any more...too many of the old Irish families have broken down and installed security systems at last. Not that those would be all that hard to crack, really. But with the quality of help you people find yourselves forced to work with—”


    Smyth’s eyes narrowed. “This is hardly germane,” he said, just as softly.


    Falera smiled just a touch more at the sound of the other’s milk accent briefly showing through the carefully assumed Home Counties English. “It is very much to the point,” Falera said. “The risks your people have been taking in permitting the opportunistic theft of artwork on the mere assumption that you will eventually find a buyer—these have been making the business uncomfortable for others with, shall we say, similar interests. Suddenly there is publicity, suddenly Interpol sits up and takes notice, and the EC starts a Community-wide stolen art database: suddenly the British, who had killed their art theft department at Scotland Yard for lack of funds, now sit up and revive it, because they know it’s your organization involved. All very bad. And the effect on the artwork itself—rolled up and wrapped in binbags and stuffed into some buried oildrum in Fermanagh, wasn’t it, that last Carraveggio? What collector is going to want such a thing after it’s been through something that would take a major museum restoration to put right? Very careless, very thoughtless, some of your people.”


    Falera watched Smyth sit there, quiet. His face was smooth, but his eyes said plainly that he was not a man who normally kept silent while anyone whatever talked to him in such a tone. Yet he stayed quiet still.


    “We have a buyer,” he said after a moment, and drank some of his beer. “A collector.”


    “Mr. Smyth,” Falera said, “gold can be had anywhere. If your collector is looking for art down there—” he glanced at the pavement again— “he or she is going to be disappointed. Such things are kept in museums, or private vaults, and not even the vault managers know what they are.”


    “It more or less depends on what you consider ‘art’,” said the second man.


    Falera’s eyes went to him. “Mr. Harris, your precis as I understand it would hardly make it seem as if art is your chief concern. I had thought you were more in the line of—” He smiled. “Militaria, I suppose would be the most delicate way to put it.”


    “It is,” Harris said. “The applied side of the arts, if you like.” His smile suddenly went purely nasty, but the look sealed itself over after a moment. “And some of what’s down there...is militaria.”


    “Ahh,” Falera said. “Do you mind if I smoke?”


    “I’m gasping for one myself,” Harris said. They lit up: Smyth shook his head minutely when Falera offered him a Galoise Bleu.


    “So,” Falera said. “Your principal will know, of course, that the recent investigations will have greatly complicated this matter. Additionally, even before the international task force began its investigations, people had been moving to, shall we say, regularize their holdings. Almost none of the gold your principal is interested in will have eagles and swastikas stamped all over it. Nearly all will have been recast and stamped with the usual house hallmarks and new assay brands.”


    “Our principal knows that,” Smyth said, “and would prefer some of the material with the original hallmarks, if it can be found. Historical value, after all. “


    “I suppose it has a certain cachet to people of such a turn of mind,” Herr Falera said.


    Smyth made a don’t-care expression. “But rebranded material will do as well—gas chromatography can confirm the provenance of the gold from the specific percentages of the alloy metals present in the mix.” He sat back and sipped reflectively at his beer. “And of course it would be unfortunate for you and your assistants if, after the fact, it should be discovered that we had the wrong material—” He lifted his eyes to Falera’s.


    Falera let the attempted menace of the look roll off him: his smile went gentle. “Mr. Smyth,” he said, “my ancestors were organized, well-armed mercenaries, and the terror of Europe, when yours were gabbling missionary monks practicing penmanship in St. Gallen and trying to teach the locals to clone Munster cheese. We fought our way to our freedom despite the interference of every empire on this continent, in the days when there were empires, not the waning power on which you’ve wasted eighty years of unfocused hostility and bungled revenge. We may look quiet and democratic these days, but it’s a thin veneer: threat brings out the worst in us. So don’t waste your time trying to frighten me as if my companions and I were the second-rate crooks you’re used to dealing with. Our word is our bond, here. Unlike that of some people.”


    Their eyes rested in one another’s for a little while. Smyth would not look away, but the way the tension fell off told plainly enough that Falera’s point had been taken.


    “Well,” Falera said, and signaled for another beer. “It can be discovered where such things are. But I hope you have explained to your principal that your acquisition is going to have to be a limited one.” He put up an amused eyebrow. “Less due to the nature of the security involved, than to the nature of the material to be withdrawn. I doubt the two of you could manage more than two bars apiece. You will want sturdy carriers: none of this softside luggage—the stuff will go right through it.”


    The two men nodded. “Now, about payment—” Smyth said.


    “I have an account at the Banca dalla Sutsilva in Samnaun,” Falera said. “There should be a transfer of half a million francs from your bank here within forty-eight hours if you’re interested in proceeding any further. If that’s the case, I’ll need to meet with you down in Chur within the week,” he said to Harris. “There’ll be some work in your specialty area to be done.”


    Harris nodded.


    “Then, gentlemen,” Falera said, “until next week.”


    They looked at each other, blinked, as if unused to being so dismissed by anyone they dealt with. After a moment, Harris, then Smyth, got up and walked away, back down toward the station.


    Falera watched them go, down the bright pavement, briskly, not looking back. It would normally have taken a lipreader at this distance to tell what Smyth was saying: but Falera had other methods. “Funny accent,” Smyth said to his partner. “Sounded like Basque, almost.”


    Harris shrugged. “He doesn’t sound like he really knows who he’s dealing with.”


    “Or knows and doesn’t care. In any case, I wouldn’t care to be used for anybody else’s agenda.”


    “He came up clean in the check....”


    “All the same, he might try to grass us after the fact. These bloody Swiss are too mercenary by half...he was right about that much. I think it would be wisest if he has some kind of accident afterwards.”


    “You’ll have to check with Upstairs.”


    “They’ll take our advice.”


    The two passed out of Falera’s range, down the escalators that led into the shopping center underneath the railway station. Falera sighed and stretched his legs out under the table, then came up with his cellphone.


    He dialed. The other end rang and rang, then picked up, and he heard a sound more a growl than a word.


    “Sali. Did I wake you? Sorry. Well, they’re interested.—Yes, I agree, but they seem to be our best chance at the moment. The market has been slowing down of late.... Fine. Well, about another two weeks yet. They have to pay first, and then we have to get into the system and suborn it. It’ll take a little while.—No, of course no one will notice! When has anyone ever?.... Right.—Yes, I’ll give you a shout next week. Fine. Adio....”


    He hung up and looked at the marble pavement, shining in the sun, and drank his beer.


    


    *


    


    They saw each other next in Chur, on a day of sunshine and showers. Every so often dark clouds would come lumbering over the Calanda mountain and drop five minutes’ worth of rain on the cobbled, wet-gleaming streets; then they would roll on south, while everywhere else the sky burned blue and white with cumulus, muttering with desultory thunder. It was through such weather that Harris ran, swearing under his breath, to the rendezvous at the outdoor café on Postplatz which Falera had designated. How they were supposed to have a meeting in a place like that, in such weather, Harris wasn’t sure: but he found the man there nonetheless, the only person sitting outside, snug and dry under a canvas canopy, working at a small personal computer. 


    Falera looked up as Harris came: that same dry look, unusually unconcerned for someone dealing with Harris’s organization. Harris felt again that brief stab of annoyance at not being given the proper respect: but for the moment he restrained his desire to put a little proper fright onto the man. Soon enough, it wouldn’t matter. “A beer?” Falera said, without stopping his typing, and without looking at the screen or the keyboard.


    “Thanks, yes.”


    “Try the Calanda,” Falera said, still typing, as the waiter came by.


    Harris ordered, then raised his eyebrows at the computer as the waiter left. Next to it, connected to its modem, was a tiny cellphone, and beside that, a notepad. “Look if you like,” Falera said, typing on. “Did you have a pleasant trip down?”


    “Excepting that this place is in the back of nowhere,” Harris said, “yes. Two hours on the bleeding train. Why are you based so far downcountry?”


    Falera laughed softly. “Discretion. Or convenience: I’ve lived here for a long time.”


    “Dangerous,” Harris said. “People get to know you—”


    “Not me,” Falera said. “I spend a fair amount of time out of the country.”


    “Syria,” Harris said. “We noticed.”


    Falera smiled. “And were puzzled, no doubt, because you could find no terrorist connections. No: it’s a favorite place, that’s all. As for why here—” He glanced around him. “This is one of the oldest continuously occupied spots in Europe, didn’t you know? From the Bronze Age to the present, people have lived here, without a break. In so hectic a time, doing such unsettled work, it’s pleasant to come home to a feeling of continuity, of something stable.”


    Harris just avoided snorting, having little time for such high-flown notions.


    “But there are other reasons,” Falera said. “I have a few spare identities. One of them works there—” He motioned with his eyes at the splendid neoclassical portico of the Main Post Office across the road. “When I need access to other people’s information, this is one of the places I come. “


    Harris smiled slightly. “Your post office still runs the telephone company, then.”


    Falera shrugged. “Well, privatization has set in, as everywhere else. But some aspects of the telephone business, the Swiss government still prefers to keep under slightly closer control. There are three Swisscom or PTT phone centers that handle most of the legal phone-taps in this country,” he said: “one in Zurich, the other in Geneva—”


    “The financial and diplomatic connections, respectively.”


    “And the third here. Simply because it’s out of the way—and convenient to one of the Army’s major emergency command centers. Satellite signals intelligence feeds in too, from the SIGINT centers near the Jungfrau and Mont Blanc. But there is so much legal tapping going in and out of these centers—and this one even more than the others—that a bit of, shall we say, work on the side, is hardly noticed. So. I have the convenience of working from home, untraceably—for calls routed in and out of the three ‘tap’ exchanges have the identifying code headers stripped off of them—”


    “Surely, though, they would notice someone using such a number from outside, without authorization—”


    Falera shook his head. “There’s always a ‘back door’,” he said, “a way for the Government or the police to slip through the programming if they think their own system is being compromised. It was built in when the software was first commissioned. That’s the way we’re going in: through their own ‘back door’, which of necessity can’t be blocked.”


    Falera fell silent, typing again. Harris looked around at the screen as his beer came. Right now it was showing nothing more than a string of letters and numbers at the top of the screen: the cursor flashed but did not move, the typed characters not echoing to the display. Falera sat back for a moment and waited, reaching out to his own beer. “There are two pieces of work we have to do today,” he said. “One of them is to locate exactly the material you want—since the vaults extend for almost half a mile. This will be the most difficult business, since while the banks share access to the databases containing the information, the bases themselves are encrypted. I have been trying to get today’s encryption key, which may take me a while, but not too much longer: the technicians doing the encryption have become careless and tend to use for their key one of a recurring cycle of passwords.—Once I have managed that, you will need to look quickly at the lists of available material—I dare not make copies, the choices must be made on the fly—and tell me which objects you desire: they will be classified by the original registration numbers. I believe you have a list—”


    Harris tapped his head.


    Falera raised his eyebrows. “For numbers so long?”


    “A misspent youth,” Harris said. “Trainspotting was my great hobby.”


    Falera smiled. “A pity you will not be able to spend more time here: you would find our train system interesting. At any rate, the other matter to be dealt with is simpler. I must suborn the vaults’ master alarm and access systems in preparation for our entrance, since they cannot be forced physically. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately for the security firms involved, the computers and routines controlling entry schedules and protocols can be reached through the Telepac packet-switching system—this being how the banks schedule their deliveries to the secure areas, using ISDN links. However, equally fortunately for us, Telepac is also accessible by dial-up access these days: Swisscom doesn’t dare miss a chance to make money off its more Internet-crazy customers.”


    Falera leaned back for a moment. “The ISDN-linked phone system at the vaults, however, developed a fault some months ago, and a Swisscom repairman had to come to see to it.” Falera smiled gently. “He repaired the fault...but also left a ‘drop-in’ bug attached to the circuit board which the security system uses to call out for assistance. The system can therefore be reprogrammed remotely to allow us in; and since records will show that the Kantonalpolizei in Zurich authorized the bug, seemingly at the request of the banks, there will be no danger of detection. In any case, I will now need from you your exact intended times of entry and exit. There can be no change of these times after this access: I am intending to coincide my computer access with a normal UBS-scheduled one, and to cut it off when we are done in such a manner that the system will mistake it for a ‘failed connect’ and raise no alarms when the UBS themselves call in.”


    “We don’t intend to linger,” Harris said. “We’ll be at the entry you designated at one-thirty eight AM on the fourteenth of the month. Leaving at one-fifty.”


    “The doors will seal again at that point,” Falera said. “Be sure you have left yourself ample time, as they cannot be forced from inside or outside once they shut. It would be embarrassing for you to have to greet the bank officials at the next scheduled opening in the morning.” 


    “You would be there too,” Harris said softly.


    “Yes,” Falera said, “of course. Now then: let us slip into the Telepac system and do what we must.” He tapped at the keyboard again, then drank a sip of his beer and waited a moment, while the modem’s speaker sang a soft hurried tone sequence. There followed the long soft beep of the Swiss ringing signal.


    “Are you quite sure they won’t notice such an odd entry and exit time?” Harris said.


    Falera laughed. “There’s nothing odd about it at all. Entrances and exits are purposely kept as random as possible, to prevent them being noticed by people like you, and are staggered through all hours of the day and night. Indeed there’s a slight preference toward nighttime entries: they’re less noticed—there’s not much nightlife in Zurich. Ah—”


    The phone on the other end picked up: the modem shrieked briefly, then fell silent as it fell into synch with its partner at the other end, and data began to flow. Falera typed a period, then sat back: the screen said CONNECT 56700, and then TELEPAC: 4 792 0723. Harris expected Falera to start typing again, but he simply sat back and began drinking his beer again, and the screen said R 17911303, and was answered a line or so down with “TELEPAC: call connected to 1 791 1393...”


    “It’s all batch-file automated from here,” Falera said after another sip: “the less time I spend online, the better—the banks’ own connects are all automated so, and a long connect would attract attention.” He sat back, looking over the dome of the Post Office to where another huge white cloud, dark-bottomed, was sailing over the Calanda mountain, trailing a veil of rain behind it. “So,” he said, “when did you stop trainspotting and go on to jotting down British Army jeep numbers for your masters, Mr. Harris?”


    Harris frowned. “I might as well ask you when you started working as a double agent for the Kantonalpolizei and the Army here,” he said, “except that it would be none of my damned business.”


    Falera lifted his eyebrows, a faintly satisfied look, and Harris bridled again, stung by the superiority of the expression. “At least we have a cause we’re working for,” he said. “Unlike some people, who simply do it for money.”


    Falera glanced at the screen and laughed. “As if the Wild Geese of old Ireland didn’t fight on half the battlefields of Europe for five hundred years,” he said, “and send their pay home to their families all the while. No, Mr. Harris, you won’t find any chink in my armor there: money’s no less good a cause, always depending on what you do with it. Preserve a way of life, perhaps...rather than destroy one, as you’re trying to. My conscience is intact. But is yours, I wonder?”


     Harris frowned harder: but there was no use, the man just didn’t seem to care, and his tone of casual scorn only made it plainer to him that they really were going to have to kill Falera when this was all over. “Honestly,” Falera said, “it’s no wonder that you’re having to pull heists like this, now, and having to enlist outside help for them: so few of your people were ever any good at thinking things through, taking the long view. Didn’t it occur to them that the Americans would catch on at last, that the ‘armed struggle’ they were contributing to in the little Irish bars in Boston and New York, was killing their relatives by accident as often as it was killing the Brits? And some of them are actually finding out, now, what you intend for Ireland after you get the ‘Brits Out’. A tidy little Marxist-socialist government it’s supposed to be, after you overthrow the clownish democracy that runs the place now. Hasn’t it occurred to you what the UN will do, if you manage that? Do you think sanctions happen only to people like the Iraqis and the Serbs? Hasn’t the BSE crisis taught you anything? What happens when the trade sanctions go into place against your poor little island, and the EU washes its hands of you? It’ll be another famine you’ll have then, and 1848 will be nothing to it.”


     “At least our people will die free,” Harris muttered, able to think of nothing else to say.


     “You might ask them whether they want to die at all,” Falera said, “but they’ve been telling you what they wanted for a long time now, and you haven’t listened to that either....”


     A silence fell, angry and uneasy on Harris’s side, and infuriatingly, a calm and untroubled one on Falera’s. “Here we go,” he said; “we’re into the UBS system. Let’s see if I’m right about the cryptography keys.”


     “And if you’re not?” Harris said.


     “Then I give you your money back,” Falera said.


     And we kill you anyway, Harris thought. You smell like a turncoat, Mr. smartarse Falera: you sound like you’re going to sell us to the police here as soon as you get a chance. But he kept his face still, for this work was more important than his personal feelings... for the moment. He hoped that later he would be the one who got to watch this insolent face go terrified before he pulled the trigger.


     “It was the third set,” Falera said, “as I thought. Programmers everywhere get lazy after they’ve been working in a given job for a while: they really ought to change these people more often....”


     He leaned back. “And as for my double agentry, if that’s the word we’re looking for,” Falera said, “you know enough about it to have come to me in the first place, having heard that I was very, very good at it. Not that you were able to find anything much about my life before World War II: but that’s as I prefer it. I have been here a long, long while, using one weapon or another for my pay, and being well paid, and using the money to preserve what matters to me. And none of your damned business what that might be, indeed.”


     Harris blinked, for there again had come out that oddly Irish phrasing, very strange in this accent. Could he be working for the Brits after all— came the thought: but no, their own sources inside the British camp, which they trusted, had been very sure about that.


    “The cryptography’s handled now,” Falera said. “Output will be in the clear; we’re sitting just ‘outside’ the inventory database for the specialist gold reserves. Are you ready?”


    “Yes,” Harris said. “We’re looking for registration numbers beginning with DB14.”


    “A few moments yet.” Falera hit the carriage return.


    The screen went dark for a moment, then began to fill up with figures which scrolled rapidly past. Harris stared at the screen, watching them go by, then said, “Stop!”


    Falera paused the display instantly. Harris pointed. “That one,” he said, pointing. “And that one—four numbers down.”


    Falera nodded and noted down the numbers on his pad. “All right,” Harris said. “Next—”


    The numbers scrolled again. For several minutes Harris watched the display, then said “Stop!” again, and pointed at the screen. Falera noted down a third number, said, “No more from there?”


    “No, let it go again—”


    Once more the figures scrolled by at high speed. Then Harris said “Stop!” one more time, pointed. Falera nodded, noted the number. “Any more?”


    Harris shook his head.


    “Right. Now for locations.” Falera typed in the four registration numbers and added a few characters, hit the carriage return.


    The screen said, PALETTE 254, 266. 266, 268


    “There are the pallet numbers where the bars in question are to be found,” Falera said with satisfaction. “It’s not a caged area: we won’t need the wirecutters. Here—” He noted the pallet numbers down and handed the whole pad to Harris. “Now we can get out of here and make the call that will take care of the entry proper.” He tapped at the keyboard again.


    NO CARRIER, the screen said, and then another phone number appeared on it, and the computer began dialing again. “You’re sure you’re allowing yourself enough time?”


    “If the vault map you sent us is accurate, yes,” Harris said.


    Falera nodded. The computer made another modem connection, shrieked briefly, fell silent again. “This should take less time,” he said. “Can I interest you in another beer? The weissbier is really quite good.”


    Harris shook his head. He watched the computer’s screen fill up again with query and response, query and response, and finally, after several screenfuls of security queries and passwords, a menu labeled ZUGANG ZUM TRESOR, with blanks for time and date input. Falera touched a key, and his computer went automated again, filling in the necessary data. GERETTET, the screen said after a moment.


    “There,” Falera said. “It’s saved the new access and exit times. That’s our work done, Mr. Harris.”


    A few more messages fleeted across the screen, followed at last by the NO CARRIER herald. Falera sat back and pulled the cellphone’s connector lead out of the back of the computer, tucking the phone into his jacket pocket.


    “That’s it,” he said. “Now all you need to do, Mr. Harris, is meet me at Linth-Escher-Gasse 16, by the delivery entrance, fifteen minutes before the time appointed for entry into the vaults. There should be no problem with passing security, but for the sake of outward appearances, in case anyone should pass and see us in the street, I’ll be sending you Swisscom coveralls to wear: the understanding will be that we’re there to do something about the phones. You won’t be changing addresses between now and then?”


    “No, we’re at the same rental apartment in Zug.”


    “Very good. Until then—” And Falera turned his attention back to his computer.


    Harris got up and walked slowly away down the winding cobbled street, heading for the train station. He was absolutely determined that this should be the last time that the man would dismiss him like a schoolboy.


    Behind him, Falera slipped his cellphone out of his pocket and began dialing.


    


    *


    


    Their third and final meeting took place at one twenty-three in the morning, on the fourteenth of the month, outside a dark doorway in Linth-Escher-Gasse in Zurich. The doorway was set in a bland-looking limestone-faced building: it was a silvery aluminum accordion-folding doorway, big enough to admit trucks, with PARKEN VERBOTEN painted across it. A small door in its side was open, and inside a man-shaped shadow waited for them: Falera, in another of the yellow PTT coveralls, carrying a toolbox.


    Silently they slipped through the door, and Falera closed it behind them. “To the back of the loading ramp, if you please,” he said, “the door on your right. Turn right as you go through it and proceed down the hallway.”


    “You first,” Smyth said.


    “With pleasure,” Falera said, as if totally uncaring of the tone of menace in Smyth’s voice. He led them up the steps of the concrete loading ramp where trucks would normally park, through the doorway he had indicated, and down the hall. It was a perfectly ordinary-looking hallway, painted in the kind of industrial beige-yellow that typifies office-building basements. He pulled open a door on his left: it squeaked loudly as it opened, and they went through it, following him down the flourescent-lighted stairwell.


    They went several floors down, Harris judged, before coming to the bottom of the stairs and another door. Falera opened it and went ahead of them into a long bare hallway—beige-painted walls, beige linoleum floor. It sloped very gently downwards, and stretched ahead of them for what must have been about a city block. It was about halfway down it that Harris realized how completely all noises of the city had now faded away. The silence was total, except for their footsteps. 


    At the end of the long corridor was a bare steel wall. The three stopped, and Smyth stared at it. “Now what?”


    “Now we wait,” Falera said softly. “A few extra minutes were budgeted into the timing to allow for delays.”


    They waited. Smyth was quite calm about it: Harris was more excited—both by the prospect of what they were about to pull off, and by the prospect of what Headquarters had told him he would be allowed to do to Falera in a week and a half. Falera, for his part, stood there as calmly as if he were waiting for a bus. Enjoy it while you can, you arrogant little fucker, Harris thought.


    There was a clicking noise, loud as a revolver being cocked. Both men’s heads snapped around to stare at Falera, but he only smiled slightly at them, and looked back at the steel wall.


    The wall swung outward toward them. Harris and Smyth hurriedly backed away from it as it swung out, and Falera immediately slipped in through the widening opening. They went in after him.


    At first there was nothing to be seen but another hallway, identical to the first, about a hundred yards long. They hurried down it, toward the unmarked door at its far end. Falera reached it first, pulled it open: darkness lay on the other side. They followed him.


    Inside the door, as it closed behind them, they stopped. It was not truly dark; the lighting was simply dimmer than the hallway outside, and it took a moment for their eyes to get used to it. Harris and Smyth looked around them. They were standing in a long, long room, surprisingly high-ceilinged, that reached far off to the right and left of them, and was about a fifty feet wide where they stood. They had little time to tell anything more about it: for piled up on row after row of pallets, stretching away to right and left, lay something which mellowly reflected the lights in the ceiling in many soft bright patches of sheen and glimmer.


    Gold. Gold. Gold by the acre....


    “This way,” Falera said, heading off to the right. It was a moment before either Harris or Smyth could react, for the sheer presence of so much gold in this dimness made the place seem more like a church than a vault. There was a smell to it, a warm metallic scent, as if it were something alive. Slowly at first, then more swiftly, they made their way after Falera. The pallets had numbers stamped on them: they were only in the mid-100’s. Falera was well ahead, and shortly they caught up with him. The warm smell of the gold seemed to get stronger as they went. They walked for what seemed a dreadfully long time, though by Harris’s watch it was only three minutes.


    “Pallet 254,” Falera said. Harris looked down, there to their left, and saw it: gold in a single layer, the bars labeled 999 FINE, and there among them one that had more than the bare words, but the eagle gripping the laurel wreath that encircled the swastika, and the registration number starting with DB14 stamped on it. He reached into his coverall for the soft leather bag he had had stowed inside it, unfolded it and reached down to the gold bar.


    It took both hands to lift it, and two tries: the first time he pinned his index finger under the thing and blacked the nail, and swore as he got it up at last. Behind him, Falera was already leading Smyth further down to pallet 266. Smyth bent over the pallet, found another of the Nazi-stamped bars, picked it up more carefully and put it in his bag, then started on the second. Harris went along to pallet 268, where the last bar lay: he huffed and puffed as he carried the bag with the first one, not being able to do it two-handed because of the injured finger. At pallet 268 he stopped, found another of the bars with the eagle and wreath, lifted it and slipped it into the bag. The sound of gold striking gold was soft and final, like the door of an expensive car shutting.


    Then he heard another sound: a long, slow, soft growl.


    Harris saw the gleam of gold in the dimness: but the gold moved.


    He fumbled inside his coverall for his gun, and swiftly looked around for Falera. Falera was nowhere to be seen. 


    “Come out, you bastard!” Harris shouted, as Smyth came up behind him. “Come out or we’ll waste you!”


    “No,” said Falera’s voice softly, from somewhere deeper in the dimness, somewhere behind whatever it was that was golden, and moved: “no, whatever is wasted today, it will not be me.”


