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Author’s Foreword
This book was published in late 2009 as a serial, story-teller’s bowl tale to help with the astronomical expense of moving (and putting in quarantine) our dogs and cats from South Africa to Australia. I am of the belief that there is an unwritten but absolutely binding contract between me and animals: they give me their unconditional love and loyalty. I can do no less than try to do the same. Sometimes that means hard decisions about what is best and kindest for them. All of our beasties were, in some way, totally unsuited to being rehomed. Moving them cost us in the end around $26 000 – money we just didn’t have. The Save the Dragons fundraiser brought in $10600 – which made it possible. Thank you all so much. The end result left us broke, but at least I remained me, and we brought the beasties home.
I owe my deepest thanks to Walt Boyes who helped me believe I could do this, and who did a great deal of the promotion and organising. It would also never have happened without the vast amount of help and computer-side skill and knowledge of Francis Turner, who made the website, put up the chapters etc. I couldn’t have done it without you guys. Many friends in the writing world helped publicise it, and donated to it. As I know how hard just pushing your own work can be, and how broke most of us are, I appreciate this no end and will always treasure.
We had hoped, after seventeen thousand readers had visited the site, to get a publisher to print it, with me taking my advance in copies (and thus it being a lot cheaper for the publisher, who makes a profit on those copies), which would then be shipped to all the people who gave $25 to the fundraiser. To date, despite doing a round of all the publishing houses, we have no takers – there are no electronic rights to sell (as it has been available for free) and the sure hard-cover customers would mostly be getting a free copy.
We will continue to try.
In the meanwhile the book will be available for download from my own website, on an honesty box system. If you gave to the original fundraiser, please help yourself to a copy, and be sure I and my beasties remember your kindness with appreciation and affection. If you didn’t: this is still my book, my livelihood, my hard work. Please consider that. There is a donation button, and I suggest what you would have paid for an e-book from another widely published author would be appropriate – between $4-$5 is what I would have got if I put it up on Amazon.
Dedication
This book is dedicated to the memory of Betsy Boyes (1958-2009)
who understood loyalty and love to furred family.
.
Chapter 1
The Quarry: flight to Zoar
"Alchemy! Why did I choose bloody Alchemy?" Squigs screamed.
But, in the neverness between worlds, there is no sound.
Coming out of the blue-black of limbo, strange forms drifted vaguely into his view.
Then his long, narrow, size 14 feet felt something below them.
Squishy. Nasty.
Distant vision cleared first. A cloudless, copper-tinted bowl of sky. A Ziggurat. Several more distant Ziggurats.
Then came the smell. Air which was thick and humid, heavy with incense, and sulfuretted hydrogen.
And then sound. A woman's voice at sudden full volume. ". . . ou bloody clumsy offspring of a Mongol giraffe, get your skinny backside the hell out of my way, before I slit you from ass to earhole!"
Finally, there was close vision. He was being confronted by a short, incandescently angry, red-haired girl driving a boat-like cart drawn by . . . by hippopotami!
He looked down at his feet. Yes. Even when arriving in an alien universe, there were some universal constants in his life. He was standing in something soft, oozy and malodorous. To prove this universal constant absolutely true. . . . The girl yelled, "Move your scrawny body, before I remove your brainless head, and then move your body for you, as two separate bits!"
Situation normal.
The hippopotamus in front of him opened its mouth. Wide. A gargantuan belch of mildly fermented lucerne erupted over him.
As the cavernous, huge-tushed mouth gaped, Squigs did the most ordinary thing he'd done all day. He'd escaped certain death by violent or arcane means at least three times in the last hour. Squigs had actually been on the run for a week, displaying almost preternatural cunning and superb skill in evasion. He'd also lost a fair amount of blood, and he was losing more quite rapidly. Now it was time to behave in the way most people would, for a change.
This new and alien world wavered and blurred.
Squigs felt himself crumple and fall apart like a very tall card-house, all spindly knees and elbows.
Back inside an unobtrusive Oxford building, Danny Murriambene (Personal Assistant and Chief Executive Officer to Mr. Carpaccio) looked cautiously out from behind the marble bust of Doctor Malleus Plumbeous (1532-1603), Founder.
Over the years, various explosions, stinks and strange noises in the area had apparently always been conveniently scapegoated on student practical jokes. With any luck this racket would be blamed on the usual suspects.
Danny straightened up. The excellent quality and cut of the tailored grey suit he was wearing failed to hide the fact that Danny was a man nature had designed to be a rugby forward. Or a pit-prop. His stolid black face had an unhealthy grayish pallor to it right now.
Some of that could possibly be from the fumes. An evil ooze of greenish-blue smoke was spilling slowly down the stairs.
Danny turned to the other three surviving smartly-attired Carpaccio Corporation account executives. "Reckon we're going to have to go in there."
Senior Accounts Manager (collections and repayments) Smooth Mario O'Hogan nodded. Cleared his throat uneasily. "Yeah. The monster's gone." He looked at the scattered bloody remains of Junior Executive Vincent De Scali (contracts).
The two of them cautiously made their way up the stairs to where the six inch thick steel door had been torn off its hinges.
The two men picked their way through the broken glassware, torn shelves and shattered containers on the floor of the Alchemists storeroom. On the buckled heavy flagstones quicksilver mingled uneasily with preserved gryphon-liver and Atlantean tomb-dust. They stepped around seething pools and over spillikins of needle-sharp foot-long pieces of raw ormandine.
At the very end of the room the two men found what they had been looking for. There wasn't much of him left. Smooth Mario holstered his Glock. Picked the hand up with some trepidation. "I guess dat we've finally done it," he said with relief and not a little distaste.
Danny nodded. He'd been involved in various Carpaccio Corporation liquidations for nearly twenty years now. But this one, chasing down little Dons in gowns . . . As Smooth Mario said: real dons don't wear gowns and funny hats. He was a stickler for tradition, was Mario. Danny pulled a plastic bag from the wreckage. Emptied the jewelry-grade diamonds out of it, onto the floor. "Here, put it in the bag and let's get outa here."
Two minutes later the executives were three floors down, heading for the wholly unremarkable front door of the Department of Alchemistic Research.
Danny pulled the cheroot out of his mouth. He scowled at it, tossed it down and ground it under his heel. The adverts were quite right. Smoking can be bad for your health.
If it hadn't been for the smell of tobacco, they might have caught a whiff of brimstone, back when they'd got involved in this business.
It was too late now.
Chapter 2
Endangered species
There are more than a mere six senses. Not all of them operate in the four dimensions of time and space most of us are used to. These senses were now available to the scattered motes of energy drifting in limbo. Scattered motes that in some way were looking down on the only surviving physical part of herself. In a jar. The thaumatic fluid sustained a kind of suspended life in the cells. Around the half-living part clung another morphic resonance--her wily foul-mouthed familiar.
She searched. Here, in the neverness, she used some of her vitality to push things in a certain direction. She needed a body to finish the job. He would do. And although communications might be difficult, there was always the parrot.
The mind is a strange creature. When it is unfettered from the normal demands of running a great big clumsy body, it can sometimes go a-wandering down paths you thought it had forgotten. Squigs lay unconscious, on his back in a boat-wagon, in the impossibly distant watery world that the inhabitants call "Zoar." His mind, however, was back in a London council flat.
Looking back. Trying to work out how a boy with a Zulu mother and an English-peer father had ended up doing something as mindblowingly crazy as alchemy. Dispassionately the mind concluded he'd done it for three reasons. Having stumbled on the faculty, it had struck him as funny. Then they'd made it clear they didn't want him. Like the public school he'd been forced to go to . . . That had got his determination up. And finally, considering the mess he was in, because he was really stupid.
Shreds of conversation reached Squigs.
". . . honestly Pa. I swear I hadn't even hit him yet."
A mumbled comment followed, in a pitch more suited to tectonic movement. Squigs couldn't hear the words, but there was no mistaking the disbelief.
"Well, all right. I did once or twice. Just a couple of slaps to see if he'd come round," she said, plainly defensive.
Again the rumble. Something about making sure the shaver stayed unconscious for a week or two.
Squigs opened his eyes. Struggled manfully to focus. The effort cost his aching head too much. He closed them again. Concentrated on other sensory input instead. He was lying on something soft. The generally pleasant new-mown hay smell was overlaid with several others. Fish for starters. Constant in the background were clicking, rustling waves of sound, rather like a distant knitting marathon. The honking sound of wild geese in flight interrupted the persistent, far closer song of the mosquitoes.
He was still contemplating all this when he found he was being shaken so hard that his teeth rattled. His eyelids opened and closed like a kewpie doll's with each violent jerk. His brain lurched, trying to make sense of the stroboscopic view of the spinning out-of-focus room. "See, Pa. His eyes are opening already. Shall I shake him again?"
At the thought of another such shaking Squigs' nervous system decided it was a case of cooperate or bust. With a supreme effort he forced his eyes to open and to focus.
The shaker was recognizable. The red-haired girl who had sworn at him on arrival. On closer viewing, without quite so much hippo in the way, she was pretty. Very pretty. Long, dark lashes framing gentian-blue eyes. High cheekbones. A peaches and cream complexion, a little retroussé nose and a distinct dimple in her cheek. The green outfit she wore fitted like a one-size-too-small glove. It emphasized her shape with such precision that it left little to the imagination.
Squigs groaned, for reasons other than the pain. If she'd looked like the back end of a bus accident he'd have been much happier. Squigs had long ago discovered that he had a violent allergy to pretty girls. They made him break out . . . in a rash of stuttering foot-in-mouth incidents, in clumsy and uncontrolled movements, usually including falling over his large feet, when they weren't in his mouth.
Even 4'11'' gorilla wrestlers like this one were a danger.
"Just what do you mean by that groan, you overgrown beanpole? I hope it's an apology," she said, still lifting him one-handedly by the shirt-front. "I was supposed to be out fetching a hero, not wasting my time on a walking skellington like you."
"Leave him alone, Kathleen. Who knows? Maybe he is your hero. As they say, 'it's an ill wind that doesn't blow you a cloud with a silver lining,'" the earth-rumble voice said from the background. Into Squigs' vision stumped the sort of father who makes those who merely wield shot-guns look like harmless kittens. This guy would need no kind of weapon. He'd just pull you apart like an overcooked chicken. He was also dressed in tight-fitting green leather . . . but it didn't seem make him look sexy, just terrifying. A hand that could easily have enveloped Faye Wray held a large mug of something steaming, filling the air with spice and citrus scents.
She looked scornfully at him. "Come on, Pa. I know you want to get me married off, and out of the house, but this one couldn't fight his way out of a brown paper bag. Anyway, the wise-woman's prophecy said I would find my true love in a hero both tall and nobly-born. A man who would fall for me immediately, a fighter the men of Senaputt would fall before, or flee from. A man who would sacrifice himself for me. I'm going to find me a real man, not an over-stretched, limp dishrag like this one."
Her father chuckled, and pushed the affronted and bewildered Squigs back onto the pillows. "Relax, stranger. She's actually twice as bad as she seems. Got a rough tongue, when she gets her claws in to you, but, believe me, her bark is worse than her bite."
Thinking about that left Squigs with disturbing zoophilist visions.
"Here, drink this," said man-mountain. "It'll help for the pain."
Gratefully Squigs reached out to take it. And then realized that he was not going to be able to. His right arm ended in a tourniquetted lump. A lump, somewhat short of where his hand ought to be. He hadn't come through that last incident quite as unscathed as he'd thought. Perhaps it had taken more than a hippo-belch to fell him. It might have been lack of blood too. He slipped back into unconsciousness briefly.
Something wet slopped into his face. Water dripped off his nose and chin, and he tried weakly to wipe it away.
"For Ziklevieson's sake, Kate!" chided the huge man. "Leave the boy in peace. Here, son. Drink this now." Using his left hand Squigs managed to take the huge, steaming mug. He took a cautious sip. And then tried to deal with the explosion of spice and hot, over-proof alcohol in his mouth. By the feel of it, most of the explosive force had been channeled up through the roof of his mouth, and had blown off the top of his head.
"Good, eh!" The hulking black-haired man peered intently at him from under a set of eyebrows like old moldy thatch.
Squigs managed a strangled affirmative, as his eyeballs steamed.
"Sucker. Guinea pig. Pa's watching to see if you're going to die, or turn into a purple toad before he tries it himself," said the girl derisively.
"Now, that's just not true, Kathleen. I was just concerned about the boy's health," said the hulking man, in slightly injured tones, "But, to prove there's nothing amiss with my brew, I'll now be forced to drink some meself." This was said with a broad wink to Squigs, which the girl couldn't see.
She snorted. "Any excuse will do."
Her father sighed, as he poured himself an even larger mug full from a steaming kettle on a hob in the centre of the high-roofed thatch beehive. "Take my advice, boy. If you ever have daughters . . . send 'em to boarding-school when they're twelve. When the school throws them out, marry them off as quick as possible. They've got all this pent-up nagging ready for some poor sap, and in the meanwhile, they let it leak out onto their poor, feeble old fathers. Still, you know what they say, 'You can choose your friends, but their blood isn't thicker than water.'"
She snorted again, as Squigs tried to figure that one out. "You," she said to her father, "never listen to a word I say anyway. You only want me out the way because you've been making eyes at Mikki Kalloran's widow. And if you'd sent me off to boarding-school I'd have run away. I don't even know why I even had to go to school at all. You never did! Anyway, you never would've sent me away. Who would've looked after you after Mum died?"
She poured herself a mug of the brew too, and tossed it off in a fashion that could only elicit admiration from Squigs, whose previous alcoholic feats had included once down-downing half . . . of a half of shandy. The numbness which had started in his nose, had by now spread to his other extremities, including the handless arm. He was rapidly approaching the point where statements about being caught short-handed would be considered hilariously funny.
Squigs soon felt as if he was bathing in a sea of goodwill, which simply improved with every fiery mouthful. Besides it didn't seem quite so like drinking lava any more. In fact the stuff was wonderful. Just wonderful. Life was wonderful too. So what if he'd seen all his peers killed in horrible ways, and had had to flee for his life to an alien world. So what if his right hand had been cut off.
The alcoholic fog of well-being however didn't quite overwhelm his one solitary island of resentment. This stunning girl, and she looked even more beautiful with the second mug full of brew that that really good guy had poured for him, didn't think he could be a hero. He completely forgot his earlier resolution to keep his ears open and his big mouth shut.
"I shay." He beamed at them, delighted to have managed such a complicated statement. With this great success achieved, he set off to greater heights. "Whash d'you need a bloody hero for?"
"It's the dragons, me boy. Great, terrible worms ninety feet long. Dreadful winged fire-breathin' beasties. They're armored with diamond-hard scales. They've tails that'd smash a house to brick-dust. And their talons, why, they're just awful: great, cruel scimitars with razor edges, and needle points too. And they have vast maws of huge, sharp pointed teeth," said the man-mountain with a sigh.
Squigs stared owlishly at him. He was not as taken aback as most folk would have been. As a student-alchemist he had come across some very bizarre things, including dragon's teeth. Ormandine was the hardest substance known to Alchemy.
Squigs also knew his Arthurian legends well enough to know what was expected. "You want me to resh, resh . . . shave your daughter from the dragonsh?"
His host looked at him, puzzled. Then looked at the second empty pint mug in Squigs' hand and nodded knowingly. "No, boyo. Not my daughter! It's the dragons that need to be saved."
Squigs looked at the fair Kathleen. Was there ever such a vision of female pulchritude? Both of her looked so beautiful, it fairly took his breath away. No wonder even the dragons had fallen for her! He staggered manfully to his size 14 feet. With an air of great nobility, or as much nobility as you can muster when you're swaying like a fir-sapling in a hurricane, he said. "I'll do it! I'll shave the dragonsh from your daughter!" He turned, and, by a triumph of pure mathematics over gravity, managed to go down on one knee before the middle one of the three fair damsels he could now see. "Will you marry me?"
At which point he fell over before she could hit him.
He was aware of Wagnerian laughter. And of an irate voice saying, "It's not funny, Pa." He found himself being pulled to his feet, and put back onto the couch.
"It's not that easy, me boyo. My Kathleen's not the only danger they're in. It's these damned poachers." He sighed gustily. "It's getting so an honest draconnier like mysel' can't find a beast to hunt for love or money."
Squigs' brains were definitely entirely awash by this stage, because he said "I'll shtop 'em. Jus' shee if I don't."
"Bravely spoken boy," said his host, refilling the swaying mug with difficulty. "Well, you may as well have a go. After all, you know what they say, 'Needs must clutch at straws when the devil drives.'"
The mug was plucked away from Squigs by the red-haired woman. She raised her eyes to heaven, and shook her head at him. "No more for you. And I think you should quit too, Pa. I'm ashamed of you. Encouraging this useless wimp to kill himself attacking a flying monster-machine full of men with God-weapons. We need real heroes, not a tall wet fish."
Chapter 3
Corporate finance.
Danny Marriambene (PA, CEO) watched impassively as the boss talked to his broker. The man on the other end of the line's voice was clearly audible, even from here. "It's a really bad time to sell, Mr. Carpaccio," he pleaded. "Gold bullion prices are right down. The mining shares are catching cold from it. Hang on to them . . ."
"Sell. Sell now," snapped Vigo Carpaccio. "And don't buy me any more. Ever."
Danny quite understood why. These days Vigo Carpaccio wanted gold-mining shares in his portfolio like he wanted an extra hole the head. They'd been a good investment once, but things had changed over the last six weeks. Were still changing.
It had begun just over that six weeks back, in a shadowy, dusty, abandoned steelworks in Chicago.
The only footprints in the thick dust of this room were those of Mr. Carpaccio and his two escorts. The fourth person in the room might as well have flown there. There was no trace of his passage in that dust.
Danny hadn't noticed this at the time, however. He'd only picked up on it up later. He'd been too angry at the time.
You didn't talk to The Man like that. As if he was some snotty school-kid. As for shitting him out for being late, that was right out. Danny remembered looking down, seeing that his knuckles were white, he been holding his Colt automatic so tightly. He'd nearly pushed it right through his damn filofax. Holy Mother! Who did this short little shit think hewas, primping around in a fancy-pants nightgown with a cloak and hood, telling The Man that he wouldn't tolerate sloppy work?
He'd glanced across at Senior Accounts Manager Smooth Mario O'Hogan. Mario was big on tradition . . . he'd even changed his name from Michael to Mario, to be more in keeping with tradition. He didn't approve of The Man's changes. Tradition meant respect, as far as Mario was concerned. Even at business meetings. Yeah. Danny had noticed that Mario was just as uptight. Not even being aware that the ash from his cigarette was falling down the front of his neat pinstripe, the jacket he'd had to send back to the cleaners four times after that Challiso account settlement. Goddamn lard had splattered both of them after the explosion.
The Man himself had remained cool, however. Drawing a little hard on his cigar, perhaps. But his voice had been smooth, urbane, businesslike. "Mister. I'm here. Taking a chance, maybe. But don't you try my patience . . . too far. The sample you sent me was good. That's why I've put up with this . . . so far. But now, I want to see the rest. What's it in? US dollars or pounds? The letter had a UK postmark, so we know where you operate. You better have the money. Otherwise Danny and Mario can take you for a little . . . consultation. Maybe help you with a spot of . . . bridging finance."
Fancy-Pants had snorted. He hadn't seemed much hassled, and he must have been smoking inside that hood. Anyway, a cloud of yellowish smoke had come puffing out along with the sound. "Come."
He'd led them across the echoing, dusty room to a tarpaulin-covered pile.
"Your advance," he paused and flicked the tarpaulin aside, "in gold."
The ingots stood in a gleaming pile.
"Approximately one billion US dollars worth. Maybe a little more."
He'd waited until they had recovered their jaws. "That," he had said dismissively, "is nothing. Capital to be going on with. A mere token of my faith in you. Maybe a thousandth of what the deal is finally worth. This is what I want done . . ."
He'd begun detailing equipment to be bought. Sub-machine guns. Heavy-caliber hunting rifles with sniper scopes, rocket launchers. Welding goggles. Hand grenades. A hovercraft. The best GPS equipment available. And where they had to be, and when. And not one second later. Then details of the task. And details of the equipment he would supply. They listened. If it hadn't been for that pile of gold they'd have told him he was having hallucinations. But, as the gold was both heavy and real, Danny and Mario didn't take him for a quiet disinvestment venture. Instead they listened respectfully.
"Finally, here is a plan of the Institute's buildings." He'd pointed to a small table next to the ingots "And these are the names, addresses and photographs of the ones that must die before the end of next month." He'd singled out a photograph of a tall, gangly, skeletally thin coffee-colored individual with an inane grin on his face. "James 'nKosi Harkness-Smythe. Sometimes called 'Squigs.' He is the most important of all. If he lives beyond the 29th, we stand to lose all. I want him dead.I want him in pieces. Small pieces. I want to see them. Is this clear?"
The Man had looked at the gold. "Yes, Mister. . . ."
"You will call me M'lord. It is one of my titles. Well, I must be going. Remember, you are under no circumstances everto be late again." The hooded man turned to look at Mario and Danny. "Are these your bodyguards?"
The Man was severely affronted. Danny knew how hard he had struggled to drag the organization into the twenty-first century. How many heads had had to roll in that restructuring process, and what a huge undertaking transformation had been.
But that was an awful lot of gold. So The Man answered, through clenched teeth, "Big Danny is my Personal Assistant and Chief Executive Officer. Smooth Mario, here . . . he is the Carpaccio Corporation's Senior Accounts Manager. He settles accounts for us, undertakes our aggressive acquisitions and deals with people who stand in the way of corporate expansion."
"M'lord. You forgot," the hooded figure said coldly. "I suggest you remember in future. Just understand, I cannot be killed by mere mundane things like bullets . . . put the thought right out of your mind. You pride yourself on your men's appearance, do you not?"
"Yes. They do have a certain . . . reputation . . . M'lord," said The Man, grudgingly. The tone suggested a repayment at a later date.
A hand had stretched out from the drape-in-the-soup sleeve of the gown. The nails were pointed, almost talon-like. Some grayish-white powder had drifted down onto Smooth Mario's gleaming wing-tip. "Then why did this employee come to work with a squid on his foot?"
The beast had its tentacles wrapped lovingly around Mario's leg. As Mario screamed, it squirted ink onto his four-hundred dollar tailored trousers.
By the time they looked up, M'lord Fancy-Pants had gone.
" Pizza da' merde!" swore Vigo Carpaccio.
Danny had been shocked. The Man never allowed such expressions to sully his Harvard Business School trained methods. "Danny, check with Looie and Salvatore outside. I'll talk to Johnny on the roof. I want know who this guy is. Where he went to, without even leaving us his business card! Come on, Mario! Stop behaving like that. I'm sure the cleaners will be able to get it out."
But of "M'lord's" passing there'd been no sign, not even in the dust.
Chapter 4
First hand experience
Korg Maccabeus stamped on the tall, handsome, broad-shouldered man's foot. Korg knew he wasn't really heavy enough to do the job properly, but hobnailed boots helped.
The fellow yelped and stepped back. "You trod on my toes, you sawed-off . . ." He shut up. Abruptly.
Korg nodded. "Yep. I did. Do you want to make something o' it?" he said, looking up. The other large, armed men in the crowd all backed off.
The muscular blond-maned fellow looked at him. Looked at his hands and the twirling piece of gleaming sharp-edged steel Korg wielded. "Um. No."
Korg nodded again. "Well, get out of my way while I read the new hero work-listings." It had been worth the months of practice that that trick with his battle-axe had taken. When you are three foot six high, you need to establish a lot of respect, or people stood on you, leaned on you, or put drinks down on your head. He turned back to the papyrus attached to the stele beside the Ziggurat door. The others crowded round it too. At a suitably respectful distance.
"Kentigern! You don't want to take on that one," said one of the bow-men.
"They say he's got a pretty daughter," said the one on whose toes Korg had stood.
"Ha." The bowman snorted. "Crummag, you would know about that. But she's Kentigern's daughter. And anyway, that contract's just too dangerous. 'Flying monsters and God weapons, first hand experience required, no chancers.' It's the third time it's been up."
Korg noted the contact name on the listing. Sligo Bey. Good. A fellow dwarf, even if he was a dragon hunter. He turned. He'd better get his gear from the boat-station lockers first. He noted without surprise that his toe-trod victim and the bulk of the others were mooching back to the tavern, already. He looked out at the watery flatness of the fen-lands. Pulled his beard, approvingly. There was almost no chance of damned caves or even tunnels here. He'd had to travel far to make sure "dwarf" and "mine" never occurred in the same breath.
In the morning Squigs woke to find her words still haunting him. They were etched onto Squigs' mind with a bitter acid that not even the washing tide of last night's alcohol sea could erase. ". . . this useless wimp to kill himself attacking a flying monster-machine full of men with God-weapons. We need real heroes, not a tall wet fish"
Yes. He remembered that with crystal clarity, despite the fact that his body was attempting to pack up and go back to Mummy without his head. His head was intending to sue for permanent divorce on the grounds of mental cruelty, not to mention claiming damages for pain and suffering. To add insult to injury some miserable sod had caged an ostrich with diarrhea inside his mouth after he'd gone to sleep. Nothing else could possibly account for the taste.
Someone was whistling with obscene cheerfulness. And a thread of golden sunlight sneaked through the curtains and shone onto his toast rack chest. It was full of dancing dust-motes. It gleamed so brightly that he was sure all of nature was also in this merciless conspiracy against him.
"Coffee, lad?"
Squigs winced at the vibrations produced by Mungo's gravel-crusher voice. He managed a nod, bravely ignoring the odd clicking noises this produced inside his head. A cup the size of a fire-bucket was tendered. It was brim-full of black, viscous fluid. Alcoholic fumes mixed with coffee scent. "I put a tiny dram of good-for-all-that-ails-you in it," said his host, with an air of benevolence, seemingly unaware that his guest was trying not to retch.
With courage born of desperation Squigs took a mouthful. It cost him immense willpower to deal with it. Still, he forced it down, against all probability. Its final direction was doubtful for a long moment. Then it began to work. The effects were marvelous. The combined sugar, caffeine and alcohol burned straight through his frail-feeling stomach-lining and into his bloodstream. After a minute he was able to take a second mouthful and to actually almost enjoy it. By the bottom of the cup he was up, and trying to take stock of his environment.
The room was a vast, old-fashioned beehive-shaped coif of rushes, cut and bound into a long spiral. Even the floor was covered by a spiral mat of platted rushes. The window was a brass port-hole, pushed through the rushes.
A plaited arch led into another such room. Hooked into the walls were various items. Axes; hams; unstrung bows; ropes of onions; cruel barbed harpoons; plaits of garlic; broad-bladed spears; bunches of satanic-looking smoke-dried catfish; a spider-web of a cast net; quivers of dark-fletched arrows; carved decoy ducks. The couch he'd been lying on was simply a virulent green hide, shaped and stuffed with something soft. There were another two like it around the central stone slab on which the peat-turves glowed.
He became aware of a pressing need to see a man about a dog. A Great Dane. "Er . . . which way to the bog?" he asked uncertainly.
Mungo looked up from the rope-splice he was making. He pointed at the door. "It's out there. Fifty thousand square miles of it."
Uncertainly, Squigs made his way outside. The morning speedwell-blue sky was winter clear, only a few high, thin, feather-clouds between him and a sun that was not his own. The cluster of huts stood on a floating island of cut rushes, allowing him a view over an endlessly repeated pattern of reeds and sedges. The leaves were all white-edged with winter, and whites and greens were slashed with dark waterways. The horizon was prickled with purple mountains, ever so distant. A thin, cold wind carried the eternal susurration of the swamp to him.
He stood drinking in the beauty of it, idly splashing foam trails into the dark water below. He wondered how long it would take to learn to undo his fly easily with his left hand. He wondered how he was managing to be so calm about being an amputee. It was probably delayed shock, he decided. Soon he'd get around to screaming . . . about that and all the other horrors.
"Do you mind! You're peeing into the fish-cage. You complete jerk! Haven't you heard of toilets?" she demanded from the coracle which she had silently paddled into the channel.
Her only reply to his stammered and red-faced apologies was the kind of look given by a teenager to a pus-filled encrustation on the end of her nose, an hour before the big date.
She maintained a frosty silence throughout a breakfast of smoked eel and green duck-egg omelet. Her father finally quelled Squigs' desperate attempts at breakfast-conversation with, "Eating time now, laddie. Gab later." after which Squigs shut up and concentrated on food. Finally, when his host had wiped the polished wooden platter clean with a crusty flap of coarse brown bread, Mungo turned to his daughter and said, "I reckon you better take him to see Huigi, Kate."
She sipped her coffee. Made a face. "If you say so, Pa. But you still owe Huigi . . ."
The huge man's face darkened with anger. "That bloody bloodsucker! You tell him he'll get his pound o' flesh the next time I get a worm, not before," he choked out, between clenched teeth.
"We need him, Pa. Can't afford to offend him," she said, with a wry smile.
"I know, girl. Otherwise someone 'ud have chopped the blasted little bugger into mince-meat by now," he growled.
After a few simmering moments he subsided, and turned to Squigs. "Well, boyo. I'll need to be measuring you up for a set of decent clothes. Can't have you fighting dragon-poachers in those namby-pamby duds," he said looking critically at Squigs Levi's and much-stained lab coat. "What do those glyphs on your undershirt mean?"
"Er . . . nothing important," said Squigs, standing up hastily. It seemed that here in Zoar, even the stupid things you said when dead drunk were taken seriously. And he was not going to explain a t-shirt that read 'cork soaker, 36-24-36, wanted: apply below' to this particular father of a young daughter. Funny, in the past he'd always been inordinately proud of this offensive garment.
He found himself being measured from head to toe and several spots in between. And then Mungo told him to hop it, and fast, because by the sounds of it, Kate had the wagon out. "She doesn't take kindly to waiting, son," said Mungo, warningly.
That much Squigs had figured out for himself.
The same odd-shaped boat-wagon was parked just off the front of the hut, hooked up to the two hippos. The girl sat on the bench seat, looking grimly ahead, ignoring him. With an attempt at insouciance Squigs decided to show the advantage of really long legs. At least he didn't have to leap clumsily. Casually, he stepped across the gap.
As he straddled it, the gap grew wider . . . and wider. The vehicle was definitely floating. His blasé step ended in a wild threshing of arms and a resounding splash. Suddenly, he realized that water that could harbor hippo probably would have crocodiles as well. He hauled himself out onto the boat-wagon with more spluttering haste than dignity, amid their laughter. It was apparent that she certainly wasn't going to wait for him to get dry. A flick of the reins, and the hippo surged off with a snort.
Bedraggled, he sat and shivered on the bench seat next to her, with water slowly percolating out of his clothes as she drove. The winter sun shone, true, but it was still bitterly cold to be sitting in a puddle next to an ice-block. His attempt at humor, "Well, I needed a wash after breakfast," had been met with a stony silence. So he sat quietly and thought dark thoughts about women and their traumatic effects on his life. It wasn't very warming. So he tried thinking about how he'd got here.
Not for the first time in the last six weeks Squigs wished he had chosen to study something else as the epitome of uselessness. Politics. Or the History of Pre-Columbian European Tobacco Industries. Or even Architectural Aesthetics. But no. He had to go and choose bloody Alchemy. Just because it had seemed so hilarious to find such a department at a university with a towering reputation. Besides, he'd rather fancied the idea of those boat-races. Damn cheek. When he'd gone along to the training session they'd offered to take him on . . . as an oar
Then, when he had applied to the department, they hadn't wanted to accept him. So of course, being thin-skinned and black, it had become Alchemy or nothing. And look where it had got him . . .
He understood, later, much later, why they hadn't wanted him. It had nothing to do with his skin color. It was just that the Department was a "closed shop."
Overabundant gold is no use to anyone.
Squigs had stumbled onto something hidden. Sometimes, the best place to hide something is in open view. Especially when the "open" is the chaos which is an 800 year-old university. How was he supposed to have smelled that the Alchymstic Research Institute hid a real piece of an ancient and magical discipline? The building looked like nothing much, and lacked a name-plate. Generations of students and academics assumed they belonged to some other faculty.
Now Squigs had time to wish that he hadn't forced his way in.
Ah well, it was too late to apologize to old Prof. Selby now. By the seal of Solomon, curse the cantankerous little creature, if he could get out of this lot alive he'd apologize to all of them. Even to that creep Dr. Nisebind, and his time obsession, or at least to their graves. Dr. Nisebind had been the last to go.
Squigs shivered. He could still remember the twisted blue face and foaming green lips of the lecturer. And that had been when the . . . alien creature had been feeling well.
The creepy doctor had looked far better, almost human, when he was dead.
Chapter 5
On the other hand
For several hours Kate and Squigs slid along the narrow channels through the clattering reeds, toward the Ziggurat visible above the fen-lands to the north-east.
The transition from swamp to city was a gradual and very incomplete process. The winding watercourses became streets. Well, there were floating bee-hive rush huts along the edges. And garbage drifting in the water. The boat-wagon became a wagon-boat, its broad wheels splushing and sloshing across the shallows, and then out onto the mud. The houses became more frequent and started being built on pilings, not on floating islands of reed and rush. Ahead, the vast Ziggurat loomed, dwarfing all else. A thin column of blue-grey smoke curled up from the uppermost tier.
Finally, the piling-built houses became quite closely packed. The marsh-noises of frogs and waterfowl disappeared to be replaced by the croak and bellow of hawkers, and the cackle and occasional shrill shriek of their customers. They took the wagon-boat to what could only be described as a hippodrome, and handed the beasts over to the hippostler. From there they had to walk. Spludging along through the ooze, Squigs began to understand the boots Kate and the other locals wore. His made-in-Taiwan Nike look-alikes were now wet mud-balls.
They climbed the ladder up the pilings to the market place, a chaos of stalls with a bedlam of shouted wares. "Git yer fresh crayfish 'ere!" the salesman threatened Squigs, with a still nipping and extremely fresh crayfish. "Loverly cheeses! Guaranteed two years old," a crone gesticulated with a lump of maggot-twitching white muck, at least three years old, to judge by the smell. "Best melons!" and a slice of delicate pink-ribbed juiciness was thrust under his nose. "Taste! Taste!" "Get a feel of my eels!" bellowed another. They wound on through the assault of colors, smells and noise, among the tattered bright awnings, across to the far edge of the market. There stood a solitary black tent. Space, elsewhere at a premium, was left vacant around it.
Above the closed tent door hung a sign.
HUIGI BYTTE
ARMORER
CREATION OF LEG-ENDS A SPECIALITY
SPELLING EX-TRA
Kate grimaced and turned to Squigs. "He thinks he's so damn funny. Remember, any debts that you run up are your own. He's already bled Pa white, paying for the last lot." She pulled aside a fold of the black tent's door, and yelled into the interior "Hey, Huigi! I've brought a customer for you."
"If this is a sex appeal, it's no use coming to me. I already gave at the office," a sleepy, high-pitched voice lisped from the blackness.
"Huh!" Kate snorted. "You should be so lucky. Wake up, you bloody vulture."
She was answered by a sigh from the dark recesses of the tent. "It's the middle of the day, dahling. But come in, if you must. Just keep all that horrible light out."
They pulled aside the door-flap and went into the dim, shadowy interior. Squigs had been expecting to see racks of swords, breastplates and helmets. Instead, there was a large marble slab, mounted on a plinth in the centre of the tent. The walls were lined with racks and racks of bottles and jars.
A small, cadaverous-looking man dressed in black stood rubbing his slim-fingered white hands beside the slab. His face was an almost bleached white, except for his lips, which were thin and very red, outlined by a pencil moustache. He smiled, exposing long white canines. "Why, Miss Kentigern! Come to settle your father's debts? Whata pleasure, my deah." He licked his thin lips, catlike, as he raised his finely carved nostrils, and peered at her from under his heavy eyelids.
Kate started visibly. "Why, Huigi! I didn't know you . . . liked girls."
The vampire, for such he plainly was, sighed again. "I don't, dahling. You know me. I like manly men. The more rugged the better. But times have been so good lately. I'm just not getting any customers. It's these damned poachers. No dragons left for the boys to play with. It's getting so as an honest armorer could starve to death waiting for business."
Kate raised her eyebrows. "I said I'd brought you a customer, but it sounds to me as if you ought to sponsor this one. He reckons he's off to deal with the poachers."
"Tch! Tch!" Huigi clicked his tongue, shaking his head and looking Squigs up and down. "My deah, you know I'd love to . . . but business is business after all. And he looks like a lovely long drink . . . so nice on these hot afternoons."
"Shall I pop him in the ice-bucket for you Huigi, and give him some gin to drink?" asked Kate with an evil grin.
Looking around, Squigs was not too sure they were joking. His eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom, and he could now see that the bottles of murky fluid on the racks all contained organs or limbs. Some of them had been of human origin . . . once.
He decided it was time to take masterful charge of the situation "Er. Um. Just what am I doing here?"
Huigi tittered and stepped over to him. He took Squigs' unresisting right arm and traced his fingertips up it delicately. "You sweet thing! Why do you think you'd come to a 'second-hand' shop?" He tittered again, cocked his head, and lifted his eyebrows archly. "Did you think I just . . . wanted your body?" He sidled up to Squigs, and rubbed his cheek on Squigs' shoulder. Squigs stood frozen for a moment, and then Huigi pulled away abruptly, with a look of surprise on his vampire face.
A University with strong liberal traditions tends to engender a high degree of tolerance for other people's sexual preferences. Among any five friends, one was likely to be gay. Camp mannerisms were a joke. With sudden insight Squigs realized that on the other hand, these draconniers, with their he-man attitude to life, were probably radically homophobic. No wonder the fellow was looking so shocked . . . and wary at the lack of negative reaction to his advances.
When Squigs wasn't dealing with the opposite sex, he had an astute mind. He began to smell a trace of a very substantial rodent. So he made a camp tea-pot spout gesture with his left hand, and replied, in a similar arch tone, "I didn't know you wanted to get so . . . physical about it, dahling. I thought all that you wanted bodies for was chopping up and putting in your ugly little jars, gorgeous."
He had the satisfaction of seeing the vampire's eyes widen abruptly. Squigs smothered a chuckle. Caught the sod in his own trap. "Suppose we cut out the sales technique, and talk business now," Squigs said, reverting to an ordinary voice.
"Well, you are a sharp one," said the vamp, also in normal tones. "First one to call my bluff in ten years. It may be worth sending you after the poachers after all. You're not from Zoar, are you? Not from Sylvan either. Must be Earth . . . or as we in the trade call it, Mud?"
Squigs nodded.
The vamp smiled. "That explains it. And very appropriate that you should be having a go at these poachers. They're definitely a bunch of mudders. Well, come and have a look at the stock. I must warn you that right hands are in very short supply. Like livers, they're often damaged. Means the price is very high."
"Huh!" said Kate. "Funny how if you've lost a left small toe they're always in short supply . . . but if I'd got one to sell you, you've got too many, and the price is way, way down."