    The gold moved again, and abruptly Harris saw the eyes looking at him and Smyth. They were golden too, and from the head in which they were set, that warm, metallic scent breathed thick. The eyes watched them, and they stood horrified as the slow shape clambered over pallet 270 and slipped toward them, deliberate-footed, heavy and huge.


    Smyth pulled out his gun and shot the thing, most precisely, between the eyes.


    The bullet whined away, making a dull clunk as it ricocheted into a gold bar somewhere else in the room. “Oh, no,” Falera’s voice said from behind the huge golden creature. “It takes a bit more than that to kill a felddrache. I should know.”


    The long, low, lizardy shape stepped toward them, gleaming dully in the dim light, and Harris and Smyth stepped back.


    “You wouldn’t have had much data about them, I suppose,” Falera’s soft, dry voice said. “They were all over Europe, once. Except Ireland, of course: the druids got rid of them, although Padraig took the credit, didn’t he? Never mind. They were everywhere, the drakes. A plague. It was a specialty of mine, killing them: I was much in demand. Of course I didn’t know back then what I found out later, that the drakes weren’t from here, originally, but from some other reality. That if you were exposed to their blood too often, there were side effects. A taste or so, and you might come to understand their tongue. More than that... and wounds wouldn’t take, the skin would harden, organs would regenerate. After that, if you still kept exposing yourself... long life. Surprisingly long.”


    Harris finally saw where Falera was standing, pulled his own gun and shot him, too, in the head. Falera staggered a bit with the impact, but immediately straightened and laughed. Harris emptied the clip, but the shots went wide, or else Falera simply shook himself and stood upright again, behind the huge golden dragon that still stepped slowly toward them.


    “They could die, though,” Falera said. “So many of them did. At first, when I started work, it was a blessing. But later, when there were almost none left...I realized they had to be preserved: they were part of our history, no matter how terrible a one. They were a deadly intelligence, but an intelligence nonetheless...and who knew whether there were any more of them back where they came from? Who dares stamp out utterly a species that some God made? I found I couldn’t do it. ...This last one, who lived down in the mountains south of Chur...I protected him as long as I could. It was always a problem: they crave gold as they crave blood. But finally, after many, many years, I found a way to turn that to our advantage. And the banks don’t mind one having one more secret to keep. —External security, mechanical security, can always be beaten—but not instinct, not the drache’s chief urge. Gold to guard...blood to drink. They don’t have to eat often... just every now and then. Often enough for the bank’s purposes, and their own...for nothing satisfies them like a nice fresh thief. —Fear,” Falera added as if an afterthought, “improves the flavor for them. It’s the sudden rush of hormones, I suspect.”


    Harris and Smyth cowered toward each other. Smyth emptied his own pistol at the dragon: Harris turned and fled desperately for the doorway through which they had entered the vaults.


    “It’s locked itself again, of course,” Falera said calmly, as the dragon advanced. “I have my own way out: for security personnel, there’s always a back door. But as for you—you didn’t even watch the screen to make sure of the times I was inputting. So sure of yourself, and yet so easily distracted by a little criticism.” There was humor in the voice now. “You just don’t think things through, do you?”


    Smyth screamed. Harris began hammering on the door. But there was no point in it. Shortly thereafter, it having dealt with Smyth, a kind of gold which Harris had not sought came seeking him, and trod him under foot, and tore away at the choicest flesh, so that blood spattered its own golden hide and the gold piled up around.


    Silence fell after a while. “You’re going to have to clean those up,” Falera said.


    “Later, Gieri,” said the slow, growling voice.


    Harris was not quite gone yet: though it would only be a matter of minutes now, since the dragon had bitten his leg off above the knee, and what shock had not yet managed, the hemorrhage from the femoral artery would shortly complete. “Gieri...” he whispered.


    “It would have been ‘George’, in the English,” Falera said.


    And there was silence again: and nothing else but the gleam of gold.


    


    



    


  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    



    The Irish Thing can hardly avoid being part of the “ground of being” of someone who’s lived in Ireland for nearly a quarter-century. That familiarity, though, with the way things really are here (insofar as anyone, “blow-in” or native, can ever tell what’s really going on in this island…) can make the inhabitant a little impatient with the perceptions of outsiders: particularly those who think Ireland is some kind of theme park that should be preserved to match its overflow into the last couple of centuries’popular culture. I have actually stood in Dublin Airport and heard fellow Americans complaining that Ireland has broadband: as if it’s somehow polluting the cultural purity of the place. (I saw another American look around absolutely without irony or humor intended and say, disbelieving, “I thought it was supposed to be thatched.” The airport. Was supposed. To be thatched.)


    


    …Yeah. So you will understand that when I was invited to participate in an anthology called Emerald Magic: Great Tales of Irish Fantasy, before I decided what story I wanted to write, I asked casually if I could see a list of the other contributors. When I saw the list, it was as I thought: only one of them (our former neighbor Morgan Llewellyn) had ever lived here. One of them (the excellent Tanith Lee) might have at least been here. And I knew in my bones what way everyone else would be going with their stories: the Celtic twilight, thatch everywhere, the soft green countryside, the old school Ireland and the old-school myths of a century or so back. I immediately thought, Somebody’s got to actually get into Dublin, where a third of the damn population lives! Somebody’s got to at least spend a little time in the here and now. …I’m going urban on this one.


    


    Hence the following.



    


    

  


  
    


    



    



    



    


    Herself


    


    


    


    I met the leprechaun for the first and last time in the conveyor-sushi bar behind Brown Thomas. It was the “holy hour”, between three and four, when the chefs go upstairs for their own lunch, and everything goes quiet, and the brushed stainless-steel conveyor gets barer and barer.


    The leprechaun had been smart and had ordered his yasai-kakiage just before three. He sat there now eating it with a morose expression, drinking sake and looking out the Clarendon Street picture windows at the pale daylight that slid down between the high buildings on either side.


    While I’d seen any number of leprechauns in the street since I moved here—our family always had the Sight—I’d never found myself so close to one. I would have loved to talk to him, but just because you can see the Old People is no automatic guarantee of intimacy: they’re jealous of their privacy, and can be more than just rude if they felt you were intruding. I weighed a number of possible opening lines, discarded them all, and finally said, “Can I borrow your soy sauce? I’ve run out.”


    He handed me the little square pitcher in front of his place-setting and picked up another piece of yasai-kakiage. I poured shoyu into the little saucer they give you, mixed some green wasabi horseradish with it, and dunked in a piece of tuna sashimi.


    “You’re not supposed to do that,” he said.


    “Sorry?”


    “Mix them like that.” He gestured with his chin at the wasabi. “You’re supposed to just take it separately.”


    I nodded. “I’m a philistine,” I said.


    “So are we all these days,” the leprechaun said, and looked even more morose. He signaled the obi-clad waitress, as she passed, for another sake. “Precious little culture left in this town any more. Nothing but money, and people scrabbling for it.”


    It would hardly have been the first time I’d heard that sentiment coming from a Dubliner, but it hadn’t occurred to me that one of the Old People thought the same way. I’d have thought they were above such things. “Do you work in town?” I said.


    He nodded. The waitress came back, swapped him a full flask of sake for his empty one, left again.


    “Shoes?” I said.


    He laughed, a brief bitter crack of a sound. “Have you ever tried to cobble a Nike?” he said.


    I shook my head. It wasn’t something I’d had to try lately, though I’d had enough job worries of my own. The Dublin journalistic grind is not a simple one to navigate. I had gone from features editor to sub-features editor at one of the CityWatch magazines, always being hurled from scandal to scandal—they would keep publishing badly-concealed ads for the less discreet of the massage parlors and lap-dancing joints over by Leeson Street. 


    “That line of work’s all done now,” he said. “Planned obsolescence… it runs straight to the heart of things. People don’t want shoes that last years. They want shoes that maybe last a year. My folk, we couldn’t do that. Against our religion.”


    I didn’t say anything, not knowing if it would be wise. I did some interviewing for the magazine I worked for, and had learned to appreciate the sound of a subject that the speaker didn’t want you to follow up on.


    “It’s the death of craftsmanship,” the leprechaun said. “Nike and all the other big conglomerates, they’d sooner have slave labor in Malaysia than honest supernatural assistance from a first-world country with good tax breaks…” He drank some sake. “No, we’re all in information technology now, or high-end manufacturing, computers and so on. It’s the only place left for skilled hand-workers to go. My clan was all out in Galway once: they’re all in Fingal now, for the work. Damn made-up county, nothing real about it but freeways and housing developments. Name me a single hero-feat that was ever done in Fingal!”


    “I got from Independent Pizza to the airport once in less than half an hour,” I said: and it was all I could think of. It didn’t count, and we both knew it. All the same, he laughed.


    It broke the ice. We were there for a few hours at least, chatting. The belt started up again while we talked, and some more people drifted in; and still we talked while the light outside faded through twilight to sodium-vapor streetlight after sunset. The leprechaun turned out not to be one of those more-culchie-than-thou types, all peat and poitín, but an urbanite—clued-in and streetwise, but also well read. He knew where the hot clubs were, but he could also quote Schopenhauer as readily as he could Seamus Heaney; and as for culture, he told me several things about Luciano Pavarotti’s last visit to Dublin that made me blink. He was, in short, yet another of that classic type, the genuine Dublin character. When you live here, it’s hard to go more than a few days before meeting one. But you don’t routinely meet “Dublin characters” who saw the Vikings land. 


    I ordered more sake, and paused. Slipping into a seat around the corner of the sushi bar from us was someone at first sight more fairy-tale looking than the leprechaun: a baby-teen, maybe thirteen if that, in red velvet hooded sweatshirt and fake wolf-claw wristlet. Little Red Riding Hood squirmed her blue-jeaned, tanga-briefed self in the seat as she began picking at some fried tofu. The leprechaun glanced at her, glanced back at me again, the look extremely ironic. By contrast, he was conservatism itself, just a short guy with hair you’d mistake for sixties-length, in tweeds and extremely well-made shoes.


    “She’d have been a nice morsel for one of the Greys in my day,” he said under his breath, and laughed again, not entirely a pleasant sound. “Before the wolfhounds did for them, and ‘turncoat’ men ran with the wolfpacks, getting off on the beast-mind and the blood feast… Just look at all that puppy fat.” His grin was feral. “But I shouldn’t complain. She pays my salary. I bet her daddy and mammy buy her a new computer every year.” He scowled.


    “Do you really miss the shoes that much?” I said.


    It was a mistake. His eyes blazed as he took a plate of the spiced soba noodles, another of the green plates, the least expensive sushi. He didn’t have a single blue or gold or silver plate in his “used” stack. “Don’t get me started,” he said. “Nike, Adidas, whoever: we would have worked with them. We would have worked with them! Work is what we live for; good work, well done, they could have had a labor force like the world never saw. We could have shod the planet.”


    The leprechaun chewed. “But no,” he said. “A decent wage was too much for them. Why should we pay you minimum wage, they say, when we can get the work for almost nothing from these poor starving mortals over in Indonesia or wherever, who’re grateful for a penny a day? And so they gave us their back.”


    He poured himself more sake, drank. “We were to be here for you, from the beginning of things,” he said more softly; “we were to help you have the things you needed when you couldn’t have them otherwise. But your people have made us redundant. Spiritually redundant as well as fiscally. So now, as we can’t earn, neither can we spend. ‘And who of late,’“ he said sadly into his sake, “‘for cleanliness, finds sixpence in her shoe?’”


    “Bad times,” I said, looking past the Mercedeses and the BMWs and the ladies walking past the sushi bar toward the “signature” restaurants further down the road, where you couldn’t get out the door at the end of the night for less than three hundred Euro for just a couple of you and wine.


    “Bad times,” the leprechaun said.


    “And it’s hard to find a decent pint,” I said.


    His eyes glittered, and I kept my smile to myself. Any Dubliner is glad to tell a stranger, or somebody with my Manhattan accent, where the best pint is. Sometimes they’re even right. Sometimes it’s even someplace I haven’t already heard of. I don’t drink the Black Stuff myself, especially since there’s better stout to be found than Uncle Arthur’s overchilled product in the Porterhouse brewpub in Parliament Street; but that’s not the point.


    His eyes slid sideways to betray the great secret, whose betrayal is always joy. “You know Great Saint Georges Street?”


    “Yeah.” It was a few blocks away.


    “The Long Hall,” he said. “Good place. The wizards drink there too.”


    “Really,” I said.


    “That’s where most of us go now.” There was a silent capital on the “u” that I nodded at. “We go down there Tuesdays and Thursdays, in the back, for a pint. And the wakes,” he said. His look went dark. “A lot of wakes lately…”


    “Suicide?” I said softly. Irish males have had a fairly high suicide level of late, something no one understands with the economy booming the way it’s been, and somehow I wouldn’t have been surprised to find the trend had spread to the Old Ones.


    He shook his head. “Nothing like,” the leprechaun said. “None of these people were suicidal. They had good jobs…as good as jobs get for our people these days. Coding over at Lotus, hardware wrangling over at Gateway and Dell. They never seem to stop hiring up there in the Wasteland.” It was a slang name for the jungle of industrial estates that had sprung up around Dublin Airport, and there seemed to be a new one every month, more and more land once full of Guinness-destined barley, or of sheep, now full of Europe-destined PCs and other assorted chippery.


    “But it’s not the same,” I said, because I knew what was coming. I’d heard it before.


    “No, it’s not,” the leprechaun said with force. “Once upon a time I didn’t even know what the ISEQ was! When did our people ever have to worry about stocks and shares, and ‘selling short?’ But now we have to, because that’s how you tell who’s hiring, when you can’t make a living making shoes anymore.” He scowled again. “It’s all gone to hell,” he said. “It was better when we were poor.”


    “Oh, surely not,” I said. “You sound like those people in Russia, now, moaning about how they miss the good old days in the USSR.”


    “Poor devils,” the leprechaun said, “may God be kind to them, they don’t know any better. But it’s nothing like what we have to deal with. Once upon a time we gave thanks to God when the leader of our country stood up and announced to the world that we were self-sufficient in shoelaces. Who knew that it could go downhill from that, because of too much money? But people aren’t like people used to be any more. It’s not that the money would spoil them…we always knew that was going to happen, maybe. But it’s how it’s spoiled them. Look at it!”


    We looked out the window toward the brick façade that the back of Brown Thomas shared with the Marian shrine that also faced onto the street. You could look through one archway and see a painted life-sized knockoff version of the Pietá, the sculpted Lady raising a hand in a “what can you do?” gesture over her Son’s sprawled body, her expression not of shock or grief but of resigned annoyance—“Never mind, sure he’ll be grand in a few days…” —and through another doorway, a few doors down, you could see Mammon in its tawdry glory, all the Bally and Gucci and the many other choicer fruits of world consumerism laid out for the delectation of the passers-by. The Pietá was not entirely without Her visitors, but plainly Brown Thomas was getting more trade. Closer to us, the street was full of cars; fuller of cars than it should have been, strictly speaking. There was a superfluity of Lexuses and various other glossy, high-wheeled uglies, all double-parked outside the restaurant, next to the entrance to the Brown Thomas parking structure. The cold fact of the Garda Pick-It-Up-And-Take-It-Away fleet working its way around the city had plainly not particularly affected these people. They could soak up the tickets and the impound fees and never even notice.


    “In God’s name, what’s happened to us?” the leprechaun said. “What’s happened to us that we don’t care what happens to other people any more? Look at it out there: it’s nothing much right now, but this street’s a bottleneck; in twenty minutes the whole of center city will be gridlocked. And it’s worse elsewhere. The rents are through the roof. It’s a good thing I can just vanish into one of the ‘hills’ in Phoenix Park at night. Otherwise I’d be in a bedsit twenty miles south, in Bray, or somewhere worse—Meath or Westmeath or Cavan or whatever, with a two-hour commute in and back, in a minivan loaded over capacity. And probably with clurachaun as well. Have you ever been stuck in a minivan for two hours between Virginia and the North Circular Road with a bunch of overstressed clurachaun trying to do…you know…what clurachaun do??”


    Another unanswerable question, even if I had been. “It’s tough,” I said,“hard all around.”


    There wasn’t a lot more out of him after that. All the same, I was sorry when he called the waiter over to get his plates tallied up.


    He looked up at me. “It’s not what it was,” he said, “and it’s a crying shame.”


    “We all say that about our own times,” I said. “They’ve said it since ancient Greece.”


    “But it’s truer now than it ever was,” said the leprechaun. “Look at the world we were in a hundred years ago. Sure we had poverty, and starvation, and unemployment from here to there, and people being forced out of their homes by greedy landlords. But we still had each other; at least we had a kind word for each other when we passed in the road. Now we have immigrants begging in the street who’re poorer than we ever were; and people getting fat and getting heart attacks from the crap ready-made food that’s nine-tenths of what there is to eat these days; and work that kills your soul, but it’s all you can get. And forget being forced out of anywhere to live, because you can’t afford to get in in the first place. The only kind word you hear from anybody nowadays is when you take out your wallet…and it’s not meant. Things are so wrong.”


    He eyed me. “But you’ll say there are good things about it too,” he said. 


    “You’ve been here longer than I have,” I said. “Maybe I should keep my opinions to myself.”


    “It was different once,” the leprechaun said. “It was different when She ran things.” And he stared into his last of his sake, and past it at the black granite of the sushi bar, and looked even more morose than he had before we’d started talking.


    He tossed the rest of his sake back in one shot. “Good night to you,” he said at last, slid off the cream-colored bar stool, and went out into the night.


    So it was a shock, the next day, to find that he was dead.


    


    *


    


    Leprechauns don’t die the way we do: otherwise the Gardaí would have a lot more work on their plates than they already do with the drug-gang warfare and the joyriders and the addicts shooting up in the middle of Temple Bar. At the scene of a leprechaun’s murder, you find a tumble of clothes, and usually a pair of extremely well-made shoes, but nothing else. That was all the Folk found the next morning, down the little back alley that runs from the Grafton Street pedestrian precinct to behind the Porterhouse Central brewpub. 


    At first everyone assumed that he’d run afoul of some druggie desperate for money and too far separated from his last fix. They may be of the Old Blood, but leprechauns can’t vanish at will without preparation: you can get the drop on one if you’re smart and fast. Various pots of gold were lost to mortals this way in the old days, when there was still gold in Ireland. But the leprechauns had the advantage of open ground and non-urban terrain into which to vanish. It’s harder to do in the city. There are too many eyes watching you—half of a leprechaun’s vanishing is skilful misdirection—and, these days, there are too many dangers too closely concentrated. The sense of those who knew him was that he just got unlucky.


    I confess it was partly curiosity that brought me to the wake, where I was told all this. But it was partly the astonishment of having another of the leprechaun’s people actually look me up at the magazine. There he stood, looking like a youthful but much shorter Mickey Rooney in tweeds, waiting in the place’s glossy, garish reception area and looking offended by it all. I came out to talk to him, and he said, “Not here…”


    My boss, in her glass-walled inner office, was safely on the phone, deep in inanely detailed conversation with some publishing or media figure about where they would be going for lunch. This happened every day, and no one who went missing from now to three PM, when the Boss might or might not come back, would be noticed. I stepped outside with the leprechaun and went down to stand with him by the news kiosk at the corner of Dawson Street.


    “You were the last one to see him alive,” the leprechaun said. I knew better than to ask “who?”; first because I immediately knew who he meant, and second because you don’t ask leprechauns their names—they’re all secret, and (some say) they’re all the same.


    “He was all right when he left,” I said. “What happened?”


    “No one knows,” said the leprechaun. “He wasn’t drunk?”


    “He didn’t have anything like enough saké.” Privately I doubted there was that much saké in the city. You haven’t lived until you’ve seen someone try to drink a leprechaun under the table.


    The leprechaun nodded, and he looked grim as my dinner companion had the other night.


    “He was murdered,” he said.


    I was astounded. “How? Why?”


    “We don’t know. But he’s not the first. More like the tenth, and they’re coming closer together.”


    “A serial killer…”


    

  


  
    


    


    There were no answers for my questions then. I went back to work, because there was nothing better to do, and when my boss still wasn’t back by four, I checked out early and made my way down to the Long Hall. 


    The place doesn’t look very big from the frontage on Great Saint George’s Street. A red and white sign over a wide picture window, obscured by ancient, dusty stained-glass screens inside; that’s all there is. The place looks a little run down. Doubtless the proprietors encourage that look, for the Long Hall is a pint house of great fame, and to have such a place be contaminated by as few tourists as possible is seen as a positive thing in Dublin. If you make it past the genteelly-shabby façade and peeling paint, you find yourself surrounded by ancient woodwork, warm and golden-colored, and glossy wallpaper and carved plaster ceilings that were white in the 1890s, but are now stained down by time and pre-ban smoke to a warm nicotine brown.


    The pub’s name is deserved. It’s a narrow place, but it goes on and on, nearly the width of the block in which it resides. There are bar stools down the right side, and behind them a bar of great height, antiquity, and splendor—faded, age-splotched mirrors, bottles of every kind racked up to the ceiling, and most importantly, long shelves running the length of the back of the bar, to put pints on.


    I wandered in, pushed between a couple of occupied barstools, and ordered myself a pint. This by itself gives you plenty of time to look around, as a well-pulled pint of Guinness takes at least seven minutes, and the best ones take ten. Right now, the front of the bar was full of people who had left work early. It was full of the usual sound of Dubliners complaining about work, and the people they worked with. “So I said to him, why don’t you tell him to go to the F ing Spar and get a sandwich and then sit down for five F ing minutes, sure she’ll be back then. …Are you F ing nuts? he says. I can’t spare the time in the middle of the F ing day—“


    I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes... yet still I had to smile. This is how, when I return home, I know for sure that I’m in Dublin again. The second you’re past passport control in Dublin Airport, you hear it...and after that, until you’re well past the city limits, you hear it everywhere else, from every one between nine and ninety-five. Only in Dublin do people use the F word as casually as they use “Hey” or “Sure” or “Listen” in the US. It’s an intensifier, without any meaning whatsoever except to suggest that you’re only mildly interested in what you’re saying. Only in Ireland would such a usage be necessary: for here, words are life.


    I glanced toward the back of the bar. Between the front and the back of the pub was a sort of archway of wood, and looking at it, I realized that it was a line of demarcation in more ways than one. A casual glance suggested that the space behind it was empty. But if you had the Sight, and you worked at seeing, slowly you could see instinct shapes, standing, gesturing. You couldn’t hear any sound, though; that seemed to stop at the archway.


    It was an interesting effect. I guessed that the wizards the leprechaun had mentioned had installed it. I walked slowly towards the archway, and was surprised, when I reached it, to feel strongly as if I didn’t want to go any further. But I pushed against the feeling and kept on walking.


    Once through the archway, the sound of conversation came up to full as if someone had hit me “un-mute” button on a TV remote. There had to be about eighty of the Old People back here, which was certainly more warm bodies than the space was rated for; it was a good thing all the occupants were smaller than the normal run of mortals.


    There was just as much F-ing and blinding going on back here as there had been in the front of the bar, but otherwise, the back-of-the-pub people were a less routine sort of group. There was very little traditional costume in evidence; all these Old People seemed very city-assimilated. I glanced around, feeling acutely visible because of my height—and I’m only five foot seven. Near me, a tall slender woman, dressed unfashionably all in white, turned oblique eyes on me, brushing her long, lank, dark hair back to one side. Only after a long pause did she smile. “Oh, good,” she said. “Not for a while yet...” And she clinked her gin and tonic against my pint.


    “Uh,” I said. A moment later, next to me, a voice said, “It’s good of you to come.”


    I glanced down. It was the leprechaun who had come up to the office. “This is one of the Washers,” he said.


    Even if I’d thought about it in advance, the last thing I’d have expected to see in a city pub would’ve been a banshee, one of the “Washers at the Ford” who prophesy men’s deaths. I was a little too unnerved right then to ask her what her work in the city was like. She smiled at me—it was really a very sweet smile—and said, “It’s all right…I’m not on duty. Days I work over in Temple Bar, in a restaurant there. Dishwashing.”


    “Dishwashing??”


    She took a drink of her G and T, and laughed. “Most of us give up laundry right away. Won’t do their ‘shell suits’ and the rest of their F ing polyester!”


    We chatted casually about business, and weather, and about the departed, while I glanced around at the rest of the company, trying not to stare. There were plenty of others there besides leprechauns and bansidhe and clurichauns. There were a few pookas—two of them wearing human shape, and one, for reasons best known to himself, masquerading as an Irish wolfhound. There were several dullahans in three-piece suits, or polo shirts and chinos, holding leisurely conversations while holding their heads in their hands (the way a dullahan drinks while talking is worth watching). There was a gaggle of green-haired merrows in sealskin jackets and tight pants, looking like slender biker babes but without the tattoos or studs, and all looking faintly wet no matter how long they’d been out of the Bay. There was a fat round little fear gorta in a sweatsuit and glow-step Nikes, staving off his own personal famine by gorging on bagged-in McDonalds from the branch over in Grafton Street. And there were grogachs and leanbaitha and other kinds of the People that I’d never seen before; in some cases I never did find out what they were, or did, or what they were doing in town. There was no time, and besides, it seemed inappropriate to be inquiring too closely about everybody else while the purpose was to wake one particular leprechaun.


    They waked him. It wasn’t organized, but stories started coming out about him—how much time he spent down around the Irish Writers Center, how he gave some mortal entrepreneur-lady the idea for the “Viking” amphibious-vehicle tours up and down the river Liffey: endless tales of that kind. He was well liked, and much missed, and people were angry about what had happened to him. But they were also afraid.


    “And who the F are we supposed to tell about it?” said one of the dullahan to me and the banshee at one point. “Sure there’s no help in the Guards—we’ve a few of our own kind scattered here and there through the force, but no one high up enough to be paid any mind to.”


    “We need our own guards,” said another voice, one of the clurachauns.


    “And you’d love that, wouldn’t you?You’d be the first customers,” said one of the leprechauns.


    There was a mutter. Clurachauns are too well known for their thieving habits, which make them no friends among either the “trooping” people like the Sidhe or the “solitaries” like the leprechauns, dullahans and merrows. The clurachaun only snickered.


    “What do you call a northsider in a Mercedes? Thief!” said one of the leprechauns, under his breath. “What’s the difference between a northsider and a clurachaun? The northsider is better dressed!”


    The clurachaun turned on him. The others moved back to give them room for what was probably coming. But there was one of the People I’d earlier noted, a grizzled, older leprechaun whom the others of his kind, and even the clurachauns, seemed to respect: when he’d spoken up, earlier, they’d gotten quiet. “The Eldest,” the banshee had whispered in my ear. Now the Eldest Leprechaun moved in fast and gave the younger leprechaun a clout upside the head. To my astonishment, no fight broke out.


    “Shame on you, and the two ofyou acting like arseholes in front of a mortal,” said the Eldest. The squabblers both had the grace to look at least sullenly shamefaced. “Here we are in this time of grief when no one knows what’s happening, or who it might happen to next, and you make eejits of yourself. Shut up, the both of you.”


    They turned away, muttering, and moved to opposite sides of the pub. The Eldest nodded at me and turned back to the conversation he’d been having with one of the merrows, who looked nervous. “I did see it, Manaanan’s name I did,” she said, shrugging back the sealskin jacket to show that strange pearly skin underneath: it was hot in the back of the pub, with so many People in there. “Or… I saw something. I was comin up out of the river the other night, you know, by where the coffee shop is on the boardwalk. I wanted a latte. And I saw it down the street, heading away from the Liffey, past one of those cut-rate furniture stores. Something… not normal.”


    “What was it?” the Eldest said.


    She shook her head, and the dark wet hair sprayed those standing nearest as she did. “Something big and green.”


    No one knew what to make of that. “Aah, she’s got water on the brain,” said one of the clurachauns standing nearest. “It’s all just shite anyway. It’s junkies doin it.”


    The Eldest glared at him. “It might be,” he said, “and it might not. We don’t dare take anything for granted. But we have to start taking care of ourselves now. Everybody so far who’s been taken has been out in some quiet place like a park, or in the waste places around housing estates. Now whatever’s doing this is doing it in the city. Nowhere’ll be safe soon. We have to put a stop to it. We need to start doing a neighborhood-watch kind of thing, such as mortals do.”


    To my surprise, then, he turned to me. “Would you help us with that?” he said. “We could use a mortal’s eye on this. You know the city as well as we do, but from the mortal’s side. And you’re of good heart, otherwise the deceased wouldn’t have given you a word. He was a shrewd judge of character, that one.”


    “How can I help?” I said.


    “Walk some patrols with us,” he said. “That’s how we’ll have to start. We can get more of our city People in to help us if it’s shown to work.”


    My first impulse would have been to moan about my day job and how I had little enough time off as it was. Then I thought, What the hell am I thinking? I wanted to know more about these People—


    “Sure,” I said. “Tell me where to meet you.


    “Tomorrow night,” said the Eldest. “Say, down by the bottom of Grafton Street, by St. Stephen’s Green. We’ll ‘beat the bounds’ and see what we can find.”


    


    *


    


    And so we did that for five nights running, six… and saw nothing. People’s spirits began to rise: there was some talk that just the action we’d taken had put the fear on whatever we were trying to guard ourselves against. It would have been nice if that was true.


    We walked, most of the time, between about nine at night and one in the morning: that was when the last few who’d been taken had vanished. I was out with a group including one of the merrow babes—I could never tell them apart—and two more leprechauns from my first one’s clan, over on the north side of the Liffey, not far from the big “industrial” pubs that have sprung up there, all noise and no atmosphere. As we went past the biggest of them, heading east along the riverbank, we heard something that briefly froze us all. A shriek—


    As a mortal I would have mistaken it for a child’s voice. But the People with me knew better. The three of them ran across the Ha’penny Bridge, past startled tourists who felt things jostle them, saw nothing, and (as I passed in their wake) started feeling their pockets to see if they’d been picked. The People sprinted across the Quay in the face of incoming traffic, just made it past, and ran up the stairs and through the little tunnelway that leads into Temple Bar. And there, just before the alleyway opens out into the Square, when I caught up with them, I saw them staring at the cracked sidewalk, and on it, the empty tumble of clothes.


    It was another of the People, but a clurachaun this time, stolen things spilling out of the clothing’s pockets—billfolds, change, jewelry, someone’s false teeth. But the threadbare tweeds were all shredded to rags as if by razors.


    The merrow began to tremble. She pointed into the shadows, between the kebab place next to us, and the back door of the pub down at the corner.


    Something green, yes. A green shadow melting out of the courtyard by Temple Street, turning, looking to left and right…and when it looked right, it saw us.


    The great round eyes were yellow as lamps, and glowed green at their backs with the reflection of the sodium vapor lights back on the Quay. Humans walked by it and never saw; and it looked through them as if they were the mist curling up off the water of the Liffey, as if they didn’t matter. Massive, low-slung and big-shouldered, swag-bellied but nonetheless easily two tons of hard lean muscle, the size of a step van, the big striped cat put its tremendous round plate of a face down, eyeing us, and the whole block filled with the low, thoughtful sound of its growl, like a tank’s engine turning over.


    It saw the leprechauns. It saw the Washer. It saw me…or at least I think it did, as someone who could see the Old Folk and was therefore of interest. It didn’t need us, though, for tonight. It had had enough. It gazed yellowly at us for a moment more and then padded leisurely away across Temple Bar Square into the shadows behind the Irish Film Centre—the lighter-colored stripes, livid green like a thunderstorm sunset, fading into grimy city shadow as it went, the darker stripes gone the color of that shadow already, vanishing into it as the lighter ones faded. Only the shape of the slowly lashing tail remained for a moment under the stuttering light of the streetlamp at the corner of the Square…then slipped into the dark and was gone.


    A horrified, frozen silence followed.


    “F me,” said the leprechaun at last, when he could speak again. “It’s the Celtic Tiger….”


    


    *

  


  
    


    


    The Old People met again late that night in the Long Hall, after chucking-out time had officially been called and the mortals pushed (or in select cases, thrown) out into the street. The Old Folk, for their own part, pay no attention to licensing laws, having little to fear from them. There’s s no point staging Garda raids on pubs open past “time” when between the first bang on the door and the forced entry, everybody inside literally vanishes.


    Many of the Old Ones were afraid to say the name of what we’d seen. The idiom had become popular in the early 90’s, adopted as inward investment boomed and the economy became the fastest-growing in Europe. It had become a favourite phrase and image for Irish people everywhere, a matter of pride, turning up in countless advertisements. But no one had foreseen the side effects, perhaps not even the Old People. They were seeing them now.


    “We should hunt down whoever coined the F ing name and make their last hours unpleasant,” said one of the Washers.


    “Too late for that now,” the Oldest Leprechaun said. “The damage is done. Give the thing a name and it takes shape. They gave a name and a shape to the force that’s always hated us. It’s everything we’re not. It’s New Ireland, it’s money for money’s sake, brown paper envelopes stuffed full of bribes—the turn of mind that says that the old’s only good for theme parks, and the new is all there needs to be. It’s been getting stronger and stronger all this while. And now that it’s more important to the people living in the city than we are, it’s become physically real. It’s started killing us to take our strength from us, and it’ll keep killing us and getting bigger and stronger… until it’s big enough to breed.”


    A sort of collective shudder went through the room. I shuddered too, though it was as much from the strangeness of the moment as anything else. There are no female leprechauns, but nonetheless there are always enough younger ones to replace the old who die. Power in Ireland does not run to mortal’s rules, either in reproduction or in other ways. If the Folk said the Tiger could make more of itself, it could. And when the food supply ran out in the city, the Tiger’s brood would head into the countryside and continue the killing until there were none of the Old Folk left…and none of Old Ireland. What remained would be a wealthy country, the fastest-growing economy in Europe, then as now: but spiritually it would be a dead place, something vital gone from it forever.


    “I think we all know who we need now,” the Oldest Leprechaun said. “We need the one who speaks to the Island in tongues and knows all its secrets—”


    A hush fell. “We don’t dare!” somebody said from the back of the crowd.


    “We have to dare,” the Eldest said. “We need the one who died but did not die, the one of whom it was prophesied that he would come back to the Island in its darkest moment and save its people. We need Ireland’s only superhero!”


    A great cheer went up. Everybody piled out the doors of the Long Hall, carrying me with them.


    That’s how we wound up heading down College Green in an untidy crowd, around the curve of the old Bank of Ireland and past Trinity College, heading for the river. Across O’Connell Bridge and up O’Connell Street we went, in the dark dead of night, and latenight revelers and petty crooks alike fled before our faces, certain that we were an outflow of ecstasy-crazed ravers, or something far less savory. Past them all we went, nearly to the foot of the grayly shining quarter-mile-high needle of the Millennium Spire, and then hung a right into the top of North Earl Street, catty-corner from the GPO…and gathered there, six deep and expectant, around the statue of James Joyce.


    


    *


    


    Dubliners have an ambivalent relationship, at best, to their landmarks and civic statuary. Whether they love them or hate them, they are given names that don’t necessarily reflect the desires of the sculptors, but certainly sum up the zeitgeist.


    The first one to become really famous had been the statue of Molly Malone at the top of Grafton Street. Some well-meaning committee had set there a bronze of the poor girl, representing her wheeling her wheel barrow through streets broad and narrow; and popular opinion had almost instantaneously renamed this statue The Tart with the Cart. Within weeks, the bright brass shine of the tops of her breasts (as opposed to her more normal patina elsewhere) seemed to confirm as widespread a friend’s opinion that Miss Molly was peddling, as one wag delicately put it, “more than just shellfish” around the streets broad and narrow.


    The convention swiftly took hold in Dublin, as all things do that give the finger to propriety. The chimney of a former city distillery, turned into a tourist attraction with an elevator and a glassed-in viewing platform on top, became The Flue with the View. The attempt to put a millennium clock into the river had overnight become The Time in the Slime. And the bronze statue around which we now stood, the natty little man in his fedora, standing looking idly across O’Connell Street toward the GPO—the wild-tongued exile himself, the muse of Irish literature in the twentieth century, James Joyce himself had been dubbed the Prick with the Stick.


    And so here we stood around him, none of us insensible to what everybody called the statue—and by extension, the man. We’d all done it. And now we needed him. Was this going to be a problem?


    The Oldest Leprechaun raised his hands in the air before the statue and spoke at length in Irish, an invocation of great power that buzzed in all our bones and made the surrounding paving-blocks jitter and plate-glass windows ripple with sine waves: but nothing happened.


    Glances were exchanged among those in the gathered crowd. Then one of the Washers at the Ford raised her voice and keened a keen as it was done in the ancient days, though with certain anarchic qualities—a long twelve-tone ululation suggestive of music written in the twenties, before the atonal movement had been discredited.


    And nothing happened at all. 


    The Oldest Leprechaun stood there thinking for a moment. “Working with effigies isn’t going to be enough,” he said. “It might be for one of us…but not for him, a mortal. We’ve got to go to the graveside and raise his ghost itself.”


    “Where’s he buried?” said another leprechaun. “We’ll rent a van or something…”


    “You feckwit,” said another one, “he’s not buried here. He was never at home after they banned his books. It was always Trieste or Paris, all them fancy places with faraway names…”


    Finally I could contribute something. “Zürich,” I said. “It was Zürich. A cemetery above the city…”


    “We’ll go,” said the Oldest. “You’ll come with us. And one or two others. We’ll fly to Zürich tomorrow…wake him up, and at the very least get his advice. If we can, we’ll bring him back. Until then,” the Oldest said, “everyone travel in groups. Stay off the streets at night if you can. We won’t be long.”


    


    *


    


    Leprechauns still have some access to gold, or at least to gold cards: we flew out on Swiss after lunchtime the next day, the direct flight to Zürich. That evening, about five, we were on the ground, and nothing would satisfy the Eldest but that we go straight to the grave, right then.


    I’d been in Switzerland once or twice, and I was against it. “I’m not sure you should do that,” I said. “The Swiss are really big on not going into places after they’re officially closed…”


    The Eldest gave me a look.


    As a result we immediately took the feeder train from the airport to the main station, and the Number 6 tram from the main station tram depot to the Zürichbergstrasse. At Zürichbergstrasse 129 are the gates to Fluntern Cemetery. We got out, and found the place locked and apparently deserted behind its high granite walls; but there was a little iron-barred postern gate that was open—or at least, it opened to the Eldest Leprechaun. We went in.


    The cemetery is beautifully kept, and we headed around and up several curving pathways, climbing, for the cemetery is built against the slope of the Zürichberg mountain that leans above the city. Finally we found the spot. Under a stand of trees, in a sort of semicircular bay, were some tasteful plantings, a bronze of Joyce sitting on a rock and admiring the view, a plaque in the ground saying who was buried here, with dates of birth and death, and a stern sign in German, French and Italian saying WALKING ON THE GRAVE IS FORBIDDEN.


    The other leprechauns took off their hats. Once more the Eldest raised his arms and spoke that long, solemn invocation in Irish. All around us, the wind in the aspens and birches fell quiet. And suddenly there were three men standing there; or the ghosts of three men.


    One was tall, one was short, and one was of middle height. They were all wearing clothes from the turn of the 20th century—loose trousers held up over white shirts with suspenders. They looked at us in some confusion.


    “Where is James Joyce?” said the Eldest Leprechaun.


    “He’s dead,” said the shortest of the three.


    The Eldest Leprechaun rolled his eyes. “I mean, where is he now?”


    “He is not here,” said the middle-sized figure. “He is risen.”


    The tallest of them checked his watch. “And since it’s the time that’s in it,” he said, “why would he still be here at all? He’s in the pub.”


    The leprechauns looked at each other.


    “We should have known,” one of them said.


    “Pelikanstrasse?” the Eldest said to the three shadowy figures.


    “That’s the one.”


    “Thanking you,” said the Eldest, and we went straight back out of the cemetery to catch the tram back down the hill.


    At Pelikanstrasse is one of the bigger complexes of one of the bigger Swiss banks. There, in a little plaza by Bahnhofstrasse, you see a number of granite doorways, all leading nowhere; and past them the street curves down into what seems at first a nondescript arc of shop windows and office doorways.


    “Those three guys—”


    “They’re something from Finnegan’s Wake,” said the leprechaun who was walking next to me, behind the Eldest. “Three guys always turn up together with the initials H C and E. Never got into that one, too obscure, don’t ask me for the details. But the pub’s in there too, and in Ulysses….”


    He told me how once upon a time, the bar had been the Antique Bar in the first Jury’s Hotel, in Dame Street. There, at a corner table, a little man in round-framed glasses and a slouch hat could often have been seen sitting in front of a red wine and a gorgonzola sandwich, when he could afford them, relaxing in the dim pub-misted afternoon sunlight, while other languages, other universes, roiled and teemed in his brain.


    “But someone had a brain seizure,” the leprechaun said. “Jury’s sold off their old property in Dame Street, and arranged to have the hotel knocked down. Urban renewal, progress, all that shite. They wanted the money for the land: that was all. And, they said to themselves, we’ll auction off the innards and get a few extra bob for it. If not, we’ll just throw it all in the tip, and in any case we’ll build a much better bar somewhere else, in a nice new hotel, all covered with lovely Formica.”


    The leprechaun grimaced. “But then along came, would you believe it, the head of the Swiss security services. He was afraid the Russians would invade his country, and he was looking for a safe house in Ireland where the Swiss government could hide if that happened. And wouldn’t you know he was a Joyce fan. He found out about Jury’s auctioning off the bar, and he got one of the big Swiss banks and some people from their government to buy the whole thing. And then the Swiss came along and took it to bits and numbered every piece, and put it back together in Zurich, and here it is.”


    The leprechaun lowered his head conspiratorially toward mine.


    “The Swiss,” he whispered, “are Celts, did you know.”


    I nodded. “The Helvetii,” I said after few moments. “They made cheese. It’s in the Gallic Wars.”


    “And why wouldn’t they have,” the leprechaun said with relish, “seeing that the furious and bloody Queen Maeve herself was killed by being slung at and hit in the forehead by her stepson with a great lump of the Irish version of Parmesan.” He paused. “…Or it might have been Regato.”


    We came to the door of the bar—a simple wooden door, nothing exciting about it—pulled it open, and went in.


    An Irish country-house chef I know once described Zürich to me, under his breath, as “a kick-ass party town.” And so it is. It has many sleek, slinky bars, jumping with the sound of the moment, well hidden from the tourists whom such relentless buzz would confuse. But here, in that busy and congenial city, is something completely different—a corner that is forever Ireland, all dark wood and gleaming brass and painted tile a hundred years old and more. Here Irish-strength cigarette and cigar smoke tangles (ever so briefly) under the lights before being sucked away by the relentlessly efficient Swiss ventilation system. Here voices converse at Irish volume levels, nearly enough to curl the turbine fans on a Concorde. Here Irish craic (if there is such a word) seeps out of the teak-panelled, glinting, polished walls.


    And here we found Joyce. He was dead, but he didn’t mind, for he was in his local.


    He sat at the back corner table, by himself; amazing that the rest of the place was practically groaning with people, but this one island of quiet remained. His hat lay on the leather banquette next to him, his cane leaned against the table, and a glass of red wine sat on the table before him. He looked very much the dapper young man of a statelier time… though there was something else about him, something in his eyes, that brought the hair up on the back of my neck. It was more than just being dead. Words are power, and against some words even Death strives in vain.


    Respectfully we approached him, and the Eldest Leprechaun stood by Joyce’s table. “Mr. Joyce,” he said, “you’re needed.”


    You would have wondered, if you’d been watching Joyce’s eyes earlier, whether he was quite in this time and place, or wandering in mind or spirit to some other time, the twenties or thirties perhaps. Now, though, those eyes snapped into the here and now.


    The Eldest Leprechaun spoke to Joyce, quietly and at some length, in Irish. While he did, the narrow, wise little eyes rested on each of us in turn, very briefly. And when he spoke, he sounded annoyed.


    “Well, this is tiresome,” Joyce said.


    Everyone who had the sense to do so, cringed. I didn’t. Later I found out that “tiresome” was as close as Joyce ever got to saying “f”. 


    “What can be done, Sir?” said the Eldest Leprechaun.


    Joyce looked thoughtful for a moment. “There is only one hope,” he said. “We must conjure the river.”


    The Eldest Leprechaun blanched.


    “We must raise up Anna Livia,” Joyce said, “the Goddess of the Liffey, and put your case to Her. Only she can save your people now. She may refuse. She is Herself, and has her own priorities. But I think She will be kindly disposed toward you. And if anyone can raise her for you, I can. She and I… we were an Item.” And his eyes glinted.


    “You’ll come back with us tomorrow, then?”


    “First thing,” Joyce said.


    


    *


    

  


  
    


    


    And so it came to pass. I have no idea how one handles airline ticketing for dead people these days, but he was right there with us in business class the next morning, Saturday morning—critiquing the Swiss wines on board and flirting with the flight attendants. Two hours later, just in time for lunch, we were home.


    A minivan-cab took us back to town. “Bloomsday early this year, is it?” said the cab driver to Joyce.


    Joyce smiled thinly and didn’t answer: apparently even the dead knew that every June 16th the city filled up with counterfeit Joyces. “There was a statue of Anna Livia in town, wasn’t there?” he said.


    “Oh, the Floozie in the Jacuzzi,” the driver said. “They moved it.”


    “Where is it now?”


    “North Quay.”


    “Then that’s where we’re going, my good man.”


    He took us there. We paid him off, and after he’d left, Joyce went over to the statue and looked at it rather sadly.


    It had always resembled a dissolute, weedy-haired woman in a concrete bathtub at the best of times, when it had been installed in the middle of O’Connell Street and running with the music of flowing water. Now, though, sitting dusty, high and dry on wooden pallets in the middle of the stones of an unfinished memorial plaza, surrounded by marine cranes and dingy warehouses, the statue just looked ugly.


    Joyce looked at it and frowned. “Well, we have no choice,” Joyce said. “For this we need the concrete as well as the abstract.”


    He walked over to the waterside. The Eldest Leprechaun went with him. Joyce took off his hat and handed it to the leprechaun. Then he stood straight, his cane in one hand, and suddenly was all magician…


    “O tell me all about Anna Livia,” he said in that thin, singing little tenor voice: and though he didn’t raise that voice at all, the sound hit the warehouses and the freighters and the superstructure of the Eastlink Bridge half a mile away, and ricocheted and rattled from building to building until the water itself started to shake with it, rippling as if from an earth tremor underneath. “I want to hear all about Anna Livia. Tell me all. Tell me now. You’ll die when you hear—”


    The water inside the river walls leaped and beat against the banks, soaking us all. I began to wonder if we would die: I hadn’t seen the river like this since the last hurricane. Joyce spoke on, and the wind rose, and the stones under our feet shook. “Then, then, as soon as the lump his back was turned, with her mealiebag slung over her shoulder, Anna Livia, oysterface, forth of her bassein came—!”


    “I hear, I wake,” said a tremendous voice in response. If you’ve once heard it, you will never forget it; Liffey in spate, a thunder, a roar between her banks, lightning trapped in the water, a green and white irresistible fury pushing everything before Her into the Bay.


    She rose up. Those who had the sense to do so, covered their eyes. The rest of us were immediately showered with sodden sneakers, slime-laden Coke cans, ancient tattered plastic Superquinn bags from before the plastic-bag ban, and much other, far less printable detritus of urban Dublin existence. She towered up, towered over us. She was water, water in the shape of a woman: her hair streamed with water, streamed down and became part of her again; her gown was water, and the water glowed. She looked up Her river, and down Her river, and said:


    “Where am I?”


    There was a profound silence all around that had nothing to do with the awe and majesty of Herself.


    “Where am I?” said Anna Livia again, in a tone of voice that suggested someone had better F ing tell her.


    One lone voice raised itself, unafraid, over the dead stillness. “North Quay,” Joyce said.


    There was a long, long pause.


    “North Quay?” said the gracious Goddess, looking around her. “What the F am I doin here? I was in O’Connell Street last time I looked out this ugly thing’s eyes, with wee ‘uns playin in me in the hot weather! When we had it, which was not often, and no point in blaming poor Met Eireann. F ing climate change, I know who’re responsible, them and their peat-burning power stations, and all these F ing SUVs.”


    And then she peered down. “Can that be you?” she said in an accent more of the Gaiety Theatre than anything else. “Jimmy, you son of a bitch, my love, my great and only love, what the F are you doing here? You were at peace this long while, I thought, after they put you in the ground far from home, thanks to that F ing deValera—“


    She went on in this vein for half a minute or so more, splendidly, but ran down at last. “You didn’t wake me up for nothing, James my love,” she said at last. “What’s to do?”


    “There is a tiger eating our people,” Joyce said. “A Celtic one. It preys on the Old Ones and tries to kill Old Ireland—”


    She was looking around her at the skyline. Not much had changed in terms of tall buildings—the Irish don’t approve of skyscrapers—but much, much else was different, and we were all watching Her face with varying degrees of nervousness.


    “Sure I can smell it,” she said. “Nasty tomcat stink, they’ll always be spraying all over everything. Marking their territory. Their territory indeed!”


    For a long moment more She stood there, head raised against the blue-milk sky, sniffing the air. “Lady,” the Eldest Leprechaun said, “it only comes out at night—”


    “It lies up by day,” She said. “And can’t I just smell it. Hiding won’t help it today. Come on—”


    Anna Livia strode on up the river, slowly, looking from side to side at her city, while we pursued Her on land as best we could. She was looking increasingly annoyed as she went. Maybe it was the traffic on the Quays, or the pollution, or the new one-way system, which drove everybody insane: or maybe it was some of the newer architecture. One glance She gave the Millennium Spire, erected at last three years late. That glance worried me—Dubliners are sufficiently divided on the Spire that they haven’t yet reached consensus on a rude name for it—but Anna Livia then turned her attention elsewhere, looking over the intervening rooftops, southward. Four or five blocks inland stood the Irish Financial Services Center, next to one of the city’s two main train stations. It was an ugly building, a green-glass-and-white-marble chimera, dwarfing everything around it—a monument to money, built during the height of the Tiger time.


    “Yes,” she said softly, “there it is, I’ll be bound. Kitty, kitty, kitty!”


    She came up out of the river, then, and started to head crosstown. What other unsighted mortals were able to make of the sudden flood that leapt up out of the Liffey, I don’t know: but the water got into the underground wiring and immediately made the traffic lights go on the blink, bringing traffic on the Quays to a halt. Maybe it’s a blessing, I thought, as I ran after the others, trying to keep out of the flood of water that followed the colossal shape up out of the river.


    Anna Livia came up to the IFSC and looked it over, peering in through the windows. Then she stood up straight.


    “Gods bless all here save the cat!” she said in a voice of thunder.