Huigi shrugged. "Basic laws of economics, dear. But good right hands really are hard to come by."
He led them to a shelf where hands of various sizes shapes and species hung in jars of cloudy amber fluid. There was indeed a rather limited choice . . . if you wanted the human kind. "I'd advise against Hyperdrac." He pointed to one of the thirty or so vicious, clawed, scale-covered hands, in various sizes and colors. "They're sinistral-dominant, and never very well controlled by a dextral-dominance nervous systems. It can make picking your nose a terminal problem."
Kat snorted impatiently. "Besides, you've got a fair number, and that would bring the price down. What are you asking for the ordinary human hands right now? Say . . . that one there." She pointed to a shapely, long-fingered member in a tall jar.
"A hundred and twenty," said the Vamp coolly. "And the usual pound-per-pound of dragon flesh."
"What! Forget it, Huigi," stuttered Kate, outraged. "That's utterly ridiculous. Anyway he's not a licensed draconnier. What are you suggesting? He should go poaching?"
"A hundred and twenty what?" asked Squigs. If they used gold as a medium of exchange here, he would have no financial difficulties. One of the reasons that the Alchemy department had tried so hard to discourage students with the remotest chance of passing first-year, (with a course that was bizarre, silly, and also extremely demanding) was that they'd solved the old base-metal into gold problem nearly two centuries ago. But you couldn't let everyone in on it. After all, over-abundant gold is next to useless. The department happily contributed the value of about fifty pounds of slightly altered scrap lead to the University fiscus every year.
In exchange for being the only department that ever paid in,and never drew a solitary penny out, the alchemy department was left well and truly alone. Accountants, as Prof Selby had pointed out, are not stupid, despite all the insults heaped on them. They never disturb the geese that lay that type of eggs.
"Pints of blood, my dahling boy," said Huigi. " And about a pound of dragon-flesh. A vamp can't live by blood alone, you know."
It was Squigs' turn to stare wide-eyed at the man. "Are you crazy? I'd be dry ten times over."
The vamp gave an arch little shrug. "Of course, it's hire-purchase, deah boy. The installments and the interest rate are really very reasonable. Naturally . . . I can give you a substantial discount for blood on the barrel-head. But as you say, I don't think you have enough in your body." He looked measuringly at Squigs, and licked his canines with that narrow red tongue.
"Come on, Huigi, pay some attention to business, instead of chattering," said Kate impatiently.
The vampire obligingly paid attention. "How much for that one then?" she demanded, pointing at another jar. The fingers were stubby, and the nails distinctly chewed.
"Make it seventy-five, but only for you, dahling. I've got to eat, you know."
"Look, it's hardly new," said Kate. "What about some kind of reduction for the state it's in?"
"Seventy then. But not a drop less," said Huigi.
"Still far too much! What about that one then?" Kate pointed to yet another hand with rather callused knuckles.
By the time they'd heard the merits of all seven on offer, and argued the price down to a mere thirty-seven pints, Squigs had had enough. "Forget it. I'll do without the damned thing. I'm not donating half a lifetime's hemoglobin for something I can do without."
They both looked at him as if he'd crawled out of a piece of cheese. Finally Kate asked, with the air of someone talking to a small, dim-witted child, "How do you think you're going to pull a bow . . . or wield a sword, against these poachers?"
Squigs shrugged. "It wouldn't make much difference if I had three hands. I barely know which end of a sword cuts. And the only time I tried archery, the bow attacked me. It gave me a black eye. I'm not going to beat anyone with any kind of weapon, I'm afraid. I'll just have to use my brains. And that's not something you're going to sell me."
"Well, actually I do have some in stock . . . guaranteed unused. Ex-Military Intelligence. Or a politician's brain. Did you know that they're genetic aberrations? The mouth and nervous system is actually connected to the liver, instead of the brain. But either I'd have to build an extension on to your head, which makes buying hats a bugger, or I'd have to take out what you've got in your skull," said Huigi with one of his malicious little grins, showing his long white canines.
"And who'd notice if you forgot to put anything at all in afterwards," said Kate sourly. "Come on . . . you. Let's go."
They turned to leave. As they did, Huigi, with a note of desperation in his voice at seeing a sale slip away, said, "Hang on. Look. I, I, um, do have one piece of merchandise I haven't shown you. It's not strictly a human hand, and, well, it has rejected the last two owners. I'd be glad to let it go really cheap. I'd be ashamed to send you out there to face the poachers single-handedly."
Kate sighed. "All right then. Lets see it."
He led them to a back-corner. The jar stood on its own on the shelf, as if despising its fellow limbs and organs. The hand was spider-fingered, with eight long members. The digits were even longer than Squigs' own, and bulged slightly at the knuckles. And it was jet-black. There was a rune-etched silver ring with an empty socket, where the stone had been pried out of it, on the middle finger. As they watched, the fingers moved slowly of their own volition. All but the centre one clenched to form a fist. The middle finger straightened, the ring glowing.
"It didn't ought to be able to do that," said the vamp, disapprovingly, "and you can't get the bloody ring off either." He seemed about to say more, but then shut his mouth in a tight line.
Squigs looked at the gesture made by the severed hand. He could identify with that sort of attitude. "I'll take it," he said decisively. "How much?"
There was a cunning look in the vamp's eyes that should have rung warning bells in Squigs' mind. "Yours for a pint. But no refunds, and no comebacks, see."
Distractedly, Squigs nodded, "Okay."
"Well, it's a deal then. I'll let you have six months same as cash," said Huigi too casually, standing on the open-mouthed Kate's foot. "Come up to the slab . . ."
Somewhere, out in limbo scattered motes of a once powerful intelligence danced in patterns of dark energy. The surviving part, the only surviving part of her physical body had been drawn from the thaumatic fluid. Soon it would start to die if it could not bond to life-image and nutrient-giving and oxygen-giving blood. She'd liked human blood. Flavorful.
In the etherial zone, a place of light and energy and the endless song of the stars, something scratched itself and belched. Whistled shrilly. And said irritably. "Who's a pretty slut then? Weee. Loose woman."
It was true enough. She was as loose as component atoms can be.
But part of her was being attached again.
The hand was sewed on. Incantations, dark spells from Tra were recited. Pipes dripped glowing fluid into Squigs' veins. The darkness of the tent was ripped by actinic high voltage discharges, heavy with the reek of ozone. Then the join was smeared with a vile smelling, sickly-yellow potion. Huigi wrinkled his fine-boned nose, and shook his head. "Sorry. Bloody antiseptics these days."
At last it was all over. He was allowed to sit up. The acupuncture needles were pulled out, and nerve contact began. Squigs suddenly realized he could feel with the strange fingers. They seemed hypersensitive.
"Move the limb please," said Huigi professionally. "Try it out." So Squigs tried. The fingers responded, bending double-jointedly back to touch the wrist, and then writhing snakelike, twisting around each other. Then the hand reached out and goosed Kate. More by luck than judgment, Squigs' face only got the first slap. That alone was enough to make his head ring, as he tried desperately to apologize.
Huigi was laughing enough to seriously endanger himself. He'd bent forward to slap his knees. Suddenly, the black hand reached out and grabbed the vampire's neck, and began to throttle him. It was strange. Squigs could see that the vamp's throat was smooth white skin, but to the alien fingers, it felt as if it were covered in short, soft fur.
Then, as the white face began to turn blue, and the vamp's eyes bulged, Squigs told the hand to stop.
And it did.
"The damn thing's got a mind of its own, Huigi. No wonder you were so keen to get rid of it," said Kate, staring at the black hand.
"It's all right," said Squigs, in a voice of unconvincing reassurance. "I've got it under control now."
The vampire massaged his neck, now keeping a careful distance. "That's what they always say," he muttered in a bruised-throat voice. "But, Miss Kentigern, you ain't seen nothin' yet."
Squigs tried moving the fingers again. They obeyed. They were just more mobile and sensitive than he was used to. And there were more of them. But he had a right hand again! He held it out in triumph.
A pale nimbus danced above the black hand. The air grew abruptly colder. The flames of the black candles shrunk to pin-prick size. Squigs felt the claws dig into the back of his new hand. The semi-transparent blue and red parrot that had materialized there said, "Awk! Polly wants a piece of ectoplasm!"
Squigs stared the apparition, the hairs on the back of his neck crawling. Alchemistical research had led him to discover that many of the things pooh-poohed by establishment science were real. . . . There had been some work on morphic resonance. But the reality was different to reading about it a dry tome. The dread spectre opened its beak and belched, thunderously. As a cure for fear it worked remarkably well.
The vampire was rolling about on the floor laughing. The ghostly parrot turned a beady ghostly eye on him. "Who's a pretty boy then? Awk!" it asked and cracked its beak like a pistol shot. Then abruptly it vanished.
Chapter 6
The way the cookie crumbles
In limbo, the scattered energies of the dead woman stirred and drew together, further as her hand quickened from the suspended half-life. He was stronger willed than she'd realized, when she'd set these things in motion. Still, he was unlikely to be aware of the meaning or power of those runes on the ring. Now, if only the elementals could be returned to the ring, she would be able to enhance his senses . . . and control at least her old hand more easily.
"A haunted hand. And haunted by a blasted house-pet." Kate shook her head in disbelief. "You know, that Huigi is a real bastard. Dad would have killed him if he'd done this to him, and stuff the fact that he's the only armorer in the marshes of Senaputt."
Squigs shrugged. He didn't dare mention that he rather liked parrots, not now that she was actually talking to him. "At least it's a hand," he said neutrally.
She looked at him and shook her head yet again. "Well. Thank goodness you're not a draconnier. No draconnier worth his salt could bear being made a laughing-stock like that. It's all right for someone like you, I suppose," she said, not noticing the gritted teeth, or guessing his determination to prove that he'd got a bargain, complete with a free parrot that you didn't even have to feed. "Still, being a total wet must have some advantages. At least he didn't try and paw you, like he always does to Pa. He didn't even offer to give you a discount for spending the night with him."
Squigs sighed. "He's not really gay, you know."
"You're telling me. He's about as funny as an undertaker," she shuddered.
Obviously PC speech hadn't made it here. "No . . . I mean he's not queer."
"Great Ziklevieson on a stick! You do talk a lot of drivel. If there is anything queerer than that spooky set-up of his . . ."
"No! Look what I am trying to say is well, um, gays, um, er, queers, um, prefer male lovers."
"So I'm a gay queer?" she asked, dangerously.
Squigs lifted his eyes to heaven. Took a deep breath. "All I was trying to say was that Huigi knows he is the only armorer around . . . so nobody can do him any harm. By pawing your Dad, and the other draconniers, he gets them off-balance. I'll bet most of them agree to his ridiculous prices just to get away from him."
His companion was silent for some time. At last she said, reluctantly. "You know, you could even be right. They can't wait to get out of there. And they all refuse to go alone. So, okay, sometimes you aren't quite as stupid as you look. Come on, let's pop in to the Green Monkey, and get some food before we head back home."
Riding high on this small victory, Squigs agreed cheerfully. He was frequently to regret this.
The
Green Monkey Tavern, Bar 'n Grill.
Rite of admission reserved.
Zikaday special char-grilled 'gator tail,
*** Live Entertainment ***
Exotick Dancers!!
was the sort of place that Squigs had always been intensely curious about. And never quite stupid enough to venture into before.
It was plain that Kate had. She shoved and elbowed her way to a table near the back. There was no way to get a place near the podium. The dancer with the major underwear crisis, and the serious forward gravitational imbalance, had a hypnotized beefy crowd cramming into all the available space. But, by the simple expedient of tipping the sleeping mountain of a drunk off the bench, they had a table in the far corner.
The waiter, a scar-faced, two hundred and thirty pound hulk in a holey vest and a heavy layer of body hair, grinned broken-toothedly at her. "Mornin', Kate. 'Ows tricks wiv yer then? 'Aving the usual, I s'pose? I carn't tempt yer to a bit o' green monkey on a stick?"
She smiled at him. "It could be better, Slugger. No bloody green monkey, thank you. I'll stick to the ribs. Better make it the usual, twice. Pa's got me shepherding this molly around," she said, pointing vaguely at Squigs, in a manner that said just how much she was enjoying it.
The waiter chuckled, and said in a tone of disbelief. "Yeah? Wot's your Dad want 'im for Katie? Bait?"
Kate grinned wryly. "What's going to take something like him? Now, Slugger, get along to the kitchen and grab our grub, do. When bare-ass finishes up there, the whole mob will want chow."
Their food arrived with amazing speed. Squigs found a huge earthenware platter being slapped down in front of him. It was filled from edge to substantial edge with a rack of grilled ribs, the fat still hissing and bubbling in the honey and green peppercorn glaze. There were a generous-sized couple of double-yolked fried eggs for extra cholesterol. All the remaining space was filled with a sea of French fries, from whose golden sides the salt crystals gleamed in the greasy sheen. A plate of chili beans on the side, and a foaming tankard completed the meal. None of this vegetable rubbish or salad abomination, or silly bits of greenery polluting the plate. Kate eyed the array critically. "Where's the garlic sauce then, Slugger?"
"Sorry, Katie-girl. 'Ave it 'ere in a minnut. 'Ope you don't mind," he said with a thumb at the wide-eyed Squigs, "but I brought 'im a ladies portion too."
He went in behind the bar and disappeared into the smoke and bedlam of the kitchen. A few seconds later he emerged again with a blue bowl from which the steaming waves of garlic overwhelmed even the other smells of beer, sweat, and smoke in the bar. "'Ere you are. Your favrit. Garlic sauce wiv extra chili! Enjoy."
Latterly, as a grad student of an independently wealthy faculty, Squigs had begun to develop taste-buds, things which he had found wise to dispense with at boarding-school. This morning's food had been eaten, yes, but with temerity. He had then still been rather queasy after the alcoholic excesses of the night before. Now, Squigs found he was hungry, and although the food smelt powerful enough to be independent . . . it also smelt mouth-wateringly good. And it was pleasant to have two hands to use, even if the right hand did seem to have its own ideas about what it wanted to do with the knife. Even the beer, cold, bitter and crisp, tasted great. Squigs would have said he was having the time of his life, you know, good food, good beer, a pretty girl (even if she was ignoring him), and an eyeball-popping view of a stunning, and by now barely dressed, dancer. It was the dancer's last garment and the garlic sauce with extra chili that brought about his downfall.
He'd decided to brave the stuff. He stuck a spoon in it. The metal hissed and curled slightly. Just then a cacophony of wolf-whistles broke out. So he looked at the stage, where that last cheeky item of lace and feathers was being twitched downwards. He didn't really notice how much of a huge ladle-full he'd put onto that rib.
He took an unwary bite. Blue flames whoomphed into existence in his mouth, and danced a wild hornpipe, stomping across the young, innocent taste-buds. The rampant, naked garlic reveled in the ring of teeth, stopping only for a quick black mass on his tongue, at which his poor epiglottis was ceremonially strangled and burned in the chili fire.
Great beads of sweat stood out from Squigs' cheeks and forehead. He desperately reached for his beer, emitting a small, strangled "awk" sound.
The lights dimmed as the dancer dropped the feathers and lace. Perhaps the audience was too focused to notice, or presumed it was part of the show. They certainly didn't notice the drop in temperature, caused by the shade's appearance. The spectral parrot fluttered off Squigs' new hand, and over to an empty bowl on the bar, where it pecked, presumably at the salty ghosts of departed peanuts.
"Make it go away!" Kate hissed in a fierce whisper through clenched teeth.
Squigs shook his head helplessly. "I don't know how to."
The parrot, apparently satisfied, flew back and landed on Squigs' shoulder. Strange. He could feel it with his black right hand, but not on his shoulder. It burped. And then gave an express-train whistle, right in his ear. Squigs jumped nearly a foot. Everyone in the place must be looking at him.
But no. Miss T. I. Tillation had reappeared on stage from behind her screen, to the clapping, whistling and cat-calling audience, wearing nothing but her large fan to take her bow. Kate was studiously ignoring him, doing a perfect imitation of sitting at another table, in another tavern, from which he was conspicuously absent.
The crowds surged to the bar, clamoring for beer. The average individual weighed at least twice what Squigs did, and the ink used in all those tattoos would have been sufficient to write a thesis with. One fellow in particular stuck out above the rest. He stood about six foot six tall, and about five feet across the bulging shoulders. He had arms like sacks of grapefruit. A great blond mane flowed down onto his back.
The parrot took one look at him, and said, at the top of its very penetrating voice, "Awk! Blondie! You're a total wanker!"
The silence spread out across the bar like jelly. The blond giant turned slowly. He had a clean-cut handsome face, with a strong jaw and clear blue eyes under a high, tanned brow. He didn't look as if he had a sense of humor. The blue eyes were staring straight at Squigs.
Squigs felt the blood drain from his face. "It wasn't me!" he said, his voice rising to a treble squeak. "It was the parrot!" He looked sideways nervously. The glowing spectral blue-and-red bird had vanished from his shoulder.
A whisper ran around the now silenced bar. "That's Crummag the Barbarian that the wimp . . ."
Crummag walked across the short distance of saw-dusted floor with a slow, swaying, wrestler's walk. His knuckles didn't quite drag on the floor. He took Squigs by the scruff of the neck in one huge hand and picked him up out of his chair. It was his habit to raise offenders to eye-level, before chastising them gently by turning their faces into pulp. Only this offender was a lot taller than he was. And although Squigs' left hand was desperately and ineffectually flapping at Crummag's chest, the right . . .
The barbarian terror of the Selig plain, and Scourge of Santara, went "Arrch." His blue eyes widened.
"Maybe," he said, his fine baritone shifting an octave upwards, "there really was a parrot."
"I can explain everything," said Squigs quickly, reflecting on the ineffable wisdom that, when you have someone by the balls, their hearts and minds will always follow. "Look, why don't we have a drink or something?" He noticed that the stranglehold on his collar had already eased. "Let's sit down and get out of this squeeze." The black hand twitched, and Squigs had the satisfaction of seeing beads of sweat stand out on Crummag's forehead.
"Yeah. Let's sit down. We're embarrassing the lady."
Squigs let go and stepped back. Crummag flashed Kate his dazzling even-toothed grin.
She looked at him with wide, worshipful eyes. "You must really be the great Crummag! No one else could be so generous and gentle." She turned on Squigs. "You don't know how lucky you are! Most of the guys in here would have turned you into mincemeat. Idiot."
"My dear," said Crummag, "I could hardly indulge in a vulgar brawl in front of a beautiful young lady! Besides, it wouldn't have been a fair fight. He's half my size."
Squigs gaped.
"Oh, Crummag!" sighed Kate, stars in her worshipful eyes. "I've been looking for a really noble hero. I'm so thrilled I've found you."
He smiled again, all perfect teeth. His eyes took in the details. "That's me, Crummag the Barbarian, Scourge of Santara. Terror of the Selig Plain, at your service. Why don't we . . . you and I, that is . . . go off somewhere nice and quiet, and discuss the service you might need?"
"Oh, yes!" she breathed. "You . . . Skellington. I'll see you back at the wagon."
"Er, um," flapped Squigs. "D . . . don't you think we ought to get back to your father? I mean, it's a long way, and he'll be getting worried."
Crummag smiled condescendingly at him. "You heard the lady. Now, beat it. Run along, before I forget I'm such a gentleman." He stretched out a ham-sized hand and took Squigs by the black hand. "Here. Let me help you up." The Barbarian plainly intended to extract some revenge for the earlier squeeze.
But Crummag had under-estimated that hand. It was putting the squeeze on him instead. And it was taking unfair advantage of having three extra fingers. It had his pinky trapped and was forcing the first phalange back towards painful dislocation. For a moment they stood there, Squigs slowly straightening his lanky form as the parrot reappeared on his shoulder. "Awk! Blondie! You're still a total wanker!"
"I think," said Squigs, "now that you see the parrot, we should shake hands. Are you sure you don't think it would be a much better idea to come and hear from Kate's father why they need a hero ?"
Kate flashed him a look of pure annoyance. "No!"
From Crummag's right hand came an alarming crack. "Ugh! Yes! I, I quite agree."
"Right now?" asked Squigs meaningfully.
Crummag's eyes were going squiffy. "Uh! Yes, of course."
"Good. I'm glad you're going to do the right and gentlemanly thing," said Squigs, letting off some pressure. "By the way, what did you say your name was?"
"Ur. Crummag the Barbarian."
"Squigs Harkness-Smythe. Mind if I call you Crum?" The hand tightened again.
Crummag's reply became a swallowed, " Yerss! Uh, suuure!"
"By the way, this is Kate . . . Kentigern." The effect of the surname on the blond was distinctly one of alarm. Squigs decided to follow it up. "Her father is a real gentleman. He's also the biggest man I ever met . . . Crum." Squigs let go, largely because Kate had just kicked his shins.
Kate stood up, missing the sight of Crummag trying to wring blood back into his pulped hand. She gave Squigs a look which promised plain and fancy murder.
"So you're the famous Mungo Kentigern's daughter, are you?" said Crummag, more wary now. "Well, I'm honored to be of service."
"Yeah. Well, I could have skipped the damn introduction," said Kate, looking sourly at Squigs, as she left a few coins on the table. They headed for the door.
"After you, ma'am," said the smooth-talking barbarian, shoving Squigs out of the way.
Slugger was standing near the door. As the blond barbarian cut out of the door, the waiter gave Squigs a thumbs-up. "Pity you didn't pull 'is cods right off when you 'ad the chance, boy," he said quietly. "You keeps an eye on Miss Kate, see. Watch that Crum the Bum. Finks e's a smooth mover wiv the girls 'e does. Na, get arter 'im. I'll see yer gets a man's portion next time yer comes in. Wiv real chili."
Squigs thought real chili would probably put hairs on his chest. Or at least fungal mycelium. The sort that usually grows in graves. But he scurried after Kate and the Crum none the less. Kate was laughing. A happy "I-think-your-stupid-jokes-are-wonderful" laugh. Squigs gritted his teeth. This place'd have them gritted down to stumps at the rate he was going. Well, if he couldn't have her, then he'd at least make damn sure that that triangular-bodied blond pea-brain couldn't either. He knew just what the pea-brain had in mind, principally because it had been in his own mind all morning. They said cold showers and lots of exercise helped. He'd have to try them.
In the meanwhile he'd be a gooseberry, although he doubted if anyone would thank him for it. At least the job, despite its frustrations, was not without its own satisfaction. Still, if it hadn't been for the new hand's inordinate speed and strength he'd have been tipped into the water a couple of times by two separate people who very much wished him to be somewhere a lot further away. At least he kept them to only talking.
Talk, talk, talk. That was all they ever did at these meetings these days. Dressed up in hoods and yattered. Venus Ashill was irritated by it all. She was here out of loyalty. The cause had been her Mother's raison d'etre.
At the moment a buxom woman was calling for something to be done about the abuse in taverns. "It is a problem on, 'ow do you say in English? Le weekend. The men 'ave 'ad too much to drink . . ."
Venus Ashill let her mind wander. There was no point in listening. The revolutionary council would bicker and squabble for hours and then pass another meaningless vote on some issue. She sighed. If it wasn't for Long Ash and Papa she'd show them. Do something. Revolutions were built on blood, not talk.
But . . . there was Papa. He'd never manage without her. Not now. Not with his problem. And there was Long Ash. Back at school she'd thought she'd make a fortune it needed, somehow. Later, she'd reluctantly realized she might have to marry one instead. The thought didn't appeal, but she'd never let squeamishness stop her. She was an Ashill, after all!
When she got back to Long Ash in the small hours of the morning there was a rude surprise waiting for her.
Scrote. The wrinkled old man was standing at the swan-mews, wringing his hands. "It's the master, Missy. He's bloody packed up his questing gear and gone. He left this for you."
The note read:
My dear Vee,
Had a problem with West wing. Going to have to try and raise some money. Take care of the swans until I get back. Leda's foot is healing nicely.
Love
Papa
"Where did he go, Scrote?"
The wrinkled swanherd threw up his hands. "Missy, I'd guess Zikamaddy. It's closest. Or Zikdoonvarna."
Venus took a deep breath. "Well, I'd best go and find him."
Chapter 7
Hell?
In a place, which is on the other side of no place, Smooth Mario waited. It was a great deal hotter than he enjoyed. Outside the window it was dark, with occasional flickering flames. He could feel the rivulets of sweat trickling downwards, staining the delicate silk of his shirt. It would be more than watermarked now. Hell, it was hot in here! Or was that just because an elegantly dressed and immaculately groomed man in the public toilets of a certain notorious railway station was bound to receive some very explicit invitations? It was not something that anyone had ever even dreamed of suggesting to the Carpaccio Corporation senior executive before.
The opening through the graffitied wall of the john into the neverness was immensely welcome, unlike the thought that he would have to go back.
The scurrying imp came to call him at last. It was red, and horned. It looked like those things with toasting forks which his mamma had said would get him if he gave his creamed spinach to the dog again. Mario shuddered. He didn't like what they were dealing with. But the money . . . like The Man said . . . you'd even call the devil "M'lord" for that kind of money. He was beginning to think that maybe they were doing just that.
Their employer still wore the same fancy pajamas. And the hooded cloak. You couldn't see his face, even here in his own place. He sat at a huge desk, virtually every inch of which was covered with great leather-bound books and ledgers. Mario stopped in front of the desk. Cleared his throat. Was ignored. Eventually, after a long five minutes, M'lord spoke. "Well. What do you have to report?"
"Good evening, M'lord. We've terminated dem all, like you said."
"It is morning here. And it is not good. You were not particularly effective, were you? I had to intervene. And at one stage I was almost embarrassed into an awkward position. Only my ability to appear dead carried me through it successfully. I am not well pleased, Squidfoot. I also see you have failed to carry out my instructions. I told you I wanted to see his remains."
Mario reached into the pocket of his stylish overcoat, first looking down to make sure that "squidfoot" was a purely historical reference. He produced an opaque plastic bag, and emptied it onto the desk. The long, pale-coffee fingers were set in rigor, still outstretched, fending something off.
The hand had been cleanly severed at the wrist. "Dat was-a all dat was left . . . M'lord." he said in his best, carefully cultivated Italian accent. He wondered, not for the first time, if silver bullets might do. Or holy water. He scowled to himself. He couldn't even go to confession with this lot, or he'd have Father Donnelly telling him, again, that drugs were an abuse of God's temple of the body.
"How did you finally kill him?" The cold voice was, if possible, colder, and yes, that was definitely a wisp of smoke coming out from the shadow of the hood. Did the devil never take that cigarette out of his mouth?
"Da casket you gave us," said Mario. "We booby-trapped it, wid' a video spy link. Triggered it when he come into dat chemical store. All hell broke loose in dere. Smashed up everyt'ing in da place, including the video-camera. D' damn t'ing didn't go back inna box after dat neither. It smashed open da door an' come down the stairs an' killed Vinnie. Ripped him inta shreds. The Man wasn't pleased. You promised da monster would only kill da first an' nearest human."
"That I have to work with you stupid mudders!" M'lord struck the desk, his voice angry, smoke wreathing upward out of the hood. "Bunglers! Fools!" He sat there, clenching and unclenching his fists, a noise like the drone of angry bees issuing along with smoke from the hood.
Finally, he sighed, and said, as if to a half-wit, "A Zabaelish is not capable of killing twice, mudder. If it killed this . . . Vinnie, then it failed to kill Harkness-Smythe."
"But . . . dere's no way out of dere. No windows. No udder doors but da steel one we locked-a behin' him. Solid stone an' lead walls a yard t'ick, or dat's what you tol' us?" Smooth Mario was sweating in earnest now. The Man didn't have too much time for an Executive that made mistakes.
"This man doesn't need doors or windows. He can always find one, and work out the time it will be open. That's why I had to stop him at Glastonbury. I knew about that one." A claw-like hand reached out and touched the razor-clean cut wrist. "You've been on the dragon hunts? You know I always insist on precise timing?"
Mario nodded. The hooded one continued, "Because if you're slow, and part of you is in limbo, and the rest not, when synchronicity breaks down, it could be severed," he pointed at the wrist, "like that." He sighed again, plainly in annoyance. "I dare not move too openly here, yet. I will recruit more agents in Sylvan. There are always darksiders willing enough for dirty work there. In the meanwhile, you tell Carpaccio to get those dragons' teeth in as fast as possible. Two weeks from now phase two of the plan goes into action, and the tailored viruses will be released. Tell your master to be on the lookout for trouble, especially with Harkness-Smythe still on the loose. Now, go."
"Please . . . M'lord. Not . . . t'rough de men's rest-room again?" Smooth Mario pleaded, sounding in fear more Irish than Italian. He could imagine the looks on people's faces when he emerged, sweaty and red faced, with his tailored suit rumpled.
"Oh . . . that route is not open right now, anyway." He rang a bell. "I'll call Rudence. He'll show you the way."
Red and horny appeared again and led him to a distant door, past an awful lot of screaming. He stepped gratefully through. At least no squid this time.
CLICK.
"Mista Carpaccio wirr accept the ca. You're through."
"Hello, boss. Yeah. I'm sorry I hadta call collect. But I'm in dis-a Sushi-bar and I don't have any local money. I did-a like you said. Only, he wasn't pleased." Mario was still shaking from his encounter with the live-seafood tank. It had contained . . . things . . . with tentacles.
The Man's voice came down the line. A sharp command to get into the Chicago office. Now.
"Yes, Boss I'll be dere as soon as I can. But, er . . . can you send me my passport an' a ticket back from Tokyo?" begged Smooth Mario.
Chapter 8
CUMULATIVE IQ = -3
The draconniers had managed to recruit seven "heroes," now sitting in council at Mungo Kentigern's float, with a cumulative weight equivalent to that of a medium-sized dinosaur, and, Squigs reluctantly concluded, about the same level of brain-power. A couple of these muscle-bound sword-swingers and so-called heroes would have found "Uh duh" too challenging to say, and far too philosophical. Their idea of strategy was "I'll jus' hittem."
The draconniers were generally more intelligent. But then, they had to survive hunting wily and predacious worms, and not just bashing other heroes. Heroes fought other heroes, just hitting each other until one of them fell down. It was a pity about this oath stuff that precluded draconniers from fighting anything other than dragons. But with the local God-King as your union boss . . .
Zoar was strange, reflected Squigs, and not just in having dragons. The society was pre mechanical, but the hero contract he'd been given to sign would have stood the test even in any sue-besotted American law court. He was now obliged to attack the poachers, while physically able, for which service he was entitled to retainer of six Kares per week or part thereof, and found. In addition he would be entitled to a share of any loot/treasure with his fellow heroes. Such loot was to be divided in three. One part for Ziklevieson, one part to the Draconniers Co-operative, and the third to be split amongst the heroes. Incredibly mundane and businesslike for a world of romance.
Korg the dwarf was holding forth, now. He could at least speak without dribbling, and could also manage two syllable words quite well. But, despite an overdeveloped Napoleon complex (I am short: therefore I am superior, in accordance with Adolf's axiom.), his preferred strategy was another variety of "I'll jus' hittem, especially if they're taller than me." Which meant that most of the world greater than 3'6'' was in for a bashing. As the dwarf was just as wide as he was high, or possibly even wider, Squigs had to admit that the poachers, below the belly button anyway, were in grave danger.
Still, he was a major improvement on some of the others. Take Leggilass, for example: a six foot lump of human, seemingly carved from Basaltic rock. He had become renowned for his berserker fury . . . on hearing his own name. This solid mass of bone, muscle and scar-tissue was apparently the result of a foolishly besotted parent with a poor scholastic record and a desire to name his son after his favorite drinking song. Leggilass would be a great asset if only they could persuade the poachers to call him.
Then there was the Great Krambo. Well, if he could get to sitting on them, the poachers were pancake material. The layers of lard must have made most of his internal organs virtually impervious to the swords, axes etc. of his fellow heroes. Squigs doubted if they'd help against the "God-weapons" that were being used on the dragons.
The Credible Hulk had fallen asleep, thumb in his mouth, a cherubic smile on a face like a construction site. The mental level of the debate had not suffered. Well, he was good natured at least. One had to be able to say something positive, after all. The Credible Hulk's war cry was his own name, but he rarely managed to get further than "Huh" without being prompted. But, okay, he was supposed to be good in a fight, if you could just point him in the right direction, and then stay out of the way until he was exhausted and fell over.
Then there was Baron Ashill. Squigs had thought Baron Ashill very hopeful, at first. Not quite as muscle-bound as the others, and also possessed of a magnificent curling moustache. Erudite, gentlemanly, plainly a past-master of arms, and of the art of war. Unfortunately also barking mad, occasionally pausing mid sentence to fight off a rabid attack by an unseen enemy. When in the throes of defending himself, often by dint of superhuman leaps and slashes, he was seemingly oblivious to his surroundings. It meant that one minute you could be talking rationally to him, and the next diving frantically to avoid being accidentally chopped in half or flattened.
It was apparent that most of the heroes with functional grey cells had heard what was involved and had decided to stick to hitting each other instead. In stature and intellect Crummag stood head and shoulders above the other five.
Oh. That was, if you didn't include Squigs. He was certainly taller than anyone else, and a few thousand watts brighter. But nobody seemed inclined to listen to him. Not even Mungo, who seemed to think that it was Squigs' fault that he had allowed the Crum to come back from town with them and thus turn his daughter into a complete airhead.
The draconniers had pinpointed a frequent materialization site. They'd even worked out, roughly, the periodicity of the appearance of the flying monster-machine and its crew of God-weapon bearing poachers. So, having evolved a plot in accordance with the brainpower of the heroes, they'd meet them there and challenge them. After all, that's what heroes do. The only objections had come from Squigs, who no-one listened to, and Baron Ashill.
Unfortunately, the Baron broke off his proposal half-way through, to fight his unseen enemies.
For a moment it had looked like Korg might step into the breach, and suggest something slightly more sensible, but Crummag's comment stopped him in his tracks. He said that no hero of stature would ever consider meeting trouble any other way. His comment brought a sigh of worship from Kate, a sigh of exasperation from Squigs, and absolute silence from Korg. Having done so much heavy cogitation, the heroes sat down to train for the victory feast.
It was certainly one aspect that they really didn't need to train for. Eating and drinking, especially at somebody else's expense, was something they did with skill, gusto and, especially in the case of the Great Krambo, speed. Squigs didn't, however, pay much attention to the glazed spit-roast suckling hippo with a melon in its mouth, or to the mountain of highly spiced and curried rice-pineapple-peppers-eggs-and-shrimp, or the smoked-eel pies. He was too busy watching the Crum, determined to spoil any moves the creep tried to make with Kate. He needn't have worried. The Crum was too busy sending her scurrying for some of this, or some more of that, to have the least interest in sneaking off to the far side of the float, and keeping her from the foggy, foggy dew.
Then Mungo came across, strangely, just as Kate had left to fetch yet another platter of smoked-oyster and lotus blossom patties, for the delectation of her hero. He gave Crum a hearty pat on the back. The kind of friendly he-man pat that can break a few ribs. It did in fact make Crum spray clam chowder across the width of the table.
Hastily Crummag grabbed his false teeth and put them back in.
Mungo pushed a two-pint mug at him. "Here you are, laddie. Seeing as my Kate thinks that you're such a prime fellow, lead us in the hero's toast. Drink it down now." He tilted the man's head (by the hair) and the base of the vast mug, so Crummag had little choice but to drink or drown.
By the time the starry-eyed Kate came back, armed with a platter laden with goodies for the enjoyment of her champion, Mungo had faded into the background. The cross-eyed Crum slid gently under the table before her eyes. She dropped the platter and knelt beside him. Her concern was greeted by a lover like bubbling snore full of barely diluted ethanol.
Squigs should have known better than to stand around grinning like a horse-collar, though. She rounded on him. "This is all your fault!" she sobbed, and with a swat left him gasping and fish-eyed on the ground next to Crum. She stormed off. A spectral parrot fluttered above him saying, "Awk. Another one bites the dust!"
Squigs was not particularly comforted by Mungo's muttered comment from the background: "I wonder if it's true about absinthe making the heart grow fonder . . ."
Mornings for the doing of heroic deeds always dawn cold and bright. It's in the fine print at the bottom of the contract.
Thus the foggy, muggy reluctant daylight should have warned the wise that this morning was a good one for staying in bed. But no. They were all rousted out before they could see what sort of light it was, and given the kind of evil coffee that resembles north-sea crude, and can also kill sea-birds. Breakfast would be provided on the raft, they were told. Move it! The expedition would leave in ten minutes with or without the Great Krambo, who was nowhere to be found.
Squigs got a beckoning gesture from Mungo. "Here, laddie. I finished off your dragon-leather trews and jacket last night." He handed Squigs a green leather outfit. "Put 'em on. Let's see how they fit."
Two minutes later Squigs stood encased in formfitting green leather. Mungo stood inspecting his handiwork, trying without success to stop chuckling. "Well," he said finally, "it fits. But no one is going to say your tailor makes fine birds, m'boyo." And he went off into a hopeless peal of mirth.
Squigs felt that this time that Mungo's mangled metaphors were entirely wrong. He thought he'd make a bloody fine bird, something like a green marsh heron, perhaps? The new leather was so stiff that he couldn't bend his knees or his elbows. His arms were permanently affixed at about thirty degrees, and his walk could best be described as a penguin shuffle. With difficulty he picked up his lab-coat. There were things in its pockets he didn't want to leave behind.
"The leather will get softer with time," said his tailor. "Now, what do you fancy in the way of arms, son?"
"Being able to move them, I think," Squigs said, turning his head with great effort. "Oh. You mean weapons. I don't know anything about any of them, I'm afraid."
Mungo looked heavenward. "What were you thinking of using? Your teeth?"
"My brains," said Squigs, with as much dignity as he could muster.
"They're no use," said Mungo. "You'll never be able to throw them hard enough. Here. Take a spear instead. At least with your reach, you've an advantage."
So, with a nine-foot spear in one hand and his old lab coat in the other, Squigs waddled off to join the bloodshot-eyed crew on the raft. Krambo had been found in Mungo's pantry, methodically eating all the winter supplies. It was a good raft. It didn't list by more than five degrees when the ten-ton-Tessie got on board. Kate sat talking to Crummag. He nudged her and pointed to Squigs, who was trying to do the eighteen inch step onto the raft with legs that would only get six inches apart. She burst into helpless giggles.
Korg arrived behind Squigs, and without any sign of effort picked him up by the seat of the trousers and tossed him across the gap.
The dwarf hopped across himself and grinned at the sprawled heap of rigid green limbs, "Want me to chop them ugly long legs off at the knee, seeing as you can't bend 'em? That'll bring you down to a reasonable size!" Korg fingered the blade of his battle-axe.