    At the sound of Her raised voice, glass exploded out of the IFSC in every possible direction, as if Spielberg had come back to town and said, “Buy all the sugar glass on Earth, and trash it.” From the spraying, glittering chaos, at least one clandestine billionaire plunged in a shrieking, flailing trajectory toward the parking lot of Tara Street Station, missed, and made an most terminal sound on impact: apparently blessings weren’t enough. He was followed by his chef, who had fallen on hard times (only recently acquitted of stealing a Titian from his signature restaurant’s host-hotel) and now fell on something much harder, ruining the no-claims bonuses of numerous Mercedes and BMW sedans parked below.


    And in their wake, something else came out—growling, not that low pleased growl we’d heard the other night, but something far more threatened, and more threatening.


    Through the wall, or out one of the openings left by the broken glass, out it came. It slunk, at first, and it looked up at Herself, and snarled and showed its teeth. But there was going to be no contest. Anna Livia was the height of the Customs House dome, and Her proportions to the Celtic Tiger’s proportions were those of an angry housewife to that of an alley cat.


    It did all it could do, as She bent down and reached for it. It ran. Crushing cars, knocking mortals aside, it ran to get as far inland as it could. It got as far as St. Stephen’s Green, and dove into the square, through the trees, and out of sight.


    From way behind, I cursed when I saw it do that. By the time we caught up with the Tiger, it would be out the other side of the Green and into Dublin 2 somewhere—


    I looked over at the Eldest Leprechaun, then back to see where Anna Livia had gone. She was briefly out of sight, a block or so over now. “Come on,” he said, “the Green—”


    We went there—it was all we could do. When we got to St. Stephen’s Green, all surrounded by its trees, there was no sound of further disturbance anywhere else. “It’s still in here—” I said. We looked through the archway at the bottom of Grafton Street and could see nothing but the little lake inside, placid water, and some slightly startled-looking swans.


    “Now what?” I said under my breath.


    The Oldest Leprechaun gestured. I looked where he pointed. At the top of Grafton Street, by Trinity College, Anna Livia had taken a stand.


    She ventured no further south. She simply raised Her hands and began speaking in Irish. And as we looked back through the archway into the Green, down toward the lake, we saw something starting to happen: water rising again—


    “The swans…!” the Eldest Leprechaun said.


    It wasn’t the regular swans he meant. These were crowding back and away from the center of the lake as fast as they could. The shapes rising from the water now were swans as well, but more silver than the normal ones, and far, far bigger. They reached their necks up; they trumpeted; they leapt out of the water, into the greenery, out of sight.


    A roar of pain and rage went up, and the Celtic Tiger broke cover and ran up out of St. Stephen’s Green into Grafton Street, down the red bricks, in full flight, with the Children of Lir coming after him fast. It may not sound like much, five swans against a tiger: but one swan by itself is equal to an armed knight on horseback if it knows what it’s doing. Five swans fighting, choreographed, in unison, are a battalion. In a city street, lined with chain stores and with plate glass everywhere, when you hear the whooping whooshing uncanny sound of swan-wings coming after you, you think: where can I hide? But five giant swans who are also four pissed-off Irish princes, and their sister, worth all the rest of them put together… if you were a tiger with any sense, you’d leave the country.


    This one didn’t have quite that much sense. Maybe it was bloated with its own sense of its power—for hadn’t it had its way all this while? Itturned, roaring with fury, and leapt back down the street toward its pursuers—


    A swan’s wing caught it full across the face. The Tiger shied back like a horse struck with a whip across the eyes, and then was battered by more wings, merciless. The Tiger turned and ran again, back the way it had been going first, around the curve in Grafton Street, with the Children in hot pursuit…and ran, in turn, right into Anna Livia.


    She reached down and picked it up, yowling and howling, like a woman picking up a badly behaved housecat. Herself turned and walked past Trinity, the flood that had been following her carefully containing itself, and she made her way north toward O’Connell Bridge, the waters roaring, the tiger roaring, the horns of frustrated drivers honking all up and down the Quays as she went. What are they seeing? I wondered, as in company with the leprechauns I followed Herself as best I could. I had a feeling that the next day there would be stories in the Irish Times about flash floods, water main breaks, anything but the truth.


    The truth was mind-bending enough, though, as we looked at the River Herself standing on O’Connell Bridge and looking north up the street.


    “Yes,” she said, and her voice rumbled against the buildings. “Yes, that’ll do nicely—”


    In her hands, as she walked up O’Connell Street, the Tiger writhed and splashed and yowled desperately to get away. But there was no escape. Slowly it was borne up the street, shoulder-high to Herself, spitting and clawing in terror, until She stood right across from the GPO. Slowly she lifted the Tiger up over her head.


    “So you would kill Old Ireland?” Anna Livia said. “You would kill yourself, for without Old Ireland, you wouldn’t be. And as we brought you about…”


    In one hard gesture she brought the Tiger down.


    “So we can end you,” She said, “or the badness in you… if we have the sense.”


    She turned and made her way back to O’Connell Bridge. Traffic was in an uproar, and Gardaí were rushing in every direction. No one noticed a guy and a few leprechauns and a little slender man in turn-of-the-century clothes standing there by the water, watching the huge woman’s shape that eased down into it again….if they saw that last at all


    “Not dead yet, boys,” She said, as she subsided gently into the water: “not dead yet.” She threw a last loving glance at Joyce.


    He took his hat back from the Eldest Leprechaun and tipped it to Herself.


    The waters closed over her again. Joyce, or his ghost, vanished as She did. Overhead, we glanced up at the sound of swans’ wings, heavy and dangerous, beating their way down the air over the river.


    And then I looked back over my shoulder, north up O’Connell Street, and had to grin. There, at the top of the Spire, impaled like a limp hors d’ouevre on a cocktail stick, and not burning at all bright—hung something green.


    


    
      

    


  


  
    



    



    



    



    And now a comic book story… sort of. There may have been other business going on here as well: looking back, I’m starting to wonder if Robert Willingden was a foreshadowing of Omnitopia’s Dev Logan. (…Meanwhile, I went through exactly the described drill with Peter’s busted Russian submarine clock. “Write what you know,” they say…)


    


    



    


  


  
    



    


    



    



    


    In The Company of Heroes


    


    


    


    


     Robert Willingden was rich, famous, and powerful. But the riches were the wrong kind, the fame bothered him, and the power wasn’t the sort he wanted. The power he did want, he had lost when he was ten, when his childhood had been stolen. And now, he thought, at last, at last, I’m going to get both of them back. 


     He’d had been holding onto that thought with all his might since he got the e-mail a week ago, the one which, after the headers, had contained only one word: “Ready.” Since then, his staff at corporate HQ had been wondering what was the matter with him—though none of them would have dared say as much to his face, not even his personal assistant Chei Hou.


    He smiled at the thought of what Chei must be doing right now. Probably she was maintaining her usual outer appearance of stereotypical serenity, while underneath cajoling, threatening or blackmailing everyone within range to find out how he’d managed to disappear. Doubtless she was finding it more difficult than she’d expected. But Rob had always suspected that there might eventually come a time when, for reasons of business or pleasure, he would need to get away completely undetected. For that purpose, years back, he’d spent some months assembling the set of documents that until the night before last had lived untroubled in his office safe.


    Lawyer Ron had helped him with this part. Lawyer Ron was a Southern-born American attorney now based in Liechtenstein, that ultimate haven for private dealings in this increasingly disclosure-friendly world. Ron’s business and the website which reflected it were ostensibly to do with specialist investment banking, which was how he and Rob had originally met, in the days when CortCorp was still a relatively small and hungry wireless-technologies firm, with only a thousand employees scattered across high-tech havens in California, Indonesia and Ireland. But once you had proceeded to a position of trust with Lawyer Ron—meaning that he knew where a few of your skeletons were hidden—then that soft drawl over the phone might tell you about various special services which Lawyer Ron did not advertise on his website. Some of his investors were eager to establish residencies or identities in other countries than their present ones. Some of his clients he helped in this way, some he left to their own devices—for Ron was a surprisingly ethical man for someone through whose hands so much money passed, and he had no truck with crooks trying to ditch the law, or dictators trying to flee their fleeced countries with billions that belonged to someone else. Once he was certain of your reasons, Ron could help you… for a price, and always with the utmost discretion.


    That was how Rob came to have the set of “extra” passports—Ron would have frowned at the term “forged”. “I always obtain my materials at source,” he’d said to Rob over the phone long ago, in the offended tone of an artist whose integrity had been called into question. The passports bore Ron’s face, but someone else’s name, and they referred to an involved backstory which Rob had been required to memorize—a whole invented history of parents, places, jobs held, a whole false life completely supported by documentation planted in a hundred places. Rob had paid high for this at the time—or had thought he had. By his present standards, the price was now peanuts, and worth every penny, at the moment when he most desperately needed to go somewhere and not be noticed.


     Normally he could have gone quite openly. Normally the excuse would have been, “I’m going to visit my money.” It would have been true. Since the GSM-using countries had started hardwiring Rob’s “Henchman” data exchange protocol into every cellphone they manufactured, CortCorp had grown to twenty times the size it had been ten years ago, and had millions of francs’ worth of sheltered investments in Switzerland and Liechtenstein. Rob dropped in fairly frequently to see his European regional managers, and make sure that things were running smoothly. But this trip, the unavoidable public ruckus that attended his arrival anywhere would have made it impossible to do what he was going there for. 


     So, this trip, he’d laid a false trail. He’d sent his second-string Learjet and his executive staff to Eleuthera, telling them that he wanted to take a week off in the sun, but he had a few last-minute things to tidy up before he left. The first-string jet, the Longhorn Lear, he had ordered unhangared and out to its “ready” stand on the civil-aeronautics side of Sea-Tac. And there it would sit for a good while yet, because Rob had called a cab to meet him several blocks from HQ, slipped out of the building through one of the two blind spots he had designed into his own security, caught first the cab and then a train to San Francisco, and at nine the next evening was on a Swissair flight to Zurich.


     To keep his cover as complete as possible, he’d flown coach…not that it was such a hardship, just this once. It was almost a treat, in some ways. Instead of being surrounded by the kind of people who usually hemmed him round—employees with important papers for him to sign, or non-employees who desperately wanted his attention and support for one project or another—now his world was bounded by seats full of businessmen who carried their own briefcases, and vacationers in sweats, and mothers with fidgeting children. When the flight attendants dimmed the lights about fifteen minutes after the takeoff, Rob relaxed almost completely. No one had recognized him so far, since the back of economy class was not a place that most people would expect Robert Willingden to be. In the darkness, with his seat light turned off, a blanket tucked up around him, and an eyeshade on, no one was now going to recognize him at all. He was a little nervous about how his documents would be treated at Zurich…but there was no point in worrying about that now. He put the thought aside.


    Besides, he had been sent a good omen. When Rob came back from using the lavatory before he settled in, walking slowly behind the drinks cart that the flight attendants were trundling up the aisle in front of him, in the seat directly behind him, spotlit by his seat-light against the darkness, he saw a small blond boy. Other kids in the plane might be squirming and screeching and trying to scheme their way out of their seat belts, but this one was completely oblivious to being strapped in. He was buried deep in the first of a pile of about twenty comic books.


     Rob smiled as he settled back into his seat and pulled the blanket up around him. As he started to put his eyeshades on, though, he stiffened in shock for just a second. Past him, in the wake of the flight attendants, lit just faintly by the blue-green light of the little LED movie screens hanging down every three rows, a shadowy figure went softly by, carrying what looked like a box.


     Rob blinked, and then saw the shape better in the light coming from between the curtains that separated the first-class galley from the rest of the plane. A male flight attendant had passed him, carrying a couple of small flats of soft-drink cans, stacked one on top of the other. Not a thief. Not something stolen…something of mine.


     Nonetheless, Rob swallowed, nervous. Now the omens had fallen both ways. There was no telling what might happen.


     Rob put his eyeshade on and did his best to sleep.


    


    *


    


    All this had begun when his favorite clock got broken—the 19th-century Thomas crystal regulator mantelpiece clock that he wouldn’t trust even his personal staff with. Rob had been going to Zürich anyway, to visit Trudi, his trusts-and-portfolio manager at Bank Julius Baer. It had suddenly occurred to Rob while he was packing that if there was anything you should be able to do in Switzerland, it was get a broken clock fixed. He had Chei make a few calls, and when he had the name of what was supposed to be the best repair place in the city—”Zeit Zone Zürich”, it was called—Rob had padded and boxed the clock up himself, and strapped it himself into the other lounge seat in the main cabin of the number-one Lear. Once Rob was finished with his business in the cold lovely Beaux-Arts building on Paradeplatz, the limo took him about fifteen minutes’ drive out into the suburbs, to a ten-foot-wide shopfront at the end of a line of stores that seemed about as close as the Swiss could get to a strip mall. Considering the place’s reputation, Rod had been expecting something ornate, in an eighteenth-century housing, like one of the high-powered watch and jewelry stores on Bahnhofstrasse. Here, though, was a mirrored plate glass window, and beside it, a couple of steps up to an aluminum and glass door: nothing more. 


    Rob had pushed the door open, stepped in, glanced around, and found that there was nowhere in particular to go. He was hemmed in by a waist-height table directly in front of him, and a chest-height counter directly to the right of him. Behind the counter a worktable was butted up against the front window and the light grey side wall. On a high stool behind the workbench sat a young blond guy with a jeweler’s loupe in his eye, carving delicately with a scalpel at some tiny piece of metal held in vise-forceps under a magnifying lamp. Sitting in front of the other, lower table-counter was an ancient lady in equally ancient furs, and she and a shop assistant in jeans and a T-shirt were examining a watch of such chaste and severe plainness that Rob thought it was probably more expensive than any mere Rolex, with or without a few carats’ worth of diamonds.


     No one had given him more than a glance when he came in. It was as if they were completely used to giant bulletproof Mercedes limos pulling up outside and emitting the presidents of multinational corporations. Maybe they were. But at this point in his life, Ron wasn’t used to this kind of treatment. His face was just too well known. All the same, he wasn’t going to make a big thing of it. He stood there quietly, waiting.


     At last the guy who had been working at the bench on that microscopic piece of metal paused in his work and stood up, turning to Rob. “Kann Ich hilfen Sie?”


     Rob’s German was not great: it didn’t have to be. He had translators for that. For a moment he considered calling his chauffeur in, then put the idea aside. “Uh, entschuldigen Sie mir bitte, Ich spreche kein Deutsch. Does anybody here speak English?”


     The man behind the counter, and the lady in the furs, both looked briefly at Rob as if he’d just arrived from Mars. Then they went back to their conversation about the watch. “Ein moment, bitte,” said the man to whom Rob had been speaking, and went through a door in the back wall of the shop, a few feet away.


     That was when Uli Siegler came out from the back of the shop. Rob had had an image of the owner of this place as some bewhiskered ancient with wrinkled eyes and careful hands. On first sight, the man in his mid-twenties, in a white polo shirt and faded blue jeans, had come as a surprise. The gray eyes were not wrinkled, but thoughtful, behind little oval spectacles, in a smooth face that looked oddly like that of William Tell on the five-franc coin—sharing the long straight nose and high forehead, but with a buzz cut above it all that might have puzzled Tell. The man’s hands were as careful as Rob had expected, though, as he reached out to take the box containing the Thomas from Rob.


     “A very beautiful timepiece,” he had said without any other preamble, putting the box down on the counter and taking out the clock. “American. Eighteen… ninety? Yes. And very sensitive to vibration, I am afraid. Was it bumped or dropped before it stopped working?”


     “Uh, yes. Not very hard. Someone fell against it at a party.”


     Uli made a tch, tch sound under his breath as he removed the lead-crystal dome over the Thomas. “Mmm, yes, I see. The escape wheel broke a tooth when it fell over. Those were always a weakness in the Thomases built in 1890: he got a bad batch of brass that year, the wheels machined then did not last long… And the entrance pallet, you see this sharp bit here that rocks back and forth to let the escape wheel move?—see how that is bent. Mm, both must be replaced. Perhaps also the crutch pin: I will test it.”


     “How long will this take?” Rob said.


     “Is the need urgent?” Uli said.


     “No, not really.”


     Uli thought. “One week, then. If you will leave me an address, I can ship it to you.”


    “Not this clock,” Rob said, maybe too forcefully.


    Uli smiled at that. “I see you are attached to it. This is good. Will you be over here for that long?”


     “Until the Monday after next.”


     “Then here is my card. If you call at the end of a week, I will have the clock ready for you.”


     Rob left the shop wondering just why it was “good” that he was attached to the Thomas.. Well, it had been his grandfather’s, the only memento he had of that cranky, kindly, good old man, forty years dead now. He was determined to take good care of it.


     As the limo had brought him back into town, he caught himself humming a song:


    


     Oh, my grandfather’s clock


     was too large for the shelf…


    


    Rob raised his eyebrows at the old memory. I guess I should have a bigger shelf made for it if I’m going to leave it out in a public area of the house, he thought. And one a little more out of the way. I don’t want it to be wrecked. …And looking a little more closely into the security for that room might be smart, too. As bad as having it get broken would be seeing it get stolen…


     …like some other things…


     The memory had dropped down around him as suddenly as night at the Equator. Dripping darkness, cold air, the acrid scent of wet, scorched oak: and a shape dodging away hurriedly through the hole the firemen had hacked in the roof the night before. A man, all in dark clothes, carrying a box…


     Rob had put the memory forcibly aside as he stepped in the door of his hotel, the Schweizerhof, considering instead where he might go that evening. He caught the slightly annoyed glance of one of his security people at the busy main street outside the hotel, and did his best to hide his grin as he went inside. Most of his staff couldn’t understand why their boss disdained the two high-priced hotels by the lake, theoretically much better ones than this. Rob knew, though, that his security people suspected the real reason. While staying at the Eden Roc or the Dolder Grand, it was impossible for Rob to slip out undetected late at night and do the thing his staff despaired of—go for a good long walk by himself in city streets, without a bodyguard. His chief of security had been going nuts about this kind of thing ever since the attack at the economic forum in Brussels by the Societé des Anarchistes de Tartes, when a protester who didn’t like ContCorp’s company’s investment policies had rushed out of the crowd and hit Rob square in the face with a very passable short-crust pie shell full of chocolate crème patissiere. For a few weeks Rob had behaved himself while his staff calmed down…but nothing his people could say was going to get Rob to change his habits this late in his life. If his number came up, piped onto a pie or scratched on a bullet, so be it. Meanwhile, late at night in the city streets was still where Rob came up with some of his best ideas; and in that way, after mornings of meetings and afternoons of negotiations, he amused himself for some days. 


    On his second Saturday morning in the city, Rob woke up to find a message on his hotel room’s voice mail: Uli’s voice, saying, “I will be done with the clock this afternoon: I will bring it to the hotel at six.” Rob’s return call to the shop just rang and rang. Maybe he’s working on it at home or something… But then Rob wondered how Uli had known which hotel to call. Maybe he saw something in the papers. That was almost certainly it. Rob couldn’t go much of anywhere without the press noticing, whether or not he was on company business and attended by the usual complement of press releases.


     At six o’clock Uli turned up almost exactly as Rob had seen him the other day, the only difference a dark suede jacket thrown over the polo shirt in a nod to the Schweizerhof’s unspoken dress code. He sat down across from Rob in the hotel’s pompous, chilly little first-floor caviar-and-champagne bar, and took the lid off the small wooden box he had set on the table. From the cotton-wool padding inside it Uli brought out the Thomas, set it down, lifted the dome, and gave one globe of the downhanging “pawnshop” pendulum a push. The pendulum began to rotate back and forth, and the clock, set for six, began to chime. 


     Rob smiled at it, then looked up again. It was a shock to see Uli looking at him. Somehow, irrationally, he had expected to see his grandfather—had expected to hear him saying, “I want you to have this…” 


     But that had been twenty years ago, before Rob’s company took off…in what now often seemed like a previous life. Rob swallowed. “Can I get you something to drink?”


     They sat there talking casually for a long while amid the white marble walls and the polished tables, and every now and then one or another of Rob’s security staff peered in the door from the lobby and went away, reassured. The conversation went in every possible direction, and Rob couldn’t remember much of it. It couldn’t have been the fault of the wine: he didn’t have that much. He did, though, remember Uli glancing up from his second glass of a Dôle red as blood, and saying, “I have been working with time for a long while. But you know this also: otherwise you would not have come to me.”


     The phrasing struck Rob as odd…and obscurely it frightened him. Many people who thought there was no end to his riches had tried to sell Rob the impossible over the past decade. He had seen more than his share of perpetual motion machines, and had been invited to bankroll several different kinds of attempted cold fusion. Rob thought he’d developed a good early-warning system for the ridiculous, and could get up in the middle of the most formal meetings and vanish when it presented itself. Yet now he sat right where he was while Uli talked. He could never remember afterwards just how the conversation got from that point to his realization that Uli claimed to be doing repairs, not merely on clocks, but on time itself.


     “Or I assist them in being made,” Uli said. “The client merely enables me to enable him to do the work. This is nothing new. There is something you wish to repair.”


     It was not a question.


     Plainly this conversation was going to surpass even Rob’s usual definition of odd. A little breath of cold passed over the back of his neck. A draft. And it’s freezing in here, with all this marble. But he didn’t succeed in convincing himself. Who is this guy? Rob thought. 


    But then—and maybe this time it was the wine, a little—he thought, Why should it matter? My people are within call. And if he tries selling the story to the National Inquirer or something, I’ll just buy the pub rights from them—


    Rob went ahead and told Uli about the theft, and all the while the fear grew in him that Uli would find it foolish, and laugh. But that grey-eyed gaze rested gravely on him, unsurprised, all the while he told the story; and when Rob ran down at last, Uli merely nodded and said, “I think you must attempt this repair.”


     Rob could now only try to hide his embarrassment by scoffing. “Oh, yeah, sure. Let’s just go back in time and put it all right.”


     “‘Right’ can look many different ways,” Uli said, not rising even slightly to the bait. “But all your life since then, it seems, has been a rage against that night, when the thief came and stole from you. It is not that much good has not come of it—but the good seems to have come to everyone else but you. You will not, what is the phrase in English, accept delivery on it.”


     “You’re going to tell me I have to ‘just let it go,’” Rob said, scathing.


     “No. I am going to tell you that you must catch it first,” Uli said. “What you do with it after that is your business. But I can put you where you can make the attempt to stop the theft. If you succeed, you can then stop walking the streets of city after city at night, looking for what you desire, and finding everything else instead. Not, as I say, that you have not done good. But it would make more sense to do it on purpose, rather than by accident.”


     Rob turned his empty wineglass around and around on the round marble table, and said nothing.


    “It is irresponsible,” Uli said, “to leave things broken when they can be repaired.”


    That was almost exactly Rob’s grandfather’s voice: stern, uncompromising. A shiver went down Rob’s back. Finally he looked up. “What’s this going to cost?” he said.


     “A great deal. But not more than you can afford, and not so much that your company directors will try to have you committed. This is about a repair, not further damage.”


     Rob sat quiet for a few moments more, while Uli drank what was left of his wine. “Payment first, I suppose,” Rob said, trying to hang onto some shred of at least sarcasm, if not control.


     “Not at all. Payment afterwards, when the repair has been tested.”


     This sounded completely unlike any scam Rob had ever been involved in. All of those had required up-front investments with lots of zeroes before the decimal point. And it was very hard to look at those gray eyes and find even the shadow of deceit in them.


     “What if it doesn’t take?”


     Uli didn’t say a word. But the look he gave Rob said, Coward! Stop stalling!


     Rob wanted to call for another glass of wine, and temporize…but the challenge in those eyes was hard to bear. Ever since his company really took off, he had been lauded everywhere as a risk-taker, a daring man. He had always known this was less true than it sounded. Now here was someone who was waiting for Rob to prove the lie.


     “…So what do I do?” Rob said.


     Uli straightened up, his expression going more neutral. “Wait,” he said. “The preparation takes some time. I will e-mail you. You should give me an address that is private to you, that others won’t see.”


     Rob reached into his pocket, pulled out a business card, felt inside his jacket for a pen, and on the back of the card scribbled down one of the five most wanted private e-mail addresses in the world. Uli took the card, read the back of it, slipped it into his wallet and got up. “I will bill you for the clock,” he said, “after you have taken it home and had a chance to let it run a while in place. I think, though, that you should move it to a place of more safety: somewhere your ex-wife cannot bump into it ‘by mistake.’”


    While Rob was still trying to think what to say to that, Uli reached down to the clock, adjusted its minute hand two minutes further along, and replaced the crystal dome over it, while the pendulum serenely spun on its axis. “Good night,” he said, and went out the door that led onto the street.


     Rob sat there looking at the clock until it chimed six-thirty.


    How did he know?!


    Shortly he glanced up and saw the waiter standing near him, curious, watching the golden gleam of the pendulum under the bright lights. Rob ordered another glass of the Fendant, and drank it slowly. Then he put the clock back in its box, took it upstairs to his suite, and the next morning, went home to wait.


    


    *


    


    And now the waiting was over. After fourteen hours of intermittent sleep and nervousness, Rob took off the eyeshades, made one more visit to the lavatory to put himself in order, and got off the plane, walking down what seemed endlessly long plate glass-walled corridors, all full of a slanting golden afternoon, to Swiss passport control. “Business or pleasure?” said the uniformed man in the glass booth as Rob handed him his passport.


    “Pleasure,” Rob said, as the control officer peered at the picture. “I’m going to Luzern.”


    The control officer gave Rob a weary aren’t-you-all? look, stamped the passport and handed it back. “Enjoy your stay.”


    And that was all. Thank you, Lawyer Ron, Rob thought, and went to reclaim his baggage. Ten minutes later he was on a train from the airport’s underground train station to the center of the city. Twenty minutes later he stepped out under the echoing, overarching roof of the Hauptbahnhof.