But seeing someone lower down than himself brought out the better side of Korg's nature. He took a callused paw off the axe-blade, and pulled Squigs up to a sitting position. "Move as much as you can." he said kindly. "The stuff gets supple quite quickly. Some folk say you should piss in it. An' it's true it does get it soft. But what they don't tell you, is that it turns your skin green if you do. Besides, you'd smell like the Hulk." He walked off to stow his kitbag and to sit on the edge of the raft, his short legs hanging a comfortable foot above the water, oiling a crossbow nearly as big as himself.
The raft, pulled by a team of six hippos, set off into the semi-dark. Eavesdropping, Squigs gathered that a couple of other draconniers would be coming along in their own boat-wagons to show them the exact spot. In the meanwhile there was nothing for him to do but sit and watch the pearly mist grow slowly lighter, and try to move his rigid limbs. After about an hour, Crummag came wandering over to where Squigs sat. Kate had gone to start making breakfast, and that smacked of hard work, to be avoided by the Crum at all costs. "You know," Crummag said kindly, "to get that leather soft, it really helps if you pee in it."
"I see. Does it have any other effect?" Squigs asked blandly.
"No, nothing," said Crum, looking him straight in the eye. "Just makes it flexible, see. And I couldn't leave you to go around like that, in such discomfort, when there is such an easy remedy."
The air cooled, and droplets of water settled out on Squigs' new sleeve. The parrot cocked its head at the brawny blond hero, and then put up a phantom claw to scratch its neck. "Awk! Bullshit!"
Before the matter could be pursued further, Kate's angry yell came from the back end of the raft. Squigs found he'd somehow got to his feet, and joined the others who ran to see what the problem was.
The problem was that breakfast was a thing of the past. So was lunch. Well, for most of them anyway. Someone had had all the meals in advance.
The great Krambo had decided that it had been at least fifteen minutes since he'd been evicted from the store-cupboard, and had set to work on the breakfast supplies. Having eaten those, he'd already got most of the way through lunch. He sat there contentedly sucking the last morsels from his teeth, his multiple chins splattered with raw egg. Kate was showing off her remarkable command of the English language. Squigs almost wished he could take notes.
Finally, he thought he'd better intervene. He wasn't sure, but he thought that piggy-eyes was getting a little irritated by being called things like "an eff'ing, thieving, rancid, beached whale." Well, the Krambo had stopped picking his nose, then inspecting and eating the bits. Now he was actually looking at her. And she was awfully small by comparison. If he hit her, or worse, fell on top of her . . .
"Er . . . isn't there anything else that we could eat?" Squigs quickly put in, when she paused for breath.
Inevitably, she rounded on him instead. "You overgrown streak of pelican droppings, what do you think this lard-faced gut-bucket has left for us to eat?" She looked at Squigs scathingly. "Maybe," she said, dangerously, "we should just eat you. You look just like a blasted string-bean in that outfit, after all."
"Too bony, girl." Korg grinned, showing his array of snaggle teeth again. "I could cut you a few rashers off fatty here, though. After all, he's the sod that ate my breakfast." He negligently tossed the battle axe from hand-to-hand. Korg looked up at her, his sharp black eyes glinting, "I'm just the right height to cut his eggs off for you to fry."
The Dwarf weighed in at perhaps a fifth of the glutton, but he was the only one of the "heroes" who had no fear of the vast man. Well, with the possible exception of Baron Ashill, who after a hard night of mad yells and attacks, was fast asleep. "Wait, I've a better idea. We'll cook his eggs while they're still attached. Shall I scramble them first?" He darted forward and flicked the lard layers sagging over the blimp's groin with the flat of his axe.
With a grumbling roar, and great rapidity for an arm that was behung with dewlaps, the porky behemoth lashed out.
Korg dodged back with agility and speed. "Yah, fat slug! Couldn't fight your way out of a brown paper bag!"
With a bellow of incoherent rage, Krambo lunged. To be stopped in his tracks by a parade-ground voice, "THAT'S ENOUGH!" Baron Ashill, awake and not at all haunted, looked very different from the amiable fellow of yesterday's council. "Korg. Krambo. Save your fighting until this afternoon, for our enemies! Korg, if I see you waving that axe around again, I'll bloody well disarm you, put you over my knee and spank you with it." Hearing him speak, seeing him move with a dangerous, feline grace, there was little doubt he could do it too. Or at least, by the dwarf's horrified look, Korg certainly believed he could. He put the axe down cautiously. Baron Ashill smiled. "That's better. Now, what about some breakfast?"
"Krambo ate it all," said Kate.
"What! Hell's teeth! If I'd known that I'd have let you sort him out, Korg . . ." Before he could finish, a terrible wave of rotten meat smell washed over them. The heroes, one and all, retched and gagged. The raft sailed forward into the stench.
"What in hell is it?" somebody asked.
Mutely, Kate pointed off into the clearing mist. You could hear the flies buzzing like a small sawmill, rising in clouds from mounds that vibrated blackly with them. Finally she spoke in a voice so small they could just hear it. "Thirty-one dragons. Drakes, She-drakes . . . even whelplings. More dragons than my father has hunted in his whole life. And all they took was the teeth. They just left the rest to rot." She gave a small sob. "This is only one place. They've killed thousands in the last six weeks."
Squigs found himself putting an arm around her shoulder protectively. "Don't worry. We'll do something. We'll stop this bloody murder, if it kills us."
To his surprise she leaned against him. "Thanks, Squigs. You're actually a good sort, even if you do look a bit funny." The soft curves of her did terrible things to his glandular system. If she'd told him to go off and attack the armies of the world right then, and to start off by heading south, there would have been no questioning her. He'd have stepped off the edge of the raft and pushed on into the bog until he died. Instead he got a rude shove from behind. He nearly ended up in the bog after all, as Crummag smoothly stepped into his place. Striking a heroic pose he said, "Never fear, dear, Crummag is here!"
And she said worshipfully, "Oh, Crummag! Now I know it'll all be all right."
Squigs ground his teeth. That damned loudmouth. But now his course of action had been set. He, not Crum, or any other of this collection of half-wits, was going to sort this problem out. He'd come to the world of Zoar looking for a place to hide. When he found himself committed to this daft quest his main idea had been to keep his head down, and get out of it alive. Now, his agenda had changed. He'd show them!
They sailed away from the stench again. Hungry heroes, it seems, are bad tempered heroes. By lunch-time they'd have been seriously likely to dine on a slice or two of Krambo, if Korg had not produced fishing lines from his kitbag. Trailing brightly colored feathers they managed a harvest of small, bony fish, before something big came up and snapped two of the lines like cotton, putting an end to the fishing. Still, the fish were tasty, even if the Crum, who had not deigned to do any of the fishing, scaling or gutting, managed to get to eat two of the largest fish. A bitterly moaning Krambo got none.
Later they were joined by Mungo and another draconnier, in a boat-cart, who cheerfully announced they'd come for lunch. "I know I packed enough to spare," said Mungo, cheerfully, "and there's not much edible left in my blooming larder, since some human locust got loose in it."
"You put the locust on the raft without muzzling it first. The greedy guzzler scoffed it all before the rest of us got a chance," said Kate sourly.
Her father looked at her with a wry smile. "And you didn't beat him up, Katie-girl? This boyfriend of yours is affectin' your judgment."
"Be like hitting a blancmange, Da. Besides, the beanpole and the dwarf got in the way."
"Faith, I'm beginning to like both of the boys," said Mungo. "Now, maybe we should reconsider the tall lad's suggestion and use strategy. Like putting fatty out for bait. In the meanwhile, we shot a couple of geese on the way across . . ."
Chapter 9
Blame it on being ready to rock & roll . . .
In the South of modern England, a truly deserted piece of moorland is hard to find. Still, at ten to midnight, the tor called Black Shuck's Kennel in the middle of several square miles of bleak heath seemed likely to be quiet enough. Or that's what the thirteen naked caperers around the bonfire, complete with sacrificial stone and black cock, thought.
Then the hovercraft suddenly whooshed out of the darkness, scattering the fire, and someone loosed a tracer-streaked machine-gun burst over their heads.
Even though, six feet to the left of the tor, the hovercraft abruptly winked out of existence, it shattered their illusion of secrecy. It also led to several instant conversions. Satanism may have the cavorting around in the altogether part (which can be fun in itself), but it equips one very poorly for running frantically across the moor. You never realize just how many gorse and bramble bushes grow to having their thorny tips at just upper-thigh height, until you try this.
The zoologist who had been setting bat-traps on the far side of the tor angrily considered complaining to the Ministry of Defense, as he comforted the naked girl who had run into his mist-nets. But by the time he'd comforted her for the fifth time, he decided to let sleeping dogs lie. He just wished she'd let him lie.
"Mario, just what were them kids playin' at?" The muscular Consultant Executive in the three-piece suit shifted the gum in his mouth, as he checked the belt-feed of the M60.
"I t'ink it was-a black Sabbath, Nick. Pity you missed dose bastards."
"Ah! I've heard about them. Like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. These bloody rock groups. Buy everything for their parties. I hope they liked my percussion. Still, you see strange things on these trips"
Smooth Mario shuddered. "You can-a say dat again."
They flew out of the grayness and into the wintry afternoon light of Zoar, seven feet above the ground and moving at about fifty miles an hour. By the time their eyes had adjusted to the sudden brightness, the raft full of heroes was less than fifty yards off.
Chapter 10
A request for divine intervention
Squigs had as yet been unable to put together a coherent picture of what they were up against. "A flying monster machine full of men with God-weapons" left it pretty wide open. Whatever it was, they were capable of killing dragons, which sounded pretty ferocious and tough, too. Huigi the vampire seemed sure that they came from Earth. Squigs' bet, at the moment, was on a helicopter full of hunters with heavy-caliber rifles. Not exactly what you wanted to stand on a raft and threaten. He fiddled with the selection of vials and powders from his lab-coat pockets. They weren't what he really needed but, well, he'd been going to stock up and slip away from Earth through the frequent congruence point that had been the original reason for building the Alchemy institute just there, when he'd been attacked.
He shuddered. The types in the tailored suits had been bad enough. At least you could pick them out from the crowd. But the monster in the lab had been something else. Not even conc. sulfuric acid had stopped it. And he hadn't had much space to run, unlike at Glastonbury. The thought of that made him grin. Temples! Druidical calendars! Parking garage for inter universal departures was more accurate. Hadn't it ever occurred to anyone that the stone bits that were left were the supports and struts for the wooden platform above? He'd been half-way up a ladder when trouble had struck there.
Mungo and Kate were arguing. They'd been at it for fifteen minutes now, with the temperature steadily rising. "I'm positive! The answer is definitely NO!" said Mungo, applying his usual skill to giving English a whole new meaning. "You'll not be staying on this raft! You're coming away with me on the boat-wagon."
"Oh no, I am not! And you can't stop me staying. I'll be perfectly safe with Crummag here to protect me," she said.
As events proved, they were both wrong. But the argument suddenly became academic. The hovercraft popped into existence a hundred and twenty yards off. Squigs checked his watch. Tensed.
The hovercraft hurtled towards them. The heroes—except Squigs—held their weapons aloft and shouted defiance. Well, Crummag, Korg, Leggilass, and Baron Ashill shouted defiance. The Credible Hulk was looking the wrong way, but did get as far as 'Huh!" The Great Krambo used the opportunity to edge closer to the roast goose carcasses and seize a greasy handful of breast-meat.
The flying monster-machine zoomed past, and other than bending the reeds and churning the dark water to froth, made nothing of their challenge. Squigs breathed again. Began to uncoil from his readiness to spring. Then, suddenly, in the midst of the heroes' jeering, the craft's rotors clattered under the rubber skirt. It was turning in a wide arc.
Despite the fact that he'd been mentally prepared for it, the sound of machine-gun fire still made Squigs freeze. It was only the line of small waterspouts ripping across the dark channel that galvanized him into action. "DOWN!!" he screamed. He dived. Knocked Kate off her feet, and pulled himself over her.
Only the Credible Hulk and the Great Krambo hadn't reacted to his warning. The Hulk was holding his shoulder, blood streaming between his fingers. His "Huh?" was full of puzzlement, and little tears were trickling from his teddy-bear eyes. The Great Krambo's mouth was still full of stolen goose-flesh, but he'd lost a lot of ugly useless fat. He wouldn't be stealing any more food either, without a top to his head.
Across the reeds the hovercraft's rotors clattered again. "They're coming back!" yelled Squigs, pulling himself off the recumbent and angry Kate. "Mungo! Tell everyone to get into the water! Go underwater to the reeds!" He heard the big man's bellow and saw him grab his daughter's arm and drag her over the side.
The powder was ready. The second vial was in his hand. He hoped the draconnier would forgive him for what this would do to his big frying-pan. With deliberate care he poured the powder into the pan. Shook it carefully, to spread the fine powder into a single-grain layer. He forced himself to ignore the sound of gunfire flailing the reeds. Then he poured the contents of the second vial into the pan with equal care. In a few seconds it should start to react with the cast-iron.
He looked up at the hovercraft, now barely fifty yards off. And stood frozen by the shock of recognition. It was the three-piece suit types. He forgot about the thaumo-chemical reaction he'd just initiated. If it hadn't been for the powerful dwarf hand that plucked him into the water at that moment, he'd have fried.
!!!WHOOOOMPH!!!
The McSkillen chain-reaction, named after the late (after the experiment) Prof. "Flambé" McSkillen, was the archetypal alchemistic reaction. It produces no gold . . . but a lot of heat . . . and about three hundred cubic meters of dense purple smoke. If you get it right.
If you get it wrong, instead of a "slow" reaction lasting seconds, you get near-instant catalytic conversion of iron to chromium. It is then a violently exothermic process, without the loss of energy in the creation of by-products like iron sulphide—as Prof McSkillen had found out, a little late. He got his wish about being cremated, but they were unable to scatter his ashes on Loch Lomond. They figured some of them probably ended up there anyway, as well as in Pakistan and Australia.
The pilot was frantically trying to clear the windscreen. Beside him the various Carpaccio Corporation Executives were coughing and spluttering. All except for the one who was groaning and retching blood in the corner, a black fletched cross-bow bolt through his chest. The hovercraft was still in a slow circular turn that would take them back into the spreading cloud. Nick dropped the M40 and shouted, "Ay! Pilot! Watsamatta with you! You damn crazy! Take us away from this shit, fast! If we don't get Looie back to a hospital soon, he's a dead man!"
Smooth Mario tried to sit up after a racking spell of coughing. Eventually he managed. "No!" Cough, cough, "We gotta go back! Dat's Harkness-Smythe back dere!"
But it was no use. The purple-blue fog, having gone straight up, was settling now. It covered the better part of a square mile of the reed and water-channel maze like a cloak. They had limited time, and a fair distance to fly, to reach their exit point.
It was a somber party back at Mungo's float that evening. Nobody wanted to start the post-mortem of the failed mission. The memory of hiding in the water while the hovercraft cut swathes through the blue mist above them was not a happy one for the heroes. If word of this got about they'd be short of jobs. Even Kate was in no danger from Crum's advances. No doubt the smooth-talker was burning brain-sawdust to think of a good explanation for why he'd been the first to abandon the raft at Squigs' warning. Finally Squigs went off to the kitchen and buttonholed Mungo. "What happens now?" he asked.
Mungo sat down on the scrubbed table, Looked thoughtful. "Well, boyo, I dare say most of the muscles would like to leave for other parts. Except the dwarf. He reckons he put an arrow in one of the beggars. He's still keen, but the rest, well . . . still they're contractually bound to try again, though I'm not sure where or how."
"I can work out where. If I can get some chemicals, I think I know how," said Squigs with as much confidence as he could muster.
Mungo raised an eyebrow. "So, what do you have in mind, youngster? Swallowing the chemicals and then getting that brain-weapon of yours to explode under them?"
"Well I was going to explode things under them, but I wasn't strictly thinking of my head," Squigs replied, with a grin.
But Mungo had no grin to answer him. "Explosives! That you'll have to talk to Ziklevieson about."
Ziklevieson? By the references that was the local God! Warning lights lit up in Squigs' mind. Religious taboos about explosives? Hell! They were at least half of his stock and trade. Best to feel his way cautiously. "Can I pray for permission?" he asked.
"Why not?" said Mungo easily. "We'll go into town tomorrow, and have a word with him. He's a bit knaggy but you can reason with him. Not like the old God-King, who mostly used to eat any supplicants! Now tell me: when is it that you think these devils'll be back?"
Squigs fished a mini-PC notebook out of his lab-coat pocket. He carefully undid the stretchy rubber membrane and took it out of its covering. He hoped like hell that Mungo wasn't going to ask about that covering. He'd bought it from one of those machines on which someone had written "this is the worst chewing-gum I've ever tasted."
Some camper acquaintance had explained that they were wonderful things, not only for stopping babies and HIV but also for keeping the little PC dry under very adverse conditions. Squigs set the program he'd written running. Entered the time of this afternoon's materialization into it, and waited. The answer scrolled onto the screen. Squigs just had to read it out. "The day after tomorrow. At 8:15 am. Exactly fifty-six point seven two one three miles east of the last point. Five foot three above ground level."
Mungo looked at the PC. Looked at Squigs.
"Waratah!" he exclaimed. "What is this you're telling me, boy? You can work it out that exactly? What's that device then?"
Squigs was wary. If the local religion felt that way about explosives, how was it going to fancy electronics? "Er . . . do you have something like a bead frame, you know, those thing shopkeepers use for counting?"
Mungo nodded. "An abacus. To be sure. Never understood them meself. Why do we have fingers and toes if not to count on?"
"Well, this is just a mechanical device that does the same thing," said Squigs glibly, crossing his fingers behind his back, and hoping like hell Mungo wouldn't ask to see the beads.
"Well, I must say it'd be a boon to those that wear shoes an' mittens," said Mungo. "Except I don't see how they'll work all those tiny buttons. But it's not for the likes of me to puzzle over these things. I'll see you in the morning. We'll take the boat-wagon into Zikadoonvarna and see the old fellow, for all that he's bound to give a me penance because I'm not the most regular temple attender in the world. I'll take Kathleen along. That'll keep her away from that blond bumbo for most of the day at least."
The Credible Hulk, now officially invalided out of the quest, was added to the passenger list the following morning, but before they could leave, they had a visitor.
According to Korg, who was standing with Squigs looking at the sunrise, the black swans glided out of the pale rose-light of dawn towing a cockle shell, on which Venus reposed. Well . . . except that Venus was standing, handling the reins of this treacherous little craft with consummate skill. She was tall and willowy, wearing a lot more clothes than Korg's imagination would have had her in. As to exactly what she was actually wearing, neither of them could say, but she was the sort of girl who would make anything from a G-string to a suit of armor look like a tweed skirt, twin-set and pearls. She had a cool, clear voice, which Korg said reminded him of mountain streams.
It reminded Squigs of a horse, like the rest of her, which just goes to show that it's all a question of perspective. Mind you, it was of a very nice horse. She was rather like a leggy young filly, naturally as graceful as a ballet dancer, except when she noticed herself, when her legs and tongue would tie themselves in clumsy knots.
"Good morning. I'm Venus. I say, my dad isn't here, is he?" There was a touch of worry behind the insouciance.
"Er . . ." Squigs said doubtfully, wrestling with his mythology. He'd had to take classical Greek and Latin to get into Alchemy, so at least he had something to start on. Venus: Roman Goddess of fertility, but who her father had been he had no idea. But . . . she was the equivalent of the Greek Aphrodite . . . Who, as he remembered, had two possible mythical origins: Either the castrated testicles of Uranus . . . or the father of the Gods. The latter sounded more plausible than a search for a washed-up set of family jewels. Mind you, Aphrodite was supposed to be the essence of feminine beauty. He hadn't previously realized that a fine-boned roman nose and a gap-toothed wide smile were part of this. "Zeus?" he ventured, while the dwarf gazed besottedly at her.
She blushed. Korg blushed in sympathy, his craggy, black-browed face turning almost puce. "I'm sorry. It's such a silly name. I'm Venus Ashill. My father's Baron Ashill of Long Ash."
"It's a beautiful name. Absolutely beautiful," Korg proclaimed. "Never heard such a beautiful name before."
Her lip quivered. "Ashill? You mean . . . Daddy isn't here? But . . . but I've searched everywhere!" she wailed.
Korg almost fell over his feet. "Er, here, yes! Yes! Don't cry, I'll find him for you." The dwarf set off in a direction which would have had him bubbling from the swamp in a few seconds, if Squigs hadn't turned him around and pointed him the right way. It was quite fun, he reflected, to see someone else suffering from his usual complaint.
Squigs patted her shoulder sympathetically. He set about analyzing why she wasn't affecting him as badly as Korg, and concluded that she was something he'd been inoculated against at St. Robert's.
She reminded him of the daughters of the less objectionable squirearchy. The ones whose mothers always said, "Dahling, there's absolutely no money," but still somehow managed to send their offspring to St. Roberts or St. Clams, despite this. Who seemed to spend their whole lives and their incomes trying to support ancient structures far too large for either their bodies or their finances. He remembered the explanation one of his almost-friends had given him: They felt that education there was their only chance at escaping the relentless downward spiral of a fixed income and increasing maintenance costs. This was a strange belief, as it hadn't yet done anything for the previous generation, whose parents had tried the same thing.
It had all seemed totally inexplicable to the young Squigs, after spending a weekend at one these decaying Gormenghasts. If it were sold, the family could have lived in comfort in the stockbroker belt, and driven the children to school in a new Jag instead of a fifty-year old one.
He looked carefully at the cockle-shell. Yeah. Zoar's equivalent of a vintage MG. Pre-war and elastic.
The Baron came hurrying up. "My darling Vee!"
She hugged him. And then stepped back, and stamped her foot angrily. "It's not right, Daddy! You said you wouldn't go on any more quests!"
The Baron sighed. "I know dear. But the roof of the west wing has lost some more slates . . ."
She sighed too. "I'll have to get a job. Just give this quest up . . . please?"
He shook his head. "It's a matter of honor, dear. Besides, I've signed the contract. The non-completion clauses are vicious. I will say it's a very generous agreement otherwise. It'll pay for the slates and fixing the fish pond, I hope."
"Really, Daddy, it's not worth it. I'll find a job. We'll pay off the penalty clause somehow. Please?"
He shook his head again. "No, Vee. I can't do that. Anyway," he smiled, "if you go off and work in town, who is going to look after the swan-mews?"
She twined her arm in his. "I think we should sell them, Daddy. There's no money in swan-breeding any more. And I'm not leaving until you come home."
"We've always bred racing swans at Long Ash," he said stubbornly, "and really, I'm quite all right."
Her wide mouth set in a firm line. "I'm too worried about you. I'm staying until you come home."
Her father raised his eyes to heaven. "Well, you'll have to ask the Master Draconnier if you can stay. He's over there. Come, let me introduce you." The baron took her over to Mungo, who was organizing breakfast on a large trestle table.
"Er . . . Mungo. This is my daughter Venus. Venus, this is Master Draconnier Mungo Kentigern."
They shook hands, his huge hand totally enveloping her slim fingers. She smiled at him, a smile too wide for an ordinary face, but just about right for hers. "Just call me Vee, please, Master Draconnier Kentigern. Look, you don't really need my dad for this quest of yours do you? Can't he come home? 'Cause if he doesn't come home, I'm staying until he does."
"Now, Vee," protested her father, "it's a matter of honor to be part of a quest like this. It's the way things are done." He shook his head despairingly at her. "I should never have sent you to your mother's school. Any place that teaches you French instead of Latin is bound to have filled your head with silly ideas."
Mungo smiled back at her. "You've certainly used the wrong argument to get me to release your father. Stay as long as you like. You'll be company for my girl. Call me Mungo, Lady Venus. Baron, you introduce her to the rest of these layabouts while I finish getting breakfast ready. I've got to go to town as soon as that is done."
Korg was standing by, ready and waiting. He bowed low on being introduced, and then stood on tip-toes to kiss her hand. She giggled at this. "Pardon me, ma'am," he said, "I couldn't help overhearing that you were eddicated in the great language of romance, French?"
"Well, I did do it at school . . ." she said doubtfully.
"Ah! I have a smattering of the language myself, picked up from my late comrade Frenchy Ne'part. Please permit me to try the greeting he taught me?" asked the dwarf with an uptilted face, and a hopeful puppy expression.
She smiled. "Why of course, Mr. Korg. But my French is pretty rusty . . ."
"Just Korg, Milady. Not Korg for short either," he scowled. Then he assumed the posture of an orator, and cleared his throat. " Voo lay voo cooshay?" He beamed happily at her. "That means 'how do you do' in French," he said to the open-mouthed Squigs, "and 'fine, thank you' is ' Wee mon sewer,' which doesn't mean 'the little guy's a muck-conduit,' like I thought at first."
Venus restrained a grin, biting her lower lip, obviously trying desperately not to laugh. Squigs thought it fortunate that her father had taken Latin and not French. "What a lovely accent you've got, m . . . um, Korg," she said finally, straightening her quirking lips, "Tell me, did your friend teach you this reply?" In schoolgirl French she answered, " Non ce mois, j'ai une migraine."
Korg shook his head regretfully. "I think it means something like 'the same as last night,' but I'm really not sure."
Where this conversation would have led, had Baron Ashill not started fighting off invisible attackers, is anyone's guess.
After breakfast the party for town set off in the boat-wagon. Squigs was too wrapped up in his own thoughts and calculations to notice that it was a silent trip, with Mungo and his daughter plainly not speaking to each other. At length they came to the town, and parked the hippo and boat-wagon. Kate set off with a shopping list while Mungo took Squigs across the mud to the towering Ziggurat.
They came to the huge, brass-bound doors set into the mud-brick steps. The black wood had been deeply carved. It showed a spiral of images, with two recurrent themes. Dragon-slaying and human sacrifice. Some of those horrifying half-animal figures were doubtless Gods or Demigods.
Squigs looked nervously at them, trying to make out details, and then wished he hadn't. They were gruesome in the extreme. This wasn't Earth. This was Zoar. Dragons, kraken, mermaids, and selkies were commonplace enough here. Those probably weren't flights of imagination carved there.
So Squigs looked instead at his companion, and then wished he hadn't done that either. The large, bluff, take-on-hell-with-a-fire-bucket man was looking distinctly nervous. And he was just standing there. Squigs began to expect the worst. His mind drifted back across the religious excesses of history. His heart was in his boots when Mungo finally reached for the bell-pull.
The big man sighed volcanically. "I suppose we'd better take the bull by the nettle. I hope the old fellow is in a good mood." He heaved at the cord. The sound of the huge, distant gong was not quite swallowed by the towering wall. They waited. And waited.
Mungo's expression began to brighten. "Perhaps he's out. I'll just give the bell one more ring," and he tugged again. The gong boomed again distantly.
"Oy! Enough already. I'm coming. I'm coming. Patience! Don't pull the damn t'ing off." The voice was reedy, nasal and with a slight quaver. Squigs wondered whether this would be the doorman or a priest.
The door opened. The vasty hall behind it was dark. In the door's trail of sunlight one could just see the dusty fingers of a cobweb hung across heaps of jumbled chests.
The door opener stood there, a short, stooped, octogenarian figure, in a shabby black suit and down-at-the-heel slippers. A black skull-cap was perched on top of his nearly bald head, from which two wispy side-curls came down. Steel-rimmed pebble glasses perched on his nose. But, from under the wrinkled eyelids, the eyes that peered through the glasses were still sharp. "Vell? You going to stand on the doorstep, or you going to come in, before you let all the hot in?"
They stepped forward, and the door swung closed behind them with a hollow clang. A wave of fear swept over Squigs in the stuffy darkness. He could feel all the weight of the great stepped pyramid pressing down on his chest. Then his eyes became accustomed to the dimness. There was a lighter patch in the distance. They walked towards it, in silence, at the elderly pace of the door-warden. In his mind's eye Squigs saw the blood-wet altar, in a chamber hung with rich fabrics and scattered with the tribute of the draconniers.
They turned up a passage, and then went into a small room, lit with oil lamps. Well, it wasn't quite what Squigs had imagined it to be. Unless the sacrifices happened on the desk. Only . . . it would mean moving a lot of used tea-cups, books and pieces of paper. Any rich hangings would have got in the way of the bookshelves. The only Draconnier tributes were a couple of overstuffed green sofas. The old man lowered himself down onto one, in the cautious fashion of those with old bones.
"Vell, Mungo Kentigern? Vy you don't sit down?" he asked. They sat. The old man continued. "I haven't seen you in temple for a long, long time. Don't tell me. I'll guess. You got your tuchis in a tight place again. So you come running like your pants is on fire. Oy! But when things are good, do I see you? No. Do you even send me as much as vun small piece gefilte fish? No."
Mungo bowed his head in shame. "Forgive me, Oh Ziklevieson."
The old man looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Yah. Sorry now. But later on, vell you forgat. So I give you something to do, so you don't forgat. Your grandfather, he sacrifice his kinder, his own flesh and blood, to your old God. Me, you keep calling a God no matter how many times I tell you stupid shlemiels otherwise. But you can't even bring the old man vun little piece gefilte fish, every now and again. Now, vot's wrong . . . this time?"
"Poachers," said Mungo, heavily.
The old man pursed his lips, sighed, shook his head. "So you hire a hero. You catch the poacher. You sell his body . . . vot's left, to the armorer. You put in claim vith the union for the difference. Vot's so hard?" he asked. "Those are the rules. I know. I wrote them."
Squigs stared at the tableaux they presented—a tiny old man and veritable giant. It certainly looked like Mungo could have killed his God-king, or whatever he was, with one hand. Yet, by the respectful tone that Mungo took—that would never happen.
Mungo held out his hands, appealing. "But Ziklevieson, they've killed one hero already, with explosive weapons. They're killing hundreds of dragons."
"So they've killed vun hero. Ged another. They're like rats, kill one . . . Oy! You say they're using explosives to kill our Drache?"
Mungo nodded. "By the hundreds, Ziklevison."
The old man looked sternly at Mungo. It reminded Squigs of the look the desiccated old maths master at St Roberts used to quell the rugby forward hooligans with. It had the same effect on Mungo. He almost visibly shrank. The old man shook his head again. Sighed. "Oy! So vy nobody come and tell me about this earlier?"
Squigs decided it was time to join the conversation. " Shalom, Ziklevieson."
The old man focused his rheumy eyes on Squigs and burst out in an excited stream of words that Squigs guessed, by the few familiar ones, to be a mixture of Hebrew and Yiddish. Squigs held up his hands in defense. "I'm a gentile. I only know a few words of Hebrew." He didn't say that he'd only learned and used them to irritate the hell out of his grandfather, who kept his own Jewish father a deadly secret.
The old man's face fell. He looked on the verge of tears. Squigs hastily added, "My great grandfather was Jewish, but he married a gentile."
The old man gave a wry smile. He was half Squigs' height, but Squigs now understood why Ziklievison had reduced the towering Mungo to schoolboy status. Squigs felt that way himself, now. The old man had the kind of charisma that made size and age irrelevant. For the first time in many years Squigs felt he should be looking up at someone.
Zikleivison patted the sofa cushions reassuringly. "Not your fault, my boy. It vas just so good to hear some words in the holy language again. Now, back to business. Vhere do these poachers get their weapons? Ve stop that, we stop them."
"They're bringing them in from Earth," said Squigs.
The old man cocked his head on one side and fixed Squigs with a beady eye. "So vun got in from Earth. Coming here from Earth a few people all the time, by accidents, like me. But it don't give him ammunition for very long. Soon he runs out of bullets, and the hero chops him into kosher salami."
Squigs sighed. The equations had predicted this. Earth-to-Water or as the locals called it, Zoar, was mostly the easy way. Accidental harmonics matched quite frequently. And congruence points were usually safely air to air, a safe-to-fall distance above the ground, at least at this end of the century. The model said that Water-to-Earth congruent points were usually a long way off the ground. That was probably what the Ziggurat had originally been built for. Well, there was no point in denying the truth. It was the only argument he could advance to let the man allow him to take action. "I'm sorry, Ziklevieson. It's all my fault. They can go from here to Earth and back, as often as they like. I hope I can do something about it, to make amends."
The old man regarded him with one raised eyebrow. Finally, he scratched his head, thoughtfully. "Ven I come here, there's no law. Just everybody fighting. Lot of little lords, with little kingdoms, making their own rules to suit theirself. Bad for everybody, bad for business too. So, I set up a system based on the only law I know. Talmudic law it says 'no man may call himself a wrongdoer.' So, you cannot just say it is your fault. Mungo, vy you don't go to the Green Monkey and vait for this boy, vot you said his name vas? Ve have a liddle talk, come up vith a plan."
Having introduced Squigs, Mungo left with every sign of relief. The old man looked at Squigs in silence for a time. Finally he said, "Here I've been for nearly eighty years. Now you tell me I could go back to Flushing just like that." He gave a reedy chuckle. "Tell me, son. Vot's it like for a Jew in America, now? They started pogroms yet?"
He saw Squigs' face, and obviously mistook the expression. Squigs was trying to work out how you would explain the holocaust to a man who did not know of it. "It's all right, boy. Vot kind of meshuggah you think I am? These people, they're the only children I've had. It's a lousy job being the melamed to a bunch of goyim, but I von't run away ven there's trouble. Instead you tell me how come these poachers can come here venefer, and vy you think it's your fault."
That was at least easier that encapsulating a long period of traumatic history. "I am . . . or I was, a doctoral student doing my doctoral thesis. Um. In Alchemy." Squigs paused waiting for the inevitable reaction.
The old man didn't turn a hair. Well, alchemy might easily be a respectable science here. So Squigs continued. "I was working on the music of the spheres. The existence of the other universes or as they used to be called, spheres, has been pretty well established in alchemistic circles for a long time. And odd sounds associated with "weird" occurrences—which, according to Masters and Thringsmith's research almost all relate to intra-universal contacts—are widely reported. Thringsmith catalogued all the frequent "disappearance" sites, but that was about as far as we'd got with establishing real reliable ways of working out where the various universes would intersect."
Ziklevieson nodded. "But it changes. The old history here shows there was some trade with Earth once. Mostly with Ireland. Now we trade with Sylvan, some."
Squigs noticed that now that the man was intensely interested the accent had vanished. "Yes. The spheres are dynamic things in four dimensional space-time. Intersection points and how much they intersect changes. In about 800 AD there was a lot of intersection. Anyway, about seven years ago the department acquired another fellow—he had actually deliberately come to our sphere from the world we'd always referred to as the fourth state—fire. Or Hell. We learned a lot more about the spheres from him. Dr. Nisebind started a research trend to working out predictors of the various intersections. He was one of those that have been killed. I actually tried to go to him for help . . . But I found he was lying dead in his study. Anyway, I've got away from the point. It's pretty much in the realm of alchemistic folklore that the "music of the spheres" when the spheres were in congruence could only be heard by innocents. Um. I started with the assumption that "innocence" was a factor of age not actual absence of guilt. Young people hear higher pitched sounds. I started doing recordings of ultrasonics at the various intersection sites. I found not only were there sounds—wave interference between the two universes—at those places, but that they followed a regular periodicity."
"So you know when the universes connect, ja?"
Squigs nodded. "The connections produce sounds which relate to where they're between. Earth to here is ultrasonic. Earth to the sphere we use to call "air" is lower pitched. It produces a strange eerie sort of piping. Faerie pipes they used to call it. Earth to Air, or Sylvan as I believe I should call it, was pretty common in the sixteenth and seventeenth century. The sounds for the connections to fire are even deeper pitched. I calculate there was a lot of contact with Earth in the middle ages."
Squigs tugged at the few wisps of hair on his chin. "I thought . . . well if you can predict the time and place of near-contact . . . maybe you could cause a contact, by enhancing the vibrational properties of the area." He saw the blank look. "Producing sound which would force a congruency." Ziklevieson peered intently at him. Shook his head. Squigs shrugged. "It's fairly complicated physics and mathematics, Zikleivison. It as a lot to do with wave-harmonic theory . . ." Squigs realized he wasn't going to succeed in this explanation. "Um. It works. I've worked out where all possible congruence and near congruence points are and when they'll occur. I can produce sounds at the right place and time to force an opening between the spheres. It just means you have a transition through the underlying state . . . limbo." He shook his head, realizing this was either a year's explanation or just cutting to the chase. "I handed in the first draft of my thesis to Prof. Selby. Then these guys in the smart suits suddenly turned up and started killing. Everywhere I ran the suits would turn up. I found out that they've killed the department—staff and students, every last one of them.
"They tried to kill me at least three times. I . . . er tried the cops. Well, I couldn't tell them too much . . . and when I tried to show them to the bodies . . . the bodies had gone. I even got accused of trying to stir up racial tension! And then the suits nearly caught me . . . I realized they must be getting information from the cops . . . I supposed it was something to do with the lead-gold transmutation process, and that they must come from some government agency. So . . . I was going to collect some stuff from the department and hide out in Zoar. They were waiting for me with some kind of monster . . . but I got away through a congruency I opened."
Squigs took a deep breath. "I was wrong. I have since found out these same suits are raiding Zoar and shooting dragons wholesale. There is only one way they could be getting to-and-fro so easily: They've got my computer model and are working out the congruences."
The old man shook his head, as if trying to clear it. "I don't understand too well how it works, but I do understand what's happening. You tell anybody else what you find out?"
Squigs shook his head. "Only my supervisor. Prof. Selby. And he's dead."
The old man held his hands out, palms upward. "So, he tried to sell it. Or he showed it someone else. They try and sell it. The men who he tried to sell to, kill him, take it anyway."
Squigs shook his head again. "Money doesn't mean anything to an alchemist. Especially Prof. He made the department and himself financially secure forever with the royalties OPEC pays us for suppressing his perpetual-motion system. And he'd only ever show it to one of the other dons in the Department."
He saw the look of puzzlement on the old man's face, again. "I mean, alchemists can make gold from lead. He wouldn't try to sell anything. Why bother?"
Ziklevieson smiled again. And when he spoke now the accent was back. Squigs was pretty sure it was assumed, just as he would assume a West Indian accent to annoy his mother. "You make gold from lead, pretty soon gold's worth the same as lead. That's just good business sense. Like I do here. Kill a drache easy with a gun. So soon drache teeth are cheap . . . so you kill more drache to get the same money, and then no drache left. No more business. So, I tell them, you make it vun to vun, no guns, and you use it all. For vot you kill the thing, you just take its teeth? So, maybe this Professor he thinks different to you, or maybe he shows it to somebody else?"
Squigs considered. He understood the peculiarities of Zoar's social system somewhat better now. Economic ecology . . . or was it ecological economics? But the rest . . . it was like a jig-saw puzzle with too many missing pieces. "It still doesn't make sense to me, I'm afraid. On Earth, only an alchemist would know the value of dragon's teeth. And all the other alchemists on Earth are dead. I saw that myself. But, anyway, whoever it is, I want to stop them. This is what I want to do . . . but I need to use explosives."
Eventually the old man nodded. "All right. Just one other thing. This 'computer' you are talking about. Is like this thing?" The accent was gone again.