    Rob paused only briefly there, stopping outside the station’s main newsstand to study the tabloid-headline easels that stood outside it, while diners next door at the “sidewalk café” tables gazed at him incuriously and without recognition. The newspaper Blick would certainly have plastered the disappearance of the world’s tenth richest man all over its front page, but at present its Helvetica-Bold headlines were only shouting about some crooked financier in a money-laundering scandal. So nothing’s made it to the media yet, Rob thought. That would have been Chei’s doing. It would have offended her sense of order to have the world find out that he’d vanished before the company could find some way to cover for his disappearance. Naturally she was sensitive to what such news could do to the company’s stock price; her own several hundred thousand shares made certain of that.


    Satisfied, Rob went to the bank of phones over by the escalators that led down to the locker level and the shopping center below that. He found a one-franc piece, deposited it, and dialed the number that by now he knew by heart.


    “Hallo?”


    “I’m here,” Rob said.


    “Good. Go get some sleep. Come and meet me tomorrow at six. You have the directions?”


    “Yes.”


    “Good. Tomorrow, then.” And Uli hung up.


    Rob went out to the tram plaza next to the station, found the Number Four tram, and rode it for about a mile to where the river Limmat has only one more bridge to pass under before it pours itself all swan-laden into the lake. There Rob made his way up a narrow cobbled alley to one of the sleek little hotels that serves the Old Town, checked in, showered, and lay down on the bed, just for a little while, to stretch the kinks out of his muscles….


    


    *


    


     Their house had been one of the oldest ones in town, built in the late eighteen hundreds and then added to, again and again, over the following decades and generations, until it went straggling off into five different directions. The core of it had been a solid, stone-built edifice of two storeys, with the shop and back kitchen downstairs and the bedrooms upstairs. As the business had grown, the shop had been enlarged out toward the back, a an extension had been built out to one side, a huge storage shed erected down at the bottom of the garden: and these were added to in their turn. By nineteen twenty, Willingden Feed and Grain was the biggest grocery operation in the small city that had grown up around it. By nineteen-sixty, it was beginning to head towards decline, threatened by the supermarkets going up elsewhere in the county. But there was still a lot to do in the shop, and as soon as he got old enough, Robby had been given various jobs to do—cleaning the meat slicer, polishing the tremendous brass cash register, sweeping up in the shop, bringing up slabs of the home-cured bacon from the cold cellar. For these services he was given two dollars a week, on Friday afternoon, when the rest of the staff got paid. And when the staff went home with their pay packets, Robby ran straight down the street to Mr. Garibaldi’s newsstand, and bought comics. 


     Comics were genuinely the only thing that he and his parents disagreed about. In every other way, Robby’s parents gave him nearly everything a child could want. But to them, fantasy was suspect. Dreams were something pleasant but useless that you did while you were asleep, and the characters in the comics were to them emphatically “just made-up silliness.”


    Of course Robby knew the comic-book heroes were made up, dreams of a special kind. He wasn’t stupid. But they were the only dreams he had in color, and he treasured them. The bold terrible fire of explosions, the brilliant costumes like bright flags cracking across an otherwise grey sky—the flash of the silver underlining to Captain Thunder’s cape, as he rode the lightning crackling around him to destroy Emperor Fulgor’s evil plans one more time; his courtesy and tenderness to the beautiful Minna Whelan, who loved him but could never be trusted with the secret of his identity, or with his love, because the terrible Gift of the jealous Lightning God might destroy her—to Robby, all these things somehow made life seem worth living. It seemed to him that everything worthwhile about people—courage, certainty, truth, knowledge, honor, the right use of power—was to be found in the comics. The newspaper, that banner of reality, seemed to have nothing but bad news in it, robbery, accidents, court cases, death. Life was desperately dull in Robby’s little town, and he was only ten years old, and would be stuck there for a long time yet before he could go hunting truth and honor on his own terms. For the time being, right now, he needed heroes…


    …and then they were taken from him.


    Robby’s mother called Robby’s comics a waste of money, and actually discussed with his father whether they should stop giving him an allowance at all, if he was going to spend it on “that junk, it’s going to rot his mind, he won’t be able to tell the difference between reality and fantasy…” Robby already knew the difference all too well: reality was overhearing conversations like that one, and peering around the corner of the dining room door to see his father, his back turned, nodding slowly.


    Robby took the hint and “vanished” his complete collection of Captain Thunder up to a box up in the attic, carefully lined with a cut-up garbage bag to keep out any moisture from possible leaks, with the comics all lined up inside it, in order, each in perfect condition in its own glassine bag. He already knew what every kid eventually discovers—that adults already have so much on their minds that if you stop showing them one specific thing that bothers them, the odds are good that they’ll forget all about it in a matter of days. His mother, also, had given him the hint he needed after he got a bad mark on a math test. “This wouldn’t happen if you weren’t spending all your time on those trashy comics; don’t let me catch you reading them any more, or I’ll burn them!”


    Robby immediately made sure she would be unable to catch him reading them, by no longer doing so anywhere except in bed, under the covers, after he knew his mother was asleep—he would set his alarm on its softest setting and wake up at three AM to read, again and again, the single comic he brought down from the attic box once a week when his mom and dad were both busy downstairs in the shop, and afterwards hid in the floor space under a loose board beneath his bed. To cover himself, Robby made sure the last thing his mother saw at night was him reading a math textbook, and whenever she chanced to notice how tired he looked in the morning, she would say approvingly to his father, “Look how hard your son has been studying…!”


    And then, just as things seemed to be settling down, the attic caught fire.


    Or part of it did. It had started as a chimney fire, started by something truly idiotic: his father throwing a pizza carton onto the dining-room fireplace. It burned too hot in a chimney that hadn’t been swept in a long time, and set the built-up soot on fire. By the time the fire department got there, the chimney fire had actually gone out…but the heat of the scorching brick had set alight the old dried-out roof joists nearby, and the roof over the extension of the house was already burning merrily, the tar under the shingles melting and dripping down from the roof. To put the fire out before it got at the rest of the house, the firemen had had to chop a hole in the main attic roof and go into the side attic that way. Everything in the extension, from roof to cellar, was drenched. The whole neighborhood was standing around, wondering at the damage, by the time the firemen left.


    The main part of the house was undamaged. But now Robby found himself staring at his bedroom ceiling in the darkness. He’d lain awake for a long time, thinking about how lucky he was that the comics hadn’t been hurt. But they were still up there. At least it wasn’t going to rain tonight. He’d thought of moving them, but that would have made his mother start asking him questions—and in the present atmosphere of soot, dripping water and frayed tempers, Robby hadn’t wanted to start anything he’d regret later.


    The trouble was…he heard something. Now he realized what had awakened him. There was someone up there.


    It came to him instantly what was happening, and Robby slipped out of bed, threw on a bathrobe, opened his door silently, and went down the hall to the attic stairs. The whole town had been out there, today. Someone had seen the hole in the roof. Someone had sneaked over the back gate into the service yard and found the ladder, where it always stood by the feed shed, and right now someone was upstairs, going through their attic, seeing what he could steal…


    Robby crept up the stairs, avoided the one that creaked, opened the attic door, closed it behind him, and stood still, letting his eyes get used to the dark. Starlight and a blue-green light reflected from the sodium-vapor streetlights out behind the back gate showed him a silhouetted form: a man, moving, a man with a box in his hands. Robby’s comics box…


    “What are you doing?” Robby whispered, furious. “Put it down!”


    The man froze just for a second, looked at him, his expression impossible to read in the dark. Then he was gone, down the ladder.


    Robby rushed to the hole, yelled after him, “Stop! Thief! Mom, dad, there’s somebody up here, there’s a thief!”—but by the time the house was roused, it was too late. The man had vanished into the darkness. “What did he take?” Robby’s father had said, and when Robby wailed, “My comics!”, his mother had said “Is that all? What a relief that’s all he had time for. But why would anyone do that? It’s not like they’re worth anything.”


    “A collector,” Robby said, already beginning to drown in grief. “Captain Thunder number one is worth fifty dollars now…”


    His mother looked over at the burnt, dripping roof joists. “Oh, don’t be silly. There are much more valuable things up here…”


    “It’s downstairs he had his eye on, more likely,” Robby’s father said. “Probably he was going to try to get down into the shop from the inside, and break into the cash register or the safe. Instead, when you startled him, he just grabbed the first thing he could lay hands on and ran off.” He gripped Robby’s shoulder. “Good job, son. We’ll get that roof fixed first thing in the morning…”


    They went back to their beds, and sent Robby back to his own. But there was no more sleep for him that night, and no more joy, ever. They were blind to the dreams that had been in the box, blind to the joy that those dreams had brought him…and now the dreams were gone. 


    For a week’s worth of mourning he tried to tell his mom or his dad how he was hurting…but they couldn’t understand. You’ll get over it, you’ll feel better in a while, it’s nothing important…was all he heard. After a while, when Robby bought new comics and found they didn’t make him happy any more, because he was afraid they too might get stolen, he started to wonder if they were right. Eventually, a few months later, with a final sob of the soul, he gave up, and walled the pain away in the back of his mind, along with the old joy he had felt in the company of heroes. There his childhood ended. Rob turned all his attention to the kind of dreaming that seemed to please his dad and mom—the kind that showed him how to build practical, useful things. Over time he and his work became very useful indeed, to millions of people. His dad had died very pleased with him. So had his grandfather, who had given him the clock. You were always good at taking care of things, the old man had said a few weeks before he died. You’ll take good care of this— Robby hadn’t contradicted him, briefly remembering the one thing that had really mattered to him, the thing he hadn’t been able to protect. Now, though, he stood again in the attic, looking at the place in the shadows where the box had been, a long time ago, and he thought: If I can just beat the thief there…


    …I can save the box.


    Uli was there too, looking at him, grey-eyed, businesslike, but with that hint of edge about the eyes, like steel, sharpened. He said, …But you know this also: otherwise you would not have come to me again.


     This is a repair I think you must make.


     It is irresponsible to leave something broken when it can be fixed—


    


    *


    


     Rob woke up with a sudden terrible shock, one of those falling-out-of-bed sensations that leaves you with your heart racing as you stare at the ceiling. Diffuse, warm sunlight lit the white-walled hotel room and glanced off the Miro print over the head of the bed: afternoon light. I dozed off for just a few moments, he thought. But when he looked at his watch, he saw that the calendar had clicked over one. It was tomorrow.


    —and I’m going to be late if I don’t get going!


     He showered and dressed and caught the Number Four tram back up to the Hauptbahnhof, pausing only long enough to look at the easels in front of the newsstand again. Today they were shouting about the licensing of a new brothel in the city, but there was nothing about the disappearance of Robert Willingden. Rob grinned and went out into the April morning again, back to the tram stand, where he caught the Number Twelve tram to the suburbs.


     About twenty minutes later, the tram slid humming to a stop in front of the neighborhood’s post office. Rob got out and walked east to the curve in the road, bore right around it past the CoOp grocery store, where an orange-coated employee was bringing in the metal racks that displayed plants and potting soil outside during the day, and made his way two doors down to Uli’s shop.


    Uli met him at the door, let him in, locked the door behind him and turned the front-of-shop lights off. From the back room, cool light spilled through the door. “This way,” Uli said.


    Beyond that door lay a prosaic, linoleum-floored, gray-walled, windowless workshop lit by a pair of downhanging fluorescent tubes. Plain pinewood workbenches, each with its own magnifying lamp and all perfectly tidy, were lined up all around the walls. The one nearest the door had a PC and monitor sitting on it, the monitor showing what looked like a display from some spreadsheet software, possibly the shop’s accounts. The other workbenches all had delicate tools hung on pegboards up above them, and clocks of every kind sat on the work surfaces, the shelves, or, in the case of the various grandfather and grandmother clocks, on the floor, awaiting repair.


    My grandfather’s clock was too tall for the shelf…so it stood forty years on the floor… sang a child’s nervous voice in Rob’s head. He tried to ignore it as he looked at the other clocks hanging on the walls, ones that seemed to be working fine—case clocks, antique civic clocks, and a giant version of the beautiful black-and-white Bauhaus SBB railway clock with the “hovering” red-dot second hand that pushed the minute hand over on reaching the 12: next to that, also black and white, an over-jeweled Felix-the-Cat clock with eyeballs that glanced from left to right and back again in time with the pendulum tail: clocks with simple and ornate faces above every kind of pendulum imaginable—discs, mostly, though near the door Rob saw one with a silver crescent moon at the pendulum’s end. And, back in the shadows between two wall-mounted cupboards, with a pair of massive pinecone weights dangling below it, hung a mahogany-and-ebony cuckoo clock covered with more carved scrollwork, antlers, acanthus leaves and other beautifully graven garbage than Rob had ever seen in his life.


     “First one of those I’ve seen here,” Rob said, as Uli went over to one of the desks and rolled what looked like a gray steel typist’s chair away from it toward the middle of the room.


     Uli grunted. “German,” he said, and went to the other side of the room to pull a red metal toolchest on wheels over beside the chair. “I would not have it here, but unfortunately the tourists expect them.”


     “I thought they all came from here,” Rob said.


     Uli gave him an ironic look. “Given the choice to either make cuckoo clocks or Rolexes,” he said, “which would you make? Those things come from the Black Forest…and meanwhile, Orson Welles has a lot to answer for. Sit down.”


     Rob sat down while Uli pulled the top drawer of the chest open, revealing a number of white paper packages about two inches square. Rob suddenly realized that what he had mistaken for a toolchest was actually a medical crash cart, and besides the white paper packages, that top drawer was packed with soft foam cut out to hold numerous syringes and vials. Rob looked nervously at these as Uli picked up one of the paper packages and peeled it open, revealing a round self-stick electrode pad with a trailing wire. Rob found that he had begun to shiver. He hoped Uli would think it was anticipation. “You said you were going to tell me how this works…”


     “Ach, there I would come up against the language barrier,” Uli said as he parted Rob’s hair toward the back and touched the electrode into place: Rob felt a brief sting of cold from the lubricant on the pad. “You of all people should know how it is. Talk tech to the nontechnical, it just muddies the waters.” Uli peeled another electrode and chose another spot, put the contact in place. “The mind knows the time. The heart knows the place. Everything else is engineering.”


     “Oh, come on. That’s just too New Age and fuzzy. There must be more to going back in time than just using the mind and the heart.”


     “Hold still. The spatial dislocation is handled by limbic and subcortical keleological transit processes,” Uli said, putting another electrode in place at the base of Rob’s skull. “Does that sound better to you? And if it does, why? All instrumentality or intervention useful to humans in this world can at base be classified in one of three ways: as science, magic or chicken soup. There is no special virtue in science when one of the others will do as well. To prefer it all the time is snobbery. Though in this case it is valid enough: you think the mind and the body are two different things? Where one goes, the other must follow, assuming there are no unresolved issues to interfere. But anyway, it is not back in time you go,” Uli said. “It’s forward.”


     Rob’s eyes widened. “Uh, listen, Uli…”


     “It is the same thing,” Uli said, unconcerned, as he fastened on the last electrode. “You cannot change the way the river flows. Time can only go forward: it is no good as time otherwise. You will just go all the way around, until you come out behind the originating time instead of in front of it. Is this a problem for you?”


     Rob blinked. “It seems a long way out of the way, I guess…”


     “The only way to get where you are going,” Uli said, “cannot be out of your way. By definition.” He checked the last connection. “Ready?”


     Rob looked around him, carefully, so as not to dislodge the wires. “Is that all?”


     Uli consented to smile just a little. “You want flashing lights? Machines that make big impressive noises like overheating engines when they run? Unfortunately I must disappoint you.” He went over to the PC on its desk by the wall, checked it, tapped briefly at its keyboard, did something with its mouse, clicked a couple of times, and then walked carefully once right around Rob, checking the big blind free-standing cabinets there.


     “It’s a car battery in there, right?” Rob said, looking at the metal toolchest. “And tomorrow morning there’s going to be a big headline in Blick: Billionaire Victim of Homebrew Electroshock Treatment.”


     “Too many words for Blick. Still… ‘homebrew,’” Uli said. “I wonder how they will translate that into German? Probably they will just say ‘homebrew.’ We usually find other languages’ neologisms cooler than our own.” He looked at Rob, and his expression said tch, tch. “You are a very reasonable man,” Uli said. “The problem is, now you must go where reason will not take you. That, you must let go.”


     The tone had turned just briefly stern again, showing that glint of steel at the edge. Rob swallowed, feeling a sudden resonance in his mind, in his bones, between this moment and some other. Everything abruptly went uncertain. “I’ve done this before, haven’t I,” he said.


    Uli simply looked at him. Why did he seem so unsurprised by what I told him? Rob wondered. How did he—


    Otherwise you would not have come to me again, memory said.


    Rob blinked. Again?…


    But a second later, the world steadied itself once more. Just déjà vu, Rob thought. I’ve had it a hundred times before…


     Just never in a situation like this.


     I think…


     Uli crumpled up the electrode-peelings and put them in a small garbage can by one of the workbenches, then picked up a dishtowel and came back to Rob, standing in front of him. “Now the final warning,” Uli said, coming around in front of Rob again and wiping the electrode-lubricant off his hands. “I told you this before, but no one believes me until we get to this point. So I tell you again. The past is amber: a solid. The odds that you will be able to change anything, to free anything from the amber and bring it back, are a million to one. If that is the point of your travel, I must remind you of this now.”


     Rob frowned. We’ll see about that, he thought. “I’m going anyway.”


     “Of course you are. Everyone does.” Uli shrugged. “So, go well. And now, think about where and why you go.” He turned. “When you get back, would you like a coffee?”


     “Uh, yes, thank you.”


     Uli went out and shut the door behind him. Rob waited for a shock, a buzz…but nothing happened. Finally, because doing anything else would force him to admit to himself that he’d been had, Rob sat back in the typing chair, closed his eyes, and thought about why he was going.


    


    *


    


     The where took no time at all. The first thing he noticed was the faint clean scent that he hadn’t smelled in thirty years. Rob opened his eyes in the dark and looked around him. He was standing in the back yard, down by the gigantic quince bush that had always threatened to take over the whole area around the back gate where the store’s trucks parked. It was in flower, the peach-colored blossoms now bluish-pale in the starlight and the light of the mercury vapor streetlight beyond the high chain-link gate. Up at the top of the slight rise on which they stood, the house and store loomed dark. Everything was silence. 


     Except for a slight rustling in the bushes near where the ladder hung against the feed-shed wall.


     Aha, Rob thought, and smiled grimly in the darkness, his fists balling at the sound. He stepped toward it, stopped. “You have till the count of three,” he said, “to get your sorry ass out of here before I call the cops. One—”


     Nothing.


     “Two—” Rob paused. “Buddy, you don’t know about Sergeant McCallister down at the precinct, do you? He really likes taking suspects into that back room, and—”


     A man’s shape all in dark clothes erupted out of the bushes, running helter-skelter for the gate. He swarmed up it, over it, dropped to the far side, and ran.


     Rob stood there waiting for the sound of footsteps to vanish down the back alley. Then he turned, looking at the house. There was a growing tumult in his head that he was having trouble understanding, but one thought came clear through it: I just want to see them. Just want to know they’re still there.


     Silently Rob unhooked the ladder from the side of the feed shed and went up the hill with it, past the parked trucks, up the old stone stairs to the house. Very quietly he extended the ladder, and went up it carefully: a fall here would be bad.


    The hole in the roof gaped before him. Rob braced himself carefully against the shingles there, stepped in.


    Darkness. But he was used to being in here in the dark…and he knew, better than anything, the exact location of the thing he had come for.


    The box was there, on the floor, behind a pile of other boxes. Rob knelt down in front of it, reached out to it, eased the top flap open. The special smell of the glassine envelopes floated up to him. He reached out in the dim starlight coming through the hole in the roof and reached out to touch the edge of Captain Thunder Number One…


     Something hit him from behind, knocked him flat.


    Rob went face down on the plywood covering the rafters, only a few feet from where the flooring stopped entirely and he would have gone straight down through his own bedroom ceiling. A second later someone was pummeling his back, his neck, the back of his head. “You bastard!” a small voice whispered in fury. “Leave them alone! Leave my comics alone! They’re all I have!”


    Rob rolled sideways, away from where the rafters went bare, back toward the piled-up trunks and boxes in the dark. The small violent attacker fell off his back, scrambled to its hands and knees at the same time Rob did, stared him in the face.


     It was Robby. Was I really that skinny? Rob thought. Did I really think that buzz-cut looked good on me? But the small figure in striped pajamas and bathrobe was glaring at him in utter rage, and questions of how he’d looked when he was ten now withered in the glare.


     “I dreamed this happening, just a little while ago,” the boy whispered. “I kept waking up and falling asleep again all night, and I dreamed it different ways. Once the other guy just went out with them. I yelled, but he got away. This time the other guy ran away, and you came in instead. But you just want to steal them, too, and I won’t be able to stop you, and it’s going to be the same! It’s always going to be the same! Why did you make it this way?!” Robby was crying now, but in no way did it take the edge off his rage. “What kind of bastard keeps trying to steal some kid’s comic books?”


    Rob started to answer. “You’ve got it all wrong,” Rob whispered. “That wasn’t me! I came here to—” Steal them before the other guy did? he thought. Boy, he’s not going to like the sound of that—


     And then Rob fell silent as, in memory, this scene in which he stood re-presented itself to him another way, in memory…as if he was seeing it all happen from a slightly different angle. That dark shape escaping out the hole in the roof, with the box under his arm—this time Robby saw a profile. It had been a stranger’s face to Robby then.


    But it was not strange to Rob now, for he saw it every morning in the mirror.


    He reeled. I did steal them first…at least once.


     Why didn’t I remember this before? Because I hadn’t made it happen yet?


    Or maybe now I have…and my memory is of the world I made. And the me I made…


    “Oh, my God,” Rob said softly as he knelt there, and he hid his face in his hands. He had very little time. It would only take a few minutes for his dad and mom to hear what was happening, and get up here.


     What will I do…?!


     How many times have I been in this moment?…


     Lots, probably. I have enough money to do it again and again.


     But how many times have I screwed it up?


    He would have thought that once you’d repaired time, you shouldn’t have been able to remember how it had been broken. But apparently if you stood at the right spot, you could. Memories were tangling and writhing in Rob’s head like a nest of snakes, images and realities jostling one another, trying to push one another out of place. Here, at the nexus moment, they were all accessible. Unresolved issues, Uli had said….


     But these are what I came for. What I’m going to be paying millions of dollars to reach. I don’t want to just see them. I want to take them back with me. I want to save them. That’s what all this is about—


     He rubbed his eyes, let his hands fall. “Robby, listen to me,” Rob said. “Let me have them. I can take them where they’ll always be safe.”


     “What’s the use of them being safe if I can’t have them?” Robby said, anguished.


     “But you will have them. I’m you.”


     “You’re not me now! And I don’t care about having them when I’m old! I care about having them now! I need them now!” His voice choked up. “I dreamed you too. I don’t want to be the me I’m going to be if I have to lose these! I don’t want to be you!”


     Rob fell silent, unable to think of anything to say to that.


     Except, eventually:


     Neither do I.


     That’s what all this is about.


     Downstairs, Rob’s parents’ bedroom door creaked. His and Robby’s heads both turned.


     Do it now, said a voice in the back of his mind. Take them. Run. It’ll be what happened. And Captain Thunder will be safe with you.


     Rob stared at the box.


     What kind of bastard steals comic books from a kid? said another voice.


     Rob put his hands on the box again, one on either side. He had never felt anything as utterly as he now felt this plain smooth cardboard against his skin. Inside the box, all the color, all the joy, a whole childhood lost, seemed to boil and seethe like a cartoned volcano.


     If you don’t take them now…you won’t be you, said one of the voices in his head. Beware…


     Footsteps started to come up the stairs. Rob’s eyes met Robby’s.


     Rob tried to swallow the lump in his throat, failed. “Captain Thunder,” Rob said with difficulty, “would never steal. Not even from Emperor Fulgor.”


     Very slowly, Robby’s eyes began to shine with something besides repressed tears.


     Rob got hurriedly to his feet, blinking. He made his way to the hole in the roof, stepped out of it, found the first step of the ladder. He heard the attic door open. Rob went down the ladder too fast, blinking hard, unable to see where he was going in the dark. It wasn’t supposed to go this way, he thought, as he misstepped, and fell—


    


    *


    


     The crash shook every bone in him. Rob sat up too suddenly, and immediately felt woozy. There were workbenches all around him, and pegboards on the walls: and the noise hadn’t been him falling after all—just the sound of something in the workshop blowing up.


     “Come on, now,” Uli’s voice said. “Sit up. That is right. Here is your coffee.”


     Bleary, Rob reached out and took the plain white ceramic coffee mug. The stuff in it was brewed darker than he usually liked it, but it was also half milk: he drank it down greedily. When Rob finished, he looked around and saw Uli kneeling by the red metal crash cart, poking at its innards with a resigned expression and making that tch, tch sound again. “Oh my, “ Uli said, “that was the equivocator.”


     “Will it take long to fix?”


     “The time machine will be working again by last week,” Uli said, standing up, “if I can get the parts.” He smiled that seldom smile at Rob again. “See, now, who says the Swiss have no sense of humor.”


     It didn’t seem to be a question. “So,” Uli said. “It is as I told you. yes? Bringing things back…is usually impossible.”


    Rob looked for somewhere to put the mug. Uli took it from him, and they both noticed the way his hands were shaking. “Yes,” Rob said. “Physical things, anyway.”


    Uli looked at him thoughtfully, and nodded. “Yes. Meantime, the tram back to the Hauptbahnhof will be along in a few minutes. So: are you satisfied?”


     Rob wasn’t sure what to answer. Yet he felt better than he had for a long time before he left: more cheerful—somehow more whole. Why? I didn’t get what I came for.


     But he had gotten something else instead. “Yes,” he said.


     “We will see,” Uli said. “I will bill you for the repair after you return home and have some time to see whether it is complete. Meanwhile, I suggest you contact your staff tonight. Your company is about to announce that they have mislaid you, and if that happens, the stock price will suffer, which will in turn impair both my fee and your ability to pay it.”


     Rob drank the coffee for a few moments, thinking, then stood up. “Why do you need to charge a fee at all?” he said. “With this technology, you could be richer than I am.”


     Uli sniffed, an amused sound. “I do not need the fee,” he said. “But if you did not pay what the trip was worth to you, you would get no result. Now hurry: the tram comes in two minutes.”


     He walked Rob toward the door. One last glance Rob got of the workshop as they left it—a closer look at the unusual clock hanging on the wall near the doorway, the one with the pendulum like a crescent moon. As Rob went by it, he saw he had been wrong about the crescent shape. It was not a moon. It was a scythe, the inner edge glinting with the grey of sharpened steel.


     At the door on the street, Rob paused. “Are you for real?” he said. “Is this place for real? Or will you just vanish when I go?”


     Uli made that amused sniff again. “Without me, there is no reality,” he said. “But meanwhile, one must make a living. You will not need me in this mode again. But if one of your clocks breaks—“ He shook Rob’s hand. “Auf wiedersehen.”


     Rob went around the corner to catch the tram.


    


    *


    


     Half an hour later he called his office from the Hauptbahnhof, and spent some time sweet-talking Chei into forgiving him. The next morning, the second-string Lear was sitting in a civil-aviation slot at Kloten, and Chei met him at its door with his proper passport and a pile of paperwork. By that evening they were home, back at HQ: and when the ruckus had settled down and everyone left him alone at last, Rob went to the safe to put his bogus passport away.


     The click of the safe’s opening sounded odd, muted. As the door swung open, he saw why.


    It was almost completely full of stacked glassine envelopes.


     His hands trembling, Rob reached in to the top of the left-hand stack and drew the envelope out. Inside it was a dramatic splash of grey and silver against a sky full of clouds and lightning, and a heroic face, smiling, half-hidden under the silver helmet: Captain Thunder, issue one.


     Rob sat down shakily at his desk, slipped the comic out of the envelope and laid it carefully on the blotter. He read it, cover to cover, as twilight settled down outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. The old, old joy came up from the page to meet him, as if it had never been gone.


     But now it had never been gone….


    Trembling, Rob turned the last page over, and the single piece of white notepaper lay revealed between the last page of small ads and the back cover. The printing at the top of the page said WILLINGDEN FEED AND GRAIN: at the bottom, it said Call HArmon 180. 


    And between these, someone had written, Thanks for everything.


     Carefully Rob closed Issue One and pushed it aside. Then he put his head down in his hands and cried for what he’d lost that he’d suddenly got back again—


    — not the comics.


    


    
      

    


  


  
    



    



    



    



    I think it was in Wizards at War that chocolate starts to become the core of a running gag in the Young Wizards universe—where the redoubtable Carmela Rodriguez, sister of wizard Kit Rodriguez and would-be galactic personal shopper, faces down a heavily armed crowd of aliens with a bar of Valrhona Caraïbe Grand Cru single-estate … and triumphs. (Oh, all right, she was carrying an energy weapon too… but it was the chocolate that made the difference.) This story continues playing with the joke. Among other things.


    



    


  


  
    


    


    



    


    


    Theobroma


    


    


    


     The bells, the bells: the sound of them brought him very slowly out of a dream, and he cursed under his breath as he woke up, because he knew it was one of those dreams he was never going to be able to recover no matter how he tried. Ken cursed harder as he rolled over and realized that “the bells” were nothing more than the “real ring” ringtone he’d downloaded for the phone last week. He was bored with it already. And how bored is everybody else? he thought, as he levered himself more or less upright and fumbled around on the dressing table, wincing at the sunlight streaming in through the bedroom window and trying to find the PDA-phone without opening his eyes a millimeter wider than he had to.


     There was a thump as it fell onto the rug by the bed: he’d left the “vibrate” setting on at the club last night, and now the thing had walked itself off the table. Ken started to bend over to pick it up, and then the throbbing in his head warned him that bending over right now was not a good idea.


     Ooh, too many Caipirinhas, he thought. And when am I going to learn that any Caipirinhas is too many for me? Meanwhile, the phone lay there on the rug, ringing away.


    Ken moaned. “Will you just come here, please?” he said in the Speech.


     The phone leapt into his hand. Because you ask nicely… it said.


     “I always ask nicely,” Ken muttered, fumbling for the right button. “Hello?”


     “You need to get your butt down here,” Malesha’s voice said.


     “What?? Are you kidding? You said today was an off day for me!”


     “That was before today turned into the nightmare it’s presently becoming,” Malesha said.


    The fact that she sounded perfectly calm did nothing for Ken’s temper. Malesha always sounded that way, even if the roof was falling in (which had happened last week) or Earth was being invaded by giant alien talking squid (the week before). It was infuriating. “This is not fair to me!” Ken said, swinging his legs out from under the covers, as he already knew what the end result of this conversation was going to be.


    “‘Fair’,” Malesha said, “and our career choice—” —that being the code word used in the office for the practice of wizardry, when there were nonwizards around—“are usually mutually exclusive, as you know. Your client’s going to be here in eleven minutes. You be here in ten.”


    “Oh, come on—!” Ken said. But it was too late: she’d hung up on him.


    He scowled at the phone.


    Not my fault, it said. Don’t shoot the messenger!


    “I could be tempted,” Ken said, and tried to sit up straight. Then he put the phone down in a hurry and put his head in his hands. “Oooooh…”


    Better take an aspirin, the phone said.


    “You are a personal digital assistant,” Ken said, straightening up again to find out how it felt. It felt awful. Nonetheless, he stood up, and only wobbled once. “Not a paramedic! Unfortunately. Because that’s what I need.”


    Self-pity looks bad on you, the phone said as Ken staggered into the bathroom.


    “My face looks bad on me,” Ken muttered, glancing just once at the mirror, and away again, in a hurry. “Just shut up and let me get on with pulling together the shattered fragments of my life.”


    The phone remained mercifully silent. Ken turned on the shower and waited for the water to come up to heat, while his thoughts ran in small tight circles and his brain tried to get itself going. She was really pretty last night. What was her name? Angela? Something with an A.


    Steam started to rise. Ken started rooting around for his razor, which as usual was hiding at the bottom of a basket of men’s grooming products. Then he straightened up again, leaving it where it was, as “ten minutes” meant designer stubble again this morning. “What was her name?” Ken said to the phone as he pushed the shower curtain aside and got into the tub.


    Who?


    “You know perfectly well who. The brunette, last night. The one in that little red—you know, the dress thing—” Though it hadn’t exactly been a dress. It definitely had been little. “You know, with the real high—”


    It’s hard to be sure. There were so many ladies you were drooling over last night.


    “Oh, great,” Ken muttered, “first you’re an EMT and now you’re my mother. Give it a rest.”


    Six minutes now…


    “Come on, what was her name?”


    If she was so hot, you’ll remember yourself. Myself, I think she deserves better.


    “I deserve better than your value judgments,” Ken muttered, squeezing his eyes shut and pushing his face up into the stream of theoretically hot water. “I’m going to trade you in for a number 2 pencil and a notepad.”


    You kidding? Not even the Powers that Be can read your handwriting.


    Ken fumbled for the soap in silence, considering that this was probably true. “What’s it about?” he said, finding the soap and getting busy with it.


    ‘It’ what?


    “Whatever Mal’s calling about.”


    Chocolate, the PDA said.


    Ken’s eyes flew open, regardless of the water and the hour of the morning. “You interest me strangely.”


    Heh, said the PDA.


    “What about chocolate?”


    Please! Not while you’re washing there.


    And not another word would the PDA say on the subject, not even when Ken was out of the shower and dried and dressed and running down the stairs from his little studio apartment. He never bothered with the elevator on the way out to work in the morning: not even a wizard would willingly deal with getting stuck in the elevator this time of day. There were just too many possible complications, and though most people wouldn’t normally notice wizardry even if you did it right under their noses, there was no point in taking unnecessary chances.


    Meanwhile, he was happy enough to let the PDA play out its little drama: first of all because no one was any too sure about Manual sentience issues in these new portable formats—they were all still in beta—and besides, the walk from Ken’s place was short, and the peace and quiet gave him a few extra minutes to enjoy his coffee on the way to work. He swung into the Korean place on the corner, and Kim the counter guy had his coffee ready as usual. Ken put down his buck on the counter, picked it up, and was out the door again, slurping the bitter coffee through the patented scald-yourself-regardless top and speedwalking westward toward the corner of Forty-eighth and Park.


    He paused there at the Waldorf’s northwest corner in the hazy spring sunshine to wait for the light along with eight or ten other people, his gaze resting half-consciously on the scarlet and chrome-yellow tulips in the median. His place might be hardly more than the size of a walk-in closet, but it was perfect for a city wizard who preferred a short commute: three minutes’ walk from the nearest Food Emporium, five minutes from the office, and ten minutes’ walk from the worldgates at Grand Central. The light changed, and he charged across in company with the office ladies in sneakers and the suits with their little razor-thin briefcases, meanwhile hunting for that babe’s name. She had been hot, indeed well beyond hot. Brunette: Ken preferred them—anyone willingly bucking the blonde trend these days was worth investigating. Didn’t begin with an A, he thought. It was a C. Celeste—Celine—


    First letter, the PDA said. Sounds like—


    Ken opened his mouth, then (saved again by reflex) fumbled in his jacket pocket for the phone’s mike/earpiece, stuck it in his ear. “Don’t taunt me,” he said to the dead earpiece. “It’s cruel, and it speeds up entropy.”


    The PDA snickered. Ken grinned. Mobile phones made this particular aspect of wizardry so much easier: you could “talk to yourself” all you liked in the streets, these days, and no one could tell telepathy from telephony. ‘Begins with a C’, the PDA said. How often has that been true lately?


    “I’m batting at least .150.”


    But not in any league that matters. Two minutes, the PDA said.


    Ken broke into a trot again. Even if I’m not dead on time, I can at least look like I’m out of breath— But he was already close enough that he was going to have a hard time getting that breathless. Even from here he could see the sign over the brownstone’s cellar door: HIGHRISE EMPLOYMENT. He had never been able to find out to his satisfaction where the blame for the terrible joke lay: Malesha and Tik took turns blaming each other, leaving Ken to suspect that it was both of them.


    He thumped down the stairs and paused to look in through the little barred window before opening the door: their quarters were tight, and there was almost always someone standing right where you would whack the door right into the small of their back. But he could see only one person inside, this morning: an attractive brunette lady, wearing a charcoal-gray skirtsuit, leaning on the counter that separated the office proper from the “front of house”.


    Ken opened the door carefully, slipped in sideways—the space between the door and the counter was limited—and smiled at the brunette, upgrading her from “attractive” to “extremely attractive”, despite her worried expression. At the sound of the door shutting, out of the back office popped Tik. Tikram was one of those people who looked like he should have been a star in some obscure Bollywood-movie romance: tall, slender, dark, with close-cropped hair, handsome aquiline features and deep liquid eyes. He could have been called pretty if he wasn’t so aggressively muscled: it had occurred to Ken that the two factors possibly had something to do with one another.


    “Ah, the token native arrives,” Tik said under his breath, and took the half-finished coffee out of Ken’s hand. “You still drinking this stuff? You astound me.” He took a slug himself, and as he finished, whispered, “Just in time. She’s on the poke this morning.”


    On cue, Malesha came out of their tiny back room with an armful of files, looking as usual like a cranky Nefertiti, with her tight, beaded cornrows up in an Hérmès scarf. The blazer and pants suit, unusual for a woman whose normal fashion modes were native African or tweaked punkette, suggested that Malesha had something high-tension scheduled for the morning. So did the residue of some recent wizardry hanging about her, which Ken could practically smell as that kind of lightning-scent that was unique to her.


    “I’ve got an appointment uptown,” she said to Ken, reaching over the counter to push the files into his hands. “And this lady has a problem…”


    So did everybody who walked in their door. The question was always, was it going to be a problem better handled with an employment database and the Internet, or with wizardry?—because other wizards all over the metropolitan area referred problem interventions over here, but always under cover of the kind of help that you would normally expect to get at a more normal employment agency. Ken juggled the files into the crook of his left elbow and put out a hand for the lady to shake. “Ken Moorman,” he said. “How can we help you?”


    “Miz Cruzeiros here has had an unexpected vacancy in her business,” Malesha said, “and she needs to fill it in a hurry. I’m sorry to make you tell the story twice,” she said, smiling winningly at Ms. Cruzeiros, “but sometimes in this weather our staff have difficulty making it in on time. Ken, before you get started, can I have two seconds…?”


    She steered Ken away for a moment and lowered her head by his. “I think something may be missing from her kitchen,” she said. “Check it out and let me know if I’m right.”


    He had a feeling she would be: Malesha was an unusually accurate seer, even by wizardly standards. “And you’re not going to beat me up for being late?”


    “I’ll do that later,” she said. “First things first. Get busy.”


    Ken turned back to Ms. Cruzeiros, smiled at her, and nodded toward the one little desk on the “client” side of the counter, the sum total of their public space. “Please, sit down,” he said, making his way to the other side of the desk and putting the files out of harm’s way. This is what you get, he thought, for letting yourself be snookered into agency work. You could have gone it alone, practiced quietly between jobs and slept late whenever you liked. But no, you had to let your local Advisory talk you into this multiple-wizard gig. “It’ll be good for you,” he said. “It’ll be a challenge.” Yeah, well it’s time I called him and said, Carl, mostly what it’ll be is a big fat pain in the—


    “I’m sorry,” Ms. Cruzeiros said, looking around her a little dubiously and not sitting down. “When I told my lawyer that I needed to find an agency temp for my staff, I thought he understood that I meant a catering agency temp—”


    “We handle catering,” Ken said, putting the papers down to one side and pulling the computer’s keyboard over. Starting to use a computer as if you actually had useful something stored in it was, he’d found, a good way to calm the antsier clients down, the ones who were sold on postmodern furniture and floor-to-ceiling windows as signs of a successful business. “We’re extremely well connected: I placed a sous-chef at Termagant & Co. just last week. Please sit down and let me know how we can help you.”


    Ms. Cruzeiros put her eyebrows up at that: T&C was the hottest restaurant in town right now, having lasted in that position for more than the usual three days. But then maybe a restaurant where you go expecting to have the staff yell at you was always going to do well in this town, Ken thought. Can’t wait for these “themed” places to go away…


    “Well,” Ms. Cruzeiros said. “We— I run a chocolate store down in the Village. Theobroma—maybe you’ve heard of it?”


    It was Ken’s turn to put the eyebrows up. “Who hasn’t? Best chocolate south of Union Square. A friend of mine gave me some of the lemon cream eggs last Easter. They were dynamite.”


    Ms. Cruzeiros nodded, somehow looking more tired than pleased at the compliment. “Thanks. Unfortunately I’ve lost my chocolatier at short notice. I need to find another.”


    Ken nodded, opening up the in-house jobseeker database to see if they had anybody suitable on it. “Is this going to be a long-term placement,” he said, “or are you just looking for someone to hold the space until your employee returns?”


    For a moment there was no answer. Ken looked up from his typing and saw that Ms. Cruzeiros was blushing furiously. And fury did indeed seem to be the cause: her face had gone both grim and strangely tragic in the space of about a second. It looked to Ken as if she was struggling with some uncomfortable decision. Finally she said, “Long-term.”


    “All right,” Ken said, turning his attention back to his typing, and thinking, Oh boy, here we go: there was personal stuff going on… A screenful of names came up—a mixed bag of bakers, patissiers and other allied trades. “There are some possibilities here,” he said. “People who’ve done chocolate work as well as general patisserie. How does that sound?”


    “I don’t know,” Ms. Cruzeiros said, and now looked more tragic than furious. “I never really assumed I’d be in this kind of situation: I didn’t think I’d ever have to replace R—my chocolatier. He was so perfect for the job that I’d completely let the issue go out of my mind…”


    “Maybe,” Ken said, “if you’d let me come down to your establishment and have a look around, I’ll be able to get a better handle on what’s actually needed.”


    Ms. Cruzeiros looked surprised by that. “Would you do that? I mean, I appreciate it, it’s very kind of you if you have the time, but I mean, isn’t it a little unusual—?“


    “Not at all,” Ken said. “If it helps us get the placement right for you, it’s time well spent.” He looked up as Malesha came out from the back room with yet another pile of files, which she handed to Tik. “Boss,” he said, knowing perfectly well what the answer was going to be, “can I be spared for an assessment run?”


    “Sure,” Malesha said, “no problem. Tikram will hold the fort till you’re free again. Call in when you’re done.”


    Ken nodded and got up. I think something’s missing in her kitchen, Malesha had said. Meaning something besides the chocolatier— So what else is missing…?


    He pulled his the courier bag he used as a briefcase out of the bottom desk drawer and ushered Ms. Cruzeiros out. There was an empty yellow cab just coming down the street toward them as they stepped up onto the sidewalk—that was Tik’s doing: of the three of them, Tik had the best relationship with the wizardries that affected the mechanical world, and empty taxis would hunt him down in blizzards or the pouring rain. Ken pulled the cab’s door open, saw Ms. Cruzeiros comfortably seated, then went around to the other side and got in.


    “Eighth and Jane,” she said to the cabbie, as Ken pulled his door closed. The cab took off with a lurch. “We’re a very small business,” Ms. Cruzeiros said, putting her own bag down between her feet as she belted herself in. “And though we have a loyal following, in this market we don’t dare do anything that’s going to endanger that.” She ran one hand through her hair, looking fretful. “Even if I had a new chocolatier on site this afternoon, it’d still take him or her days to get broken in. And in this weather…”


    “Is the weather a problem?” Ken said.


    “For chocolate?” She laughed, sounding rueful. “Weather’s nearly always a problem if you’re not careful. If it’s too hot the chocolate won’t temper correctly: if it’s too cold, it seizes: if it’s too humid, it blooms… There are a hundred things that can go wrong. And making chocolate in Manhattan is like trying to do organic chemistry in a subway tunnel. We’re the only ones still doing it here. Everybody else is out in Queens or up in Westchester somewhere, in big climate-controlled factories…”


    Ken got out his PDA and started scribbling hastily at the handwriting-recognition part of its screen. It would have taken much closer observation than Ms. Cruzeiros was giving him at the moment for her to see that he was writing, not in one of the PDA-proprietary shorthand styles, but in the device-friendly form of the wizardly Speech.  Most of what he was going to need to know about this situation he wouldn’t find out until he got down to where the trouble was: but in the meantime the notes he took would all feed into whatever wizardry he found himself having to do. Something missing, Ken thought, while she talked on about cramped quarters and brownouts and landlord troubles: and on all of these he made notes. Then, Make me a list, he wrote in the Speech, of everything you need for a successful chocolate shop.


    His writing vanished. Going to be a long list… said the PDA, the characters scrawling themselves across the little screen.


    Better get started then, Ken wrote.


    The screen blanked: Ken tucked the PDA away. “I’m sorry,” Ms. Cruzeiros said as the cab turned onto Fifth Avenue and headed downtown. “I’m kind of in ear-bending mode today…”


    “Ms. Cruzeiros, please don’t worry about it,” Ken said; “it sounds like you’ve got reason to be.”


    “Ana, please,” she said then.


    “Ana. I’m Ken. I take it this vacancy came up rather suddenly.”


    “It did,” she said. For a moment her mouth set into that unhappy, grim look again. Then she sighed. “I suppose I really should have seen it coming,” Ana said. “But sometimes you just get taken by surprise—”


    She went quiet again. Ken went back to “making notes”. “How many square feet in your production area?” he said.


    She told him. It was small for any kind of business: close quarters, Ken thought. Probably the kind of place where tempers have no trouble flaring when you’re caught between commerce and art, with sugar on top.


    “Well,” he said, “I’ll look around, take some measurements, do some imaging of the workspace: the images can go up on our website if you like—it always helps with recruitment. Then make some calls. We could possibly have some people down here to talk to you this afternoon—”


    “That would be great,” Ana said as the cab pulled over on one side of Eighth Avenue, just shy of Jane Street. But as she got out and looked over at her premises, Ken got the feeling that it wasn’t ‘great’ at all: that this suddenly-empty position was the last thing Ana wanted to fill.


    She looked around her strangely, like someone trying to avoid having to make a damaging admission. Then she gave up. “I hate to say it,” she said, “but we really do need to get someone in here in a hurry, because though I’ve been working with my chocolatier for maybe four years now, I haven’t been able to get anything right in here since he left. Local conditions have been perfect for chocolate, these past couple of days. I thought I could manage. But—” She shook her head. “It seizes, it blooms, it burns, it melts at the wrong speed: everything that can go wrong with chocolate has been going wrong. I find that, far from being able to cope, I’m actually completely incompetent.”


    And I thought she looked angry before, Ken thought. I was mistaken… This was one of those people who was harder on herself than on anyone around her. “Let’s have a look around,” he said.


    The sign over the shopfront said THEOBROMA, in black on white, in a spidery font of the century before: and the sign was that old, too. Ancient green shades were pulled down over the windows on either side of the door, and inside the door itself. Ana unlocked the door and went in, not lifting the shade or flipping the CLOSED sign over. Ken went in behind her, gazing around at the beautiful old nineteenth-century tiles on the walls and the floor, all black and white, and the hammered-tin ceiling. The left side of the store was one long glass case full of beautiful chocolates, light, dark, shiny, cocoa’d, all in their little paper nests. The aroma was ravishing. “This was the last batch Rodrigo made before he left,” she said. “The last decent batch we’ve got…”


    The anxiety in her voice was painful. “Would whoever you hired be doing counter work as well?” Ken said.


    “Absolutely,” Ana said. “I’d love to be able to afford separate counter staff as well, but our profit margins are a little too close to the break-even line…”


    She went toward the back of the store area, and Ken followed her. Through a bead-curtained door was more white tile, this time less decorative: the walls and floor gleamed with them, and around the edges of the room were huge slabs of white marble and many bizarre-looking machines. Ken wandered over to one of them, like a huge pot with a water jacket around it, and some kind of stirring mechanism inside.


    “Tempering vat,” Ana said. “The fountain wrap keeps the chocolate at a steady temperature after it’s melted. The one over there with the big rollers in the drum, that’s a conching machine. It rolls the melted chocolate around until the edges are worn off the cocoa crystals: that’s how you get that really smooth mouthfeel on the best chocolate….”


    The description joined with the pervasive fragrance of the place to make his stomach growl. “This is a terrible place to be before lunch,” Ken muttered, holding the PDA up to each wall in turn, ostensibly to take wireless measurements of the space.


    “I guess it is, if you’re not used to it,” Ana said. “It’s been a long time since I noticed…” She smiled, a sad smile, shaking her head. “When I first started helping my mom, ten years ago, before she died, I couldn’t stay out of the stock. Afterwards I didn’t have the time or the inclination to indulge myself. It’s easy when you’re working under someone who’s known the ropes for half their life…harder when you don’t have them around any more and you’re trying to find your own way. There were a lot of stumbles before Rodrigo came along and helped me get a handle on things. It’s going to be strange working without him…”


    Ken lowered the PDA and scribbled on it. Got what you need?


    Working, boss.


    The screen went blank except for the familiar little turning-hourglass icon as the Manual went to work on an analysis of the surrounding space. “What kind of hours are you looking for from whoever applies for the position?” Ken said. “Full time? Part time?”


    “Officially, all the hours God sends,” Ana said, “but I guess it wouldn’t be smart to put that in the ad.” She went over to the conching machine, looked down into it. “That’s the trouble with this work. It takes… commitment—”


    She broke off again, and Ken hardly needed to be a wizard to hear that she wasn’t talking about chocolate-making right then. He glanced down at the PDA’s screen: as he did, it started to fill up with the graceful curving characters of the Speech, showing him the list that the PDA had been compiling for him. Ken tapped at it, bringing up for comparison the list of needful things that it had compiled on the way down in the cab. And the two lists tallied very closely together indeed…


    ...with one exception.


    The missing object was indicated by a long string of characters in the Speech. Ken nearly whistled out loud as he read the description and started to understand its ramification. …positive interventional effects usually relationship-based—affinity and effectiveness increases with duration of relationship and location, but is easily deranged by local physical or emotional disruption… He nodded to himself. I get it now, Ken thought. Wow, she really does have a problem.


    Ana had drifted up behind him and was looking curiously at the PDA. “Your handwriting’s worse than mine,” she said, seeing nothing but the indecipherable scribble the PDA showed any non-wizard who looked at it while it was in Manual mode. “Didn’t think that was possible. You get WiFi on that?”


    “Uh, yeah, when the conditions are right,” Ken said. Which is always… “Just checking the home database here…”


    But Ken was doing more than that. Every wizard has a specialty, whether it’s the one that seems to come naturally when first practicing the Art as a child, or one taken up later in life to better match their outlook as an adult. Ken was now beginning to exercise his own specialty, listening hard to everything around him, listening to life: and he was hearing plenty of it. But the one kind of life he was listening for was not in his immediate range.