He pointed to a far corner where a familiar screen looked blankly into the room, from beside a crystal ball. "A junge brought it here with him. He make some money with the locals with it as magic. Tried to make himself a big cheese. One of the heroes, he chopped him into pieces. They brought his talking picture box to me. It has died.
Squigs walked across to it. Clicked the toggle-switch. The familiar sound of boot-up made him feel soggy and nostalgic. "It just has a power-off system. To save battery-life."
Ziklevieson nodded again. "A clever idea, that. But where do they put the battery? It's too small."
Squigs pointed. His hands flicked across the keyboard. "Battery is pretty nearly dead, anyway."
Chapter 11
No sexual discrimination in the hero trade
A couple of hours later, with the local divinity's approval in his pocket, Squigs headed for the Green Monkey. He paused nervously at the door. It was still early, but the bar was already full. He heard a bellow from inside. "Talk of the bad penny and you tread on his tail! Come in, boy. What'll you be hanging around for like a lost soul in the doorway?"
There was no mistaking the tectonic voice, never mind the murder of the English tongue. Resolutely, Squigs went in.
To his surprise he got a grin and a nod from several of the stevedore-sized men at the bar. Mungo sprawled on a bench at the far side of the tavern, with Slugger, and a ripely curvaceous ash-blond girl, wearing a bare minimum, or to put it another way, where a minimum wasn't bare. Squigs' eyes bulged slightly. Surely one couldn't get silicone implants here, could one?
"Squigs, me boy, you've already met my old friend Slugger McGee. Let me introduce to you to Vila, who be joining you heroes to roust the bloody dragon murtherin' fiends. She's one tough girl, an ex-sergeant from the Amazons."
She stood up slowly, languorously, giving him the full benefit of her lushness. Her voice was throaty, with an indefinable touch of a Slavonic accent in it. The overall effect, after the view of that cleavage, had Squigs sweating. "So," she said, "this is the man Mungo says has a plan. Who, he says, saved everybody from getting blown apart last time. Who has been for an interview with Ziklevieson . . . about explosives." She held out a hand. The fingernails were bright red.
Squigs stared at it. His Adam's apple bobbed several times. Finally he managed to extend the black hand. Her handshake was powerful, fit for a warrior-woman. Then she slackened her grip, but did not let go. A finger traced across his palm. The slightly angled dark almond eyes set above those high cheek-bones showed an unmistakable invitation to reinforce the tactile one. His "pleased to meet you," came out as an incomprehensible stutter. However the reprehensible black hand responded. After all, it had plenty of spare fingers for that sort of thing. Her hand felt strangely cool, unlike the breast she brushed across his forearm.
Slugger laughed coarsely. "Patsy, yer know, Miss T. Tillation, wanted you to drop in to 'er dressin' room so she could say a very personal'fank you' for removing Crum, but I fink you got enough problems." He stood up. "Well, nice seein' you again, Mungo. And fanks for the offer, but no fanks. I'm gettin' a bit old for that sorta fing. I'll bring you an ale, Squigs. 'Elp you cool orf," he said with a meaningful look at Vila.
Squigs gave a strangled awk-noise which might have been acknowledgement. But it was all the invitation that the spectral polly needed. The parrot clicked its beak like a whip snap, took a long look at Vila, and said, "Awk. Your mother swims after battle-ships!" It looked at Squigs, who was frantically trying to shush it, and said, "Bollocks!" before disappearing.
It was not surprising that, after this, all Squigs could manage, to the repeated enquiries from Vila about what his plans were, and what Ziklevieson had said, were more apologies for the parrot that absolutely wasn't his. But, unlike most girls, she didn't seem to find his foot-in-mouth ailment off-putting. In fact, the more he failed to answer her questions, the more attracted she seemed to be.
"Well, we'd best be getting along then," said Mungo presently. "Kate said she'd see us back at the wagon. She should have finished spending all my money by now."
"Can we, um, spend some more of it at the apothecary?" Squigs asked, coherent now that he wasn't talking to Vila.
Mungo grinned. "The fellow owes me anyway. I can never get my money out of him. Let's see if we can get goods instead. Come on, Vila, let's hit the road."
The ex-Amazon stood up, picked up a kit-bag and a bandolier-sling full of knives. "I'll just pop into the little girl's room," she said easily. "I'll see you at the apothecary's place."
But their business there was brief. The stuff would be waiting when they brought the wagon round to the back of the shop. Squigs marveled how fear for one's life and merchandise, could grease the wheels of commerce. They were already waiting on the board-walk outside when the leggy blond woman came striding up.
She seemed slightly irritated to see them already finished, but denied needing anything. They walked on to the hippodrome where Kate was waiting, still wearing a long face.
"What kept you?" she asked. "Sarah Sithane told me she saw you leaving the temple at least an hour ago, Pa. Did it occur to you that I might get mad and leave you here?" Her voice had a dangerous brittleness to it.
But Mungo was in a prime mood, "Eh, Kate. You know I never meet trouble until I come to its bridge. Anyway, Ziklevieson kicked me out sharply enough, but he went on talking to the boy for ages. And while I was having a jar with Slugger, Vila here came to offer her services to our quest. We can use another hero, seeing as we've lost two already. And at least this one's no half-wit, like that blond idiot you brought back."
"Crummag's not a half-wit, Pa. You've just taken against him."
Mungo shrugged. "Be that as it may. Anyway, Vila more than makes up for what we've lost."
Kate turned to face the newcomer, who was regarding the scene with a half-smile. Whatever comment Kate was going to make was swallowed as she took stock of the pin-up blond. One glance was enough for anyone to see that Miss Kentigern did not like the idea of this kind of competition so close to her earmarked beefcake. Looking at the two women, face-to-face, Squigs had to admit there was good reason. Still, the redheaded girl had, at least to him, an indefinable edge of quality, even though Vila won the sheer quantity stakes hands down. He sighed quietly. It was probably because the blond woman seemed, for no logical reason, to have the hots for him, whereas Kate would have nothing to do with him. Situation normal. At least he was used to that.
Kate extended a hand. "How do you do? What my father hasn't told you is that nobody in their right mind wants to be involved with this quest." Squigs watched the handshake duel with interest. He'd never seen females do that before. By the looks of it both of them would be sitting silently biting a lip, with their right hands pressed between their thighs for a while. He sighed quietly again. He would have preferred it to be his hand. He tried to turn his thoughts to making suitable fuses instead. But his mind did seem to be suffering from lateral and downward drift.
They were the only people sitting in a very popular restaurant . . . which was not surprising. It was one of The Man's legitimate enterprises. Therefore tonight it was apparently fully booked. The regular patron who came faithfully every Wednesday had hammered at the doors a few minutes before. Two large, elegantly-clad gentlemen had taken him for a little consultancy into Lake Michigan. In December.
The waiter hoped it wouldn't prove terminal. The Man had said something about "per capita, forfeiture." Still, he was hopeful. This might be Mr. Carpaccio's place, but Mr. Borden was a better tipper.
From where he hovered between the kitchen and the table the waiter could hear the fellow in the hood, cloak and fancy p-js saying in a precise, dry voice, "I've had word that they'll be waiting for you. So this is what I want you to do . . ." The waiter stepped back. You didn't want to eavesdrop on The Man's conversations, not even by accident. He sighed. It had been a bad evening. Smooth Mario, despite being as Italian as Paddy's pig, always insisted on eating according to the correct tradition. So the chef always did his best to provide authentic Italian dishes for The Man's enforcer. But tonight Mario had thrown the chef's magnificent Seppie e calamari in Zimino at the waiter.
"I don't see why we're wasting all this time and effort on these stupid things." Kate was in a militant mood. She had been, ever since she'd stormed off the boat-wagon and button-holed Crummag, in a serious effort to keep him away from even seeing Vila. Now, as they gathered round the evening meal of burrida and sticky rice, she was trying to do fence him in with her tongue instead. She needn't have worried. The fragrant touches of walnut-and-mushroom scent rising from the tomato-based fish stew were quite enough to distract anyone. But still she continued. "I mean, if the beanpole wants to play with them, let him. It'll keep him out of my hair."
Leggilass agreed with her through a full mouth. "Yeah, waste of time. We just orta bash 'em. Not the way for a hero do it, wiv 'splosives," he said, spraying all of the audience who weren't quick enough to duck.
Korg wiped his forehead, showed irritation in the glitter in his dark eyes. Squigs knew exactly why. Venus had taken off with her swan-ski just after breakfast, apparently to fetch some clothes and night gear. She had only returned late that afternoon. So Korg had had a mopesome time, and now that she'd returned there'd been no opportunity to have any private conversation with his new idol. But the dwarf had understood the strategy, and his clever hands had fashioned at least a third of the pipe-bombs. "No good trying to bash guys that are moving too fast to catch, lovely legs," said Korg, in his best "you want a fight" voice.
"Wot did you call me?" there was a dangerous undertone to Leggilass' voice too.
The dwarf stood up. "Lovely legs. Don't you like them? They look so good on you, I'd hate to take them off," replied Korg casually, fondling his axe.
The lump of ebony got up too. And peered at his legs. Hairy, muscle-knotted tree-trunks. He stuck one out, and looked at it carefully. "Yeah. Thanks, Korg." His normally morose face was transformed, for the worse, by a simpering grin, as he sat down again.
After a few moments of stunned silence, Venus calmly said, "Well, I agree with Korg. But I don't really understand why Ziklevieson is allowing the use of explosives? I mean, it's been punishable by Bris for years." She shuddered delicately, and all around the table men made the sacred protective gesture.
Leggilass stared at her with unconcealed surprise. "You mean you also think I've got lovely legs? Gee, thanks." The lump was undoubtedly happy. "That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me. Normally they tease me about my name, and I have to bash 'em. You know, my name is actually from the song 'When I got legless, as drunk as drunk could be.'"
It says a great deal for the Ashill poise that, other than a smile which nearly eclipsed her ears, she was able to say, without a tremor, "Of course I think they're very shapely, Mr. Leggilass, but actually I was meaning about getting these poachers out of their flying machine. I'm still mystified as to what could have persuaded Ziklevieson to allow this."
"Well, M'lady, I think the tall one persuaded him it was Gair a ootray aines, as Frenchy would have said," the dwarf explained.
Venus blinked. And then translated with a perfectly straight face. "Er . . . the station, to . . . um . . . eccentric . . . er ainesse? I'm afraid I don't remember what the last word means, but I know I have heard it before."
"Well, it doesn't mean what it sounds like," said Korg hastily. "Maybe my pronunciation isn't quite what it should be."
Squigs, whose French was, for an English-speaker magnifique, supplied, "It means 'primogeniture.' You've probably heard of droit d'ainesse, meaning 'birthright.' Maybe the word Korg is looking for is aine?" he suggested fiendishly, wondering how the dwarf was going to get around "the station to eccentric groin."
Korg shook his head. "No, it definitely had an 's' in it. Nothing to do with prime genit . . . you know. Anyway what I was trying to say was 'all out war.'"
"Ah!" Venus smiled. " Guerre a' outrance."
"Yeah. That's just what I said . . . well, more or less. Anyway, Squigs here pointed out to the boss that the poachers are going to kill off so many dragons, that we'll have to leave 'em to breed for years before hunting any. And, as our whole economy is based on dragon-hunting, we'd be up shi . . . er, we'd be in trouble. Without dragons the whole of our society has no future."
"Humph!" snorted Mungo into his tankard. "I can't say that our future was so good in the past. Still, I see what you mean. It'd be back to the old feudal days. Only good news for some of us, eh, Baron?"
Baron Ashill looked vaguely discomforted. "Er . . . well. I can't say I fancy going back to some of the things that we used have to do before Ziklevieson appeared and killed off Kare."
Mungo grinned. "I dunno. The part about sacrificing your eldest daughter, 'tis something I could live with at times." He winked fondly at Kate. She stuck her tongue out at him, the blond hunk temporarily forgotten.
Squigs was sitting next to Vila, (by her design) directly across the table from Kate, who, needless to say, had engineered it so that she should be sitting possessively close to Crummag. Squigs was being slowly edged off the end of the bench, as Vila kept pressing her thigh against his. How much room did the woman need to sit in, for goodness sakes? So, to balance himself, he had his legs rather wide apart.
He made a small startled sound, and nearly jumped off the bench, when something caressed his outstretched foot. It was the blond barbarian trying a bit of footsie-footsie, and hitting the wrong leg, but it was also enough to summons the parrot. Wordlessly, the pale glowing bird surveyed them, and fluttered from the black hand, to perch on Squigs' head.
"What a beautiful bird," said Venus.
The parrot eyed her. Then, with a suggestive wink, it said, "Awk. Your mother wore army boots." Then, true to form, it vanished.
Squigs apologized frantically. "I'm sorry. Really, I'm so sorry! I don't make it say those things. It just does! It insults everybody, ask anyone!" Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Korg was stalking closer, his axe in hand, and obviously with murder on his mind. Damn! He'd been getting on quite well with the little hell-raiser, after their mutual stand on the raft.
Venus's laugh was a sort of infectious bray. Her attempts to restrain it made her wide mouth even wider. Finally, she started giggling in little snorts. It stopped Korg in his tracks. He stood trying to decide what to do, until Venus said, "Oh dear. How clever! She did! Tell me, does your parrot always speak the literal truth?"
"Er . . . I thought it always just insulted everybody?" said Squigs uncertainly.
"Not a bit of it!" said Venus, firmly. "I'm not insulted. Daddy's not insulted. And he would challenge anyone who insulted Mummy to a duel, wouldn't you, Daddy?"
The baron twirled a mustachio, thoughtfully. "I have, m'dear, quite a few times. But I'd like to know how that bird of yours knew she used to be in the Amazon Corps?" A startling thought struck him suddenly. "I say . . . you couldn't ask the bird to give her a message from me could you?"
Mungo chuckled. "Time enough for sending messages tomorrow, if the boy with the exploding brain doesn't get us all killed, so we can deliver them in person. Mind you, I wouldn't mind asking my wife what she did with the key to the third pantry cupboard."
"Isn't that the damnedest thing!" The baron looked startled. "Just what I wanted to ask too!" He caught sight of his daughter's face. "Er . . . as well as some other more private things, of course."
Mungo looked at Kate, and hastily agreed, "Er . . . yes, naturally. But now it's time we put our shoulders to the grindstone again. Time and tide are passing, eh?"
Kate shook her head and looked at Venus, who she'd plainly identified as a kindred spirit. "Fathers!" she said disgustedly. "And now they want us to waste more of our time on this smelly rubbish of the tall twit's. After all, he didn't do us any good the last time. If it hadn't been for Crummag's barbarian mystical powers that his grandmother taught him, we might all have been killed!" She gave the smirking blond muscle-man a fatuous, worshipful look.
Into the open mouthed silence, Leggilass inserted, "Do you girls think I should shave my legs? To show them off better, you know. Or what about waxing?"
If Squigs had thought that getting three hundred-pipe bombs made had been a mission impossible, getting the heroes out of bed and mobilized at three the next morning was a feat nothing short of superhuman. Still, by dint of having very long arms and quick reflexes he managed it.
The next congruence point was at least closer than the last. And no one stole breakfast this time. They got to the spot just before six, in the crisp, clear light of a new morning. Then Squigs had to get the heroes and the accompanying draconniers to attach the pipe bombs to tall reeds in a wide circle around where Squigs thought the point of congruence would be. Squigs was amused to note that the dwarf made no bones about recruiting Venus to help him, on account of his height. Huh. Korg admitting he was short! The things a man will do in pursuit of the fair sex, even if that member of the fair sex was a couple of feet taller than he was.
Each pipe bomb had to get a spider-web of thin lines from their detonators to the surrounding reeds. The detonators were small, fiendishly delicate cocktails that would go off if a sparrow farted too close to them. Wet and cold they'd been, well, relatively safe. Now they were drying out . . . Inserting the detonators was a job Squigs had reserved for himself. Mind you, with Leggilass stopping to admire his nether limbs' reflection in every flat bit of water, and Crum goofing off ardently, he'd had to do a fair amount of pipe-bomb attachment too. Still, it was five to eight, and it was all done. Squigs glanced nervously across the reedy swampland. It was still. Thank goodness it was a near windless morning. One hard gust now. . . .
A blue heron rose from the swamp and flew overhead with slow, heavy wing-beats. Squigs watched in horror as it began to drop lower over the target zone. There was a sharp twang. The once graceful bird folded in a falling tangle of feathers. Squigs turned to see Venus standing with another arrow on the string of a short, double-recurved bow.
"I think I'll be more useful here than hiding in the wagon a mile away." She stilled the inevitable rash of protest with a carefully prepared speech. "I stopped by at the temple yesterday, to fill in my hero-permit, Pa. But Ziklevieson told me he'd given 'the young man vot told me about Israel' carte blanche. I notice, Mr. Harkness-Smythe, that you didn't tell Kate or me about it. It's open season on these poacher-fellows. An announcement was going out from the temple that hunting them will be open to all trades, and that the temple is offering a bounty of a hundred Kares for each poacher. Before you say anything, Daddy, just remember that we need the money, and I'm a better wing-shot than you are."
Baron Ashill looked stormy.
Venus put a hand on his fore-arm and smiled winningly at him. "I'll be all right back here, and just think what we could do to the swan-mews with a couple of brace of poachers? We could even buy some new bloodstock. Then there'd be a chance of really making the swannery pay."
"I'm still not happy about it, m'dear. But I suppose, like your mother, you're going to get your own way." He smiled warily. "And she used to beat me three falls out of four, too."
"Well, I'm not happy about it either," said Korg. "Not that I'm denying that you're a fine shot, M'lady. But in the heat of battle a fellow'll maybe forget what he's saying. It's not fitting to sully your ears with some o' the language which is likely to be used. Besides, there's bound to be blood and gurry about. No sight for a delicately bred lady. Also it might not be safe . . ."
She looked imperiously down her nose at him. Lifting her fine-boned nostrils, she said, "I'm not scared of blood. Who do you think does the butchering at Long-Ash these days? And I daresay I've heard worse language at the annual St. Zarul-Humshaw hockey match. You should hear those girls swear." She dropped down to her haunches, and looked the dwarf squarely in the eye. "And my safety is my own business, my preux chevalier."
The dwarf looked down at his feet. Grumbled. Sighed. Took her by the elbow, and raised her up. "It's not kom sick foe that you be down at my height, M'lady. Now, I know what a pro is, and I suppose this is a word what you learned at these hockey games, but what does this shevalley-ear word mean? Sounds like a kind of pig."
Kate was quietly stringing her bow. "It's not much use arguing, Dad. Venus and I talked it over last night, and decided what to do. After all, if it's okay for Vila to be here, you can't say it's a 'men-only' show. And I know that you don't want to leave."
Mungo cast wildly about for any support, even from Crummag. But the barbarian was too busy oiling himself, and eyeing Vila's warm-up exercises. Mungo realized that he had shot himself in the foot by introducing that female into the company of heroes. He'd thought her charms would be bound to attract Crummag, not to provide a reason for his daughter to be in combat. Squigs quietly offered at least some cover. "Best if we move the raft into the thick reeds over there," he said to Mungo.
"Are you suggesting, sirrah, that we should hide away, just because we're women?" Kate proved that it was quite possible to look down your nose while looking up at someone eighteen inches taller than yourself.
"Of course not," Squigs lied. It was fortunate that she was used to him stuttering and blushing whenever he spoke to her, "You should meet my mother sometime. She'd give your dad how-to-be-tough lessons. It's just we'll have a better angle to shoot from over there."
"We go in firing. We know dey'll be waiting. Da mission is to get dis man. Not'in' else matters."
Smooth Mario pointed at the blow-up photograph. He looked at the crew in front of him, and sighed. Those chain-mail coats might stop arrows, but they ruined the set of a well-cut jacket. With the sort of money the boss had now, they'd been able to get the best. Between this lot, they'd done enough "downsizing" to depopulate a small town. But how would they shape away from the city streets?
"Explosives." The other side would be using something that involved explosives. Well, let them try lobbing bombs. The hovercraft were now armored against whatever a bunch of primitive sword-wavers could do with black powder. And you couldn't put mines in the water. Well, floating ones, sure. But using hovercraft they were safe. "Okay. Let's roll it. Remember it's midday here, early morning there. An' remember dere's an extra million bucks completion of service bonus for whoever downsizes this Harkness-Smythe."
"Huh?"
Mario sighed. It was all very well The Man saying that the big time was multinational corporate nowadays and not criminal. But these executive officers needed things in non-contractual language. They hadn't moved with the times. "A million bucks for whoever blows him away."
They understood that just fine.
Chapter 12
The hunter and the hunted
"The Americans used hovercraft—that's what they call these flying machines, in the Mekong delta, in Viet-Nam. At first they made mince-meat of the other guys. Then some bright spark thought of putting mines on the tops of bamboos. You can armor the topside of a hovercraft, but under the skirt, there is always this nice, soft spot." Squigs glowed a dull red, realizing what he'd just said. He knew he was just talking to hide his own nervousness. But there were several females in his audience, which guaranteed his foot-in-mouth disease. He glanced at his watch. Twenty seconds to go. He noticed Kate was having a quiet canoodle with the Crum. "Get ready. On the count of twenty they'll be here," he said loudly.
Dead on time, the hovercraft appeared. Unfortunately, not dead on target. A good mile off. In a thunder of small-arms fire. Just behind it came a second hovercraft. And they were heading off the wrong way. Suddenly, above the raft, a green flare exploded. The hovercraft both slewed around in wide circles, the second craft making the turn quicker, heading back. Both bearing straight down on them. And the air was full of the heavy shudder of machine-gun fire.
There was a boom as a pipe-bomb was triggered by a stray shot. A flash and a cloud of black smoke. The hovercraft swerved away. The wrong way away. Into the mine-marsh.
The air rippled with explosions. There was a sound of tearing, screaming metal. As Squigs had intended, the pipe-bombs sent fragments of steel up into the fans, chewing great hunks out of the rotors. Like a drunken rollercoaster car, the hovercraft lurched, bucketed and slewed, and then nosedived into the swamp. A shower of fetid swamp water and rotting reed fragments arced upwards, along with the sound of impact. The heroes cheered.
Machine-gun fire stuttered across the reeds, as the second craft banked furiously. A pipe-bomb exploded, ripping at its skirt. It lurched, but the pilot managed to swing away. Arrows bounced harmlessly off it. "Down!" yelled Squigs. He'd triggered a couple of smoke bombs, which he'd placed about sixty yards off. The smoke was drawing fire, but somebody on the hovercraft had plainly also seen the raft. A few seconds and other, more accurate shooting would follow, "Go! Swim into the mine-field! They can't get to us there," he yelled. Some people jumped.
There was a powerful twang next to Squigs' ear. The second hovercraft nearly followed the first into the water. "Got 'im!" Korg said with vicious satisfaction. "Come on! Into the water! Let's finish off what we've got, let the rest come to us!" Squigs however, stood fast. He aimed his crude bazooka at the lurching craft. Applied his Bic to the fuse. Wished like hell he could be elsewhere. . . .
Damn. The thing wasn't working. The fuse must have gone out. He didn't have a spare, did he? He was about to take it off his shoulder and have a look when . . .
SHOOWHOOMPH!!!
Somebody with an explosive buzz-saw had just removed his ear. His head vibrated like a base drum. His retinas were seared by the afterburn. On his knees, Squigs was unable to see that his attempt at armor-piercing had worked, although a bit too well. The soft lead projectile had struck the hovercraft door. The impact had transferred all the projectile's momentum into the five steel dagger-blades inside it, which ripped through the armor-skin like a four-year old through Christmas wrapping-paper.
Something hit the hovercraft with sledge-hammer force. Mario had a brief vision of a bright steel screaming through the cabin. And screams and blood.
Later, they found out how lucky the four survivors had been. One of the blades had ricocheted around the cabin. The others however, had simply gone straight through. Fortunately the co-pilot wasn't one of those injured or killed. He got them the hell out of there, fast.
". . . he's lost half an ear and singed most of his hair off. It's a pity. That twisty bush was kind of cute." Kate's voice, or so he thought, although at the moment his ears were giving all sounds a strange burr. His head was going up and down. Aha. Definitely Kate. He'd recognize that shake anywhere. He groaned.
"Ah. He's making his favorite noise. Come on, you cross between a giraffe and a stomach-ache. The danger's over. Crummag threw a sword into the other flying-machine, and they cut and ran."
"Awk. Bullshit. Wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!! CRACK!"
"Oh, shut up, you bloody useless bird," said Kate waving at the dive-bombing spectral parrot. "I wish I could wring your neck. Go on, go away!"
"No, Kate. Honestly, I think it's trying to tell you something!" said a blurry version of Venus's voice. "The noise was just like that weapon of Squigs. I thought he hit the flying machine too."
Kat snorted. "He couldn't hit a barn door from inside. How's your dad?"
"I think he'll be all right." Venus sighed. "I just wish I knew why he has these fits."
"Awk! Ghost toasties! Bloody ghost-toasties!" shrieked the parrot, perching on a rail, peering at them from between its legs.
"Well, do you still think it's trying to tell you something?" Kate asked, scathingly.
Venus walked into view, shaking her head. "It doesn't make much sense, does it?"
Squigs sat up. "Hello," said Kate. "You're back with us. Oh, how thrilling for all of us!"
Squigs was saved from having to come up with a snappy piece of repartee—which was eluding him totally—by Korg pulling himself out of the water and onto the raft. Then, reaching down he hauled a water-logged three-piece suited man out of the water and up onto the logs. "Hello. You awake again, tall 'un? Didn't you get enough sleep last night?" This was said with a broad grin. He turned a more concerned face to Venus. "How's the baron, M'lady?"
"Just concussed, I think Korg. He's lost a bit of blood, but thanks to you he's still alive."
"Least I could do, M'lady. Funny, that fit coming on just then. You'll forgive me knocking him into the water just then?"
"Of course," said Venus. "How were you to know there was a submerged log there? At least you kept him afloat. I'm not sure I'm going to forgive you knocking me overboard, though."
The dwarf looked sheepish. "Heat of the moment, M'lady. My first thought was for your safety. After all, you did say I was a gallant, nights. That 'shevalley ear' thing. I just thought I'd extend it to daytime."
"I'll thank you to remember that I'm quite capable of looking after myself," Venus said with a hauteur that was at odds with the twitching edges of a smile she was trying to restrain. "Now, what's happening over there?"
Korg shook himself from rapt contemplation of her face. "Oh. Yeah. I forgot. Miss Kate, your dad says to bring the boat-wagon over to him, or to hitch the hippos to the raft, and bring it rather. And if you ladies would like to have a look at this guy? He's the only one who is still alive. I got to him before Vila. She was cutting throats left, right and center."
They pulled the raft across to the wreck of the hovercraft. As they arrived a noisy flock of weaver-birds flew across the reeds. A pipe bomb exploded. Korg stood there, looking at all the tortoise-necked people. He shook his head, and with a gesture that took in the distant column of smoke and the wrecked and twisted metal coleslaw which had once been the hovercraft's fans. "As Frenchy would have said, ' Say magnifeek, may say nay pa la gay.' Give me an honest fight any day."
"It is magnificent, but it isn't a ford," Squigs translated, and nodded. "Dead right for once, Korg. It's actually made by GM, I think."
Isaac Levieson stared at the crystal ball. He patted it with gnarled old hand, waiting for the cloudy inside to clear. He chuckled to himself. Never had any device been quite so misunderstood. Fortune-telling! Ha. Mind you he got a crossed line with a fortune teller on earth once. She had been more than a little surprised.
A face began to appear as the crystal resonances matched. "Isaac,"
greeted the tall, liveried man on the other side of the void. "How are things that side?"
"Pretty bad, Samur. But I have just met someone with Sadie's hand. The hand was still alive . . . it has been grafted onto the boy."
There was a silence and a long sigh. "That's the only piece to have turned up so far. You still believe her dead?"
"She hasn't been in contact for more than a year, Samur. She's dead. The stories we got from Fire are true, I think.
There was another long sigh. "She'll have to be replaced, you know. We can't afford just to let Hell go to hell in its own way. The EPA reports that we're getting toxin leakages here. So is Earth. Hell needs to be overseen."
"There is still some morphic resonance about that hand."
Samur shrugged. "There would be. Cellular memory, too. She was from Sylvan, after all."
"Do you think it would be possible for her to communicate from limbo through it?"
Samur shook his head. "Not really enough for us to find out what she was doing. But she may retain some control over the limb if the current owner is weak- willed."
"He isn't, but Sadie was unusually strong," said Isaac. "There's no certainty . . . Anyway, what do you know about computers?"
Samur shook his head. "Not much. Earth technology was something we left to Selby."
"We'd better start finding out more. Selby is dead," said Isaac, shortly. "And we have something here that could overturn the old order."
Samur gave a recognition signal of the recent and much mocked order . . . and an almost-smile. "That's what we do, isn't it?"
Isaac shook his head. "Not when it's our old order."
"New disorder, you mean," said Samur.
Isaac shrugged tiredly. "As Sadie used to say, enough disorder is a kind of order."
SLAP! The sound echoed around the smoky room.
Vigo Carpaccio's lips were peeled back, exposing brown stained teeth. His dark skin was flushed, and he was in danger of biting right through that cigar.
SLAP! He blew a cloud of smoke into Smooth Mario's face. A trickle of blood started out of the corner of Mario's lips. He stood still, statue-like. He didn't even move a muscle when the ash from that cigar cascaded down his silk tie. Behind him stood Danny. Big Danny. They'd been together a long time. Since kindergarten. Just now The Man was going to tell Danny to downsize him.
"Enough." The word was quiet. But the force of it stopped the Don's hand mid-swing. Smoke coiled from the hood of the figure sitting at the desk. "I warned you, Mister Carpaccio, before we started, that this . . . James Harkness-Smythe, was dangerous. There is no point in killing Squidfoot, because he has proved that I was right."
Mario moved. He didn't care if it got him shot. He looked down at his foot.
"Stand still." A quiet rumble from behind him.
The Man turned to the hooded figure. "He is making me a laughingstock. I want him dead. And I don't like executives who fail in my organization."
"M'lord. Forget again, and I'll make an example of you. Remember, you have failed me. And I don't tolerate failure. Do you understand?" The voice would have cooled liquid nitrogen.
There was a long pause. The figure sitting behind the desk began to stand up. As the arms pressed against the desk, Mario could see that there was one joint too many.
"Yes . . . M'lord." The Man seemed to shrink. "What should we do then?"
"Kill Harkness-Smythe. No more playing around. Harkness-Smythe is using military techniques. So we fight him with better military skills and better technology than he will be able to obtain. But at least now we can find him—because he is looking for us."
"M'lord. We don't have an army. I can recruit more good executives . . ."
"Mercenaries. We will hire the best."
It seemed strange, this idea of recruiting from outside of the business. Still, outsourcing was the vogue in corporate circles these days. "Danny. Who do you know who was in 'Nam?"
But M'lord had ideas on this too. "Not Vietnam. If my memory serves me correctly, Harkness-Smythe is, by blood, a black South African. We'll get the antidote to that." A wicked laugh. "There are plenty of ex-special forces soldiers on the market. From the old Apartheid regime I approved of. Let's give him a belated taste of his birthright. I want three helicopters too. In the meanwhile, I've got another line of attack from the dark-side of Sylvan. She has never failed."
"So you say it'll be five days before the devils can attack again." Mungo rubbed his hands, looking cheerfully at the raft piled high with wrecked hovercraft. In a non-mechanical world, it represented considerable wealth. "Well, by that time we'll have these 'pipe bombs' of yours awaiting. And not just a couple of hundred this time . . ."
"It's no use," said Squigs, shaking his head. "They won't attack that way again." His head still throbbed. The brew that Mungo seemed to think would help was clearing his sinuses. It still wasn't doing anything for the pain in his ear.
"I fear the boy is right." Baron Ashill looked thoughtful. "Only a fool would repeat their last venture, especially knowing that we have further time to prepare."
"'Tis a pity, to be sure," Mungo said, with a wistful look in his eye. "I really liked those bangs! My word! Be thinkin' o' what a fella could do with a dragon-harpoon with one o' those on the end . . ."
Squigs raised his eyes heavenward at the ecological possibilities of this kind of Norwegian whaling-style dragon hunting. "Not possible, I'm afraid," he said, hastily. "But, to get back to the poachers, we're fighting them with weapons they can understand. They were just surprised this time. They'll just get better weapons, better than anything I can make in a blacksmith's shop with chemicals I can buy at an apothecary's. We've got to use Zoar's own potential and whatever exotic ideas I can dig out of alchemy. And then we've got to strike back. We're chopping at fingers. Let's go for the head."
"Now that's the sort of talk I like to hear!" Korg slapped one fist into the other palm with meaty force. "Let's take the fight to the sods. How long do you think it'll take us to conquer all of Mud?"
Squigs cringed. He imagined the dwarf, Crum and Vila loose on the streets of New York or London with mayhem in mind. "We'll have to be a bit more precise than that, Korg," he said. "I'm hoping that the prisoner you took will be able to tell us."
"Yeah. It's a pity I hit him so hard. Silly bast . . . sorry ladies, silly beggar called me 'shorty,'" Korg muttered.
Squigs managed not to smile. "Well, it's a pity that Kate hit him so hard when he woke up again."
"He insulted me. Besides, if Vila hadn't cut the throats of other five . . ." Kate protested hotly.
Vila shrugged, unconcerned. "I'm a warrior, not a nurse. Anyway nobody said anything to me about wanting prisoners."
The bar was empty. Down at that end anyway . When someone like Smooth Mario comes in, and hasn't even combed his hair . . . When he starts ordering triples, then it's a good time to go and drink somewhere else. "Hey, barman. Same as before." There was a very slight slur to the voice. Smooth Mario was very drunk. The barman could tell because he sounded more Irish than Italian. Mario prided himself on the traditional accent.
"I'll have one too, Sammy," said a voice Mario knew well.
Mario lounged against the bar, his tie pulled skew, his shirt collar open. "You come to kill me, Danny?" He was drunk. Drunker than he'd been since he was a punk of sixteen, when Danny and he had robbed that Chink, and they'd got a bit hasty and killed the old guy. His Uncle Sal had taken them to the Old Man after that. One black kid and one Irish Mick, going to see the Old Gent. Sal had said they'd end up like all the other punks around there otherwise. Yeah. Look where it had got him instead. Wondering if he could reach for his gun and kill his oldest friend.
"You look like a bum, Mario. Not like you. What would the Old Man have said, hey?" Vigo Carpaccio's father was five years in his grave, but his shadow still hung long over both men.
Mario sat up. Sighed. With difficulty buttoned his collar, straightened his tie. Shit! Couldn't Danny leave this to the undertaker?
Danny sat down. The barstool groaned. He sighed, too. Took his drink and downed it. The barman, who had retreated as far as possible, raised his eyes and began to pray softly. "The boss . . . is not happy, Mario." Danny sounded unhappy himself.
For the sake of the Old Man, Mario made the effort with the accent. "So, Danny. Me I'm not-a happy either. De Old Man he wouldn't have got involved in dis shit. Don't play about wid' me, old friend. Shoot me. Get it finished."
Danny sighed. "I thought that's what I would have to do, back there at the office. I wasn't happy, Mario. But, The Man, he's been thinking. This shit. It ain't your fault, Mario. It's the guy in pajamas. The Man's decided he wants him downsized instead. Gotta look like an accident, in case it goes wrong, huh, or he's got friends . . . Hey, what's wrong?"
Mario was laughing. Almost crying from it. Finally he shook off the hysteria. "You know why I'm sitting here, Danny? Sitting getting drunk?"
"No. Not like you."
"It's not because I nearly got killed back there. No. It's because I got no honor. That's why I'm glad you're gonna kill me. See, the devil, yeah let's call him what he is, he come to see me after what happened in de boss's office . . . He said he wanted someone dead. Gotta look like an accident. He thinks money's shit-paper, so what do I want? Five mil . . . ten . . . fifty? Only, I better accept . . . otherwise I could find myself enjoying life in the aquarium. They always lookin' for a squid or two." Mario shuddered. Looked owlishly at the big man. "So you better kill me. What kind of man would accept a contract for his own boss?"
Big Danny blinked at him. Rubbed his chin. "Barman. What are you hiding under there for? Make it another two. Goddamn! Lemme think." A tomb-like silence descended over the now otherwise empty bar.
Finally Danny slapped Mario on the shoulder. "Let's get you some mean coffee. Then we go and talk to your Uncle Sal. Let him talk to The Man. The Man's not gonna be happy . . . but maybe we can get something good outa it. We'll get Sal to put it this way, better a hit called that The Man knows about, and ain't gonna happen, than one he don't know about, that is gonna happen."
Mario stood up, unsteadily. Looked at his shoes. Couldn't see his reflection "Yeah. Sal knows how to call it de right words too. Don' let The Man hear you talkin' about hits.'Termination of fuggin' contract,' or ' downsize,' Danny. Yeah. Let's talk to Sal. But I gotta get myself a shine first."
"He's dead." There was a thin edge of panic in Venus's voice. "I thought he was lying awfully still, so I put a hand on his cheek. He's . . . he's cold!" The rest of the party at the breakfast table stared at her.
"Who?" Mungo had risen to his feet, as had Korg and the baron.
"The prisoner," said Venus. "I . . . I just went in to see how he was doing this morning. He's dead!"
"Calm down, dear." The Baron led her to the table. "Sit down. Korg'll get you some tea, eh?"
Venus shook her head fiercely. "I'm all right. It was just . . . such a shock. I just can't see why he died? It was only concussion, surely? Oh, all right, thank you, Korg. No, I really don't think I could eat a thing right now," and she fended off a platter of muffins, while taking the tea-cup with a shaking hand.
Squigs looked down at the dead man. Funny. A week ago he couldn't have done this without turning green. A week ago he would have been running already. Now, instead, he calmly surveyed the corpse. The late prisoner had been a big man in life. Swarthy. The shave-twice-a-day kind. With a shoulder holster, a knife in his sock, and some brass knuckles in a pocket. Not exactly a soft touch. He had probably killed other men. But it still wasn't right that he should be murdered here in cold blood.
It was murder. Yes, it had been artfully concealed, but it was still murder. The man had been killed to stop him talking.
A good thing that whoever had done it hadn't known they were too late.
He looked at the black hand. Wiped the blood on his lab-coat. It was so stained no one would notice. A week ago that would have made him shudder . . . now it was just blood. Was he growing callous, or just growing up? He shrugged. But why had that hand reached for the dead man's ear? Weird. He looked at the corpse again. The fellow had been bouncing between consciousness and cloud-cuckoo land for half the night. He probably hadn't even been aware of his murderer.
Well, at least it had made questioning him easier. He hadn't known what he was saying or to whom. Now Squigs knew who his foes were, and what they were doing, if not why. A hooded, cloaked, daemonic figure called M'lord . . . no place to tie him to, or more of an identity. But the suited types were the minions of a Mr. Carpaccio, also called The Man, a once minor "corporation" boss from Chicago . . . Squigs even had the address. The Man who now had more money than he knew what to do with. The Man who had offered a million dollar bounty for his, Squigs Harkness-Smythe's, body. The Man who was gathering dragon teeth frantically before releasing the dragon equivalent of myxomatosis. And The Man had known about the explosives before the last attack. There was a spy in their midst, a spy who was prepared to kill to keep his or her identity secret.
Squigs wondered just who he could trust? While he was still thinking about it, Mungo came into the room. "Well, boyo. It's a shame he died, and that we'll not be getting the answers we needed out of him. But there's no point in hanging about here with the corpus. If I'd had my brains screwed on, I'd have sent him into town when the wagon went this morning. We could have claimed the reward, and got rid of the body too."
"He didn't die," said Squigs quietly.
Mungo smiled crookedly. "My, but he's an awful quiet sleeper. He's dead, boyo. Come an' give me a hand gutting that wrecked craft."
"He was murdered, Mungo. Someone came in early this morning and pushed a spike through his ear. Look." Squigs stripped all traces of emotion from his voice.
The big man bent and examined the victim. When he finally spoke it was without his usual cheery bombast. Just one quiet word. "Who?"
Squigs stood silent. Shook his head. Finally he asked, "Who went into town?"
"Kate. The Crum. The baron's daughter. So, of course, the dwarf went. Leggilass."
Squigs sighed. "Vila stayed?"
Mungo nodded.
"She was my prime suspect. She volunteered to join us. She killed all of the survivors except for this fellow."
"True," agreed Mungo. "But that's the Amazon Corps way. They don't usually take prisoners, and when they do, the poor beggars don't last long. They say it's a hell of a way to die."
"That's as may be," said Squigs, "but we know from this one's ramblings that the enemy were told we were waiting for them, and buying explosives. But they didn't know what we were going to do with them."
Mungo was no great thinker. But he could work this out. "We've known for the last couple of days what you're doing. Ever since you started workin' on the pipe-bombs anyway."
Squigs nodded. "So it was somebody who was in town the day I saw Ziklevieson. Which is why I thought of Vila. But Venus was there too. Also trying to find out what we were doing."
"But she found the corpse!" said Mungo, shocked. "And she looked like death herself afterward."
"Yes," said Squigs, grimly. "Maybe it's not so nice seeing your own handiwork. But she has gone into town. And what would it mean to the aristocracy if the dragons became extinct?"
Mungo looked astounded at the thought. "It'd mean a return of wealth if we went back to using explosive weapons. Take Long Ash for example. Used to have the virtual monopoly on sulfur, from the springs on their place."
"I see." Squigs simply left it at that. "I think we should stop any more trips into town." He took a deep breath. Should he tell Mungo that the prisoner had already spilt the beans in the early hours of the morning? No. Mungo was honest and tough, but he might let something slip. "I've made plans. But I can't discuss them with anyone but you. So, um, we'll just have to keep them guessing."
Mungo nodded. "And heaven help whoever it is, when we find out." He turned to leave.
"Er . . . Mungo. Just one last thing . . ."
The big man turned back.
"Er . . . just what do the Amazons do to their male captives?" Squigs felt himself blushing as he asked.
Mungo shook his head. "It's inhuman! They make 'em pick up used underwear which they scatter all over the floor, wash up mountains of greasy dishes, and then scrub the floors and do the ironing. Then they put the poor bloke into a big hot bath . . . and hang cold, dripping knickers above him. Barbaric torture, waiting for that next drop. No wonder the poor devils don't last long!"
"But I've got to get some things from town. I've paid for them," protested Leggilass loudly, and frequently, while refusing to divulge just what he was supposed to be collecting. Suspicion in itself—except, Squigs decided with regret, that he was too thick. Unless . . . was he a brilliant actor? No. No actor could do dumb that well.
The two main suspects seemed equally unconcerned. Vila shrugged, and said there was nothing she wanted from town anyway. Venus was still running on such a bubbling high from hearing what the Ashill bounty share was so far, and deciding what they could do to Long Ash with it, that mere murder was an irrelevancy. She was far more interested in pressing Squigs to come up with new and fiendish ways to kill off more poachers. With bounty on her mind, she seemed quite inured to the prospect of killing. Or was she just picking his brain in a most subtle way?
Squigs had imagined that the next hero's council would be vastly different to the first one. He was wrong.
Their eyes tended to glaze over when he tried to explain anything to them. Yes, he might be less squeamish now, but his ability to handle people hadn't improved one jot. After the first disastrous encounter they'd followed his lead, because he'd used Mungo to voice it. But he now realized they'd done that because they'd thought it would fail. They'd all been quite willing for someone else to be a scapegoat, but, if there was any credit going . . . when it came to conservatism the sword-swingers made the Ku Klux Klan and Afrikaaner Nationalists look like the looney left. Pipe-bombs on bamboos had worked. That was good enough for them, for now and forever after. Or at least for the faction of Vila, Leggilass, Crum, and by loyalty, Kate, and Mungo (because it worked, and he liked the bangs). Venus wanted pipe-bombs and whatever else Squigs or anyone could come up with. Korg supported her—which was hardly surprising. Only Baron Ashill stood against pipe-bombs.
He twirled his mustachios, a sure sign of deep cogitation. "Gentlemen, ladies. Even the chap with the parrot on his shoulder. When you attack a dragon, do you stick it in the mouth, or elsewhere, eh?" Squigs looked sideways. He couldn't see the parrot right now, thank goodness.
Mungo snorted. "If there was another soft spot I'd have found it by now, Baron. Anyway, what do you heroic types know about doing an honest day's work, then?"
The baron ignored the comment. "So, if you only prick him, does the drake give you a second chance?"
Mungo laughed outright. "If you miss your throw, you'd better get underwater and breathe through a reed stalk for the next half-hour."
"Exactly," said Ashill. "We killed our first dragon . . . but we only pricked our second dragon. We should be looking for reed stalks, not expecting to get a second poke in."
"So just what do you think we ought to do?"
"Argh!! get away from me, you devils! No! NOOO!" And even the semblance of sanity slipped away from Baron Ashill as he fought a vicious duel with unseen opponents.
"I think," said Squigs gloomily surveying the scene, "that I should join the French Foreign Legion."
"I know what you mean," said Korg sympathetically. "Want a partner? With my command o' the language we could go far."
Chapter 13
I'll meet you at midnight
Never eavesdrop. You'll never hear good of yourself. He really hadn't meant to. It's just difficult, when hearing yourself being discussed, not to pause by the half-open door and listen.
"I wonder, Mungo, why we're doing what this Harkness-Smythe boy wants?" Vila's voice. Was this the same girl that had wanted him to come for a midnight tryst, a romantic coracle trip in the moonlight last night? He'd evaded the invitation with what he'd considered tact too, not to mention a bit of real regret. She continued, "I mean, let's face it, he takes his authority from you. Without your say-so . . ." She left the sentence unfinished.
Mungo's bass rumble was a little uncertain. "I suppose you're right, Vila. He's a bit of a molly. Probably never been in a real fight in his life. I will say he's showed guts, though. And at least he has ideas, even if he does think it makes him a class above us ordinary folk. I dare say he'll take a tumble or two, 'till he gets to see he's not that different from the rest of us. I suppose I'm interested in seeing what the boy can do. After all, he's the first boy my Kathleen ever brought home, even if it was unconscious! And he also asked her to marry him!"
"Well, he's got guts then," Korg said dryly. "More guts than it takes just to stand on that raft and be shot at, while keeping your cool. I don't know about having brains, though."
Squigs blinked. Damn it. He'd thought the dwarf was a sort of friend. Korg continued, "He's darn nearly got himself killed both times. Not what I call a sign of intelligence."
"You're a fine one to talk, Korg," said Venus. "You never left the raft until the very last, either." She was still just a little distant with him, after having been knocked overboard by the dwarf.
"Ah, but then I never claimed to be bright, Lady Venus," said Korg. "Also, I'm a practiced marksman with a cross-bow. I know what I can hit, and at what range. There's no gamble in my waiting on the raft. I'm just staying until I can get a good shot in. The tall lad is taking a chance that all his ideas will work. He doesn't know. He's riding for a fall."
Squigs turned away. He was not quite ready to face them yet. So they thought he had no influence except by Mungo's favor. So they thought he was soft. So they thought he thought himself superior. So the dwarf thought he wasn't even being particularly wise. Damn them all. Here he was, for the first time with his color not being held against him, and they had everything else against him instead. Or was it his color? Honesty forced him reluctantly to admit that they probably didn't give a damn about his color. Leggilass was as black as black, the dwarf, if he was human, looked more like an Arab than anything else. True, European types seemed to predominate in this part of Zoar, but that was probably because so many of this hemisphere's congruence points with Earth were in Northern Europe or North-eastern America. Which was why English was the lingua franca here. He gathered that somewhere on the other side of the globe was an area where not having your face tattooed or not being able to speak Maori, could be terminal.
After half an hour of inner turmoil, he was ready to acknowledge the justice of some of the things they had said. But he was still seething. He thought he'd persuaded them at least to accept a compromise at yesterday's meeting. He thought he'd established respect. He'd show them a thing or two! He'd try for the common touch, but with the ways and means of stopping what he expected to be a deadly, concerted attack, he was going to show them what ingenuity meant!
However, some of the things would have to be practiced. The dwarf had a point. The actual fight wasn't the moment to try out new tricks and weapons. He'd just have to make doubly sure that no word of it leaked out. Hmm. That mean heightening security. What about that let's-go-for-a-moonlight-coracle-sail story of Vila's last night? Okay, she couldn't have been planning to sneak into town, hoping he wouldn't notice the change of scenery competing with her physical charms, but it was possible that tonight someone could slip off, unnoticed. He'd put alarm lines on the coracle and Venus's Swan-ski just after dark.
" Ja, Myneerjie. And what do you want?" The big sergeant-major's voice radiated arrogant contempt through the thick accent. Big Danny was not used to that sort of thing. And he didn't like it. Not from anybody, not even this big lout in the rumpled camo clothing. Hadn't the fellow any idea of the sartorial elegance owed to the respectable profession of terminating contracts?
"I've got your orders," said Danny. "You're to be ready for the choppers Wednesday at 7:15 am."
The sergeant-major looked at the sheaf of papers, briefly. He sighed, and stood up slowly. He was even wider than Big Danny. And those blue eyes didn't waver and drop the way most people's did, when looking into the eyes of the don's bodyguard. " Luister mooi, you myneertjie that's all dressed-up like a moffie's wet-dream. I'll give this to Kaptein Francois. But it's a lot of kak. I'll tell you now we're not doing it. Whoever wrote this thing has never been in a blerry contact in their life. Ja, and we don't go in without a few practice runs."
The captain was somewhat more polite than the sergeant-major had been, in his later interview with The Man, but he was just as emphatic. "Mister Carpaccio. When you hire us, you just told us that we had to go into a military contact, and take this man out. When I offered you Sersant van der Heerver, who is a blerry fine marksman, to neutralize this oke, you said we had to fly in, and they'd be waiting. You said equipment and method were up to us. Nou gee jy my hierdie klomp kak! Sorry, now you come wiff this set of orders. Forget it. We've got a job offer in Liberia."
The Man started to swell up and change color like an upset chameleon. Danny tensed.
"Enough." The voice came from the hooded figure hunched at the desk. M'lord had come in earlier, unannounced, and through their security cordon like a night-wind, as usual. "Captain. If I allowed you to set the rest of the agenda, choose your own equipment, but just insisted on the time specified being maintained, would that be acceptable?"
The dark-eyed man looked long at him. "Who are you, mister?" he finally asked.
"I am the paymaster. Which is why I get to call the tune."
The captain had walked over to the desk. Looked at the hooded figure. Sat down. "It's good money. But before I take my men in anywhere, I need to know a hell of a lot more about the place and what is waiting for us. All we know is that it's a swamp. Where? Cambodia?"
A puff of smoke came from the darkness inside the hood. "A lot further. But never you mind. We'll get you there. You have to fly in at a fairly low level. After that you can do just what you like. The enemy, and there are not more than ten of them, will be waiting for you, with primitive weapons, including mines and bombs they make with black powder. Oh, and some kind of bazooka thing. By the way, I'm doubling the money you were offered."
"Have you seen the mess you can make of a man wiff an assegai or a panga, Myneer, never mind booby-traps you could make wiff a bit of explosive?" asked the captain.
The captain looked thoughtful, however. Double the money was obviously tempting. "Okay. But three choppers isn't enough. We need two gunships, and three slicks, you know, troop-carriers. I know a government who'd be glad to sell you some. The bliksems still owe us money that I don't expect we'll ever see. This is what I suggest." He started drawing on the pad on the desk.
The door burst open. Danny was quick with the Colt automatic, but the big sergeant-major who had come with the mercenary captain was faster. The Uzi grease-gun, inconspicuously cradled in his arm, clattered. The red-horned little imp, however, paid as little attention to the hail of bullets, as to the whine of the ricochets. "Master! I have news from the rusalka."
"Erfect! I have told you not to come into this sphere!" the hooded man said sternly.
The horrible little creature groveled before him in obvious fear. "Forgive, Lord. Forgive small Erfect, Great Master," he begged.
" Jislaaik!" said the sergeant-major, and sat down on the floor, open-mouthed, and began to field-strip the Uzi.
The hooded one turned to the audience at large. "The rusalka is my Darksider agent. Perhaps you will not have to kill Harkness-Smythe after all."
The imp, now on its knees, shook its wizened little head, its wicked little face still twisted in fear. "No, Master. No success. And the rusalka sends warning: Harkness-Smythe plans to attack you instead."
There was a long silence. Finally the hooded one said, with obvious tension. "Tell me exactly what the message was, Erfect. Word for word."
The imp stood up, put its long taloned hands behind its back and recited, "Harkness-Smythe plans strike against you. No details. Will silence prisoner, if possible. Plan to use bombs on top of reeds, as in last attack. Will continue attempt to neutralize."
The hooded man rose to his feet. Exhaled a great cloud of yellow smoke. "I must be going. I will be safer in my own place, with my own defenses. In the meanwhile, you have your orders. Do what is necessary. You know what to avoid. Bombs on reed tops. Remember, Harkness-Smythe must die!"
Squigs walked uneasily through the valley of dreams. His mother was trying to drag him by the big toe away from a beautiful red-haired girl. He wished she'd stop! It was getting extremely sore! She was a nursing sister. She should realize that she'd pull his toe right off. His toe . . . He awoke with a start. The line attached to his toe was really going to pull it off any minute now. He frantically grabbed at the cord and managed to pull the loop off his toe. He scrambled for the door with a yell, and burst out into the night.
The high full moon hung in a wine-dark sky. Its soft and silvery light outlined the dark figures in the coracle, out on ripple-trimmed dark water. A paddle dipped quietly into the moon's reflection. "Stop!" yelled Squigs.
An angry voice came from the coracle. A totally unexpected female voice. "I should have known that you'd go and ruin it all!"
Others came boiling out of the huts, all remarkably awake and well dressed for that time of night. Well dressed enough to make Squigs realize that he was wearing his underpants and a T-shirt. Vila. Venus. Korg, (of course). And Mungo, bleary with sleep, and truly amazed to find his daughter sitting in a coracle in the middle of the lagoon. At midnight, with the Crum. His bellow of rage would have frightened dragons. "Kate, you come back here this minute! I'll murder the black-hearted, child-stealin' spalpeen! So help me if I don't!"
"Oh . . . Pa!" Irritation and defiance in her voice. "I'm a grown-up girl now. If I want to go for a midnight paddle in the moonlight, I will."
"Arrah! Kathleen, my girl. You get yourself back here right now, or I'll be swimmin' out there after you! Your mother'd be turning over in her grave to see you behave so shameless!" Only the corpse could have slept through Mungo's thundering voice. Other heads began to appear from the various huts.
"Awk! Couldn't organize a bonk in a brothel," said the parrot, to no one in particular.
Squigs buried his face in his hands. Experience had taught him that no matter how things worked out, Kate would say it was all his fault. Not a bit of use to explain that it had not been his intention to catch her. That he'd actually been planning to trap a spy lurking in their midst. For starters, he wasn't going to get a word in edgeways. For seconds she wouldn't believe him, not now. And for thirds, if he had any idea of the midnight rendezvous, he would have done his best to tube it. He turned, went back to the couch he'd been sleeping on, lay down and put a pillow over his head, trying to shut out the altercation outside. One thing was for sure. The spy was thoroughly aware of Squigs' trap on the boats. He, or she, wouldn't try that way now.
The flat crack of the automatic was followed by the sharp "spang" of the ricochet. "Again." The pistol bucked. SpaANG!
"Damn it, you tall son of a bitch! That nearly took my bloody ear off. Want me to match your looks, or something?" Korg waved the pistol in his hand at Squigs, forgetting its potentially lethal presence. And squeezed off another shot, quite incidentally.
"Holy cow!" Squigs swore from the mud he'd dived to. "Careful with that damned thing, Korg! I felt that shot part my hair."
Korg grinned lopsidedly. "Silly bugger. Serve you right for having a head three feet above where it should be. Come on. Up on those long pins. Let's have a look and see what damage it has done." Squigs noticed, however, that the dwarf was now very carefully pointing the weapon at the ground, and only holding it between two fingers and a thumb.
They walked across to the side of pork dressed in dragon-leather, ten yards off. You could see the smear and indentation where the bullets had hit. But there wasn't a hole. Carefully, Korg put the automatic down on a dry tuft, pointing away from them.
Then he reached up a horny hand, and matched Squigs' black one crush for crush. "Damn me if you haven't done it, Lofty. I really thought you was wasting time with this set o' stinks."
Squigs shook his head. "It may not stop a high-power metal-jacket, though. And you're going to end up with hellish bruising."
"Better bruised than dead. Weird that you can still push a knife through the stuff though."
"The treated scales on the surface of the hide only mesh under high-impact. The reaction goes on for a while after that too. There's a little plate of diamond-hard stuff where the bullet hit now."
"Why not just make the whole thing that hard?" The dwarf asked, thinking in armor terms.
"Because it doesn't bend, and is really brittle. You can crack the leather like a carrot now, where the bullets hit." Squigs demonstrated.
"So you better not get hit on the same place twice," said the dwarf, thoughtfully.
Squigs shrugged. "Better than nothing. Now, tell me, can you swim around these parts?"
The dwarf looked at him, puzzled. "Mighty big area to swim around. Take you a couple o' years. And the water's kind of full of things that might eat you, if there weren't any porpoises about."
Squigs eyes narrowed. "Like what kind of things?"
The dwarf grinned. "Mostly things with teeth, and a liking for blood. Why don't we go back to Mungo's float and ask him? He knows more about it than I do. I'm not from hereabouts. Up north, where we dwarves come from, we've got real rock, not just this damned mud. Besides, I've been here on this islet with you for half an hour. I'm longing to see that aristocratic mam'zelle again." He chuckled evilly. "Also I want to see how the Crum's black eyes are coming along."
Squigs snorted. "Being lovingly attended with good steaks, last I saw." He sighed. "I'm not so eager to get back there. Kate was keen on carving me into more steaks for her darling creep." He sighed again. "How do you deal with women, Korg? I just seem to get myself into more trouble with her every time I open my mouth."
The dwarf snorted in turn. "The answer to that one is worth a lot more than bullet-stopping leather, my tall friend. I dunno. But maybe you should try using a foreign language, like me. Gives you a certain exotic allure, eh?"
"I need some more stuff from the apothecary's place. Anyone else need anything from town?" That was all Squigs said to the assembled crowd at breakfast. In his mind, however, the cat-and-mouse game of spy-hunter still played. The flak-jacket leather would be enough bait for the spy to wish to send word about. He watched the company carefully.
"Oh great! Can you get my stuff?" Leggilass suddenly looked embarrassed, rather like a coy nightmare, and stepped up close to Squigs. "It's at . . ." and he handed Squigs an ornate, scented card. Then, after searching for the lost word in the dim recesses of memory, he dredged up, "Please?"
No other requests were forthcoming immediately, but after lunch a series of small orders trickled in. Squigs eyed the increasing list with disfavor. Here he'd set out to be a master spycatcher and ended up as a junior errand boy. "Story of my life," he muttered as he added Venus' bottle of Ampsonson's traditional armor polish to it. He was excessively relieved when Mungo announced that he and Kate would be accompanying Squigs to town to re-provision the party. Squigs cheerfully started reading the list to him.
" Madame Pompadour!" Mungo's voice rose three octaves. "I'm not going in there!"
"Why not . . ." Squigs asked his voice trailing off uncertainly. Was this some other taboo area that he should never ask about?
The huge man blushed. "Er . . . it's . . . I'm not having Kate going in there either!"
Curiosity now had its fangs deep into Squigs. He simply couldn't help asking just what Madame Pompadour sold.
The big man looked studiously at the wall. "Um. Well. What madames usually sell. Also ladies . . ." He paused. "You know, er, underthings. Er . . . lacy. With cutaway bits. Not that I've ever seen them," he added hastily. "Who wanted stuff from there?" he asked, with transparent nonchalance.
"Wouldn't you just like to know," replied Squigs, in a carefully neutral voice.
"Indeed I would then . . . it can't be my Kathleen?" A father's worry tinged his voice.
"Nope."
"Ah! Vila," said Mungo, understandingly.
"Nope," Squigs said, shaking his head.
"Not Lady Venus, surely . . ." Now Mungo's voice trailed off, incredulous.
Squigs couldn't restrain a smile, partly at having trapped Mungo, and partly at the thought of Venus ordering lacy underwear. Did it come in tweed? "Nope. Guess again."
Mungo shook his head. "But . . . there isn't anyone else. Who?"
"Leggilass."
Mungo stood there, looking like a landed codfish.
In a dark fortress, one of those few which still held life, on that cinder of a sphere called "Fire" by some, the Demon Lord Strate sat at his vast, ledger-piled desk. Despite their appearance, those ledgers were not bound in anything we would recognize as leather. Nor are the pages paper. No. More fiendish materials were called for here. He sighed. This bloody vinyl stuff got him down. In the old days there'd been plenty of imps to keep the real leather well oiled.
He turned his attention back to the endless financial transactions listed there, satisfaction growing in him. Before this he had been the least of the Lords of Fire, which some humans, mistakenly, call Hell. His demesne was small, and cold. He had only been allowed a trivial part in the overthrow of the Overlord, curse even the scattered fragments of that foreign tyrant.
The other Demon Lords ignored him, as they plotted and conspired, wrestling for the last resources of their gutted world. But he would show the fools, he snarled to himself. How they would be humbled. It was all waiting before him now. Soon, soon, the trap would close. Bah! They'd thought him mad to study the lesser spheres. Now let them feel the fiendish bite of Earth-style economics. And when he was overlord, then, then, hah, let them suffer under the lash of Earth-style taxation.
A bubble of uneasiness stirred in him. What if that accursed student should escape yet again? His plans rested very heavily on having sole control of the ways between the spheres. On having total control over those precious, exotic off-world resources that kept the ruins of his world from returning to frozen waste. He shook his head, dismissing the thought. No. This time they would succeed. But, none the less, he touched the bell that brought his major-domo scurrying in.
That worthy bowed, his horned head touching the floor. "M'lord. Your wish?"
"Two things, Ortant. Firstly, how goes it with the acquisitions?" From his study of the ledgers, Strate knew. But he wished to hear it from someone else.
The imp nodded. "The acquisitions go well, Master. My agents have bought far more teeth than those with which we initially flooded the market. I doubt if all the Houses, major and minor, could muster five hundred between them now. The rumors we started of a new, even cheaper shipment coming in soon are widespread. Ancient hoards are being hastily sold off before the price drops still further."
He steepled fingers. "Good. We do not require more lead?"
"No, Master." Ortant shook his head, vigorously. "There is still plenty in the stockpile."
Strate allowed a shadow of smile onto his blue lips. "Excellent. Do not be too cautious. We don't want to be left with tons of the stuff when the bottom falls out of gold. Now, onto my second question. How does the strengthening of our defenses go?"
The imp smiled. It was not a pretty sight. "You have brought us many nice toys from other spheres, Master. We hope for an attack."
"Good." He leaned back in his chair. Yellow smoke trickled from his nostrils. "Well done. Oh. Make certain that if word comes from my darksider, I am informed immediately. You are dismissed, Ortant."
Isaac Levieson gazed into the crystal ball. Gradually Samur's visage swam into view. "A bad connection today, Isaac. "
"The crystal resonances seem to get a bit messed up whenever there has been a strong congruency. I have obtained the book you requested. It seems a trifle odd to call it an Idiot's Guide."
Samur nodded. "That's Earth logic for you. Listen, I have news for you. The EPA's instruments have detected a transfer from Sylvan to Zoar. My master has sent word to EPA agents on Zoar to keep a look out for any transmorphers."
Isaac nodded. "I'll have word put out too."
"What on earth are you doing now?" Venus poked an aristocratic digit at the bubbling alembic. Squigs grabbed her hand away before she could touch it. "Er. Very hot," he explained hastily. Inwardly he quailed. Why was she so curious? If she was the spy . . . Korg would not be easy to deal with. He sighed quietly. It had not been his day. He'd discovered that if he'd thought traveling with Kate alone in ice-block mode was bad, traveling with both Kate and her father on non-speaking terms was infinitely worse. You had to relay messages.
Mungo was not the kind of man who would physically impose his will on any female, least of all his daughter. But he made up for it with sexually discriminatory violence. When he'd asked Kate to come into town with him, she'd coldly refused. She said was going to tend Crummag's injuries.
It was a hot day for winter. Mungo had been wearing a plain linen shirt instead of his usual leathers. When she said this, he began rolling up his sleeves. "Well then. I'll just be going along to see that he's injured enough for you to tend. I'll not have him speakin' with you, so I'll break his jaw. Actually, to stop him bein' familiar with you, I think a coma, and a few broken limbs will do."
Kate knew her father. She came to town. But that didn't mean she had to pretend she was happy about it. In fact, she was going to make sure they were both bloody miserable. And she'd refused to have anything to do with the dreaded mission to Madame Pompadour's with a disdainful sniff.
Squigs had reconnoitered the place with care. When there was a lull in the passing trade, he'd slipped in, hopefully unnoticed. A few minutes later, when he emerged from the house of the ladies of negotiable virtue with bulging eyes, and the mysterious parcel for Leggilass, he was not so lucky.
A dozen girls were waiting, along with several of their swains, watching from a vantage point across the muddy road. As he came out they all looked at him and laughed. Several pointed at the large parcel. "Do you think he's going to wear them himself?" said one.
"Well, any girl he ever found would need them for improvement," said another cattily.
"Are you sure he's a he?" asked one of the young men.
Squigs, with scalded ears, hurried off in the wrong direction, a stream of derision following him. He hastily turned the first corner . . . But not before he'd seen Kate, grinning maliciously at him from the back of the crowd.
The apothecary too had proved less than rewarding. Squigs had had to resign himself to using equipment two centuries out of date. And, although things like fresh ground philosopher (if not philosopher's stone) and pickled mermaid's nipples were freely available, common chemicals, available in any supermarket back home, were not. Squigs had had to rapidly adapt his plans.
And now, back here, the dwarf's lady-love was acting mighty suspiciously. "I don't think you'd understand the chemical formulae, M'lady," he said carefully.
She laughed. Rather falsely, Squigs thought. "Oh dear. Probably not. Have you seen Korg anywhere?"
"No. I'm afraid not."
"You're a frayed knot? Not just a long piece of string . . . or bit of . . .um, lace, after your visit to . . . a certain shop in town?" she mocked, with a mischievous twinkle that reduced her to twelve years old and a part in an Enid Blyton schoolgirl story. "Kate was so funny, telling us all about it. She said they could have rented you out to the place as a light!" She looked around, definitely as furtive as any spy. "Tell me . . . what's it like, inside?" Her eyes sparkled with curiosity, and she held her lip between her teeth, trying to restrain her smile.
"Um, Why don't you go and have a look for yourself?" Squigs felt the blush rising up his neck.
"You're doing it again! Of course, Kate's got it all wrong. You don't go red—just a sort of copper color. If you go on you'll turn purple! Oh, do tell me, Squigs. I'm dying of curiosity. Of course, I wouldn't dare go there myself! Do tell me . . . please?" Squigs noticed she was slightly pink-faced herself.
Squigs shook his head resolutely. " I'm certainly not going to tell you. Only, um, there's enough red and black lace there to easily cover all the bits they didn't cover on the models!"
"MODELS! No! Really!? I thought, um," she definitely blushed now, "the girls in there didn't have time for that sort of thing. I imagined, you know, um, that they were . . . busy."
"No!" Squigs flapped his hands. "Sort of plaster models, you know, mannequins. Although," he paused, "they should really be called 'womannequins,' mostly." He realized what he'd said. "Er, models of both sexes." He realized that this was potentially even worse. "Er, I'm not going to tell you any more. Why don't you go and look for Korg, instead of pestering me?" he said desperately.
"You're a beast, Squigs," she said amiably. "Now my curiosity is much worse! I'm going to go on pestering you until I find out all about it. Later. Your thingy over there is about to boil over."
As Squigs leapt to rescue the essence of salamander-gall, she turned to go. "Don't you dare tell Korg I was looking for him. And you know what? Kate is just as quizzy about Madame Pompadour's. She sent me to ask you about it."
"It was damn mean getting everyone to stand and laugh at me," said Squigs, angrily.
"Well, she was mad at you. But you've got your revenge. She's dying of curiosity, too." Venus suddenly looked older than her seventeen years. "She was mad, but grateful at the same time. Crummag had been asking her for ages to slip off with him one evening, and she'd just run out of excuses. Now she's got a great one." Venus walked off with an airy wave. "You saw me going to my swans, remember," she called back.
Squigs was left confused, comforted, and having a great deal of difficulty keeping his mind on his work. Vila, arriving a few minutes later, didn't help.
She draped herself over him, as he tried to adjust the flow of iced alcohol from the burette. Her heavy breast rubbed against his cheek. The fabric of that cut-down blouse rolled back slightly, revealing a lacy expanse. She chuckled throatily. "Didn't you see enough of that in my favorite shop?" she asked, raising a perfect eyebrow at him. "Wouldn't you like me to model some of the things you bought there? I've some of my own," she purred. She took Squigs' right hand, which had somehow found itself resting on the narrow strip of her skirt, the fingers tracing patterns in the fabric, and pushed it down. She closed her legs and rolled her hips. She definitely wasn't even wearing Madame Pompadour's scraps of lace. With a startled yelp, Squigs pulled his hand free.
The parrot squawked, "Awkkk! Davy Jones's locker!"
Vila gave a wicked chuckle. "I see we've got company. I'll see you . . . later." She got up and walked off, hips swaying.
For a moment Squigs thought she meant the parrot. Then Korg said, dryly, "Didn't mean to disturb you when you're so hard at work. Have you seen Vee anywhere?"
Remembering his prompted lines, Squigs said, "I saw her walking over to her swans." Then, as the dwarf began to head hastily but nonchalantly that way, he said urgently, "Look Korg, I've got to talk to somebody."
The dwarf turned back, and squatted onto his haunches. "Speak, but make it quick, oh altitudinous one," he said, looking Squigs in the face. Korg was slipping, showing he knew long words like that. Professional heroes had a certain reputation after all.
"It's about Vila," said Squigs. "Look, there's something wrong with her . . ."
"Yeah. She's got an insatiable appetite. Leggilass and the Crum alone are not enough . . ." Korg's voice trailed off. Squigs, wrapped in his own problems, failed to notice.
"She pushed my hand up between her legs, on to her . . .you know, and it . . . felt wet."
"Er, Squigs. . ." hissed Korg.
But Squigs was in full flow, not to be interrupted now. "Wet and slimy . . ." He suddenly became aware of someone behind him.
The rest of the sentence, "and icy cold, like a dead fish," was lost in Kate's storming retreat.
Korg looked at him with wide eyes and shook his head. "Do you ever open your mouth except to change feet?" asked the dwarf.
Chapter 14
Blood and water
"It didn't work." Smooth Mario eyed the still dripping water-pistol in his hand. "I was here on my knees next to the mop and bucket, scrubbing de floor when he come running past. I squirted him and dat imp on the ankles. All that happened was dat he tried to kick me. Does holy water stay consecrated if it's stolen?"
Danny was plainly shocked. "You stole it from the church?" In Big Danny's book, murder, pimping or selling crack were commercial enterprises as usual . . . but there was a certain line a good man didn't cross.
Mario sighed. "You been to confession lately, old friend?"
Big Danny looked uneasy. "Yeah. And when I tell Father Donnelly about this other world and dragon-hunting and M'lord . . . he told me to stop abusing the temple of . . . Okay, Okay. I understand. But you take it right back, what's left of it. And . . ."
"A big candle," said Mario. "As fat as my thigh. And after dis, I'm t'inking about joining a holy order. But first I gotta get outa dis woman floor-cleaner's outfit before someone sees me. Also, I been t'inking, Danny. I gotta have a word with Sal. The Carpaccio's are heading for war. We got too much money too suddenly. And we're hiring men wid reputation. The other corporates will be gettin' nervous. We gonna have trouble soon."
He wasn't intending to be literally prophetic. But as they came to the service lift a trio of sharp-eyed, heavy-set men stepped out. Fava, the leader of the trio, was well enough known to Smooth Mario. There was a certain professional courtesy between them, even if the other man was in the employ of a once richer, far bigger, more powerful concern. And he plainly recognized Mario, even when he was wearing a woman's clothes. Fava might be too shocked to react, but to Smooth Mario, the movements were instinctive. There was a gun in his hand, wasn't there? Only it wasn't his Glock. The pump-action Supa-Doopa Waterblaster, with extra water container, shoots-seven-whole-yards, wasn't what he would have chosen to meet Fava with. Not even with the half a font's worth of cold water it had in it.
Afterwards, Big Danny lay against the wall. He groaned. Finally he sat up, clutching his side weakly. "If I laugh any more I'm gonna die, for sure. Well, Mario. That's the end of Fava. He's a has-been, now. Running away from a water pistol! He's never gonna live this down."
In the pale dawn light the scene in the choppers was far more serious.
That dryness you get in your mouth, no matter how many times you've been in contacts or firefights was affecting the big sergeant-major badly now, making his voice crackly and hoarse. He couldn't get the memory of that . . . thing that he'd shot back in the Porra's office, out of his head. He didn't know, or care, that Vigo Carpaccio considered himself American. Carpaccio, despite his having attended an Ivy League university, and having transformed the family business, was swarthy- skinned, reflecting his family's Mediterranean origin. To the sergeant-major, all Southern Europeans were just Portuguese shopkeepers. Scum who took the money and jobs of good Afrikaaner boys. Actually his whole world was divided into two categories, as far as he was concerned anyway. Engelsmanne, Kaffers, Porras en ander kak. And the Volk. Now it looked as though he'd have to add another category of something worse. The word " duiwels" gnawed at his rather small mind.
His mood infected the rest of the men in the slick. The usual nervous filthy jokes died away. They were silent as the "V" of choppers, headed up by one of the gunships, streaked across the early morning Arizona desert, heading for a time, altitude and GPS position. The men clutched their AK-47s. A swamp . . . here?
Then there was the abrupt transition. One moment dawn light fifty-five feet above ground, and the next, powder-blue afternoon. Seven feet above a sea of reeds. And the first gunship in fire and smoke, heading for the swamp.
" FOK! Sprung, julle!" And they spilled out of the slowing slick like goat-droppings. Out of the corner of his eye the Sergeant-Major saw Kaptein Francois's lot doing the same two hundred yards off. Sersant Van der Heerver's lot were late, as usual. He saw them start to jump as he hit the swamp-water.
Sergeant-Major Els was merely a thick, efficient, killing machine. He'd achieved his rank in the South African Army by obeying orders, no matter what they were, and by being big and tough enough to see that the orders were obeyed by others. And by having a voice like a foghorn. Van der Heerver was something else entirely. He'd been an officer . . . several times. His reputation for brutal efficiency and rape went hand-in-hand. In the course of furthering the regime of racial separation it had been necessary for him to mix races against their will nearly as frequently as he'd murdered children in the villages he'd burned. Not what most people would think of as a nice man.
The eighteen-foot crocodile he nearly landed on wouldn't have agreed with them, however. It thought he was a very nice man.
But then, one might say that the crocodile had inside information.
It also hadn't eaten enough other people for a decent comparison.
The fringe of the Senaputt marshes, where the tide carries a salty flood into the reed beds and occasional mangrove patches, is a good area for crocodiles. Big crocodiles. And sharks. Evil sharks. Swimming garbage collectors. With lots of teeth, in case the garbage hadn't quite finished dying. And those aren't the worst things.
Four hippo carcasses had gone into the chum which the draconniers had spread through the channels that afternoon. It was a very bad time to land in waist-deep water.
While they'd been doing this, the heroes had been setting up pipe-bombs. Squigs, in quiet determination to get his own way, had modified these. Instead of the blast being directed upwards, now they would blow a cone of metal junk downwards. To the non-technically minded heroes a pipe-bomb was a pipe bomb. Squigs had carefully organized Korg into another task by the simple method of assigning it to Venus. They'd organized the trip-lines in the water leading back to the command raft. The swamp had been neatly squared off into target areas, little colored rags on the reed tips marking each patch. When someone pulled a trip-line it waved a little colored flag on the board in the sandbagged raft.
And that was just the start of the dirty tricks Squigs' contorted mind had come up with.
The careful measurement and calculation of the entry point had been a lot more accurate this time. Squigs had lit the slow-fuse to the rockets and paddled safely away from their raft, and back to the main raft, before they began to fire. There were two hundred of them, and nearly forty had shot into an unoffending sky, to Kate's snort of disgust, when four of them suddenly intersected a helicopter that hadn't been there a second before.
"Hit the nail right on the bullseye, boyo!" Mungo yelled happily. Then the troop carriers came, deploying men into the swamp. Squigs bit his lip. What he'd thought would happen. Only there were more of them than he'd expected.
There were three of the heroes ready and practiced at firing the modified bazookas now. Squigs waited for the gunship, ignoring the 'Wooomph!' of Leggilass' and Crummag's bazookas. One of them had hit the leading slick as it tried to turn. Doubtless Crummag would claim it, despite his record of misses and Leggilass' record of hits, at their makeshift practice range. The modified Aloette-gunship was homing in on the bazooka smoke. Cannon fire shuddered and ripped at the heavy sand-bag shelter. Squigs waited. Then, when it was seconds off, he fired.
And missed.
As he frantically grabbed for another load, the chopper came overhead. The gunner leaned right out to operate the bracket-mounted M60 at that angle. A whiplash of bullets streamed past Kate.
"Oh, for heaven's sake!" she said irritably. She threw a two-foot flensing knife at the gunner. She did not miss.