    Not here. We’re going to have to do a longer-range search. At least it won’t have gone too far—


    “All right,” Ken said at last. “Ana, can I make a suggestion?”


    “Sure.”


    “I don’t think it’s another chocolatier you need. What you need is to get your old one back.”


    That grim look attached itself to her face again. “I think that’s going to be impossible,” she said.


    “I wouldn’t bet on that just yet,” Ken said.


    The grimness started to go angry now. “Oh, really! And how would you know—”


    “Just bear with me for a few moments while I explain,” Ken said. “How long has the business been running now? I mean, including your parents, and theirs…from the very beginning?”


    “A hundred and ten years,” she said. “They came over from Spain.”


    Ken nodded. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said, bending over to look under one of the cupboards, “but some of them were in chocolate even earlier than that? I think that was on the flyer that came with the cream eggs.”


    “That’s true,” Ana said. “The family was in confectionery right back into the 1600’s.”


    “Around the time the Spanish brought chocolate back with them from the New World,” Ken said. “Along with, I strongly suspect, some things that went with chocolate.”


    She looked at him a little strangely. “Chilies? For those you want the Mexican place down the street.”


    Ken shook his head. “Something a little different,” he said. He bent over to look under the big conching machine.


    “What are you looking for, roaches?” Ana sounded indignant. “We’re very careful here. We don’t have roaches!”


    “On the contrary,” Ken said. “You are very careful, and as a result, you have very careful roaches. Guys?” he said in the Speech, and whistled.


    Ana went ashen and stood absolutely still as about a hundred roaches came flowing out from under the baseboards, all together, gathered into a little group, and looked up at her and Ken.


    “See,” Ken said, getting down on one knee and putting down a finger to one of them, which promptly climbed up on it and sat there waving its antennae, “they know you’re so careful about cleaning up and never leaving sweet things around because you really hate having to kill anything. So they’re careful to stay well out of sight inside the walls, and never show any sign that’ll make you have to call the exterminators. However—” he cocked an ear at the roach sitting on his finger—”they do like to hide in your wall space when the Chinese place around the corner has gotten so filthy in the back that the Board of Health guys descend on them. Then when the coast is clear they go back. They hate the cooks over there, because most of the time they ignore the roaches completely, except when the City’s about to show up. You, however, are consistent. Roaches like consistency.”


    Ana was standing there with her mouth open. Finally she found presence of mind enough to close it. “Horse whisperers I knew about,” she said. “Roach whisperers…? Only in New York.”


    Ken resisted the urge to roll his eyes: he’d been called worse things. “I wouldn’t define my role that narrowly,” he said, and let the roach on his finger back down onto the floor. “Let’s just say I’m a student of the art of conversation. I listen to anything that has something to say to me. Mostly animals, though I do inorganics occasionally, just to keep my hand in.” He looked down at the roaches. “Okay, guys and gals,” he said, “back to business now. And leave those wires alone.”


    Ana watched the roaches vanish under the baseboards again, and swallowed. “And here I thought you were in personnel,” she said.


    “I am!” Ken said. “They’re personnel. Just not human personnel.”


    “Oh yeah,” Ana said. “Who do they work for?”


    “Life,” Ken said, and went over to the sink to wash his hands. “The same as you and me. They do it the way they were built to. We do it—“ He pulled a paper towel, dried his hands, chucked it in a nearby trash container. “Differently. And some of us do it very differently. Which is what I’m getting to here.” He looked around the candymaking kitchen one last time. “Because, taking everything together—the nature of your business, your reputation, the way the place looks, and the history of your company—something is definitely missing.”


    “What?”


    “Your xocolotl.”


    “My zocowhat?”


    “Lotl. The creature that’s been living in this building, maybe in this kitchen, for the past hundred years. The one that helps make your chocolate come out right even when the conditions are all against you.” She was staring at him open-mouthed, but this was no time to let her get her disbelief going again. “I have a feeling your mother probably knew about it. Maybe she meant to tell you and just never got around to it. And after that— You didn’t think it was just luck that’s pulled you through, all those times when things should really have gone wrong, did you?”


    She frowned. “Excuse me! I thought skill might have had something to do with it—”


    “Of course it does. That’s the only reason a xocolotl would ever have chosen to stay with you. They’re intimately associated with chocolate culture…have been since human beings discovered it, and them.”


    Ana looked understandably confused. “There are lots of animals associated with human food production,” Ken said. “You wouldn’t be surprised to see a horse or an ox plowing, would you? Or a dog herding sheep? This is like that. It’s not quite a symbiotic relationship. But some creatures just seem to be particularly well suited for some kinds of business, or just one kind. You’ve heard about those moths so specifically evolved that they can only drink from only one kind of flower—and the flower’s come to depend on them in turn? There are similarities here. There are other animals that do jobs nearly as specialized. And still others that don’t so much do anything…but their presence, or absence, is felt. They’re catalysts, in a way. In the xocolotl’s case, its presence has a subtle effect on your ingredients, the surroundings in which they’re kept…the people who work with them.”


    “Oh, come on,” Ana said after a moment. “It sounds like one of those fake sciences, like astrology! Mysterious vague influences—”


    “Like gravity wells?” Ken said. “Same principle. Some things bend spacetime out of shape in strange ways. And gravity’s weak, in the great scheme of things. Some things are much better at warping space. How many times have you gone looking for your house keys lately and not been able to find them?”


    Ana suddenly looked rather thoughtful.


    “This is what we’re after,” Ken said. “At least to start with.” He showed her the PDA.


    The screen was showing an image of something like an iguana, but mottled in ivory and chocolate-brown, in patterns that were vaguely reminiscent of a Gila monster’s. “You haven’t seen anything like that around here?”


    Ana shook her head. “I think I’d remember.”


    “It’s been here, though… and for quite a long time. I can feel it. However, it left suddenly a few days ago.”


    Ana blushed again, once more looking furious. “Whatever happens with Rodrigo,” Ken said, “you’re going to have to find the xocolotl and bring it home. It’s lived here a long time: it’s repaid you for its security with at least some of your success. But it also doesn’t know any other way of life, and it won’t last long out on the streets. Once it’s back here, things will start to go right again.”


    She just looked at him for several seconds.


    Uh oh, the PDA said.


    Then Ana let out a breath. “Who am I to doubt a man who can talk to roaches?” she said.


    “If I were anyone else,” Ken said, “I might have mistaken that for irony. Do you have something you can change into? This isn’t going to be the kind of work you want to do in Manolos.”


    She caught his glance at her shoes, and grinned. “Wait here,” Ana said, and vanished through a side door and up a flight of stairs. A few minutes later she came down in sneakers and jeans and a T-shirt. “Where are we going?”


    “Not far,” Ken said as they went out, and Ana locked the door behind them. “No more than a four-block radius.”


    “Who’d have thought the Twilight Zone was so nearby,” Ana muttered as they headed down the street.


    


    *


    


    It took nearly an hour for Ken and easily a couple of miles of walking to get anything out of the PDA but repetitions of Cooler…a little warmer…no, cooler again. The problem was partly the xocolotl’s relatively slow metabolism, and partly the location where it had chosen to lose itself: the multitude of surrounding lifesigns tended to drown its own signature out. But three blocks away from Theobroma, the PDA suddenly said, One block south. One block west.


    “Does it see it?” Ana said, looking over Ken’s shoulder.


    “Not clearly, but we’re close,” he said. “Your xoco must have been really put out to go this far.”


    Ana said nothing for a moment. “This is so weird,” she said. “Magical lizards hiding in people’s kitchens. Some kind of chocolate elemental—“


    “It might be too much to call them magical. And elementals are usually a little more, uh, confrontational.”


     “But where does the xoco come from? Is it some kind of alien?”


     “I don’t think so,” Ken said as they crossed the last street onto the block they were heading for. “But there’s an alien connection to the chocolate. Do you believe in UFOs?”


     Ana stared at him, completely flummoxed. “I have no idea. I haven’t given it much thought.”


     “But you know a lot of other people do.”


     “Well, sure.”


     “But doesn’t it seem a little strange when you think of it?” He glanced down at the PDA, turned to his left down the block. “Here we are right out at the edge of our galaxy: a nothing-special little star system out by itself. Why would aliens be coming all the way out here to see us?”


     She gave Ken a rather cockeyed look. “You’re going to tell me, I suspect.”


     “Oh, never tell,” Ken said. “Suggest, though. I’m going to suggest that we are the only source of something worth coming thousands of lightyears out of your way for. Cocoa beans…”


    Ana burst out laughing. “You are completely nuts!”


     “Possibly,” Ken said. “But you’re the one with the store called ‘Theobroma’. Food of the Gods, huh? Well, what if the Great Space Gods that some people carry on about, only came here for the chocolate? There’s your question for the day.” He stopped by a wire-fence doorway, slipping the PDA into his pocket. He didn’t need its help now. “What’s back there?”


    She peered through the grating. “A convenience store. No, wait, there’s a bakery there too: the back door’s down at the end of the alley.” Ana shook the gate slightly, frustrated. “No use, it’s locked.”


    “Not for long,” Ken said. He bent down as if to look through the keyhole. “Buddy,” he whispered in the Speech, “do me a favor here, will you? We’re on a mission of mercy.”


    The lock’s bolt threw itself. Ken pushed the gate open very softly, trying to keep it from creaking, and held it open for Ana: she slipped through, staring at him again. “How did you do that?”


    “I asked nicely,” Ken said.


    “Magic!” Ana said.


    “Same thing,” Ken said. “Ssh! Come on.”


    They made their way down the alley, past the piled-up trash outside the back of the convenience store. “Smell that?”


     “Wish I didn’t,” Ana said.


     “No argument. But I don’t mean the garbage. There’s something else here…”


     Her eyes got wider as she sniffed. “Cocoa…?”


     “Your xoco’s been down here,” Ken said. “Come on.”


     They went on past the steel back door of the convenience store. , further down the alley. More garbage—”You’re kidding about the UFOs, though, right?”


     “You’re just not going to take me seriously, are you?” Ken shook his head, smiling slightly. The smile was only partly for her: inside his head he could feel what they’d been looking for, that slow, dark, bittersweet tone of mind. “We’re getting close now. Just follow my lead—”


     He paused in front of the last steel door in the alley, knocked. After a moment bolts were thrown, and the door opened a crack.


     To the face that looked out, Ken simply held up the PDA, knowing that its Manual function was causing it to display itself as whatever ID would be most useful in this situation. “Can we come in?”


    The door opened. As he tucked the PDA away, Ken snuck a peek and saw that it was pretending to be a New York City Health Department ID. He repressed a grin as the head baker came to meet them. He was a large, florid Italian gentleman of the kind usually depicted in standup signs outside pizzerias, the only difference being that he was wearing a gauze-backed black-and-white-checked foodservice cap, and whites that were even whiter in places with flour. “You guys were in here three days ago, we had a clean bill of health, what now?”


    “We’re looking for lizards,” Ken said.


    “Lizards?”


    “There are some loose in the neighborhood,” Ken said. “They’re fond of food service environments like this—nice warm places with quiet spots to hide. Mostly brown, about a foot long, look like iguanas. Won’t take more than a few minutes to check the place. Do you mind?”


    He was ready to drop into the Speech for extra persuasiveness, if he had to, but there was no need: what the PDA looked like was already enough to do the job. “Quiet!” the boss snorted, for across the room a gigantic kneading machine was roaring away and making enough noise for a cement mixer.


    “Thanks,” Ken said, and made his way in, with Ana close behind him. The staff got out of their way, looking at them with wary interest.


    Ken held still for a moment, listening hard, and finally found what he was looking for: then checked the cupboards down the side of one wall, first, before opening the middle one and seeing, as if surprised, the patterned shape back in the shadows. “I’m here to take you home, fella,” he said.


    I don’t know you. You go ‘way and leave me be, said the xocolotl.


    He looked over his shoulder. “Ana?”


    She came over, got down beside him, looked into the cupboard curiously. “Is that—”


    Ken nodded. The short-spined iguana-head turned, and one eye regarded Ana, chameleon-like, from several angles, one after another.


    I missed you, it said.


    Her eyes went wide. “I heard that!”


    “It’s not unusual,” Ken said, “once you believe you can.”


    Let’s go back, the xocolotl said. The chocolate here is bad.


    “See that? No problem at all,” Ken said. “Here, stick him in here and we’ll take him home.” He held out the courier bag.


    “Do they bite?” Ana said.


    “If he bites you,” Ken said, “I’d be astonished.”


    Carefully Ana reached in and picked up the xocolotl. The bakery staff, standing at a safe distance to watch, made impressed noises as Ana brought him out. “Not poisonous, huh?” said the head baker.


    Ken stood up. “Not to her, anyway,” he said.


    Ana slipped the xocolotl into the bag. Ken caught another glimpse of that roving eye, which finally fixed on Ana again. No more fighting, it said. 


    She looked at Ken with a slightly stricken expression. “How do I explain—” she whispered.


    He shook his head. “One thing at a time,” Ken said. He helped her up. Behind them, the head baker was nodding in the resigned manner of a man who’s glad that he’s not to be cited for having a concealed lizard on the premises. “Thanks, goodbye, you want a cake to take with you? No? Okay, goodbye—”


    The door slammed behind them. “Why didn’t you want the cake?” Ken said, amused.


    “Because he’s right about one thing,” Ana said as they made their way back down to the alley gate.


    “Oh?”


    “The chocolate there is bad.”


    


    *


    


    As they walked up in front of Theobroma again, Ana suddenly stopped, looking at the door. The shades were down inside the windows, still: but Ken could see the one inside the door moving, as if someone had closed that door hastily, or brushed against it.


     “Oh no,” Ana said softly. “Not another break-in! We had one last month! And in the middle of the day—”


     “No,” Ken said, “somehow I don’t think so.” But just in case— he said to the PDA.


     I’ve got three defensive spells ready, the PDA said. Normal shield, high-yield shield, and ramrod—


     Set up number two, Ken said, for two people and a lizard. Ready?


     Go.


     Ken went to the door, softly spoke the lock open, looked over his shoulder at Ana. She nodded.


     They went in.


     There was no one in the front of the store. But in the back, in the kitchen, someone was moving around.


     Ana went past Ken into the kitchen so quickly that he couldn’t stop her—could only follow, in a hurry, getting ready to use that shield if need be. But in the doorway he stopped, still a few feet behind Ana.


     In the middle of the kitchen stood a large, broad-shouldered man possessing the kind of dark and improbably good looks that normally left Ken feeling annoyed, as their presence usually meant that some pretty lady he’d been hitting on was going to waltz out the door with their owner. But in this case, the guy looked both infuriated and embarrassed, much defusing the initial effect of his rampant handsomeness.

     “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry. I had to come back. There was something I had to take care of, something missing—”


     “Could it possibly,” Ana said, “have been this?”


     She had dropped the courier bag, and was holding out the xocolotl.


     Rodrigo stared. “Where did you find him?”


     “Under a proofing cabinet, down in Richter’s,” she said. “He was upset.”


     Rodrigo stared at her. “But how could you tell that he—I mean, he can’t—”


     “I called in a consultant,” Ana said. “Not the kind I thought I was getting, I can tell you that…”


     Rodrigo stared at Ken.


     “I am on errantry,” Ken said, “and I greet you.”


     Rodrigo’s mouth dropped open. “You know the words!”

     Now it was Ana’s turn to stare. “What words?”


     “The words the old brujo spoke to me when I told him I was looking for a place in this strange city where a xocolotl lived, there had to be one place at least, and he said, Search all these places till you find the one where someone smiles at you—”


     Ana was staring at Rodrigo. “Whoa, whoa, time out, you were dating me for my lizard?”


     “No, of course not, but you were here too, and when we started to work together, and I got to know you, I—”


     “And we worked so closely together all that time, and you never told me about the xocolotl! We got so close, and—”


    “I couldn’t tell you! How could I tell you?”


     “You said you could tell me anything! Everything!”


     “But not this! This is crazy! This is magic! How could I tell you, you would have thought I was—”


    “Never mind, where did you go, why did you just go storming off like that, where have you been—”


    “Nowhere, without you, nowhere, I—”


    Suddenly the xocolotl had been deposited on one of the nearby spreading slabs, and the two were very much together in the middle of the room. Ken turned away, scribbling at the PDA. The voices behind him fell silent.


    Tell me when it’s safe to turn around.


    You mean you’re not listening, Mister I Can Hear Everything?
  Ken blushed. No. So you just keep an eye on things.


    The clinch broke. “I am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean any of those things I said.”


    “Oh, neither did I! I’m so sorry too.”


    “I panicked, that was all. I didn’t know what to say—”


    “I panicked too. That was why I ran, and I—”


    “And I—Yes. That’s all: yes.”


    “Oh, I am so glad. So glad—”


    It was once again turning into the kind of conversation that left you feeling that you needed a scorecard, not to mention a comfortable sofa and a sixpack. “Excuse me!” Ken said.


     They both looked at him.


     “I take it,” Ken said to Rodrigo, “that that’s the end of this particular work stoppage on your part?”


     “It will never happen again,” Rodrigo said, fervent.


     “And I take it,” Ken said to Ana, “that you’re willing to take him back on?”


     She smiled slowly, turned back to Rodrigo. “Permanently,” she said.


     The xocolotl, ignored, climbed slowly down from the spreading slab and vanished under the pedestal of the tempering bath. From inside the wall, Ken heard a faint insectile cheer.


     “Then my work here is done,” Ken said. And the two embracing figures in the back kitchen never even noticed as Ken eased his way out the locked front door, whispered the lock shut again behind him, and went to find the inevitable cab that would be waiting to take him back uptown.


    


    *


    


    “No sale, boss,” he said as he walked in the door twenty minutes later.


    “No?” Malesha came out of the back, pulling her scarf off and shaking the cornrowed braids down with an expression of weary relief. She plunked herself down in her chair. “You had to do an intervention, though...?”


    “One of your big flashy spells, I bet,” Tik said, leaning over the counter and disposing of the last of a hamburger from the bar-and-grill up the street. “Probably met the Lone Power in single combat and kicked His sorry butt right down to the Bowery.”


    Ken dumped his bag by his desk, shook his head. “Nope. Talked a couple of locks open, did some remote sensing, faked my way into a bakery. Oh, and found a lost xocolotl.”


    He expected some kind of response at that, but got nothing. “And what about the thing that was missing?” Malesha said.


    Ken’s eyes went wide. He stared at Malesha in a moment’s panic that he had missed something. “You mean there was something missing besides the xocolotl?”


     “Only the loooooove, baby,” Malesha said, and put her feet up on the counter. “Nothing but the looooove…”


     Tik guffawed. Ken just looked at her as she beckoned to her coffee cup and it sailed across the room to her.


     “I bow, Leesh,” he said. “I bow to the master.” And he turned back to his desk before she could see the grin: because she was right, as usual.


     And the bells…those too turned out to be nothing but an echo of what was to come: for three months later he was standing outside the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, helping about five hundred other people throw rice at Ana and Rodrigo.


     And the wedding cake was chocolate.


    


    


  


  
    



    



    



    Most of my stories are presents for somebody or other. When Jane Yolen asked me to write something for her anthology Dragons and Dreams, the recipient I had in mind was Robert Heinlein—who (to my complete astonishment and delight) was a fan of the Young Wizards books. It’s been impossible to forget the time he brought up Deep Wizardry in the middle of one phone conversation. “I’m a Navy man,” he said. “We don’t like sharks. You made me like that shark.” A pause. “That was a dirty trick.” And his laughter…


    


    I miss him.


    



    



    


  


  


  


  



  


  


  Uptown Local


  


  


  


  


  Any wizard will tell you that there are two sorts of places where, without being put there on purpose, magic naturally comes to live. It favors the sort of empty places, far from the homes of men, on which people gaze with longing and wonder: lonely mountains, empty wastes of ice or fire, and of course that greatest, deepest emptiness, outer space. But magic also prefers the places where people have crowded together the most closely, for the longest time, to change one another and be changed themselves. On Earth right now, of the many such spots, three in particular are famous both here and in other worlds for their power and the lives they’ve changed. One is Westminster Abbey in London, where lay the Sword and the Stone, the tool and the seat of half a hundred kings and queens. The Stone has gone back to Scotland, but even in these modern days the power is undiminished, and the trampling tourists hush when they pass the chair that once held the plain rock, and :he rusty blade hanging not far away. Another spot is the Capitoline Hill in Rome, where of old the Senate met to wield an empire’s force over all the world they knew, and humans from three continents gathered to hear them. But of the Three Great Places, more renowned than either of these for its wizardly potential is the New York City subway system.


  This may sound odd at first, since the subway isn’t one place, one spot, but a network. It will seem odd, too, because any adult and most kids you know who’ve ridden the subway will tell you instantly that much of it is ancient, dirty, and run down. And they’ll be right. The danger lies in thinking that because the ugly part of his (or any other) story is true, the rest of it doesn’t count.


  Wizards try not to make this mistake. But even they have to work at it.


  Nita and Kit were wizards. How they got that way has been told elsewhere, and isn’t really so much of a big deal, seeing that one out of every hundred people you meet is a wizard of some persuasion anyway. All you really need to know about Kit and Nita is that they could do magic, usually by reading it out of the wizards’ manuals they’d found. They had been to the Moon and the bottom of the Atlantic (without using spaceships, submarines, or other artificial aids); had talked to trees and sharks, and even to an Edsel; had brought statues to life, saved the world, and walked on water. But since Nita was thirteen and Kit was twelve, and both of them were at the height of their power and could do practically anything they set their minds to, they sometimes got incredibly bored. They were incredibly bored now.


  “There’s nothing on TV,” Kit muttered, lying on Nita’s living room floor and scowling at the TV Guide. “It’s a desert.”


  “Yeah.” Nita was curled up on the couch, looking just as grim as Kit, and they both held their positions for several minutes.


  Finally Kit pitched the TV Guide across the room. “Let’s go bug Tom and Carl,” he said, without much energy.


  “Okay.” Nita got up and they went outside together, walking down their suburban street because they were so bored that even teleporting seemed like too much trouble. Tom and Carl were the local Senior Wizards, whose business it was to advise the other wizards in the area; and as usual, if you didn’t know they were wizards by being told, you would probably never know, because they both seemed perfectly normal. They shared a big house in a quiet part of town, and one of them worked for the big CBS station in the city, and the other one wrote stories and articles for his living. They had dogs, and a macaw, and a garden with too many snails in it (as Tom would repeatedly tell you when he was out picking them off the daisies), and cars that broke down sometimes, and every thing else that people usually had.


  Plus wizardry, which one out of a hundred people have anyway.


  Carl’s sports car was missing when they walked up the driveway; that was normal enough, because sometimes he had to go in to the station or to a business lunch on weekends. They rang the front doorbell. “It’s open!” said a voice from inside.


  In they went, through the very nifty living room with the huge TV (Carl made a lot of money) and into the back room, where Tom’s office was. Annie the sheepdog jumped up and licked their faces and got dirt all over them as they came in. Tom was at his computer: a tall, clean-cut-looking man hammering away furiously at the keyboard, while the screen in front of him filled up with words.


  “Good to see you,” Tom said, which was funny because he hadn’t even turned around. “What can I do for you?”


  “I think maybe we need an adventure,” Kit said.


  Tom sighed. “Can you come back later? I’m pushing a deadline.”


  “Tom, this is serious. We’re gonna die if we don’t find something to do.”


  “Try your backyards. If you can’t find adventure there...”


  “Tom!!”


  “Don’t push him. He’ll stick us with doing a good deed,” Kit said, looking grim. “Or something with a moral.”


  “What do you think this is?” Tom said, very patiently, not stopping his typing for a second. “Saturday morning TV? This is the world. It doesn’t have a moral; it is a moral. The problem is figuring the story out...”


  “Oh my Loooooooord,” Nita groaned. “Tom, give us a break, we’re not in the mood.”


  “And as for good deeds,” Tom said, making a mistake in his typing and backspacing frantically, “you’re wizards, you couldn’t not do them if you tried. You take Carl, now, he—“


  “I can’t believe this,” Kit moaned. “We’re going out of our minds and he’s telling us stories! Tom, do something!!”


  “I am doing something,” Tom said. “I’m getting this ready for the Federal Express man, who will be here any second. After which time—“


  “We’ll never last.”


  “We will die right here on your rug.”


  “Probably stink the place up—“


  “Right.” Tom told the computer to save what he was doing, and turned to them. “The subway. You’re going down the subway, both of you.”


  “Oh, come on!!”


  “That’s an adventure?”


  “Don’t read the papers, do you?” Tom tsked at them. “But that’s not the kind of adventure I mean. The place is the greatest reservoir of native wizardry on the East Coast—on this whole continent in fact. Enough to shut even you two up for a few hours. Take the subway.”


  They exchanged skeptical glances. “We’ve been to New York,” Kit said. “And in this weather, the subway is the pits.”


  “You’ve been to a New York,” Tom said.


  Nita and Kit looked at him oddly. Tom went rummaging through his top desk drawer, shut it, and, muttering, opened the next one down, a deeper one. “No, I’m not speaking figuratively. There’s more than one universe, you know. The comic book writers have known it for years, and now the physicists are finally agreeing with them. Took them long enough. More than one universe; therefore, more than one New York. You have subway fare?”


  “Who needs to go through the turnstiles?” Nita said. “We can teleport in and just sink down through the sidewalk. Or walk through the walls.”


  “Shame on you,” Tom said, sounding a touch severe. “You want the universe to die early? Then don’t rip off energy. Wizards are for slowing down the energy running out of the universe, or for putting some extra back in—not for making everything run out of steam sooner. You use a system, pay for what you use. That’ll be three bucks.”