Korg's crossbow twanged. He'd waited for the pilot to bank slightly to give the door-gunner a better angle. The co-pilot saved the craft, but he wasn't going to stick around these unhealthy parts. Then, four hundred yards away, an invisible hand reached out and twisted and plucked the helicopter out of the air, and plunged it into the swamp. The co-pilot hadn't seen the horizontal tracery of two hundred pound tuna lines spanned between the two vertical braided spider-silk lines. Those lines went from solid kedge-anchors to small hydrogen filled balloons. The one-yard apart horizontal lines had snagged and tangled. What the whirling vanes hadn't cut, had twisted and spun like spider webs around a very big fly. From a distance it must have looked like supernatural intervention.
Squigs looked at the remaining two slicks skittering away.
Looked at Korg, and then at Kate, seeing her with new eyes. He shook his head. "Who the hell needs Rambo with you two?"
Kaptein Francois swore under his breath. Long and descriptively. What the hell did that stupid bloody jumped-up chopper-jockey think he had A-P missiles for? But decent chopper pilots were harder to come by than grunt-mercenaries. This one had been a narco-runner, working for their former associates, who thought he was a combat pilot. Shit! And they'd been planning to use the choppers as eyes. Down here in the reeds they couldn't see where their enemies were. And you could bet your left ball that the other guys hadn't tied the bits of colored cloth to the reeds for ornaments.
Each man in the attack squads wore a headphone-throat mike setup. It meant perfect communication . . . of everything. The roar of the home-made rockets and clatter of the choppers faded off. Now the headset just relayed somebody's frantic screams, the sudden "chunk" of a grenade, and the stutter of small-arms fire.
Whatever else you might say about his men, they were professionals. No one could say they filled comms with wasted chirp. But right now he wouldn't mind knowing what was going on. "This is Francois. What's the screaming about?"
"Kosie here, Kaptein. A bleddy croc. The biggest I ever saw. It got the Sersant. Kaptein, call the slicks. Let's get the hell out of here." The voice was tinged with panic.
" Sa'majoor." That was the only reply Francois sent onto the air.
It was followed by Els' unmistakable bellow. "Shut up, troep. Buddy up, all of you, and watch out for crocs."
Francois continued. "Alpha section, advance your skirmish line north-east. Beta section due north, and Tango come in from the southwest. Keep it like that. I don't want any friendly-fire shit." But the captain was a worried man. That had been " Staal" Koos Colyn talking. The coolest man in the whole squad. A man who had been through half the hell-holes of Africa. The captain had been in a good few firefights alongside him. He had never seen " Staal" so much as flinch under fire. Drink the brandy in his water bottle yes, but never flinch.
The stealthy advance began. It should be a cinch. Forty-eight, sorry, forty-seven, professionals armed with modern weapons, against what their information had said were seven poorly armed primitives. And a traitor. The captain shook his head. What those city Mafioso in their plush offices forgot was that people had been killing each other, with more effort, but the same effectiveness, since man came down from the trees.
Captain Francois was an educated man. Before the fall of the Apartheid regime had made him soldier of fortune, fighting in Africa's little hyena wars of greed, where he despised both his employers and their foes equally, he been both an idealist and scholar.
His government had put him into a liberal University as a spy and agent provocateur. After three years he was able to tell Military Intelligence that, to students, anyone who had actually read "Das Kapital" was definitely a spy. But he'd loved history. He knew just how deadly humans had been even when they'd had the simplest of weapons.
It meant that he alone of the advancing forty-seven understood that these were probably the most dangerous foes they'd ever faced. Not the usual folk struggling between the iron age and the twentieth century, using weapons and ways of war they poorly understood. Instead of them trying to beat him at his game, he was going to be trying to beat them at theirs.
An explosion on his left flank shattered his reverie.
The voice in the headphones was that of a man in extreme pain. "Booby-trap. Shit! Hellman is dead, Kaptein. I'm bleeding like a . . . SHARKS!"
. . . Silence.
"Seems a shame," grumbled the dwarf, "Now that they're not in the sky, that we can't take the fight to them."
Squigs looked at the bloodthirsty little man. And carefully buttoned his lip. Needless to point out that the water would be over Korg's head, and that it was full of nasty surprises, and that there were about fifty foes out there. Squigs lit the fuse to the long-range rockets. Hopefully they, and the shriekers they carried, should come down somewhere near the place the helicopters were hanging out. Hopefully it would also be far enough away from the raft.
"Patience," said the baron, pushing yet another arrow's tip into the piece of soft wood in front of him. "They're coming." A pipe bomb to the southeast exploded, a little black cloud drifting up from it.
"Hmph! Pity they're below it," muttered Mungo.
"Er . . . these ones blow down, too," said Squigs quietly, almost apologetically.
Mungo looked at him. "Have you noticed how this boy always manages to get his own way?"
"Especially with loose women," put in Kate in a catty tone.
Just then someone tripped one of the lines in the yellow-rag sector on the left flank. At once the archers, that is, everyone but Squigs and Vila, began dropping long shafts into the area. Squigs checked the breeze. They were upwind. Drat. He took the red parcel off the ranged catapult and put a yellow one on instead. Cut the cord. The parcel arced over the yellow-rag sector, and exploded in a cloud of slow-settling dust. Before Squigs had time to watch for effects, a line in the blue-rag section was triggered. This time they were definitely downwind, on their right flank. Squigs was willing to bet there was someone advancing in the center, too. A red parcel was placed on the next ranged catapult. The parcel exploded above the blue-rag sector. Squigs was devoutly grateful that he wasn't in range of the gas drifting down from it.
In the course of their centuries-long quest for such mundane things as immortality and the transmutation of metals, alchemists had discovered some very interesting compounds. Some were so addictive that they'd stopped the researchers worrying about any other mundane quests such as mere immortality. The red parcel hadn't contained one of those, but "rose," as the drug was euphemistically called, caused vivid erotic or paranoid hallucinations, depending on the nature of the person.
The fine yellow dust was, on the other hand, not addictive or even hallucinatory. It had, however, made the faculty pour vast amounts of money into insect-repellant research after its accidental discovery thirty years ago. Inert on its own, it combined very effectively with human sweat. The virus thus activated rapidly penetrated skin, and altered the pheromones secreted in human perspiration. It was quite a pleasant smell, and would have done very well on the deodorant market . . . if it hadn't combined the sex-attractant pheromones of a large variety of insects. The concentration of these pheromones, normally in parts per million, was now increased to a vast super-sexy scale. And this part of the swamp was renowned for its biting flies, and stripey-legged mosquitoes of the "shall we eat him here or carry him home" size.
Before these compounds could have begun to work there was a terrible scream from somewhere between the two flanks. Squigs could swear he saw a man, blue under the tiger-striped face-paint, appear briefly above the twelve-foot reeds.
Ah. Someone had found one of the electric rays, then. Lazy, floppy, black-booty-looking things, abundant on the shallow mud-banks in this part of the swamp, they were easy to catch (because nothing ever wanted to disturb them) and too lazy and unafraid to bother to swim away from where they were released. They had placed several hundred in the reeds around the raft. Each ray was not prepared to move, unless it wanted to, and ready to give you a 500 volt, salt water transmitted, jolt if you stood on them.
Good. No sane person would advance fast through this. What they needed now was time. The tide would be turning soon, and with the fresh water, millions of small fish would be following the blood-scent that had washed up with the earlier tide back to this place. Small fish with big teeth.
The wind carried the distant sound of the gas-powered shriekers from several miles away, near the helicopters. Squigs shuddered. That was a roc challenge shriek. Even dragons avoided conflict with the roc. If they came, the helicopters were in dire trouble.
Almost as much trouble as anyone in the water would be.
"I lurrrv yooo, you sexy thing!" bayed a voice from Alpha section.
"HELP! HELP!!! Hennie's pulled all his clothes off! Hy wil my Naai!!" another clucked.
"You're all against me. You all hate me! I'm gonna kill you all," growled a third. A burst of automatic fire ripped through the reeds.
Someone squawked, " Fok! Vleis is trying to screw a crocodile!" By the sounds issuing from the microphone-earpiece rig, the crocodile was less than willing, despite Vleis' smooches and flattery.
More gunfire. A hiss. "I'll get you all before you get me."
" Ooh joy liker 'ambo maid, money so bit nice," bleated Vleis again, his coarse voice thick with passion.
Kaptein Francois covered his eyes with his hand, and shook his head, through the maddening cloud of insects.
Sergeant-Major Els' voice, with a background of gunfire, cut in, "We got a fire-fight here, Kaptein. I think it's someone from Alpha squad."
"They've all gone bleddy mad! Come on when you can, Sa'majoor." He swatted at buzzing cloud of flies and mosquitoes that surrounded him. There must be millions of them, and more were coming each moment. In his ears, clustering around his eyes, inside his shirt. They buzzed and bit and humped frantically in his nostrils. They kept flying into his mouth. Finally, holding the Uzi above his head, he ducked right under the water. Sharks, crocodiles or anything would be better than the bugs.
From his perch in the mangrove patch the better part of half a mile back Staal listened. By the sounds of it, about half of Alpha squad were sexually assaulting each other, the local fauna, the reeds, or members of the other squads if they could find them. The other half were shooting up each other, instead, and blasting what they could find of Tango Squad. Most of their efforts seemed concentrated on the Sergeant-Major. Staal couldn't blame them for that. Even paranoid delusions make sense sometimes.
On top of all this, arrows were picking at them, cloth-yard shafts falling from an enemy they could not see, or return fire at. Sharks and crocodiles cruised. There were shock-fish in the water too. Several more pipe-bombs had been triggered, but at least they knew what to look for now.
The bugs were driving Beta squad close to insanity, too. Besides, the clouds of insects hanging above each and every one of them showed their positions perfectly to the archers. Last time the Kaptein had called for a headcount he'd got twenty-seven replies, including Staal's.
Staal sat in the tree and took a slow pull at what was in his water bottle. It wasn't full of water.
When, if, the choppers came back, he'd try to rejoin them. In this chaos no one was going to notice that he was missing. Wait . . . those reeds there. They were definitely moving. A camo-painted face appeared. Fritz Meuller! One of the Kaptein's good boys. The last man you'd think would run. Well, any company was better than none, while they waited for the choppers. He leaned forward to call out. The movement drew fire . . . and the crocodile waiting patiently at the foot of the tree got two meals for the price of one.
Now that the crocodile was getting more used to this, it preferred the flavor of the man internally marinated in the Cape brandy. It had so kindly followed it home to its lair. And it tasted better than the earlier unwashed one, or the other one that had come to try to help the man he had shot.
From inside the crocodile, neither of the men got to see the huge bird that attacked the helicopters whose return they'd been waiting for. One helicopter the bird sent into the swamp. The other it chased off.
The captain was a hard man to stop, as a large number of dead men, both comrades and foes, could have testified. His force's numbers were down into the mid-teens now. But ahead lay a small piece of open water. And a sandbagged raft. He gritted his teeth. Thirty yards of open water. There were bound to be booby-traps. But he was beyond caring now. He just wanted to get out of this stinking, electric ray, shark, crocodile, lamprey and, worst of all, bug infested swamp.
He felt for a grenade. Damn. One left. They'd found that grenades were all that were effective against the crocs and the electric rays. Toss one. Wait. Advance. It hadn't helped against the roving sharks though. All you could do was get the hell away from the victim, and watch whoever had been attacked try to climb the reeds as the sharks shredded them. You could shoot at the sharks, but it made not a bugger's worth of difference. It only brought more sharks after the blood. Now. Did he toss the grenade into the channel . . . or try for the stockade?
He decided on the stockade.
A hand the size of a medium-weight gorilla's caught the grenade, and tossed it straight back. It exploded above the channel. As the surviving mercenaries were raising their heads after the explosion, a short, wide figure, brandishing a very large axe, leaped up onto the sandbag wall. "Will you get a bloody move on!" he bellowed. "The tide's turned, and the piranhas'll be here any minute. Hurry up, and swim across, so I can knock the living shit out of you, you tall swine!"
Deon " Dop" Verster was the only one of the combined Tango-Beta squad survivors who didn't just stare open-mouthed. Thumbing the automatic rifle to single-shot, he aimed. Dop could have won a place in any Olympic rifle team, when he was sober. And he was sober now, and good and mad, having up to now not seen anyone to shoot at in this mission through the hell-swamp.
The dwarf didn't fall. Dop gawped. He'd hit him! He knew he'd hit him! Instead the short man put down his axe, and lifted his fists. "Come on, you bunch of gutless wimps. Throw those bloody rubbishing toys of yours away. Come over and fight like proper men. I'll bring you down to size with my bare hands. I'm gonna march your teeth out of your bum like real soldiers. Now, move your arses! Or the piranhas'll get to you before I can!"
"I'll sort you out, orright, you short little shit!" Dop was too angry to even think. He swam the channel, without being spitted by the arrows that his comrades expected. He pulled up onto the raft. Thumbed the AK to rapid. And had it slapped out of his hands. Kicked into the water.
The dwarf couldn't reach the man's chin. So he pulled Dop's legs out from under him.
The barroom brawling legend of army camps from Ondangwa to Uppington sprawled onto the raft planking. Dop was raised by his shirt-front and given a careless backhanded slap which knocked four of his teeth out.
"What do you call a short shit who is about to rip both your legs off, and hit you with the wet ends?" growled the dwarf, looking down at him.
Dop didn't have too many grey cells . . . but he knew the answer to this trick question. "Shir!" he slurred respectfully, through the blood and his mashed lips.
"Clever boy!" said Korg. "For that you only get dreamland," and he swatted his victim into that place.
He turned to the watching tiger-painted faces in the reeds. "Next!" He bellowed.
Kaptein Francois brushed away the solid layer of insects that were passionately trying to copulate with his face. This wasn't war. This was a farce. Unfortunately, his men were too stupid to see it that way. Several of them were swimming across to the raft. A man the size of the late sergeant-major, only wider, was saying to the dwarf, "'Tis my turn now! 'Tis my dragons they've been killing! Enough 'o this velvet fist stuff, 'tis time to stop spoilin' the child for the lack of beatin' the dogs."
The captain shuddered. Well, let the fools keep the enemy busy while he completed their mission. He drew his twelve-inch West-German army issue trench-knife. Took a deep breath. Coughed, spluttered, and spat out bugs. Filtered another deep breath through his moustache, submerged and began to swim underwater to the far side of the raft.
When he came up next to the raft he saw that at least Baboon Malan and De Beer had had the brains to follow him. And somebody else. The body was being ripped apart in a bloody froth about fifteen yards away. You could see the little fish snapping and tearing at it. With new energy the three of them hurled themselves onto the raft. The sandbagged fort was empty. Just coming out of the maze-passage were three people. Two girls. And the tall target himself.
With an inarticulate scream of desperation and rage the mercenary captain flung himself forward.
Squigs looked at the eight surviving prisoners. A pity about the one that Kate had thrown overboard to the piranhas. And the one that Venus had given a very pointed lesson in swordswomanship to. Still, they had their attackers' captain alive, if not quite in one piece. He stroked the black hand appreciatively. It could have been nasty. He'd tripped over his own feet, when turning to face that knife-wielding maniac. He remembered stopping the knife on the downstroke, catching the forearm. And the bone-cracking squeeze, and shake. Like a terrier dealing with rats.
Mungo walked over. "Well, it went better this time, eh, me boyo. Better than last time when you had to send up that flare to call them back to us."
Squigs looked at him, seeing a hole in the completeness of things. "I never sent up that flare . . ."
There was still an informer in their midst. He hoped that they'd get a lead from the prisoners. They'd talk, if he threatened them with Korg . . . or Vila. She was a genocide policy all by herself.
In a smoke-filled room, like unto those where the fate of great nations is decided, sat the sinister conspirators. Well, actually, lounged the sinister conspirators, each with a mug of a fulvous-yellow brew, which made the stuff merely containing eye of newt, etc., seem tame.
Korg coughed. "Haven't you swamp folk heard of blooming chimneys?"
Mungo grinned. "I don't believe in takin' these modern innovations too far. When I was a sprog we didn't even have the hole in the roof. What do you think of the brew, boys?"
Squigs eyed it warily. He'd swear the stuff winked at him. "Well, it hasn't killed me yet. What is it?"
It was the sort of question you really should never ask. Even before he'd finished uttering the words Squigs knew that.
"Hot mead, schnapps and advocaat with a dash of over-proof absinthe, and a spot of nutmeg. Nice color, eh?"
Squigs supposed it was, if you liked a wicked, curdly yellow tiger striped with brown. Oh well, he could always go and bargain with Huigi for a new liver and throat lining. "Look, what I wanted to talk to you about was a raid on the people behind all this. That mercenary captain . . ."
"He certainly let the beans out of the cat when you threatened to let Vila loose on him. Quite funny him saying he used to dream about girls like that, and he didn't know how lucky he'd been never to meet one before," said Mungo.
By mutual agreement he and Squigs were not going to tell Korg about the one other thing that the captain had been able to tell them: that the enemy agent in their midst was a female.
"Anyway," continued Squigs, "he's agreed to turn against his former employers, in exchange for his men's' freedom, and a bug repellant. He reckons he owes them a little visit anyway, for setting him up like this. There's a congruence tomorrow night that will take us to within ten miles of their headquarters. I want to go there, and take the fight to them. I don't want the girls to know . . . or they'll want to come along," he lied glibly. "Are you game?"
The dwarf knocked back the mug of yellow stuff, before it got out of the glass by itself. "That's the trouble with being tall. The blood never reaches your brains. Still, you tall folk can't help it, I suppose. Being thick, I mean, and asking stupid questions. Good idea to keep the girls out of it though. Lady Venus distracts me from serious matters."
"Makes you show off, you mean," said Squigs with a grin.
" Me! ME!" said the dwarf, doing his best "affronted" imitation. "I'm the soul o' modesty! Now, how about a refill?"
Plans were made. Squigs gradually decided you could get used to drinking anything. After a while you even got to like it.
Chapter 15
Ghost-toasties
Venus was in tears. Korg, despite the pain behind his left eye this morning, a tendency to wince at bright lights and loud noises (like the sound of a feather falling), did his best to be sympathetic. He was silently debating whether the effort of stepping onto the bench next to the breakfast table, to pat her shoulder sympathetically, would be worth dying for, when she dropped to her knees and hugged him. The stunned dwarf was as unprepared for this, as he was for the: "Oh, Korg! You're the nicest man I've ever met. Can you really help Dad? He was so much worse last night, and I've been so worried."
The dwarf gulped, and wondered what his sleep-deprived, caffeine-craving mind had got him into this time.
He had said something meaningless and soothing like "There, there, I'll sort it out" . . . But although it had occurred to him that he might be taking on some minorly difficult task . . . like slaughtering a couple of hundred men before breakfast, or draining the Senaputt marshes to look for a lost earring . . . he now had a feeling that he'd just committed himself to the impossible. But he still didn't let go of her. "Now, lass. Dry your tears. They're spoiling your lovely face. I don't want someone thinking I've offended you by being too En avon with you. Then let's go and talk to the tall lad. Mud-folk are used to treating head-problems. We'll find a cure for your father."
She believed in him. It was a heavy weight to bear. She kissed his leathery cheek, making Korg decide it was probably worth bearing. "Oh, Korg! You're so . . . so big. So kind. I mean . . . you make other people seem so sort of . . . pale and feeble." She sniffed, and then blew her fine-boned aquiline trumpet on his large handkerchief. Dried her eyes. Looked trustingly at him, and said, "Should we wait until Squigs comes to breakfast?"
"No," said Korg, cheerfully sacrificing Squigs' sleep. Then a cunning plot came to him. "Let's take him some coffee, though. I must admit I wouldn't mind some myself."
Squigs tasted the stuff in the cup again, cautiously. It was coffee, all right. Very strong coffee. It was just so thick he wondered whether Korg had forgotten to add liquid to it. He noticed that while Korg was drinking the stuff with apparent relish, even if you needed a spoon to get it out of the cup, Venus was having a different reaction to her first encounter with dwarf coffee. She was sitting on the end of Squigs' rumpled couch-bed holding her tongue between her thumb and forefinger and squinting desperately to try and see what had happened to it.
Korg sighed contentedly. "Ah, that's more like it! Better than this thin mud they call coffee hereabouts. At least there is one thing everyone on Zoar agrees about, tall 'un, and that's that there is nothing like a strong cup of dwarf coffee."
Squigs had to agree. There was certainly nothing quite like this, er . . .coffee . . . he wouldn't say there wasn't anything better than it, but there certainly was nothing like it! No wonder Korg was quite prepared to take on hell with a fire-bucket. Knowing you had to face another mug of this stuff every morning made for people who were either very brave, or ready do anything suicidal before coffee time.
With Korg watching him expectantly, Squigs sacrificed his arteries on the altar of friendship. "How'd you like it?" said the dwarf, when Squigs arrived at the inch-thick sediment at the bottom.
"Er it's, um, it's . . . it's . . . quite strong," he replied.
"Huh! You should try pygmy coffee," said Korg. "The stuff they drink stunts your growth. Now, are you properly awake, or do you need another cup?" Korg gestured at the battered cast-iron coffee-pot.
"I'm awake! I'm awake!" Another cup like that and he would have to prop his eyelids closed with match-sticks for the next two weeks when he wanted to sleep.
"And the great brain?" inquired Korg with suspicion-causing solicitude. "Did you explode all of it yesterday, or is it still under the weather from last night? Can we ask you for advice without the springs popping out of your ears?"
Squigs thought about it. "No. That coffee of yours must have frightened the hell out of all lesser toxins. Ask away. The boiler of the Great Steam-Powered Brain is full of dwarf coffee, and the pistons are racing. All I need now is a track."
"Hullo! What is this—a threesome? You know my Dad's very straight-laced about that sort of thing." Kate looked in from the doorway. Her nose twitched. "Aha! Coffee!"
She came across and sat down on the rush mat, next to the coffee-pot. She looked at the pot curiously. "This yours, Korg?"
He nodded. "Yah. Never go anywhere without it. Have some real dwarf coffee."
"Ta. I've heard there's nothing quite like it. So, what are you lot plotting?" she asked, as she poured herself a cup.
"My dad's had those fits most of last night. Korg thought Squigs might have some idea how to cure him." Venus gave a small sniff of misery.
Korg put a comforting arm around her. "Yeah. I thought, seeing as you people from Mud are mostly loony, um, which I don't think the baron is," he added hastily," you might have some idea of what we could do to help him?"
Squigs bit his lip. "Hell, Korg, I'm an alchemist. Not a neurophysiologist. I'd say he needs a doctor or a shrink."
"You're a fine one to talk about needing a shrink, bean-pole," snorted Kate.
"Tch! I mean a head-shrinker," said Squigs. "You know, a psychologist."
They plainly didn't. "That's one of those pygmy religions, isn't it?" said Korg, faint but pursuing.
Kate raised her eyes heavenward. "Look, she wants her dad cured, you tall twit. Not just his head to wear on her belt."
Squigs sighed helplessly. "It's just a name for doctors that deal with people with mental-health problems. I don't think I'll be able help, but let me get dressed and I'll come and see him." He had the satisfaction of seeing Kate take a big and unsuspecting gulp of her coffee as she stood up. It was nice to see that she wasn't all that tough after all.
"Morning, lad." The baron looked old, tired and grey this morning. His mustachios drooped. However, even in bed, in his elderly pajamas, he remained a gentleman. "What can I do for you?"
"You're not looking so well this morning, sir." Even the rabidly egalitarian Squigs had no difficulty addressing this man with respect. Aristocracy here was still genetic selection in action.
The baron managed a tired smile. "I feel about as seedy as the parrot on your shoulder. I don't think I had ten minutes sleep last night."
"The parrot on my shoulder?" Squigs craned his neck sideways. Nothing. With sudden urgency he asked, "Lady Venus, can you see a parrot on my shoulder?"
She shook her head. "No."
"But you can see it, Baron?" asked Squigs, intent.
The baron looked puzzled. "You never go anywhere without it. It's always perched on your head, or on your left shoulder. It's busy preening its tail-feathers right now."
Squigs reached up with the black hand across his body to his shoulder. Felt feathers, and received a savage peck on his thumb. "Yow!"
Venus looked at him, puzzled. "What happened?"
"The parrot bit him," said her father, with the beginnings of a smile.
Squigs took a deep breath. "Lady Venus. Your father's not sick or mad. He's really seeing things that you and I can't."
They both stared at him. "Thank goodness!" said the baron. "I was getting very tired of no one believing me. I was beginnin' to wonder whether I really was just insane." Then another thought struck him. "You mean you can't see the parrot pecking at his ear-lobe, m'dear?"
Venus shook her head. The baron gave a low chuckle. "Well, well. I don't suppose you can feel it either, except with that strange hand, son?" Squigs shook his head. "Ah!" said the Baron, satisfied. "It's a rough bird, that. I wondered why you never reacted to the things it does to you."
"I wonder," said Venus, biting her lower lip. "You know, I once asked the parrot just what was wrong with you, Dad. It said 'Ghost-toasties.' Do you think it was speaking the literal truth . . . again?"
Slowly Squigs nodded. "It doesn't have many words. It seems confined to insults and noises. But yes, I do think that it was trying to tell us something."
"Then why don't you ask it what we should do about my father's problem?
Squigs shrugged. "Worth trying. Only . . . please excuse the thing's language. It's not a polite bird."
"I'll get Korg. He's an expert on that sort of language. He might be able to work out what it's saying," said Venus excitedly.
The dwarf must have been hovering just outside because Venus reappeared a moment later, towing him by the arm. "Oh Korg! You were right! Squigs was just what we needed. We're going to try his parrot now."
"That bird's got a foul mouth, M'lady. Not fitting that you should listen to it," said the dwarf austerely.
Venus grinned. "Korg's such a prude, isn't he, Daddy? Is this the same man who said ' Voulez-vous couchez' to me? I'll pretend to block my ears. Anyway, that's why I wanted you here. From what I heard you say to those men yesterday, you're a master of bad language."
The dwarf looked embarrassed, and hung his head in shame. "Heat of the moment, M'lady. That's why combat's no place for ladies like you. The strain of it can make the occasional rough term slip off the tongue. I can't oh! seks ooh-er it. That means 'help', in Frog-tongue, Baron. Mind you, the first time I said that to a girl who was carrying some heavy parcels, she said it would be one hundred and fifty francs, and not now, because her husband was around."
He had the satisfaction of seeing Venus collapse into hoots of laughter. "Oh Korg! You do speak such wondrous French."
He bowed modestly. "I pride myself on it, M'lady Venus. All self-taught too. I've a gift for it. Now, Squigs, let's get this bird here, and get it over with. You tell it to mind its language, if it knows what's good for it."
Squigs gave the strangled "Awk" of summoning. The air chilled, and the spectral bird appeared. It raised one leg, and broke wind loudly. Then it cleared its throat in a very human fashion. "Awk. Shortarse fancies Beaky!"
The dwarf ground his teeth, and felt for his axe. "If I cut your arm off, Squigs, do you think I'll get the parrot with it?" he asked grimly.
"Calm down, Korg. The thing doesn't have a polite vocabulary," said the baron, amused at the sight of his daughter's confusion.
"It can call me anything it likes. Shorter than me, isn't it? But I don't like its references to a certain lady . . ." growled the dwarf.
"It could only have been talking about itself, Korg," said Squigs, keeping a straight face, with difficulty. "After all, no lady of your acquaintance could possibly be called 'Beaky,' could they?" Squigs looked calmly at Venus, who was touching her aquiline prow and biting her lip.
"Er . . . of course, I'd never describe her like . . ." said the dwarf, discomfited, and then, seeing the ground turn to quagmire around him, he hastily amended his statement, "Yes. I . . . I'm very fond of parrots. Especially blooming fried," he said and retreated into a corner, looking somewhat flustered.
"Polly . . . what is wrong with the baron?" asked Squigs of the moth-eaten ghost-bird.
"Awk. Sod all, you silly fool. Whee! Ghost-toasties."
"Er . . . why? Why are the ghost-toasties, um . . . pestering the baron."
"Awk? AWWWK! Totally cut! Get stoned! Your bloody ring-piece!" It pecked at the empty jewel-setting of the silver ring on Squigs' black hand. "Polly wants a piece of ectoplasm. Who's the pretty boy then? WeeeeEEEEE!" The parrot flew up, lifted its spectral tail over Korg, and with a loud screech, disappeared, the ghostly dropping still falling.
"I'm not surprised that blooming bird is an blasted ex-parrot," said Korg. "It'd be pushing up daisies if I could get hold of it."
The baron shook his leonine head. "It certainly is a rough bird. Tell me, what did you make of what it said? To me at least it said there was nothing wrong with me, just ghost-toasties, whatever they are."
"Ghost-toasties . . . hot spirits? Burnt wine . . . brandewyn. A lot of that sounds like it was talking about drink to me, to be honest," said Korg, warily. "Er . . . I've known some people to see grey elephants and miniature centipedes after too much . . . brandy. Do you . . . um, shake a lot?"
The baron smiled. "I'm a disgrace to the aristocracy. When I was questing down south as a young man I picked up yellow jaundice. I've never been able to drink much since, without feeling like death the next morning. The other lords think I'm a danger to their reputation. So, I'm sorry Korg, the only elephants I've ever seen have been a perfectly healthy pink, and the only centipede was just the ordinary six-foot kind." He paused, struck by a thought. "It has been worse after a glass or two of our host's brews. Do you think . . ."
"No," said Squigs. "Although some of his concoctions. . . ."
"Cider, rum and green tea," shuddered the dwarf.
"Huh! You should have tasted Litchi wine and akvavit with bovril!" the baron paled at the memory.
"Look, I agree that the drinks Mungo produces, like hot Kirshwasser mixed with single-malt whisky, could give anyone hallucinations, but I think this is something else," said Squigs. "You can still see my parrot, can't you?" The baron nodded. "So let's presume that whatever it is, is also a spirit creature."
"Like the preserved caterpillar in Mungo's Manguey cactus stuff?" said Korg.
The baron nodded. "Very like, except that there are two of them, and they're alive and very fast moving. Otherwise they are rather like that caterpillar, only as big as cats, and they also seem to be on fire."
Squigs slapped his forehead. "Ghost Toasties! What an ass I am. I'll bet they're flame elementals, from the sphere of Fire. The description fits perfectly! But what are they doing here? Zoar must be pretty close to their idea of hell."
"More to the point, why are they pestering my father?" Venus asked. "And what drives them off?"
"Er . . . well, no spirits are supposed to like cold iron. And of course flame elementals don't like water."
"Well, that explains why I can keep 'em off with a sword. And I suppose I could sleep in the bath," said the Baron, visibly cheered. "If only Vee would give up hanging those, um . . . things of hers above the bath. Trick she learned from her mother. We used to have seven bathrooms at Long Ash, but we've only been able to keep one functioning."
Venus sighed. "Look. At home there are a few suits of full armor. But you can't live like that."
"Yes," said Korg, visibly struck. "I mean, it would be dreadful to be attacked every time you had to go to the loo."
The baron was also much struck. "Right. And you know how it is with those blooming tin suits. It takes you the better part of an hour to get in or out of them, and no sooner are you into one, than you find that you've just got to go."
"All of this gets us away from why the flame-elementals are attacking the baron," said Squigs. "The first part of what the parrot said was all true. I mean Korg loves . . . parrots, I was being a fool, and there's nothing wrong with the baron, he's just being attacked by ghost-toasties. What about the rest? Does anyone make any sense out of it?"
Everyone shook there heads. "Oh well," the baron smiled, tiredly. "I'll just have a sleep in the bath. If anyone comes up with any ideas, I'd be grateful."
"What is it, Recise?" M'lord Strate looked up from the pile of bat-wing sections he'd been counting.
The panting imp bowed. "Master. Ortant sent me to say that he has just received word from the rusalka."
"Aha. What has she to report?"
The imp bowed low again, "Master, Ortant just sent me to find you. He will not allow us lesser imps to touch the message. I will run now and tell him where you are."
"Very well, Recise. Tell Ortant I shall be in my study in a few minutes."
He was sitting at his big desk, his taloned fingers steepled, waiting, when the short major-domo arrived and bowed. It came forward and handed him a small segment of parchment. "Fortunately they have not discovered her messenger-fish yet, M'lord."
Strate sat and read it carefully, yellow smoke occasionally curling up from his nostrils. "So, the mercenaries were a failure, too. But I like this idea of hers. After all, my Earth-associates have bungled badly. If they are killed . . . I can replace them easily enough. And away from his friends on Zoar, Harkness-Smythe will be easy meat. Good. Instruct her to proceed."
For all that he disliked him, Squigs had to admit that the Crum, the singlehanded destroyer of 99% of all the thousands of incredibly tough foes in what he was already calling "My great poacher war," was a gifted liar. He was talking to the audience at large, and Kate in specific. "Well, I hope that the tall back-room boy organizes our attack on Earth in the next week or two." You wouldn't have guessed that he knew perfectly well that they were leaving in less than four hours. "My father came from Earth, you know. He told me I was the heir to a kingdom. Well, I say a kingdom, but it's more like an empire really. When we've sorted out these poachers I think I should return to rule it . . . seeing as old Squigs says going to Earth is so easy. Still, I can't desert this brave quest half way. I mean, what would my future queen think of me if I did?"
Kate drank it all in, and gazed admiringly at the muscles he flexed for her benefit. "I knew it. The wise-woman said my true love would be tall and nobly-born. A man who would fall for me immediately, a fighter the men of Senaputt would fall before, or flee from. A man who would sacrifice himself for me."
"Who was your father then, Crum?" asked Squigs, trying to keep the irritation and skepticism out of his voice.
"King Rupert. I forget the kingdom's name at the moment. Oh yes, that was it, Rupert of Hentzau, king of Ruritania. Tell me, how is the country doing without its rightful ruler?"
Squigs shook his head gravely. He hadn't previously realized that lying was hereditary. "There are a lot of wicked villains there that need bringing to book. I think it needs you." To keep a straight face he looked at his hands, at the black hand where the middle finger was defiantly straightening. His eyes focused on the silver, rune-etched ring. On the empty socket, from which the stone must have been prized. Of course!
He stood up abruptly. "Excuse me. I must go and talk to someone. Er, Lady Venus, is your father still in the bath?"
She nodded, surprised by the sudden question. "Yes, I think so. The poor dear must be as wrinkled as an old prune by now." Squigs strode off as fast as his long legs could carry him.
Actually, he met the baron on his way back to his hut, clad only in a elderly monogrammed hand-towel, and a small silver-colored neck amulet. His sword he carried in the hand that wasn't holding up his skimpy towel. He was rather prune-wrinkled, and there was still water trickling down his salt and pepper bear-rug chest, but he looked considerably refreshed. "That idea of yours worked perfectly boy! Five hours of uninterrupted sleep, other than topping up the water every now and again. I feel five years younger." He looked at his wrinkled hands, "Even if I do look twenty years older."
"I've an idea about what the parrot might have meant, sir."
"Wonderful! Only let's go to my quarters. It's a tad chilly out here, and you never know when one of the ladies might come along and see me in my undressed state." He sighed. "We used to have these wonderful big bath-sheets when I was a child. But we used them in the '63 floods, to try to stop the water lifting the parquet in the ball-room." He sighed again. "It didn't work, and the bath-sheets were ruined too." They arrived at the rush-beehive he shared with his daughter. "Ah, here we are. Just a mo'." Squigs hovered tactfully until the Baron emerged clad in elderly corduroy knee-breeches with most of the ribbing rubbed off, and a clean linen shirt showing just a little fraying around the collar and some neat darns.
"Now, lad, why don't we sit here in the sunlight, and you can tell me about your idea? Only, I hope it doesn't cost any money." He grimaced. "That's one thing we Ashill's don't have much of any more."
"It may not be money. A jewel, perhaps."
The baron shook his head. "All sold long ago, I'm afraid."
Squigs sighed. "I was just thinking about what the parrot said. As I remember it said something about totally cut, getting stoned, and . . . er . . . your bloody ringpiece. And it also said 'who's a pretty boy.' That's what it said to the armorer, Huigi, too."
Baron Ashill looked at him dangerously. "Are you suggesting a relationship between me and that damned bloodsucker? Because if you are . . ."
"No!" said Squigs hastily. "I mean the armorer deals in cut off limbs. And one of those limbs had a ring on its finger. Missing a stone. The nearest words that that obscene parrot could find were 'ring-piece.' Squigs held up his black hand, showing the silver ring with its empty setting.
The Baron stared at it, and then shook his head yet again. "It sounds plausible, only I don't think there is even a decent piece of silver left at Long Ash, let alone with me. Certainly no cursed jewels. You must understand that these attacks started quite suddenly about five months ago. We haven't been in a position to buy such knick-knacks since my grandfather's time."
"The amulet around your neck?"
"Merely steel, I'm afraid. And not mine. I'm not actually supposed to show it to anyone, so I trust you won't mention it."
But Squigs was now like a terrier onto the scent of rats. "How long have you had it, sir?"
"It was passed onto me about seven months ago. Really, old chap, I wish you wouldn't ask me about it. It's a sacred trust. Hopefully the rightful owner will come and claim it soon." The Baron looked embarrassed.
"How will you know who he is?"
"We, ah, have certain recognition signals . . ."
Without knowing quite why he did it Squigs thrust out his right hand. A lesson from the department of funny handshakes followed.
The Baron looked startled. He had previously merely treated Squigs with a slightly distant affability. Now his tone was awed and respectful. "I'm sorry, oh Grand Schnittwurst. I had no idea you were part of the Modern and Disrespected order. Thank goodness, I can hand this damn thing over now. The courier only lived long enough to say you would be coming."
Squigs shook his head. "I think the hand might once have belonged to your Grand . . . Sliced Sausage. But I think you can safely open that amulet and see what is in it."
The baron took it off from around his neck and snapped open the little amulet case. Inside, on a velvet cushion lay a fiery-red, facetted jewel. Opalescent lines shifted and jangled within its infinite translucent depths. And two plainly visible things that looked rather like flaming baggy cat-sized caterpillars leapt out of nowhere, and even before the Baron could reach for his sword, had dived upon the jewel.
And disappeared into it.
Like a man in a dream Squigs took the red stone from the startled Baron's amulet. He put it into the empty socket of the silver ring, and watched the bent silver claws straighten, and then curl of their own volition around the stone. As they did this he found his own view of the world changing, to include shades he had not been previously aware of. He could also see the parrot cheerfully depositing a ghostly dropping on the baron's bald spot. He was, however, sure that the baron would now no longer be able to see the reprehensible bird. Or have to fight off the ghost-toasties who had traveled so far to find their home, and former master.
"It is a pity Leggilass isn't coming. Still, the baron more than makes up for him. You're sure he is completely cured?" Mungo asked, slightly wary.
"Absolutely," said Squigs. "He can't even see my parrot any more."
"Some people have all the blooming luck," said Korg. "Still let's face it, Leggilass is acting within the terms of his contract to refuse to go off-world, and he's a bit too thick for this sort of mission. At least we've managed to leave the girls behind." He snorted. "Boys night out! Taking the prisoners into town! I thought you were laying that one on a bit too thick and rare. I never thought they'd swallow that."
"Well, they wouldn't have if Vila hadn't stepped in. I reckon we owe her," said Mungo.
Squigs was deep in thought. He was going to need a good bit of US currency to shepherd this lot across Chicago. And he'd have to be on his toes to keep them out of trouble. But at least he had the mercenary captain's unqualified support. Firstly, there were the rest of the mercenaries who were staying on at Ziklevison's temple as hostages. The captain seemed loyal to his own. Secondly, there was the far more dire threat of not providing the second half of the antiviral agent that would suppress the Captain's insect-aphrodisiac scent. Squigs was sure that the man would co-operate with them—just for that.
Chapter 16
Raiders of the last . . . Aaargh!
The Man drew deeply on his cigar. Looked at Smooth Mario. Nodded approvingly and blew an expensive cloud of smoke. "Good work with Fava, Mario. He's been . . . fired, I hear. Nobody's going to try any hostile corporate takeovers on us again for a while. A pity the holy water didn't work. But then neither did the smartarse's idea with the mercenaries. Just one chopper got back . . . and none of those so-called professionals. So tell me, how much did that . . . piece of shit offer you to downsize me?"
"Five hundred, Boss."
"Five hundred grand! The guy's a cheapskate. For that alone he's got to go."
Smooth Mario shook his head. "Five hundred million."
There was a stunned silence. That kind of money could buy a lot of deaths.
"Now, look here. This is a raid, not a war. We're not going to try to put the whole place to fire and the sword, Korg. We go in, we keep a nice low profile. We deal with these hoods and we come home," Squigs had said, while they stood waiting on the top of the Ziggurat.
Their casual agreement hadn't reassured him much.
Now, in the grubby back streets of Chicago, it reassured him even less. They were all dressed in floor-length shabby coats, the best Zoar-style garments Squigs had been able to find which would hide their dragon-leather clothing and weapons. They looked like an out-of-work circus-act on its way to watch a kinky movie.
Squigs had left them in the garbage-can lined back-street, while he ventured into the seedy looking pawn-shop.
He looked nervously around on leaving it. For all that the pawn-broker had cheated him outrageously, on what Squigs had claimed were his great-grandmother's gold knick-knacks from his great-grand uncle's mining efforts in the Yukon, he wouldn't put it past the man to call the cops. And the city was already having a marked effect on his little band of raiders. Crum it made nervous, Korg more aggressive than usual, and the baron and Mungo merely curious. Squigs sighed warily. He didn't need any more complications.
But during the three minutes he'd been away, the first complication had arisen.
"I just wanted a quiet pee," said Korg defensively. "That beer we had at the Green Monkey while we were waiting went through me just like that." He snapped the fingers of the hand that wasn't holding a blood-dripping axe. "I mean, when a man's got to go he's got to go. So I just stepped into that alley. Truly, Squigs, it was their own fault. They pointed these little bitty knives at me."
"And called you 'kid'!" said Mungo, smothering a chuckle.
"But the third one will probably live, if he gets to an armorer pretty quickly," the dwarf went on, wiping his axe-blade on the jacket of the dead man at his feet.
"Oh, God! I told you to stay out of trouble. Now let's get out of here before the place is crawling with police," said Squigs, leading them off as fast as his long legs could stride.
The dwarf had to trot. "Bloody barbarians, these mudders. What sort of people insult a man while he's got his John Thomas in his hand?"
Two blocks further on they arrived at a cheap hotel with a neon-flashing bar-sign.
"And what would that be, boyo?" Mungo looked curiously at the flickering martini glass. "A place 'o worship of some kind?"
"It's just a bar . . ." Squigs wished he'd bitten his tongue.
"Let's go!" said Crum eagerly, for the first time looking cheerful.
Mungo nodded. "Well, maybe just a dram to play off the dust, eh, Squigs, boyo. Hot dry work this . . ."
"NO! Dammit, we've only got forty-six more minutes," said Squigs looking at his watch.
"Well, just a quick one," said Mungo.
"No, No, NO! Forget it. We have a job to do. Come on. There is a cab," Squigs pushed them toward the vehicle.
Mungo eyed the car with extreme doubt. "You want me to get into that thing without even a drink? Well, dammo, 'tis a fine thing I brought a small jar . . ."
"Come on. In," said Squigs, determinedly.
"Not six of ya!" the cab-driver protested. The black hand squeezed his shoulder. He changed his mind, hastily.
"Take us to this address." Squigs handed him a piece of paper.
The driver swallowed. He nodded respectfully. He drove across town until he spotted two police cruisers parked in front of a scrap-metal dog statue.
He squeezed the cab in between them. "Get out, or I yell for the cops!" he snarled. "I'm not getting involved with no mob business."
Squigs' black hand tensed briefly. The fellow wasn't going to be yelling for anyone. But he wasn't going to be driving either.
A burly cop came over from his industrious ticket writing. "Watcha stopping here for? Can't ya see dis is a no stopping zone!"
"I'm sorry, officer. We're English tourists on our way to Lincoln Park Zoo. Our driver must have fainted or something. He said he just had to pull over."
"Yeah? Well you'd better get outa de cab den," said the living proof, in police uniform, that man is related to Australopithicus. "Hey, Joe. Chance for ya to practice your Rescue 911 stuff here."
As his companion came over, the heroes got out of the cab. Most of them succeeded in getting out without revealing their garb or their weapons. Except Crum. His sword nearly tripped the cop up.
The other policeman had gone straight to cab-driver's door, so he wasn't involved.
"Jeez! What are you doing wid dat thing?" asked the ape-policeman, untangling his legs from the sword. "I don't like the looks of this. Fred. Jose." He called to the other two cops who were busy administering to the safety of the nation by dishing out parking tickets, while the crack-sales continued peacefully behind them. As they came up, the cop pulled his gun, grabbed for Crum's arm and twisted it behind his back, "Okay, ya long-haired scum-bag. An' the rest of you. Up against de car. Hands above your heads. Come on! Up against de car."
The heroes looked at the policeman with varying degrees of astonishment, irritation and, in Squigs case, "Oh, God, why does it have to happen to me?"
Crum ungrabbed himself. Swatted the gun pressed to his kidneys to the ground, and, as was his habit, raised the unfortunate policeman to face height. The cop, unable to reach for his gun, and in danger of choking, broke his billy club on the head of his assailant. That was a waste of effort on Crum's granitic skull.
All it achieved was to make Mungo pull the cop free of the blinking Crum, and toss him across four lanes of traffic. A shot ricocheted off the Crum's leathers.
The trigger-happy policeman found himself with his wrist pinned to a no-parking sign by a skillfully wielded rapier. "Squigs tells me that you are supposed to be officers of the law. I am Lord Ashill, and a justice of the peace. I am accustomed to being treated with respect by people of your order. Now, I suggest you go away and leave us to our legitimate business."
The third cop had advanced, pointing a wary gun at the evil looking 3'6" fellow, who beckoned to him. The poor man was foolish enough to bend down.
However, the policeman who had gone to the cab-driver's assistance astutely sneaked quietly back to his squad-car. He had radioed for help before Squigs and the mercenary captain noticed him and hauled him out. "I fink," said the mercenary captain, "that we'd better get the hell out of here." They bundled into the cab again, with Squigs behind the wheel.
Having cautiously driven his mother's elderly mini around the streets of a relatively quiet English university town was, Squigs decided later, a poor preparation for six lanes of insane American motor mania. At least there was more room in these American cars, but he was used to driving with his knees next to his ears.
After three blocks of hooting, screeching and swerving insanity it occurred to him that in the US they drove on the other side of the streets.
He managed to force his way onto the right-hand side of the road. It was a grave disappointment to the dwarf, who had been bouncing up and down on the unconscious cabby yelling, "Faster! Go! Go!" with a maniacal grin.
And then . . . the road miraculously cleared. Before Squigs could be grateful, he realized why it was clear. It was because eight squad cars, lights flashing and sirens howling merrily, were gaining rapidly on them. Squigs executed a daring turn into a side street, a la classic American movie car-chase. Unfortunately, he did it to the best of his failed-three-times-British-learner's-license driver's ability.
A skilled stuntman would have done it on two screaming wheels at ninety miles an hour.
Squigs did it in a juddering fashion, at about ten miles an hour. On the wrong side of the road.
With hand-signals.
The cab shuddered to a gentle stalled stop next to the curb. The speeding police cars crashed to a halt all around them. At this point in the movie car-chase, the police leap behind their cars, weapons at the ready, and someone produces a loud-hailer.
Reality, however, is always somewhat different. The lieutenant, sitting in the first car, still somewhat shaken by the crash, found himself roughly hauled out of the vehicle by the baron. Baron Ashill looked at him sternly, "You mustn't stay in them after they've crashed, you know. Squigs says they sometimes catch fire. Now, give me a hand getting the rest of your men out. Don't you know how to drive these damn chariots of yours properly?"
The bad guys run away, or shoot at you. They do not haul you out of your cruiser and ask if you are all right. They do not treat you like joyriding school kids. The only uncrashed squad car did attempt a quiet U-turn retreat. Unfortunately, the driver reversed onto Mungo's toes. He, with a bellow, had picked up the back end of the vehicle, so that the wheels spun madly. Then, having moved his toes, he dropped the car, the engine now racing frantically. A few seconds later the vehicle was no longer un-wrecked, and its occupants also had to be helped out.
Some foolish soul at this point decided on some pistol-action. The baron disarmed him, then pulled the terrified patrolman's trousers down, and spanked him, then and there, with a long and whippy rapier. The he gave the man back his weapon, telling him to be more careful with it in future.
"I fink," said the mercenary captain, with the wicked smile of a man paying back a lifetime of speeding-fines, " Myneer Korg, that those animals stuck in the little boxes in the cars mus' be injured. Hear how they're squawking and yammering on and on. I fink you'd better put them out of their misery with your axe."
Korg nodded. "It 'ud be the kind thing to do. No sense in leaving the beasts to suffer. Where are they trapped?"
"Here. It is marked 'RADIO,' see."
"Sounds almost like human speech . . ." said Korg, pausing.
"Ja. They're sort of like parrots," explained the Captain.
CRASH!!!!
"I'd bloody do them in, anyway, even if they weren't in pain!"
The crash and the sudden silence caused by the destruction of the radios produced pandemonium back at the control centre. The captain took a deep breath. Bit his lip. Picked up the microphone.
"All units. This is Captain Swennenburg here. I don't know what the hell's going on. I'm afraid it sounds like Lieutenant Harvey and his boys have bought it. Some kind of ambush, I guess. Pull back all cars a couple of blocks from the intersection of 42nd and Clements. I want those blocks cordoned off. I'm calling in a couple of SWAT teams and alerting the national guard."
The captain sighed. He wasn't looking forward to explaining this to Harvey's wife.
John Harvey was probably not going to enjoy explaining it to her either. How the hell was he going to explain away the mess on his uniform? It had all started with that big guy suggesting that they all needed a drink after that wild chariot ride. When someone that size, who had just bent that brown-noser Johnson's hand-cuffs into pretzels, says you all need a drink—you have one. And that one drink had led to a few more. Quite a few more. And then all of them had decided to come along to join in the fun of these guys paying a visit to the Carpaccio Corporation. He winced and held his head. It had all seemed bloody funny at the time.
They'd all cheerfully walked out of the police cordon as a mob, assumed, by the scurrying policemen there, to be part of the chaotic attempt at organization. Strolled into a gang-bosses headquarters without so much as a by-your-leave, never mind a search-warrant! It was only when they ran into a serious attempt at stopping them that the lieutenant had come to with the sobering realization that their friendly drinking companions were very dangerous and bullet-proof people, engaged in a potentially deadly mission.
The Man was on the phone to a certain person of high political office, to whom he had made several substantial campaign contributions in the past. "Of course, I'm sure it's a raid. No, they don't have warrants, or anything. What do you mean the whole police force is involved in the hostage drama down on 42nd Street? . . . then . . . Shit! This is a trick!"
Somebody kicked down the door. Big Danny did his Personal Assistant best, but Mungo was feeling a little short-tempered by this time. As a result, the plaster on the far wall would never be the same again. It was all those cops' fault. They had drunk most of the five gallon jug of mixed arak, peppermint liqueur and tequila he'd brought along, and Mungo, while an affable man by nature, was feeling a little dry.
Smooth Mario stopped picking his teeth, and dropped quietly back into the far corner. His hand curled around the butt of his Glock, but that didn't mean he was going to waste his chances.
When Squigs came in, Mario caught his breath. This was the one he'd been sent after. This was the one he'd failed to kill. The one that had nearly had him lose his own life. Now . . . ! Then the mercenary captain came in. He was holding the Uzi in such a way that Mario knew that even one move would be fatal for quite a lot of people. And behind him, bundling into the don's office, came fifteen drunken cops. The sixteenth had stopped to be sick in a gutter outside, and never lived it down. He resigned soon after and went to live in Claremont, Oklahoma, under an assumed name.
Salvatore Volatelly, the silver-haired advisor, knew the law. He also kept his cool better than The Man, who was staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed at Squigs.
"What's the meaning of this outrage! Have you got a warrant?" Sal demanded.
The policemen began laughing hysterically, "Warrant, warrant, anybody here seen a Wa-ha-ha-warrant?" they sang in a swaying chorus-line.
The parrot chose this moment to appear eerily on Squigs' black hand. "Awk! Ah, shut uppa your face, you silly old fart. Buy your wife a vibrator."
Salvatore was an old man with some prostate troubles. He'd been Consigliore to the old man, who was a hell of a lot better man than his son. He'd seen many things. He'd seen men garroted. He'd seen others having quick-drying cement poured into their boots. But he hadn't ever seen any ghostly parrots appearing before. He'd heard pleading. He'd heard desperate defiance. He'd been called a murderer and worse. But he had never been called a silly old fart. And nobody, but nobody, knew about his impotence with his pretty young wife.
"You should try oysters," said the baron helpfully, to the purple-faced old man.
Mario saw his Uncle Salvatore's old, but still-powerful hands grab the parrot's neck, and pass straight through it. The old man stared at his hands with disbelief. The parrot, always believing in adding injury to insult, came and took a ghostly peck at the old man's nose. Salvatore retreated into the other corner and began muttering the names of saints to himself.
But the Consigliore had given The Man the breathing space he needed. "I have friends," he said, with quite convincing arrogance, "in very high places. You're all in deep, deep trouble." He also pressed the hidden button under the desk-top. Through the open window came the sound of distant sporadic gunfire as some of Captain Swennenburg's men caught sight of one of the SWAT team.
The threat might have cowed some of the police, if they hadn't just discovered a bottle of bourbon, and started to argue about who got the first drink. To the Zoar folk, the statement made little sense, or difference. The dwarf shrugged. "So. I got cousins who are mining up in the Abora's. That's eleven thousand feet. Your friends higher than that? Anyway, I came to fight, not to talk. You're ugly and your mother dresses you funny."
Don Carpaccio would have won any talent competition, hands down, with his gifted goldfish imitation.
"You can sort him out, when I've had some answers, Korg." Squigs leaned over the desk.
The man behind that desk remembered "M'lord" saying that this man was dangerous, despite appearances. He decided to attempt guile. "Look, you're making a big mistake. I'm just the head of a corporation that produces and imports olive oil. Truly. There's a bottle on the shelf there." There was. Mario insisted on having a bottle there, for tradition's sake.
Mungo took it down, opened the bottle and sniffed it. "Lousy bouquet," he said. "What's it say on the bottle?"
The baron took it. "Finest quality Italian extra virgin olive oil," he read.
"Arrgh!"
Before this Korg had simply been looking for a fight. Now he was actually angry. It was a very different and far more dangerous thing. The dwarf jumped onto the desk in a single bound, his hobnails gouging its polished surface. He grabbed the Don by the shirt-front and hauled him out of his seat. "At last I've found you, you bloody blasted quack! So, you're the son of a seafaring cockroach that makes this RUBBISH. Do you know my poor sister drank seven bottles of that terrible stuff!? You are coming back with me to explain. Come on, Squigs, you can ask him your questions later. Let's leave this barbaric mud-heap where they'll threaten a man who is having a pee, and make quack medicine to trick poor, desperate, deluded girls."
The response to that hidden button under the desk had been rather muted. Many of those who should have come were lying dead or injured. The helicopter pilot, and the ambitious "advertising executive" who did come bursting in were unprepared. Or at least unprepared for fifteen cops, five green-clad, greatcoated figures, and a mercenary captain that the helicopter pilot had thought definitely dead. Kaptein Francois repaid the helicopter pilot's desertion with his Uzi. The other fellow just got in the way. The police lieutenant chose this moment to puke.
Smooth Mario finally saw his chance to take a shot at Squigs. The bullet ricocheted off the treated dragon-leather over the toast-rack ribs.
Mungo plucked the gun away from him. And would have defenestrated him, if Salvatore had not bestirred himself.
"Please, sir . . . He's my only nephew. He's a good boy, even if he's a big-a stupid Mick. He was only doing what the boss told him to. Truly. Spare him, please, for an old man's sake. I'll keep him outa trouble in the future."
Squigs rubbed his ribs. "No harm done, Mungo. Just let me talk to him."
Mario looked at the black hand twitching towards him. He remembered the coffee-colored one he'd once delivered. "Not squid," he pleaded, kneeling, wringing his hands.
"Octopus," said Squigs, not knowing what Mario was talking about, but playing along, flexing the eight digits of his right hand. "If I ever see any of you suits again, that's what you'll get. Do you understand me?"
Mario just shook, but Squigs caught sight of the clock behind the frantically nodding man who now had a dark stain on his elegant trousers.
"Time to go. I think you're right, Korg. Let's take that one with us." They walked out, dragging the infamous "The Man" Carpaccio along like a bag of old laundry.
"Remember to try the oysters," said the baron, with a wave as they left.
Lieutenant Harvey looked at Salvatore.
The old man, who was trying to prod the shaking jelly that had once been Smooth Mario back to his feet, looked back at the Lieutenant. "I think we can reach some agreement about this, Lieutenant. Unwise of Vigo Carpaccio to have kidnapped and held hostage police officers. I'm sure the efforts of my nephew and myself in freeing you, will have us pardoned of any involvement in these serious charges. And that way nobody's gonna to have to explain what you were all doing here, blind drunk and without a warrant."
The police lieutenant stared blankly at the empty chair behind the hobnail-scarred desk. Nodded. Nobody would ever believe the real story anyway. He looked at the vomit trails on his sleeves and his shoes. He might not get thrown out of the force, but his wife was going to kill him for sure.
Salvatore stepped closer. "My nephew, Mario here, he knows some very good, quick cleaners," he said quietly, sympathetically. "Now, listen, I'm sure there is no need to go into too much detail about what happened here, and er . . . I'd appreciate it if . . . what that parrot said . . ."
The lieutenant nodded understandingly. "I won't mention it to a soul." He glanced hastily around, and said in a low voice, "You know, you should try ginseng tablets. They really worked for me. Oysters just gave me gas."
Before the policemen filed out, Salvatore had also received a quickly scrawled address (on the back of a parking ticket) of a doctor who really understood the subject, and a whispered suggestion from the Chinese officer that he should try eels, that his grandfather swore by them, and the advice not to waste his money on rhino-horn. There are certain areas in which the brotherhood of men rises above mere mundane things like hating each other's guts.
"Well," said Mungo, "there you are, boyo, as smooth as a silky bottom. We told you there was no need to worry. I doubt if anyone even noticed we were there."
Squigs shook his head in amazement. He wondered what the newspaper headlines would say about their exploits.
Actually, the heroes didn't even feature. The leader banners were all variants of "the night Chicago died, again," and the articles concentrated on the man who would be the new Al Capone, Vigo Carpaccio, and his audacious kidnapping of fifteen police officers, the hostage drama and their daring rescue. That's the media for you.
Chapter 17
Even dumb jocks can have ambition
"We've a few tentative buyers coming into the tooth-market, M'lord. Apparently just Houses Minor who are wary about being caught short when the cold season comes. But I think there is a House Major behind it," Ortant reported, his slitty red eyes hooded in thought.
M'lord Strate tapped his claw thoughtfully on his long teeth. They made a sort of xylophone sound that Ortant found intensely irritating.
"Hmmm. You're probably right. Well, sell them their requirements, at a discount. We are apparently also trying to dispose of our holdings, remember. I have no doubt we'll buy them back and perhaps a few extra. But I need to buy time. It wouldn't do to let the way between the spheres become public knowledge. And that walking potential spanner-in-the-works is still on the loose. But we'll see how he responds to the rusalka's latest move."
It was a very merry party that wended its way home in the wee small hours. The singing probably wasn't the best ever heard in the great opera houses of Europe, but Squigs decided he preferred "Eskimo Nell" to "Den Rosenkavelier" anyway. He hadn't realized the deep and meaningful nature of the words of the former less-than-choral work before. Actually, to be honest, he hadn't even heard the words before. Anyway, most of the broken reeds would probably recover. Even the wildlife might come back some day.
When they were a mile or so off Mungo's floating home, the Draconnier, with difficulty, persuaded them all to be quiet. Or at least relatively so. The huts were in darkness. Mungo breathed a gusty sigh of relief. "Phew. I was sure that Kate would be sitting up for us. If I'd seen the lights on I'd surely have suggested we go back to town. After all we might as well be hung for a penny as a sheep."
"Is Penny the name of that new girl at Madame Pompadour's playsh? I shink you're better off with the sheep," said Crum with a gentle slur. He was more than a little drunk. After all, he had defeated the forces of evil singlehandedly. Or so he had told quite a lot of people that evening.
They all took their shoes off carefully and approached the huts cautiously. The front door swung idly open in the breeze. "That's funny," said Mungo. "I expected that we'd end up sleeping outside tonight. I smell a rat. Something is very fishy about it. I can't quite put my finger on it, but I see it as being all wrong somehow . . ."
Baron Ashill stalked over to his hut. "My door's open too. Vee? Are you there?" alarm tinged his voice.
"The hearth's cold. There's been no fire here this evening." Mungo bustled over to his daughter's room. Squigs found himself sobering rapidly, his victory turning to ashes in his sudden fear.
"Kate!" Mungo bellowed.
"Venus!" roared the Baron.
Korg and Squigs looked at each other with dawning horror, as the Crum tottered off to bed.
Every candle and lamp in the huts burned. They'd searched room by room until Korg had had a sudden idea. He'd gone to the boathouse with Mungo and they'd found that the largest coracle was no longer there. Now the Baron, Mungo, Squigs and Korg stood in the main room of the rush-huts, attempting to decide what to do next. They'd discovered that Vila and Leggilass were missing too, but were still none the wiser as to where they might have gone.
"There's no sign of a struggle," said Squigs. He'd been slowly coming to terms with the fact that his romantic illusions were so much crap. The woman of his dreams was not a delicate damsel to be sheltered from every inclement wind. It had been a shock when he realized that in a lot of ways Kate was rather like his Mum. Sister Thandi, in specific, and ward sisters, in general, deal with crises with a sort of negligent ease that makes disaster look manageable. Kate, despite her own romantic illusions, was as tough as old boot-leather. "And let's be fair, even Leggilass would have been easier to take somewhere against his will than those girls, if they hadn't wanted to go."
Mungo sighed. "If that blond beefcake wasn't snoring in the hut across the way, I'd have blamed him. Now . . . I just don't know what to think. Maybe they just thought they'd pay us out for leaving them by going out themselves?"
"I feel that something is terribly amiss," said the baron grimly. "Vee isn't much inclined toward practical jokes. I think we should search again, looking for any clues this time. Look for hints of foul play, anything."
It was Squigs who spotted the four used, but unwashed, coffee cups. It was Korg, sniffing like a terrier, who found Leggilass tied up and gagged behind an empty tea-chest in the pantry. In typical Korg-fashion, he dragged him out into the kitchen, and bellowed for the others, before cutting the prisoner's bonds.
The others arrived at a run, Squigs still bearing the four coffee cups, as Korg sliced Leggilass' bonds with his axe. That axe was sharper than most knives.
"You've cut me! And look at the marks these ropes have made on my beautiful legs!"
"What's happened! Where are the girls?" demanded four people.
Leggilass looked at his legs. Examined his fingernails. Squigs noted with surprise that these were painted red. At other times he might have paid it more attention. Now he was just one of the four people trying to pick Leggilass up by the shirt and demand to know where the girls were. No shirt was intended to survive that sort of treatment. It ripped, revealing that the large, ugly lump of male Homo sapiens was wearing a frilly teddy. With pink roses embroidered around the word "cuddlebunny." It was enough to make the four drop him at once. Leggilass modestly pulled his torn shirt across the amazing garment.
"She hit me over the head," he said. "And next thing I woke up in the pantry. I should have gone with you."
"Who hit you over the head?" demanded Squigs. He remembered how a blow with a billy-club had only made the Crum blink. How hard would you have hit someone like this bonehead, where the brain-cells were so far apart they had to communicate by post?
Leggilass looked down, revealing long eyelashes, incongruous with a homely battered face and broken nose. "Why, the Lady Venus of course."
Before you could say "knife," Korg was kneeling on Leggilass' chest, his powerful hands wrapped around the man's bull-neck, shaking and throttling at the same time. "What did you say or do to her? I'll tear you limb from limb, sharkshit!!"
"Now, Korg. You'll only kill him before we get any answers out of him," said the baron grimly. "Let him breathe. I'll tell you when you can start again."
Squigs looked at Mungo. So his suspicions had been correct. He was glad he hadn't been the one to have to tell them. He hadn't wanted to believe it could be her. She was so . . . nice. Trustable seeming. He supposed being nice and trustable was part of the stock-in-trade of a good agent.
"Honest," pleaded the unfortunate Leggilass, "I didn't do anything. She hit me from behind."
"My little Vee never hit anyone from behind in her life!" the Baron protested.
Squigs looked at his hands. Thought of the captive that Venus had supposedly found dead. She could kill an unconscious man . . . His eyes focused on the coffee cups still in his hand. He noticed that the inside of one was filmed with a whitish powder. He rubbed some off onto his finger, and smelt it cautiously. Aha. Now he knew how it was done. Lethe-dust in solution has virtually no smell. It was only dry that it gave off that characteristic burnt-caramel whiff. Venus had taken a chance. He'd never seen Vila touch anything that wasn't alcoholic since she'd joined them.
Suddenly it struck him. Four cups. Why bother to hit Leggilass over the head, if you could have dosed him with Lethe-dust? He looked carefully at the empty cups. Only two of them were filmed with the white of the sleeping-potion.
"Korg!" There was a sharpness in Squigs' voice, a tone of command that had never had never been there before. The dwarf actually looked up from his victim, startled.
"Get up."
The dwarf did.
" I'll deal with Leggilass," said Squigs. "He's lying, and you'll just kill him. I'll get answers. Go with Mungo and see if Kate or Vila or Venus have taken any of their gear."
Leggilass sat up. "I'm not lying," he mumbled resentfully.
Squigs held up the four mugs. "You drank coffee with them."
"Yeah, so what? It's not a crime," the sullen Leggilass admitted.
"Look here, Baron. Four cups. Two of them with enough Lethe-powder still in them to knock over an elephant in five minutes. Two cups with nothing more than a bit of sticky sugar in the bottom of them."
"My Vee doesn't take sugar," said the Baron quietly. "It's one of our little economies."
"And it wouldn't have been necessary to hit anyone over the head if you could give them Lethe-dust instead." Squigs pointed at the lump sitting on the floor in front of them. He was aware that Korg and Mungo had returned, and were standing silent, listening. " You helped to drug them. You then helped VILA carry them down to the boathouse and load them into the coracle. Then she brought you back and tied you up, leaving you with a cock-and-bull story to get us fighting among ourselves. She knew where we were going and at least roughly how long we'd be . . . because you had told her. I knew the spy was a woman. So I thought I was safe telling only the men!" The black hand flexed and suddenly Leggilass found himself dragged upward, by the nose. "Now, you're going to tell us exactly where she has taken them."
"Ow! You're hurtig be! I don't doe! LEGGO!" squalled Leggilass.
Squigs did, abruptly. The lump fell to the floor. "You better tell us everything you do know, if you don't want each of us to take turns in killing you slowly. And even then, I'm not sure if your confession'll be enough to save you. So make it good. Very, very good," said Squigs, in a voice that made blizzards seem warm and affable.
The lump sniveled. "'Snot fair! She said you'd never guess. She said in a few weeks she'd do . . ." he sniffed, "wot she promised."
Korg took out a small whetstone and began sharpening his axe-blade. It was already razor-sharp. "I don't care if she promised a three week holiday in Madame Pompadour's, dogbreath. Where are they now?!"
The lump sighed. "You're so clever, Korg. Now I suppose I'll never get my job at Madame Pompadour's?"
"Look, bugger the madame! Where are the girls?" Squigs shouted into Leggilass' unfortunate face.
Leggilass shook his head. "The madame's given up business herself. She wouldn't let you do that. But I'm sure one of the girls . . . like I thought I'd be . . ."
"WHERE!" They all bellowed at him.
"Vila took them to Sylvan." Then Leggilass burst into tears. "I didn't want to have them kidnapped." He sobbed. "I just wanted to be a girlie, like my dear, dear Papa really wanted."
"Don't worry," said Korg between his gritted teeth. "You're going to be. Shortly." He fingered his axe-blade.
Gradually they dug the tale out of Leggilass. It was, in a way, all Korg's fault. After all, he'd said what nice legs the lump had. By the sounds of it, it was the first even vaguely polite thing anyone had said to Leggilass for a long, long time. And slowly, brain-cell by brain-cell, an idea had taken root in the dumb jock's brain. His unhappiness, it seemed, stemmed from being a male with a girlie name. Maybe his father hadn't made the sort of mistake he thought. Perhaps he'd just wanted a frilly daughter.
At Vila's suggestion, after she'd been consulted on the subject of displaying his legs better, he'd gone into Madame Pompadour's. To buy some silk stockings. And once in there, they'd persuaded him to try various other outfits. Of course most of them had had to be substantially altered to fit his, er, fuller figure, which accounted for the package Squigs had fetched. But the girls, and Madame Pompadour, had so admired him and his taste, that he wished he could be female. Especially he wanted to be one of the girls there, who were so desirable that men paid for their company.
He'd confessed his wishes to Vila, and she had promised that, in return for his help, she'd see that he became female, and more than that, got a position at Madame Pompadour's. His actual treacheries were small things, like telling her what happened when she wasn't around. "She was awfully nasty to me. She told me I was just stupid," he said, the terrible injustice of it still rankling within him. She'd used carrier fishes to send messages back and forth. She had also had some connection with Madame Pompadour, or so Leggilass firmly believed. He could give them no more details of where Vila had taken the girls, or why.
Mungo shook his head. "And there I thought we were so lucky to get an ex-Amazon."
The baron looked at him, puzzled. "But my dear chap, of course she couldn't have been an Amazon. If you'd told me that . . . I could have told you she was a fake straight away." He looked somewhat embarrassed. "You see, er, m'wife was one, and in order to draw a bow better and faster, Amazon Corps women remove their left breast."
The sky was definitely going to get pale soon. Yes, definitely. As soon as the sun was foolish enough to think of getting up. At the moment, however, it was still tucked safely in its night-bed, where Squigs was beginning to realize that he would dearly like to be. His hangover was developing nicely. The pre-dawn air was cold and cutting at Squigs' surviving ear. It seemed hard to believe that a few hours earlier they'd all been riding high on their triumph. Now they were off to beard a notorious Madame in her own den. Then they would have to go to and search the Sylvan sphere.
The more Squigs thought about it, the less he liked the idea. Zoar was the most earthlike of the other spheres or universes. There had always been some affinity and interchange between Earth and the "Water" sphere. At least many Zoar-folk were human. But "Air," or Sylvan, was far more alien. There had, over the centuries, been some contact with Earth. Many of the nastier mythological beasts had their true origin in Sylvan. Especially the ones that drank blood. There were apparently a few humans living there, but they were a minority. A tiny, preyed on, minority. Anyway, what had to be done had to be done. Kate needed help. So did Venus. There wasn't going to be a congruence within a hundred miles until eight in the morning of the following day, so he did have some time to prepare.
But Squigs knew that Mungo was right. As the huge man said, there was no point in not striking while the iron was still hot under their feet.
Dawn might only be coming in an hour or two, but at Madame Pompadour's place business was coming along nicely. Many of the clientele, or would-be clientele, were inebriated and fairly obnoxious. The six bouncers were tough, and they thought they were used to everything, and prepared for anything.
When Mungo Kentigern and his three companions, (one of whom was a dwarf dragging a thoroughly miserable Leggilass by the collar), turned up and demanded admission, they realized that they were less well prepared than they had thought.
These four were not inebriated . . . any more. They were in the next stage: The stage at which one feels a little fragile, when the hasty laying on of rough hands is unwelcome, and can be very unwise. Unfortunately, this was the normal reception for visitors to Madame Pompadour's House of Pleasure who announced that they had no intention of being paying customers, or of stepping this way for the scrutiny of their family jewels, in case they had a dread disease. Mungo was a local legend in his own time, and thus the head bouncer and his mate had decided to start with Baron Ashill. The Baron politely told them to get their hands off him. Now.
They laughed. The depths of stupidity people can achieve is amazing thought Korg, looking at the idiots! Korg was prepared to fight nearly anything. Given provocation he would have cheerfully challenged Mungo. After all, the big man was a fair fighter, and knew some limits. Korg had taken one look at the baron, even before he'd met Venus, and decided to step warily around him.
But, as the two bouncers admitted the next day, when bargaining with Huigi, everybody makes mistakes. They were just lucky to be alive and to have the chance of never making the same mistake again.
From this point on things had disintegrated fairly rapidly. The bouncers yelled for the waiters. Mungo defenestrated two of them. Through windows that certainly hadn't been there, before. Wooden walls are remarkably open to home-improvement.
Korg swatted Leggilass to make sure that he stayed in one place. Then he waded in too, delivering uppercuts, at a height appropriate for him to deliver, such blows, and then dealing with the doubled-over victims.
Squigs had spent his whole life being a person of the calculated actions of a weedy black kid in an unfriendly environment. He stayed cool in the face of affront and thought his way around it. Just then, however, something in him snapped abruptly. Someone had stolen Kate. He was going to find her. NOW. And these minions of theirs stood in his way . . .
The red haze around him dimmed to pink. That was definitely Korg's voice. Why was he, James 'nkosi Harkness-Smythe, natural-born coward, standing in a zone of total destruction with the remains of a chair in his hand?
"Squigs . . . Oy! Squigs. It's over. Stop fighting. Squigs, do you hear me?" the dwarf bellowed.
Squigs shook his head. "Yes?" he looked around at the chaos, blinked down at Korg, who was standing a safe five yards off. "What happened? Did I get hit on the head?"
The dwarf looked at him with a skewed smile. "You're asking us what happened? Zikleviesion on a crutch! Why the hell didn't you tell us you were a berserk? What the hell were you trying to do? Single-handed slum clearance?"
"I . . . I don't remember." Squigs shook his head again. Very little of the red velvet upholstered furniture would ever be good for anything other than firewood again. Several of the wooden walls were smashed too. Other than the dwarf, Mungo, and Baron Ashill, there wasn't another conscious soul visible. "We did all this?" he asked warily.
" You did all this, you loony. We got out of the way. You'd have done it to us too, if we hadn't had the brains to get outside!" said the dwarf with ghoulish pleasure.
"Er. I guess I got a bit carried away," said Squigs.
The baron shook his head, and smiled. "No, the ones who got carried away were the ones who couldn't run or crawl."
"And, bugger it, we had to carry them away. Their friends all ran off," said Mungo, chuckling.
Squigs looked embarrassed. "Look, to be honest with you guys, I, I just snapped. I'm, er, not normally much of a fighter."
Mungo strode up and put an arm around Squigs' shoulder. "Son, after tonight you're not going to find anyone in all of Zikadoonvarna who'll ever believe you. Or pick a fight with you, for that matter. I must admit I never guessed it myself, but you're a braw fighter, actually. Now, let's go and do what we came to do. I think Madame will have time to talk to us now, seeing that our boy Squigs has kind of reduced her customer through-put."
They found her hiding behind the chaise-lounge in her office, easily detected by her large purple and yellow-clad quivering derriere, which protruded above this structure's quilted surface by some inches. "Why," she demanded, once she had been prodded forth, "you are banging up my 'ouse? My girls they are not good enough for you?"
Korg hauled the semi-conscious Leggilass up onto the chaise-lounge. Ripped aside the remains of Leggilass' shirt, exposing the rosebudded teddy, with its artistic cutaways through which the lump's hairy nipples protruded.
"He talked, Madame," snarled the dwarf. "Now, we want Vila. Or I'll start Squigs up again. He's a gent, normally. Wouldn't hit a lady. But when he's that mad he can't tell the difference between people an' furniture, never mind the sexes."
The notorious dame drew herself up. With six-inch heels and the massive, slightly mismatched blond wig on her head, she stood nearly as tall as Mungo. She looked down at the dwarf. Twisted a red painted lip at him. "Nevair. I will not betray the cores."
Korg was one of those people whom you should never look down on. Even if he is shorter than you. Especially if you're wearing tottery high heels. The madame found herself lying on the chaise-lounge on top of the recumbent Leggilass. The dwarf had neatly converted her six-inch stiletto heels into far more healthy flat shoes—with his axe. "You'll betray the whole flipping apple if I tell you to," he growled. "Now sit up, you fallen woman. Get off Leggilass. You can ply your blooming trade on your own time, not on mine."
"I think," said Baron Ashill, taking her elbow, and helping the now seriously skew-wigged madame to sit up, "that Madame Pompadour may mean 'the cause,' not 'cores,' Korg. To which cause do you refer, Madame?"
Madame Pompadour shook herself free of his arm, and waved a plump fist defiantly. "The revolution! Vive la Revolution Sexuelle! Voe-ets for women, and an end to female suffrage!"
"Er, don't you mean 'an end to female bondage,' not 'an end to female suffrage'?" asked the Baron, his voice a touch less icy.
"But non. We are to bondage not at all opposed. Indeed, in this 'ouse I 'ave, 'ow you say, quite a lot of capital tied up in it. I am meaning an end to women 'aving to suffair, and not getting the voe-et."
"Ah. Well I'm a supporter of that myself, or at least my late wife was," said the baron. "But the person we are looking for is not a suffragette. She is merely a common criminal in league with these dastardly dragon poachers, and has also kidnapped both my daughter, Venus Ashill, and the daughter of my friend, Kentigern here."
"Venus Ashill? You are le Baron Ashill? The 'oosband of the great dame, Mrs Spank'erst Ashill?"
The baron nodded. "That was my Dot," he said sadly. "And, er, it's 'Pankhurst' not, um . . ."