  Taken aback, Nita and Kit fished around for change, while Tom dug deeper in the drawer, turning over papers. Annie came over, looking interested, and put her head in the drawer. “No cookies for you,” Tom said, rummaging. “Get out of here. Look at this mess,” he said, resigned, coming up with a double handful of bizarrely assorted stuff and dropping it on the desk beside the computer.


  “Wow,” Nita said, taking the six quarters Kit handed her and then reaching out to take something hanging by a thin chain from the assortment of crumpled papers, dead batteries, credit card receipts, old check registers, and ballpoint pens run dry. On the chain was a shiny metal fish charm, the kind with a jointed body that moves a little when you bend it.


  “Like it?” Tom said.


  “Yeah!”


  “Take it. Carl got it out of a gumball machine. He gets so bored in the supermarket... Besides, it’s as good a key as any.”


  “Key?”


  “Aha,” Tom said, pouncing on something in the drawer. “Here.” He held out his hand for the money. Nita passed him twelve quarters; Tom passed her two subway tokens. When she saw them she almost dropped them. In her hand they glowed as if they were red-hot, but they felt cold as ice.


  “The subway system doesn’t take tokens anymore,” Kit said.


  “It’ll take these,” Tom said. “You can use them as many times as you need them. They have the transfer function built in. Just give them to someone else when you’re ready to come home. Keys like that”—and he gestured at the little metal fish Nita held—“will influence where the trains take you. So will preferences that aren’t physically embodied. Watch what you think while you’re riding. And watch what you’re carrying. Anything else you need?”


  “Clearer instructions,” Kit said, giving the fish a cockeyed look.


  “Get on a train,” Tom said. “Ride until you feel like getting off. Then have a look at where you’ve wound up. When you’re tired of it, catch another train. No time traveling,” he said, looking severely from one of them to the other. “If you change history, you may not have a home left to come back to. Okay?”


  “Okay.”


  “Which train should we take?”


  “I am not going to tell you everything,” Tom said with dignity, and turned back to his computer. Nita and Kit grinned at each other and headed out of the house.


  “Speak to strangers,” Tom said to their backs, pounding at the keyboard and not turning around.


  


  *


  


  They did teleport into the city—straight to Grand Central worldgate, the one hidden at the end of the food hall by the Lexington Avenue Local entrance; and no one saw them (apparently) step straight out of a soda cooler, because almost no one in New York sees anything that doesn’t speak to them first. Nita paused only long enough to buy a bag of Wise potato chips, her favorite, from the nearby deli stand, and then she and Kit headed around the corner, toward the Lexington Avenue Local entrance.


  “Get your face out of the bag for a moment,” Kit muttered as they went down the steep stairs to the turnstiles. “Where’re the tokens?”


  “Here.” She gave him one.


  “Euuw. You got gunk on it!”


  “You should talk? The Mud King of Nassau County?” Nita snickered at Kit’s back as he went through the turnstile ahead of her, onto the crowded platform. She slipped her token into the machine, saw that it somehow fit, and went after him. “After that last ride down Dead Man’s Hill, I thought your mom was going to— Oh.”


  She stopped dead, staring at her hand. The token was in it again.


  “Come on, kid, move it,” said some weary New Yorkish voice behind her. Nita hurriedly slipped over to one side, where Kit was looking with as much surprise at his own hand. “It’s back,” he said. “And it’s still got gunk.”


  “No pleasing some people,” Nita said. She pocketed her token and headed down the platform.


  There were a lot of people standing around; evidently the Number Six train was running late again. Nita picked a spot about halfway down the length of the platform, next to a young guy with a boom box, and spent a cheerful few minutes bopping to the music and ignoring the interested or disinterested looks of the people around her. Kit worked his way up the platform reading subway posters, and after a little while, at the rumbling sound of a train coming, he came back to Nita and said, “That ‘unicorn’ is a goat.”


  “Huh? Oh, the Ringling Brothers one. Yeah, it’s pitiful—“ Anything else Nita would have said was lost in the scream and rumble of the train coming into the station. It was covered with graffiti; but as it slowed, Nita began noticing something odd about it. The train stopped, and the doors opened, and Nita stood there for a second and let the other people brush past her. Someone had done the Mona Lisa on the side of the train. And there was a square of Marilyn Monroe heads, in Andy Warhol’s style; and one of Diirer’s floppy-eared rabbits; and the Dutch Masters. ... The next car was completely covered (except for the windows) with a giant-sized version of van Gogh’s Starry Night.


  Nita stared at Kit. Kit stared back. And all around them people shouldered their way into the train as if they saw nothing unusual at all.


  “Fifty-first Street next; watch the closing doors,” said the bored voice of the conductor over the loudspeaker, and Kit and Nita slipped into the train just as the doors were shutting. They grabbed a pole and hung on as the train did its traditional violent lurching start.


  “Fifty-first?” Kit said, or rather shouted, over the rising clamor.


  Nita shrugged and nodded.


  The ride and the people on the train were perfectly normal: working people in jeans and T-shirts; joggers in warm-up suits heading uptown; some kids dressed very punk, one with striped blue-and-silver hair that Nita immediately began to envy; oblivious businessmen in suits and ties, each using one hand to read papers folded the long way and the other to hang on to a strap. “Fifty-first Street,” said the conductor, and the train began to slow.


  Nita swung around her pole and braced herself against the sides of the door as the train screeched and jerked to a stop. She stepped out cautiously and was almost trampled by a little troop of incoming businesswomen in jackets and skirts and jogging shoes. Kit pulled her aside, out of the way, and they looked around them at the little station. There were all the usual things one expects to see—cracked, stained wall tile; a floor well stained with blots of bubble gum; peeling paint on the rails of the stairs going up toward street level; a subway map much worn at the Fifty-first Street stop from being touched a million times; beside it, a poster of the Eyewitness News Team, all wearing mustaches, even the women. Behind Kit and Nita, the train pulled out, thundering. Its last car was decorated with a wrap-around mural version of the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel


  “Come on,” Kit said, and headed up the stairs and out the swinging gate beside the turnstiles. Together they headed up the next flight of stairs, which led to the street. Kit looked up at the darkish sky at the top of the stairs and said something vulgar in Spanish. “Great, it’s gonna rain...”


  And he trailed off as Nita slipped ahead of him and put her hand out to something coming through the rails of the subway kiosk, from above ground level: flowers—a branch of dogwood, and on the other side some curling vines of cabbage rose. She glanced up and found that the darkness had nothing to do with rain. Trees hemmed the kiosk in. There was no sidewalk, no street... just the trees, immense and old, making their own twilight under a cloud-streaked sunset sky. That by itself would have been quite enough to astonish her; but then she noticed the clusters of tiny stucco houses clinging to several of the tree trunks like an architecturally minded fungus. And through the air, slipping among the trees as if among a stand of underwater weed, came swimming a placid school of smallmouth bass, silver-scaled except where the sunset struck through the trees and plated them with sliding gold.


  Nita fingered Tom’s toy fish on its chain, her “key,” while behind her Kit goggled at the bass. Several of them goggled back briefly, making fish faces, and then swam on. So it was true after all, she thought. “You believe this?” she said aloud.


  “This is NewYork??”


  Nita looked across at the little houses and saw curtains being hastily pulled behind windows in several of them. “Not ours, that’s for sure,” she said. “Come on, let’s try somewhere else. We’re freaking the neighbors.”


  She turned and went back down the stairs. Cool iron-smelling air breathed up past them, and there was a faint rumbling down there, the sound and wind of another train pulling in. Nita felt in her pocket for the token, found it, put it in the turnstile, bumped through; then the token was in her hand again, and Kit came through behind her, holding a white rose in one hand, sucking a finger of the other where the rose had thorned him. The train roared in.


  This one was old, one of the ancient thirties trains still pressed into service during peak periods, with enameled poles and straps made of real leather. It had graffiti on the outside, too, of the usual spray-can sort, but the lettering was so strange that Nita wondered whether delinquent Martians had been sneaking over the barbed wire of the Bronx train yards to tag the trains. The cheerful bunch of Hispanic kids clustered by the front window of the head car, and all the other commuters inside, reading the Post or gazing out the windows, seemed not to notice, or care.... “Fifty-ninth Street next,” said the conductor over the ancient, staticky loudspeaker.


  “Bloomingdale’s?” Nita said.


  “Why not?”


  They got off, passed without comment a well-dressed man banging fruitlessly at a jammed turnstile, and went up the stairs to the street. At least there was a street this time—the intersection of Lexington Avenue and Fifty-ninth—and Bloomingdale’s was in its usual spot, but there all resemblance to the place where Nita’s dad liked to shop abruptly ceased. The street in front of Bloomie’s was filled with horse-drawn hansom cabs of all sizes and descriptions, and on the sidewalks strolled stylish ladies in long dresses with bustles, and men in what looked like tuxedos. Evening was coming on: a lamplighter went by with the long pole used to light the gaslights in the street. But down Lexington Avenue a traffic light turned red, and across Fifty-ninth, several people were browsing in the window of an electronics shop, looking at DVD players and entertainment centers....


  “Look at that,” Kit whispered. Nita looked up at the source of the ratchety sound that had attracted his attention. Dodging among the skyscrapers, in a blur of brass-and-glass dragonfly wings, came something like a helicopter ... but noisier, less graceful, and far more ornate and bizarre. It darted between two tall office towers, heading for the broad upright of the MetLife Building, and sank out of sight.


  “Ornithopter,” Kit said. “Da Vinci did a design for one once.”


  Nita looked at Kit curiously. “What have you got in your pockets?”


  “Huh? Oh—“ He went through them, coming up with a plastic key ring, some Dentyne, and some loose change, one piece of which was abnormally large. “What’s that?” said Nita.


  “Oh, it’s a shilling. English. My dad gave it to me; he was cleaning out his drawers...” Kit paused and looked toward Madison Avenue. A hotel had twin flagpoles sticking out from it, and a soft evening breeze slipped down the avenue and rolled the flags out on the air. They were both the Union Jack.


  “Huh,” Nita said. “This New York is still a colony...”


  “C’mon,” Kit said, and went back down the subway. “Let’s see what else we can come up with.”


  “Watch what you think, Tom said.”


  “So watch me. I’m thinking.”


  Air rushed up around them again as they went down the stairs, but there was little sound. This was surprising, but only until the train—this one sleek, bare silver—came hurtling into the station without bothering to touch the track with anything, including wheels. It had none. It stopped with the silent abruptness of a vehicle using either artificial gravity or an inertialess drive as a motive force. It had no doors. What it did have were places where its walls suddenly stopped being. Out of these came assorted businesspeople, some schoolkids with book bags, and a mumbling bag lady. “Sixty-eighth Street next,” said the train in a dulcet voice like someone announcing the time over the phone, “watch the closing dilations.”


  They got in and for the first time in their lives had a subway ride that did not require hanging on to anything; except for stanchions and ancient lightbulbs flashing past, and the whoosh of wind, they might have been standing still. Then, flick! they were standing still, and the clean new tile of the Sixty-eighth Street station was spread out in front of them. Kit led the way up the stairs with a concentrating look on his face.


  At first look around, on street level, Nita thought he had blown it. All she saw were the usual buildings and stores, the heart of Hunter College—and then she blinked. When had Hunter’s buildings ever been surrounded by so many trees, a little forest of them?—and when had those buildings ever been such a mass of spires and stained glass and flying buttresses? Gargoyles grinned down everywhere; even the 7-Eleven a little way down Lexington had become a lovely thing, all diamond-paned glass and half-timbered walls, with a roof that was actually thatched. In and out of ornate doorways people passed, dressed in rich clothes: furs and velvets, cloaks, sumptuous academic robes. Gems and gold glittered on passersby in the warm afternoon sunlight. And were those policemen, walking along and chatting calmly in knightly surcoats of night blue velvet and silver, with long, bright swords hanging at their hips? Nita opened her mouth, looking up at the white towers of Hunter, and then shut it again, as wheeling overhead she saw the dragon go by, glittering, black winged, and immense.


  “Not bad, huh?” Kit said.


  “What were you thinking of?” Nita said, as overhead the dragon burst into song like a chorus of cheerful thunders.


  “Dungeons and Dragons.”


  “Where are the dungeons?”


  “Don’t ask. C’mon, your turn!”


  Nita headed down the stairs, trying not to stare as they were followed downward by several people dressed like young kings, and a snow-white, one-horned beast that was definitely not a goat.


  So the afternoon went, and as it went along, it began turning into a competition—the two of them vying to produce the brightest New York, the darkest one, the most extravagant, the emptiest. They changed subway lines several times, for more variety. On the double A line, Kit found a Central Park full of friendly dinosaurs, and got his foot stepped on by an over-affectionate triceratops, so that he limped for a couple of days thereafter. Nita found a New York where single-minded robots trundled up and down steel streets, and where a self-propelled garbage truck tried to remove her and Kit as refuse. Probably in reaction, Kit immediately found a Manhattan entirely inhabited by talking beasts, some of whom could be seen walking humans on leashes; the two of them didn’t spend much time there. Nita found a stop on the D train that gave onto a New York in the middle of an ice age, where polar bears stalked deserted streets in the screaming, snowy wind. Kit found a New York sunken like Atlantis, in water that they could breathe; fish were nesting in the drowned trees, and the Empire State Building was smothered in white coral, a blind-walled ghost of itself in the wet green-blue twilight.


  How is it happening? Nita thought as she and Kit came up from a stop on the F train’s line into a moonlit Manhattan completely devoid of buildings or streets—one huge park from river to river. Are we finding these places? Or are we making them somehow? The only answer was the high, melodious howl of a wolf from the northward, joined a second later by a second voice, and a third.


  “Come on,” she said, “watch this.” Down the stairs she went again, back through the turnstiles, concentrating fiercely. A D train came thundering in.


  “What’re you going for?” Kit hollered in her ear.


  “Shush!”


  The train came, the only odd thing about it being the presence of an actual locomotive puffing steam. They got on and rode in silence, accompanied only by a drunken gentleman talking peacefully to himself, and a pretty Afrcan-American girl in starry leggings, singing along with her iPod under the train’s roar. Nita let several stops go by, thinking hard, losing her concentration, finding it again. If we make them, then why not... why not...?


  The train stopped and Nita jumped up, knowing this was the right spot whether she’d pulled off what she wanted or not. The doors opened, and she practically sprinted out of them, Kit coming close behind. Up the stairs she went and then stopped and stood panting at ground level, at Forty-second and Fifth, right by the Library.


  It was their own world. The green-painted newsstand was right by the kiosk where it should have been. Behind them the Library reared up white and solid, and across Forty-second was the usual row of stores. Traffic was running as usual. Nita breathed more slowly. I did blow it, she thought....


  “No horns,” Kit said.


  She glanced at him, then looked out in shock at the traffic. It was moving with quick efficiency, and no horns were blowing, and the drivers all looked alert but good-humored. Nita began to watch the pedestrians, then, in growing wonder. It was apparently lunch hour, and they were striding about their business with the usual New Yorkers’ energy; but the faces were happy, or eager, or interested, or thoughtfully calm—all of them. No look of boredom, or worry, or anger or pain or hunger, was to be seen anywhere. And the street was clean, and when the light changed there was no gridlock—


  “The druggies are gone,” Kit said. And sure enough, the guys who usually stood at this corner at lunchtime, saying (apparently to themselves), “Smoke, smoke, smoke ...” were entirely missing. Nita, slowly smiling, could understand it. None of these busy, involved, glad people looked like they needed drugs....


  “But it’s ours,” Kit said. “Our world—“


  “Real close,” Nita said. “Kit—why couldn’t ours be like this—?”


  “It’d take forever.”


  “Would it? This took just a few minutes.”


  “We’re wizards ...”


  “So is one percent of everybody alive. Okay, not five minutes, maybe, but if we all worked together, a year, five, ten—“


  “How?”


  Nita let out a breath. “I don’t know.”


  Kit looked at her and shook his head. “Let’s walk a little,” he said.


  She sighed and went after him. This place seemed too good to be true, but it was true. Why not, why not?! The thought kept singing in Nita’s head as they crossed the street and she saw the sun glance fierce and bright off the Chrysler Building as off an upheld spear. There must be a way….


  They stopped long enough to buy a hot dog apiece from a vendor and eat them where they stood. Then, “I’m getting tired,” Kit said.


  Nita wasn’t even slightly tired, but she said, “Okay. Where now?”


  “One more ride?”


  “Sure. Where?”


  “I want to go to Kennedy and see the planes, while we’re so close.”


  It was likely to be three-quarters of an hour’s ride, but Nita shrugged. “Okay.”


  They went down to the D train station under Rockefeller Center and caught a Train-to-the-Plane, one of those special trains that normally cost more. No one asked them for an extra fare, though, and they found a forward-facing window seat and settled in, for the plane train makes some of its run above ground, on elevated tracks that give a good view. The train made its usual underground stops in Manhattan, howled along through the tunnels below the river, and then burst out into bright Brooklyn sunlight and climbed above the brick and tarpaper rooftops, hooting merrily.


  They stared out the window and watched the forest of chimneys and antennas and water tanks go by. Slowly the path of the train declined, curving southward, and passed Aqueduct Racetrack with its acres of parking lots. Sunset was approaching: the east was darkening blue.


  Houses grew few, and the streets began to be lined with factories and warehouses, or with broad round tanks that said TEXACO or SHELL, full of kerosene for jets to burn. “It looks the same,” Nita said to Kit. So it did: for after Aqueduct even the factories went away, and they turned a last broad curve lined on both sides with great empty stretches of reeds and cattails, hissing softly in the early evening wind. Then the train pulled in at the last stop, the Howard Beach stop that would serve the airport until the new airport train started running. They got out and walked up the creaking wooden walkway to the dingy little station building and out to the driveway circle where the buses waited that would take them across the miles of parking lots to the Kennedy terminals. Out the door and down the little ramp they went, and under the evening sky they paused, listening to the marsh and the seabirds crying, and the wind off Jamaica Bay—


  ... And the sudden thunder before them, and a light like a lance of fire, leaping upward, shaking the air in their lungs for as long as it remained in atmosphere—then, burning with impossible brilliance, turning every color of the rainbow in order, and flaring searing blue as it went into transluminal drive and vanished. Riding that tail of fire had been a graceful teardrop-shaped starship the size of a city block.


  Nita looked at Kit in astonishment—and then at the front of the bus, which said KENNEDY SPACEPORT—SHUTTLE, TERMINALS A-F.


  They got on the bus.


  They rode once right around the terminal circle, just to see the docking cradles and the hangars, the great round or teardrop-shaped ships being pumped full of reaction mass from the bay—for these ships were direct-mass converters that used the same fusion process the Sun did and could crack fuel-quality hydrogen out of any compound (such as water) that had some. They watched the catering trucks, and the little Port Authority flitters and ion-drive craft going about their business; they watched the hundreds of thousands of passengers, only some of them human, going in and out of the terminals with their luggage floating or walking behind them. And at the far end of the circle they got off the bus and went up onto the observation deck behind the space commuter terminal to look out across the field. There they gazed down along the eighteen-thousand-foot runway built out across Jamaica Bay and into the Great South Bay’s waters, and had the ultimate satisfaction of seeing the space shuttle Enterprise, newest of that name, drop like a graceful stone to the runway, silhouetted against the burning sunset and the up-rearing towers of Manhattan. Far above, the evening star had come out, and the air smelled of kerosene and cooling tarmac.


  Nita sighed. Enterprise rolled to a stop, and the support trucks rolled up with the stairs; and a little crowd of tourists from one of the L-5 stations in orbit started coming out of the retrofitted craft, bumping into each other as they stopped to take pictures.


  “Nostalgia,” said a voice from beside them. “No one cares about those old workhorses anymore. It’s the star-ships, the big cruisers, that everyone finds romantic.”


  Nita and Kit looked over to one side. There was a man leaning on the railing—quite old, and balding on top, but with an erectness about his posture that made them wonder why he needed the cane that leaned on the Plexiglas beside him. He was well dressed in a sort of a cross between a jumpsuit and a business suit; and if his eyes were deep and old, they were also fierce. He looked a little dangerous.


  Nita had heard so many people talking to themselves that day that she almost didn’t react. But there was a sad sanity about the man that tugged at her somehow, and suddenly Tom’s memory spoke inside her, saying, “Speak to strangers.”


  “Why don’t they care?” she said. “About the shuttles, I mean.”


  The man looked at her in surprise, then settled on the railing again, watching the great rolling tender come out to lean the shuttle back upright and attach its booster tanks. “Earth orbit,” he said, “what’s that? Who cares about the Moon? Space is open to a hundred light-years out now ... but the outward move’s stopping there. The government isn’t interested in any more exploration. They want money now, and safety. Leave the exploring to other worlds, they say. We’re comfortable. Why stick our necks out?” His voice was full of scorn. “And the mercantiles agree with them. Everything I’ve done has come down to making bankers fat. The heart, the joy, they’re gone ...”


  “I’ve never been on the shuttle,” Nita said. The man looked at her strangely.


  “It’s that way where we are, too,” Kit said, and for the second his voice was as fierce as the man’s eyes. “They don’t believe in going to space just to go anymore. They go because they’re scared someone else will do it first, or because someone else might make money out of it.”


  “The stars,” Nita said, sorrowfully. “I’d give a lot just for a base on the Moon.”


  The man looked at them more strangely than before, taking in their clothes, the look of them. “Where are you from?” he said slowly.


  “New York,” Nita said.


  “Not this one,” said Kit.


  “Not this—“ The man broke off. “Do you know who I am?” he said.


  They looked at him and shook their heads.


  In the east, over the bay, the Moon was up, just before its full. The man turned to gaze at it with an odd, angry love. “And—where you come from—there’s no Jura Base, no Tycho Dome? No Tranquillity Center?”


  “No,” Nita said.


  “Not yet,” said Kit.


  “But there is a space program—“


  “Just the shuttles. We’ve got a space station and the space telescope, but not much more.” Kit sighed. “There’re a few planetary probes. And lots of satellites ... including some that kill each other with lasers.”


  The man took his cane away from the Plexiglas and leaned on it, and still stood straighter than anyone Nita could remember. “Show me,” he said.


  She began to shake. “You might not be able to get back.”


  “I don’t care,” the man said. And it was plain he didn’t.


  So they showed him. They slipped out of the commuter terminal a side way—the man said there were people he wanted to avoid—and caught the shuttle bus for the Howard Beach station. Nita went through the turnstiles first, pitching her token over for their guest to use. Under blue evening they made their way back to Manhattan on a train completely graffiti’d over, inside and out, except for a few neglected windows. The man looked at all this in astonishment. But that was nothing compared to his amazement when they hit their first Manhattan station and he saw the oldness of it, the grime, the bitter or wild or lively faces that waited for the train. And the ads, the posters on the walls, fascinated him. “Television,” he said, as if it were an alien word. “Automobiles. It could be the dawn of the Age.”


  Nita’s thought, though, was that it was getting too dark for her and Kit not to leave: both their parents would pitch a fit. “We have to go home,” she said.


  “I am home, I think,” the man said.


  Kit looked at him hard, wanting to be sure he understood. “It’s not where we found you.”


  “It’s home,” the man said, fierce-eyed. And then he looked out the window like a child seeing wonders. “It could be different,” he said. “This time.”


  The train was stopping near Port Authority. Nita and Kit got up. Nita held out her token to the man. So did Kit. “In case you need to get back,” Kit said.


  The man took them, his eyes shining.


  “Bye,” they said.


  “The same to you,” said the man.


  As the train pulled off, they saw him looking uptown, and smiling.


  


  *


  


  They shuttled to the East Side, then took the Grand Central worldgate home and got yelled at for being out too late; and life for them otherwise went on as usual. At least for that day, their boredom was cured.


  Three universes over, the sudden disappearance of Robert Anson Harmon, the father of modern starflight, multitrillionaire inventor of the Harmon Mass Conversion system and holder of a hundred pivotal patents, caused months of sensational stories in the press. His company’s lawyers did well for themselves in the months that followed. But eventually he was given up for dead, and the world he had helped to build went on well enough without him.


  In this world, a man with no money and no past slowly began patenting astonishing devices—pocket anti-gravity generators, for example, that could effortlessly carry your luggage or boost a ship into orbit. With the growing proceeds from his inventions, he bought himself privacy, and an identity, and positions at JPL and ESA and NASA. He also used his money to help some politicians— people who knew that the Universe was worth spreading out in for its own sake. The attitude spread, too. And eventually there was a Tranquillity Center, the great tourist and industrial center of the Moon, and a Tycho Dome and a Jura Base; and after that, starships that leapt out into the endless night on tails of fire and explored the worlds at speeds that left light panting behind. Kennedy Spaceport was built, and a hundred others; advances brought home from other worlds helped water the deserts and make the great cities run, made power cheap, and showed how to straighten bent and hurting minds. Hunger became a story of the bad old days, and war rumbled under the surface sometimes but was slowly being talked out of existence; for minds that perceive themselves as part of one tiny speck in the immensities tend to cherish the speck too much to blow it up. And there was too much to do—a whole galaxy to explore, wonders waiting, alien minds to understand. Humanity began to become a very busy and delighted group.


  That was the world Nita and Kit eventually found themselves growing up in. It didn’t happen in a year, or two, or ten. But it happened, as it’s happened in other worlds, in other ways. And if Tom suspected anything, he kept his mouth shut. It never does to remind people (even when things work out well) how completely we make our own worlds: it gives them ideas.


  Look closely at your next subway token.


  And speak to strangers.


  


  ***
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