"It is an 'oneur to 'ave you in my 'ouse!" She looked rather sadly out of her door to the ruins of her once-elegant red-plush salon. "Although I do not know why you could not just 'ave knocked me up like anybody else."
There was an embarrassed silence, until the dwarf, who stood at a height convenient to her ear, whispered something into it.
Madame nodded. " Eh bien. But I 'ave understanding of the most full what 'knock-up' means. Also what knockairs are. It is my profession, aftair all. But you are saying that the dautair of Mrs Spank'erst Ashill'as been kidnapped! That is infamie most gross!"
They gradually pieced the story together. Madame Pompadour's Maison de Plaisir had provided shelter to a reclusive girl, with pale skin, dark eyes, and young-vixen teeth. This nocturnal creature had handled the sending and receipt of Vila's messages. The girl had quietly left the evening before.
The madame had believed Vila to be an agent investigating a masculinist plot involving getting the vote for men. "It is an idee most ridicule. Everyone is knowing that men 'ave no minds above thee belts. Bettair that they get on with the ploweeng and fighteeng, and leave the thinkeeng to those 'oo can. A man's place is bare-butturked on 'is knees, getting someone pregnant in the field, not in a position of powair." She suddenly realized her audience was of the wrong sex, and hastened to try to make amends. "There are some men 'oo do rise above thee belts. M'sieur Le Baron for instance. 'is wife always said 'e had a woman's mind," she offered generously. "But what I 'ave no understanding of," continued Madame, "is that Vila and 'er friend Chloe, 'ave come with the credentials most excellent from the 'eadquarters of the revolution."
With a perfectly straight face Squigs said, "I'm afraid, Madame, that parts of your organization may have been penetrated."
Dawn, and indeed a yawning morning having arrived, they all adjourned to the Green Monkey, for the coffee that they all felt in desperate need of. Madame Pompadour, (You can call me Celestine) had joined them, as she felt that her place was in too much disarray to offer suitable refreshments. She dismissed Squigs' apologies with a graceful wave of her beringed hand. "Make nothing of it, M'sieur. Your friend the dwarf 'as explained, and I mus' make allowance for the passion of a young man in love, fearful about 'is girl. That is only naturelle. It was time I redecorated anyway. That red was, 'ow you say, too suggestif."
As the draconniers underpinned the economy of her enterprise, she was in no hurry to have it widely known that she had been harboring an agent of the poachers. She was more than willing to make amends. She'd brought a bottle of Marc over from her office, and the conversation over coffee became quite convivial. Mungo held forth his moral objection to Madame Pompadour's place. "Pardon my sayin' so, but I've no liking for all this control. I think we were much better off with a free market system."
The madame shook her head. The magnificent wig and bosom waggled in sympathy, if not in time. "But 'ow can a market be free? The fish-monger and the grocer, they will not give their produce away?"
"No. I just meant, well, more free enterprise. You know, girls working for themselves."
She shook her head again. " Non. Our co-operative effort, it 'as raised things to new 'ighs in the profession. I think you will find our girls will do more than just 'old their own against any competition." She shrugged, "You know, there are always othair girls 'oo are entairprising, some for free too. Although," she added, considering the matter, "there are usually 'idden costs."
The question of what to do with Leggilass was brought up, when it occurred to them that he had simply been left lying on the chaise-lounge in Madame Pompadour's office. "Why not give 'im what 'e wants, the poor dear," the madame said.
"Korg was quite keen on that. Then and there, with his axe. But it seemed a bit barbaric to me. After all, Vila simply used him," said Squigs.
" Non! C'est barbare. Send 'im to 'uigi. 'e can get a ver' good trade-in on what 'e 'as." She chuckled. "We all saw when 'e was modeling those outfits. The girls and me thought 'im very impressif, and we 'ave seen a fair numbair, believe me. 'E can get some Amazon knockairs cheap. So long as 'e matches thee size and shape well, no one will evair know 'e as two left tits." She shrugged. "Many of the customairs are too drunk to notice if a girl 'as three, nevair mind if they are both left facing."
"You're going to take him into your, er, business?" asked Mungo in some surprise.
"But naturellement! It was promised, and 'e was so 'appi at the idea. 'E is so sweet." Squigs stared at her, open mouthed. Leggilass? Sweet? Were they even talking about the same person?
The madam smiled at him. "You wait. 'E will make a lovely girl, when 'uigi is finished. And if I do not take 'im, my reputation, she is damage beyond repair. A girl in my profession she cannot be too careful about 'er reputation."
Slugger came in, and stared in some surprise at the crew sitting around the table, drinking coffee and Marc in more-or-less equal quantities.
"Mornin', Mungo. Mornin', Squigs. 'Ow's tricks wiv yer? Katie's goin' rip your bleedin' 'eds orf when you gets 'ome, orlright."
Mungo sighed. "That's why we're here Slugger, old friend. Kate's missing."
The day barman-waiter-cum-bouncer dropped the tray he was polishing. "WOT! Don't say she's run orf wiv that useless Crum. I'll bleedin' kill 'im!"
"No, she's been kidnapped. By Vila . . . remember, the blond with big bristols. Along with Baron Ashill's daughter."
Slugger stepped over to the bar, reached behind it, and produced a mace. A mace with a huge, heavy, spike-studded ball head. He whirled deftly. "Well. Wot are you sittin' there for? We'd better get goin'."
Mungo reached for the bottle. "Grab a glass. They've been taken to Sylvan."
"Makes no diffs where they've taken 'er. Like my own kid, that girl. I'll give that bleedin' Vila 'er satisfaction at last, when I catches 'er." He made a gesture with the mace that made Madame turn quite pale under her make-up.
"You're going to have to stand in line, old friend," said Mungo grimly. "But the boy says we can only get into Sylvan tomorrow. In the meanwhile we're getting drunk."
It is a curious experience to wake up with a pen in your hand. Squigs couldn't remember if it had been there when he went to sleep. Possibly because he couldn't remember planning on going to sleep. "Passed-out" was actually a more accurate description of what had happened. Or at least he hoped so. He must have been completely blotto if this bench had been his choice of bed. This business of being accepted by the boys was hell on the liver. He looked at the pen. It was recognizably his own biro.
On the other hand it wasn't going to be much use to him ever again. Having a pen and no paper within reach of the dead-drunk body attached to it, the hand had been obliged to write on the table.
Gouged into the table-top was the following message. FOR SYLVAN NEED GUIDE. PRETTY BOY. SAY "ARAMARA SENT ME." S . . . The pen had plainly died.
Squigs stared at the table for a long time, before getting up and going in search of the others. He had plainly fallen asleep at the back of the Green Monkey's saloon. The lunch-crowd were trickling in. Along with them came Korg. "Been lookin' for you," he said laconically. "Mungo's getting the wagon. We've going back to his place to pack-up for the trip."
"I need to go and see Huigi," said Squigs, shortly.
The dwarf looked sympathetic. "New head, or new liver?"
"Neither," Squigs shook his head cautiously, giving the lie to words. "Just, we need a guide, if half of what I've heard about Sylvan is true."
The dwarf snorted. "Huigi! Listen man, I'll not deny we could use a guide, but his help would cost you an arm and a leg." He looked sourly at Squigs. "And I mean an arm and a leg, and probably a few other bits too."
Squigs shook his head again, a little more definitely this time. "Let's just say I'm going to make him an offer he can't refuse." He smiled. "Maybe we shouldn't have sent Don Carpaccio off with that dwarf friend of yours. Carpaccio was good at offers you can't refuse."
Korg grinned. "Yeah. Pity there won't even be arms and legs left of the bloody quack by now. Lot o' girls back home wanted to see him . . . really badly. Anyway, I'll pop across and tell Mungo you're on your way. You don't need me to hold your hand to visit Huigi. He'll be far too willing to hold it for you, if you want it held."
So Squigs was left to find his own way through the marketplace. He noticed a certain inexplicable wariness about the voracious and loquacious vendors. A little island of silence went with him. He wondered if he needed a bath that badly. But he was too grateful to be curious.
He came to the back corner. There were voices from within the black tent. Not knowing how to proceed, Squigs cleared his throat.
Silence from within. Then, a cautious, "Who is it?"
"It's me." Realizing how silly this must sound, he said, "Squigs Harkness-Smythe. Um. I came to see you about a hand, with Miss Kentigern."
There was a silence within. Then, "Oh. Just a moment, you dahling boy."
There followed a hasty, whispered transaction and the sound of canvas being lifted. Then Huigi said, with a slightly false-sounding bonhomie, "Well, come in if you've got your trousers on, or come out if you got them off already, deah."
Squigs went into the tent. Ever since the ring on his finger had got its stone back, he had found his night sight had become almost catlike. He remembered how dark it seemed in this tent. Now the place, and especially the bottles and jars, seemed to glow with a faint, sickly-green luminescence.
The vampire gave him a nervous, toothy smile. "Er, sorry about that. Just ordering a couple of kidneys from the bloody butcher. So . . . how's the hand. I, er, I did say no returns, but I daresay . . ."
"Oh no. The hand's great. Excellent value. Very happy with it. So . . ." Squigs found himself at a loss. "Er, how are you doing? And how's business?"
The vamp relaxed visibly. "Oh, I'm much as usual dahling, just oversexed and underflayed, as the masochist always said. And business is brisk, thanks to your little visit to the brothel last night. I must say," he made a teapot gesture, and fluttered his lashes, "I didn't know you were like that, dahling. I mean, a boy's reputation . . ."
Squigs grinned. "You're a fraud, Huigi. Madame P. says you're a regular. So the story of our visit to her place has spread about the market, has it?"
Huigi put arm around Squigs. "You gorgeous hunk, you," he said archly. "I personally got seventeen customers out of it. Even if I hadn't, it's the gossip of the whole town by now. And the market is the heart of the town."
Squigs detached the arm from around his waist, briefly wondering if he should pull it right off. His black hand felt a sinewy bat-wing. One day he'd get used to whatever muck-up Huigi had made of connecting up some of the synapses. Fortunately it only felt odd things occasionally. "Huigi. Give it a break. Celestine filled me in on your actual preferences."
The vamp shrugged. "Sorry. Habit. I've been here too long. I must admit I thought you'd come to beat me up, and my nerves are still a bit jangly. What can I do for you?"
"Mungo's daughter's been kidnapped."
Huigi whistled. "Somebody's in shit. Tell Mungo I'll give him a discount on any repairs he needs. Nice kid, that."
"They took Baron Ashill's daughter too. Mungo, the baron, me, Korg the dwarf, and Slugger McGee from the Green Monkey are going after them."
Huigi whistled again. "You don't say! That's a bad-news bunch for somebody. No place to hide from a crew like you fellows."
Squigs looked carefully at him. "You knew all of that. What's that in your hand?"
The white-faced man actually blushed. He put the scalpel back in the tray of instruments. "I didn't know what sort of humor you'd be in when you came in here, and I'd heard stories . . ."
Squigs shook his head. "Look. They've taken Kate and Venus to Sylvan. We need a guide."
The Vamp really whistled this time. "I hadn't heard that," he admitted. "I don't have too many contacts over there any more, but . . ."
"I was told to say 'Aramara sent me,'" said Squigs, quietly.
The vampire's eyes went wide and dark. He sighed. "After all these years." He looked around the tent. "I don't suppose I've time to dispose of the merchandise, do I?" He sighed again. "You know, it was supposed to be a hardship post. But I actually got to like it. And to be honest, I'm scared of going back. I reckon I've done a good job over the years. Is she satisfied?"
Squigs blinked. "I don't know. A good job of what?"
"Spying for the Overlord, of course," said Huigi, matter-of-factly.
"Who is he?"
A rumble of thunder came from outside. Huigi looked down. "We operate on a need to know basis. And if you don't know, then believe me, you don't need to. Especially not if you still ask who he is. Come on. Let's move before the afternoon storm catches us."
The Crum had been irritated on their return. Firstly because they woke him up. And secondly because he rapidly gathered that they'd been to Madame Pompadour's. How, he enquired loudly, could they have gone without him? Did any of them go with Fifi?
He wasn't the only irritable one. Mungo had beckoned Squigs away from the crowd, and into the pantry. "Look, boyo! Why did you bring that bloodsucking fairy along?"
"Er. He's not a fairy . . ."
"He comes from Sylvan doesn't he?" said Mungo. "Fairyland."
Squigs opened his mouth to answer. And closed it abruptly. He stared at the space next to Mungo's shoulder. Went pale. Swallowed. Finally he said. "Mungo. Um. What did your wife look like?"
The big man's rigid face relaxed slightly. "Very like my Kathleen, just shorter. More, well, more elflike." He sighed gustily. "Finest lass in the whole of the fen-lands, my boy. Still, what's it got to do with that bloody pansy . . ."
"She's here. Your wife . . . I thought it was Kate at first, when I saw her standing holding on to you."
It was Mungo's turn to have his eyes nearly start out of their sockets.
"What! What's this you're givin' me?" he croaked. "My Maeve is five years in the grave. Not somethin' for you to make fun of . . ."
Squigs' eyes followed something unseen. "I think she forgot to tell you something." Without moving a step, he pointed across to where the first cupboard stood against the wall. "Go and feel behind that cupboard. About your shoulder height."
Silently, Mungo did. And brought out a rusty key. He went as pale as a sheet. The big man's voice was quiet and thick with emotion, "I miss you, Mae, I . . . still love you, you know. I'll bring our girl home."
"She's gone, sir," Squigs said finally, finding his own voice with difficulty.
The big man looked at the key. There were tear-tracks down his cheeks.
"She . . . um, hugged you, Mungo," said Squigs feeling the blood rush to his cheeks. "and . . . um, seemed to be . . . um, making a gesture . . .."
A smile like a sunrise broke over the big man's face. "Like this?" He indicated.
Wordlessly, Squigs nodded.
Mungo roared with laughter. "Hasn't changed a bit, has she!" and he walked off, humming like a contented boiler. At the door he turned, tossing the key up in the air. He looked twenty years younger, and Squigs realized just what sort of a tearaway the young Mungo Kentigern must have been. "By the way, even if you want to invite the whole of that 'Happy and Lesbian action group' you told us about the other day, it's also fine by me." He walked off, still humming.
Chapter 18
Wood-be-good
Sylvan is a world where you cannot see the tree for the woods. The tree spans continents. The tree covers oceans. The endlessly interlocking branches are so wide that there are meadows and even forests on them. But there is always down. Down to yet another branch. Down low enough, where the light grows too filtered and dim for chlorophyll, there are different forests. Parasitic and saprophytic mushroom forests grow down there on the canyon edges of the vast buttress roots. Evil things prowl there, more than three miles below the leaf-canopy.
In this place, where the world is a tree and a tree is the world, there are also places of light and darkness. A place of total light . . . and a place of total darkness. For Sylvan does not rotate. However, the planet does wobble. Furiously. So there are certain day-night areas.
In the heart of the lightside the tree has mirror leaves. On the other side of the globe there is a zone of total darkness which the sun never reaches. Here there are no branches. Just roots. Roots channeling the nutrients to the light. And channeling the wind. The endless winds of Sylvan. For it is by this means that the terrible heat of lightside and the sub-zero temperatures of darkside are at least partially averaged. The old alchemists had got it wrong. Sylvan should have been called Wind, not Air.
Popular belief has it that once, millennia ago, the tree was not. That the entire tiny population of this marginal world survived in the wobble-zone. Precariously. Stretching morphic adaptation to its limits. The tree, it is believed, is the fruit of one being's genius. Someone who meshed paranormal forces and bio-engineering. Many of the folk of Sylvan believe this being to be a God. They're wrong.
They're also sometimes wrong about her being black.
Kate awoke to the sound of the wind. Because of the constant air movement, the place is seldom silent. But there were no leaves rustling here. Great fungus stalks did bend and creak, however, and a steady spore-rain fell. The air was fetid, and full of the scents of decay. Also, as she was being carried upside-down in a spider-mesh bag hung on a pole between two bearers, her view of the vast spaces was more than a little confusing. Especially as her last memory was of feeling unbelievably sleepy in her own home. She began testing her bonds. She had to get out of this mess. If for no other reason, then because bladder-pressure demanded it.
"It would be convenient if we could fit ring-tones to the crystal balls, Samur," said Isaac Levieson. "I've news for you about Vila."
"The rusalka. It was a pity you didn't get her while she was there."
"Squigs is coming to Sylvan after her. I believe he'll take one of the congruences in your area."
"We'll be watching for them," said Samur.
It was Squigs' own fault. And there is nothing worse than knowing that it's all your own fault. He'd been muttering to himself, and wishing he could go back in time and just keep his mouth shut, ever since. The Crum had been ingeniously evading joining the expedition to Sylvan until Squigs had sardonically commented to Huigi that the parrot had certainly been right about him.
Unfortunately the Crum overheard. Now he was accompanying them. At a full grumble. They'd left him behind when they went to the Madame's. They'd let him get hit on the head. They just used him for his superb fighting ability, and then provided him with inferior drink. Inferior, poor-quality drink which had given him a headache. To distract himself from the litany, Squigs had started discussing preparations with Mungo.
"It's a long congruence. We've fully forty-two seconds to get through."
"But why the contraption, me boyo? 'Tis goin' to take us longer than forty seconds to pull it forward, if the wind is against us." Mungo looked doubtfully at the silk and wicker-work creation on the raft they towed behind them. In the darkness it looked more like a giant's rumpled bed, crawling with fleas. Fleas with lanterns. Sewing furiously. Thank goodness for Korg and his dwarfish connections. When Squigs had told Huigi that at least they had a nice safe ground to ground congruence, the vampire had looked at him as if he was totally lacking. "You mean . . . we come out at root level? Are you insane?"
Huigi had gone on to describe life in the twisted near-vertical walled buttress-root canyons. "To get out you must either fly, very, very fast, because of the prowling wolbats, or be able to climb the root-walls. Down there they're covered in globular black slime-moulds. You can't navigate the rivers. They're full of enormous waterfalls. And the water is crawling with nasty things, like leeches. Big ones, the size of you. Besides, that low down you get waterwalls a hundred and fifty feet high coming through. No. We need another congruence. Higher up. I'm a shadowlander myself, and we think we're quite tough, but I wouldn't go down into the roots." He shuddered. "The very idea makes my teeth hurt."
So Squigs had to come up with another congruence. And had taken steps to ensure that they didn't end up at root-level anyway. A balloon seemed the obvious low-tech answer. Only how would he make one? And how would he do it before the next midnight?
He voiced these thoughts aloud in Korg's presence. And discovered that the answer was simple. When you want the impossible done, like say, the conquest of half the world by next Tuesday, you ask a short-butt to do it. You may not like the way he does it. But it gets done. Or at least this was Korg's opinion. According to him the only employment criterion for senior management which ought to be allowed was a tape-measure. Which, he informed Squigs, meant that in a well-run world Squigs would be mucking out privies for the rest of eternity. Yes, he knew what balloons were. The dwarf miners used them, but only below ground, because dragons and rocs tended to dispute the right of such objects sharing the sky with them.
Squigs looked at the balloon. He had to agree with Korg about not necessarily liking the way that it got done. The little man hadn't allowed any of those he recruited to work on the project to slack or rest for one second. Any earth-type union would have been out on strike and burning the little man in effigy, had their members been treated like that. Mind you, he'd worked like a hyperactive beaver on speed himself, and simply expected everyone else to do the same.
"We may come out a long way above the ground. The hot-air bag will stop us falling and if," he said wryly, "we can keep the Crum talking under it, we could rise above the tree-branches."
Actually, his intention was to set the balloon down as fast as possible. Unpowered, uncontrolled flight in Sylvan could be even more dangerous than in Zoar. Besides the flying creatures, they could also rip the hot-air envelope on the branches. And they'd be coming out a long way above those buttress-root canyons. A long, long way . . . to fall.
At last, the balloon was finished. Two hours early. Korg then snored for a solid hour and a half, after paying off the workers with a substantial bonus and, Squigs noticed, gruffly thanking each person, leaving each of the twenty workers sure that the little slave-driver had watched and appreciated every stitch they'd sewed. Having listened to it, Squigs was grimly sure that if Korg had now asked them to sew a cover for Zikleviesion's Ziggurat before morning, every one of them would have volunteered their battered fingers for the job. If Korg moved to Earth they would have to change PC speech from 'vertically challenged' to 'vertically challenging,' and the textile workers union-bosses would go looking for the Carpaccio Corporation's contracts division.
Now, it was midnight. The witching hour. The ill-assorted band in the balloon's wicker basket were silhouetted above the swamp, against a wan and gibbous moon. The song of the mosquitoes rose above even Crum's whining, as the insects celebrated the advent of the new "meals-under-a-gas-bag" service. Squigs measured carefully with the plumb-line.
"Take us forward, slowly." As the hippo-drivers started to edge their beasts forward with loud yarring yells, Squigs began playing the sequence of shrill trumpets that allowed passage to the sphere of Air. It was a sharper, harsher tune than the wild, eerie piping of the congruences between Air and Earth. The sequence of notes played by the computer-controlled mini-synthesizer had been careful worked out by Squigs, taking nearly two giga-years of calculation on one of the Alchemy department's three Cray supercomputers. To Squigs it sounded like something between the reveille and the Ride of the Valkyries. The mosquitoes thought it was the mosquito equivalent of the Good Humor van's tune.
And then . . . the moonlit darkness of Zoar was gone, leaving only a few lonely mosquitoes whining off into green space, to search endlessly for their way home. The bigger bloodsuckers who ruled this place were intolerant of mosquitoes. They didn't like competition.
The balloon hung, like that last home-made, badly-sewed, and never-to-be-sold "Barbie Doll" outfit on the rack at the school fete, in the green cathedral emptiness, between the expressway-sized branches and the distant canopy. The small party, suspended in the midst of all this enormity, surveyed it in silence from the slowly swaying balloon basket.
"Oh blast. I forgot to put the oven-fire out. Be melted to slag-iron by the time I get back," said Mungo gloomily. "I don't suppose we can pop back for a moment, boyo?"
Squigs shook his head.
Mungo grimaced. "Pity. It's no use hoping that Sligo, or any of the others, will notice it before the molten iron runs across their toes."
A small, plump bat with an evil face and long canines fluttered to the basket edge. Clumsily it swung itself inboard by its wingclaws. And transformed. "Phew!" said Huigi, panting slightly. "Out of condition. Sorry. Don't trust these flying things, so I came through under my own steam."
Squigs gawped. Hearing the theory of morphic transformation and seeing it were two different things. Squigs knew that Huigi was as non-human as the wasp-orchid was non-wasp, but seeing the change to true form was still quite frightening.
Huigi looked over the edge of the basket. "High up, aren't we? Shadowlanders like myself are not that happy this close to the brightness. Shall we go down? Our quarry must be several miles below us."
"This one is awake, mistress," the frog-faced bearer called out. "It's twitching. Shall I bite it?"
"No, Salem. The taste is an acquired one. And besides, your toxins would probably kill her." A voice Kate recognized, if not the tone. Vila strode into her narrow field of view. A different Vila. Completely naked for starters. And with her eyes both dark and pupil-less. Empty, and terrifyingly compelling. She stood, hands on her perfectly curved broad hips and stared at Kate. "What?! No threats? No demands to be let free? No 'what am I doing here' from the snooty Miss Kentigern? You're spoiling my day!"
Kate licked her dry lips. Worked her sticky dry mouth. Somehow she managed enough bubbly spittle to spray vaguely at Vila. The blond-maned woman laughed. "Defiant to the end. I wouldn't try your little spitting tricks with Salem here. He might spit back. And his spit is very corrosive on human skin, I've been told. Still, to avoid any foolishness, let me assure you, you won't be hurt, if you behave yourself. You are bait, Miss Kentigern. Bait for a very big fish."
Kate's eyes narrowed to slits. Flint-hard slits. "I see you're back in your normal working clothes. My father's soft with women. So when he lets me loose I'll deal with you."
Vila laughed. "Mungo Kentigern! I'm sure he's as mad as a wet snake. But I'm beyond his mere reach here. No. When the ransom demands are delivered he'll have little choice but to co-operate."
The little impish delivery-devil was hopping from one foot to the other. It had survived entry into this horrible wet world. It had arrived at the right place. Vila had left enough scent-trace for him to be sure. Ugh! How those humans could not smell her distinctive wet-slimy anchovy bouquet was beyond its understanding. Mind you, most things were beyond it. It had been especially selected for this mission for its extreme stupidity. They could, and undoubtedly would, question the little monster until it stopped being blue in the face, and still get nothing out of it. It stopped jigging from one foot to the other and pounded on the door yet again, before resuming its little dance. Finally it reached a decision. They were not at home. It pushed the note under the door, and, whistling like a banshee, set off back to the place from whence it was sent. Later it would reassure its master that it had definitely delivered the first of the instructions for the hand-over of Harkness-Smythe to the right address.
Mungo Kentigern was, in fact, a mere fifty miles behind his daughter's kidnapper. Not what most sane people would have considered beyond the reach of a man like that. He was, as Vila had surmised, as mad as a wet snake. He was also clinging desperately to a small epiphytic dwarf cypress whose root web was slowly peeling away from the side of the huge branch. Below him hung the wicker balloon basket, with Squigs, the baron, Crum, Korg and Slugger clinging to it. Of Huigi there was no sign. Below them the torn balloon envelope hung down on its tangle of ropes. Below that, the distance, which faded into darkness, far, far below them . . . reached. Hungrily.
One should never take a powered (even if that power is only rather flabby muscle) and controlled flier's advice about the maneuvering of a lighter-than-air craft. They haven't the least idea what they're talking about. Which is why when they came low over the branch Huigi had squeaked, "Turn! Turn! Left!" instead of saying something vaguely useful and possible like "up" or "down." In the cathedral spaces between the branches, and in the silence of the balloon it had been easy to forget the winds of Sylvan. Only when they came above the bending trees growing on the branch was the steady twenty-mile an hour breeze obvious. And here, near the great branch, that wind was turbulent, too.
They'd overshot. Just. But not before ripping the balloon severely. It was only Mungo's muscles that were stopping them from falling into the depths now. And their guide had been the first winged rat to abandon the ship.
A bat fluttered into view. Half transmorphed. "The wope," it lisped squeakily, flapping at a single line leading up the grey wall, "Up!"
The Crum was the first to grasp what the bat-man meant. He went up the rope like a rat up a drainpipe. "Nectht! Heavietht firtht!" lisped the bat. So Slugger, the baron and then Squigs and Korg climbed upwards. The bat-man meanwhile had fluttered up with another line and secured it around Mungo's waist. "Let go!" the bat chittered. In a true triumph of faith Mungo did. Then he began to climb his own catch rope even before anyone could haul him in.
The balloon basket, freed of its muscular restraint, began to tumble, down, down . . . for about eighteen inches.
The torn lines tangled in the epiphytes clinging to the grey branch-wall could easily hold the basket and the torn silk-bag. At least, they could hold it now that the heavyweights had been removed.
"Phew!" The small vampire, transmorphed back to his usual elegant undertaker's evening dress, was faintly pink-cheeked. "All present and erect then?" he said coyly. He winced and felt his stomach. "I nearly gave myself a damn hernia flying with that grapple."
Squigs looked down at his foot. Eugh! He'd arrived in a new world, he could tell. Here, on the sloping edges of the branch-forests the feral winged-pigs come to forage and root for truffles and tasty grubs. Their green droppings are rather sloppy. "Some things," he muttered to himself, "never change."
Kate looked gloomily around the room. To think she'd once stigmatized her own golden, woven-rush room as being small, poky and dark, and not nearly as nice as Taryn Silberson's who even had her own mirror. She sighed. When one had just turned twelve and was having the puberty-nouveau bitch-about-everything to your mother, you really hadn't the vaguest idea what was worth moaning about. This room was really small, poky and dark. It didn't have a mirror. And it certainly wasn't as nice as her one-time best friend's room either. That had had a door which opened freely. Although, as Kate recalled, Taryn's harassed father had threatened, at one stage, to put a lock on it.
There were stirrings from the solitary moldy straw mat in the corner. It looked as though Venus might be coming round at last. As Kate had realized when she'd moved Venus onto the mat, after they'd both been dumped in here, the tall girl was pitifully thin. Probably starving themselves to feed those stupid swans of theirs, she thought savagely. It had meant, that with her low bodyweight, the baron's daughter had stayed unconscious far longer than herself. Kate peered intently. Yes. Venus was definitely stirring.
Good. Vee was a lot better value than memories of Taryn, or even Taryn herself would have been. Taryn had been inclined to cry, or run away or faint, after having got you into the trouble in the first place. Venus might look as if a stiff breeze would blow her away, but Kate had noticed that she faced dangers with steely cool, and fought with a ferocity that belied the fragile appearance.
Kate knelt beside her, as the baron's daughter opened her eyes wide. "If you feel anything like I did, they've left us with an unmentionable pot to use."
"I admit I was wrong. I can't say fairer than that." Mungo extended a hand to the vampire. "Couldn't see the sense of the boy bringin' a damn cream-puff along. I even wondered about him. But he was dead right. 'Set a thief to catch birds of a feather,' is what I should have said. We do need a local guide. Now that Korg's brought the last of our stuff up from the basket of that infernal contraption, tell us where we are and where we're heading for."
The vampire looked vaguely discomforted. "Er . . . I haven't the least idea."
"What," said Venus, looking at the used chamber-pot with distaste, "do I do with this thing?"
Kate giggled. "I waited until I heard someone in the courtyard outside and then I tipped it out of the window."
Vee gave her customary wide-mouthed grin, even if it was still a little shaky. "Good. Now there are two of us, you can get up on my shoulders and aim."
They did need two to do that. The narrow slit of window was high and barred. After some argument Kate lifted Venus up to look out of it, before being given a leg-up herself. The narrow window looked out over a green courtyard. They were high enough to see out beyond the walls, and into the white and grey swaying mushroom forest Kate remembered being carried through. Beyond that, a dim haze swallowed the distance.
"So we're hostages," said Venus.
"Prisoners to exchange, bait for what that slut Vila calls 'a very big fish,'" said Kate sourly. "She seems very sure that my Dad will jump when she says frog."
"And will he?"
Kate stamped her foot. "Probably. Dad's just an old softy really! That's why we've got to escape from here."
Lady Venus Ashill looked at her. An older woman. And Venus's eyes were too wise for her age. "You know your father will come, if he can. And Squigs will find out where and when he can. You're scared about Crummag. You're scared he will come, but you're even more scared he won't."
Kate looked at her, open mouthed. "How do you know?"
"Because . . . of the way you talk. Because I'd already worked out that we were hostages. While I was still pretending to be asleep. Because I feel the same way about . . . somebody. Except I'm sure, or I think I'm sure, that he'll come. Because I . . . I can't marry him. You see, I've got to marry money," she said despairingly, twisting her long fingers together.
Kate shook her head. "So what do we do? Sit here like ducks on a rock? Anyway, how do you know Korg hasn't got pots of money?"
Venus shook her head determinedly. She made no attempt to deny that it had been the dwarf she'd been talking about. "No. I'm going to get out and take that blond cow hostage herself." She sighed. "Korg sounds more like a stevedore than a millionaire. And a millionaire is what the Ashills need, I'm afraid. But he's so nice. And so sort of . . . gentle and dependable. And he makes me laugh. When I'm with him, I forget all our problems and just have fun."
Kate thought Korg about as gentle as a hurricane. And, to be realistic, the dwarf didn't look as if he had a Kare in the world. But he was dependable. There was a kind of red-brick solidity about him. And he did make you laugh. "Yes, well. That tall Squigs makes me laugh, too, poor twit, but he isn't noble, like my Crummag. And the prophecy said my true love would be a hero both tall and nobly-born."
Venus thought the blond hunk about as noble as used toilet paper. She was sure that Kate's infatuation wouldn't even have lasted this long if hadn't been for her belief in that prophecy. She was sure it wouldn't last very much longer, either. But there are some things you don't ever say, at least not if you have any brains, and wish to remain friends. "Well, you can't say that Squigs isn't funny," she agreed. "But he is pretty brave."
"He shakes like a leaf before every fight, Vee. I feel so sorry for him every time. I mean when those three attacked us, and he fell over his own feet, I wanted to defend him, poor worm. And if Crummag hadn't ended up being so gentle with him back at the Green Monkey when we met, I'd have ended up pulverizing my own boyfriend."
The daughter of a militant female supremacist found nothing wrong with the idea of defending a mere male. But Venus could understand that it was different for a draconnier's child. It would be especially difficult for this one to accept. Kate suffered from an overdose of romantic fiction, and a lack of contact with males who weren't too petrified of her father to do more than say "hello" from a safe distance. So of course, such men constituted wimps. Venus shrugged. "He might be scared, but he doesn't run away. And he did survive that fight with the mercenary, on his own. Anyway, that's all beside the point. Let's start working on getting out of here."
She reached up and took two long pins out of her hair, letting it cascade in soft, folding waves down her back. "They searched our pockets but they didn't find these." She handed one to Kate. "I suppose we might try picking the lock."
"I've never picked a lock before," said Kate doubtfully, poking the long pin vaguely into the lock.
Venus smiled. "It's not something I have much experience with either. If I ever get out of here I'm going to go back to my old school and recommend they add 'locks, the picking of, with hair-pins,' to the other suitable occupations for the daughters of gentlefolk on the curriculum. It would be a lot more useful and profitable than some of the things they did teach us."
"I know what I'd really like to do with this bloody needle," said Kate, viciously jabbing the lock, and incidentally nearly putting out the eye of the gaoler on the far side.
"What?"
"Push it into that cow's boobs. I'm sure they'd pop," she said beginning to smile at the thought.
Venus gave her characteristic snort. "Or maybe she'd whizz around the room like a balloon . . ."
They began to laugh.
Laughter was something the gaolers around those parts hadn't ever heard coming from inside the cells before. The heavy, scar-faced gaoler ground his fangs, rubbed the needle hole above his single eye and turned to his younger assistant. "This is not wot I've been 'customed to," he grumbled. "That's the trouble wi t'yoof o' today. You got no respeck for traditions. There orter be 'owling and gnashings o'teef, if they still got teef, or a'least t' gnashin o' gums. And wot do yor generation give me? A bleedin' giggle fack-tree."
His blob-assistant sniveled. "'Snot my fault, honest. 'S 'er. Wouldn't even let me coom oop and beait the livin' shit 'arter 'em after I got a pee-pot emptied on me. An' I 'ad a barf only larst moonth," he moaned, his voice rising to the edge of tears. "I should 'ave stayed at 'ome an' gone inter me dad's laice-doily business"
The head gaoler shook his bald pin-head sympathetically. "You're a good lad, Marl. Tell you wot. We won't tell 'em it's lightin' oop time. Let 'em suffer wi'out t'shades. Teach 'em soom respeck for tradition."
"What do you mean you don't know where we are? But we brought you along as a guide!"
"Well . . . I do know where we are. Roughly speaking anyway. We're somewhere in the northern temperate shadow zone. But that is a mere 2000 miles long by 900 miles wide, on either edge. It's also several miles up and down. Call it roughly five million cubic miles. I don't know quite all of it, dahling," said Huigi defensively, slipping back into camp-speech as a now natural response to a threat.
"'E's lorst," said Slugger dismissively.
"And it's been ten years," said Huigi.
"He's lost, all right," said Korg. "Well, Squigs, how far and in what direction does your box of tricks say the girls were brought through?"
As Squigs checked references on the notebook, Huigi muttered. "Well, I wouldn't say lost. Just disorientated. I'll just have a little flutter . . ."
"Seventy-two miles, three hundred and twenty yards southeast, er, of the point we came in. At a height of seven hundred feet."
"Great! That's roughly over there," said the vampire, pointing back over the edge they'd just hauled themselves up from.
Chapter 19
Imogene there's no people
Suddenly, brightness streamed in through the little window of their cell. The girls stopped their amateur lock-picking, and stared at the oblong of bright sunshine.
"What on Zoar's happening? I thought that on this world it was light or dark. I didn't realize the sun ever got down here!" Venus looked astonished, and stretched out a cautious hand to feel the warmth.
Kate shrugged. "I'm sure the sun doesn't normally get here. Remember the mushroom forests. The locals must need it to survive, and somehow get the sun directed down here. Anyway let's go and enjoy it. I'm half-frozen." They went and sat down in the warm pool of sunshine.
Kate looked up at the window, glorying in the sunlight. "Look. There are roller-blinds up there." She sighed, "I suppose if we're bad girls they'll come and cut our sunshine ration."
The actual reason for the focused leaf-mirror directing sun through a series of lenses and down to this twilight fortress on the edge of the buttress roots was far more basic than mere survival. Just because you live in a dank castle in the shady side of an alien world, doesn't mean you don't have to keep up with the Joneses. Without the expensive sunlight the neatly landscaped garden in the courtyard would, at best, have grown mold, and the borders nodded with fly agaric and death-caps instead of clumps of daisies and cherished standard roses.
Vila looked out of window at them with satisfaction. The ransom note had been delivered. Now all she had to do was wait. At least she was home and could do it in comfort.
The nearest they could come to going southeast was to follow the heavily forested branch down its gently sloping length in a more or less southerly direction.
Huigi had proved that even if he didn't know exactly where they were, he was still worth having along. He had pointed out several superficially innocuous seeming death-traps, both animal and vegetable, hidden in the dense undergrowth. After about twenty-five minutes he brought them to the edge of a well-kept white road winding sinuously through the conifer-forest. Huigi's eyes widened a little on seeing it.
"I think," he said, with a trace of nervousness in his voice, "I'll just have another little flutter aloft." He hadn't been in the least discomforted by the snatch-trap spiders or the fling-dart bushes, even going as far as to trigger them to show the party how they worked. What was it about a safe-looking road that could worry him?
The Bat-man transmorphed, and with the twinkling of tiny wings flew to tree-top level. He returned far more hastily to the ground.
Through the befanged mouth it sounded like "Oh thit! Oh thitTHIT THIT!" as he hit the road surface, transmorphing as he landed. Even his normally very red lips were a bloodless white. He turned on Squigs. "Five million cube miles, and you have to choose to come here. And all I ever did to you was to play one stupid practical joke on you!"
"Calm down, man," Mungo said, with the coolness of a man who hunted dragons for a living. "What's the problem?"
"WHAT'S THE PROBLEM!" the vampire shrieked. "This is Wolfgang von Wolfrachen's branch, that's the bloody problem! And he and his hunting party are not two hundred yards off. Okay, so maybe I overcharged a few people, but what did I do to deserve this?"
"So run, or fly," said Korg coolly, tossing his axe lightly from hand to hand.
"Are you crazy!" yelled the vampire. "I said that it was his hunting party! Oh shit shitshit SHIT!"
Around the corner came the hunt of Wolfgang, Count von Wolfrachen. Squigs had to admit that he could quite see why Huigi wasn't trying to run. The yellow-eyed dogs were the size of Shetland ponies. Shetland ponies with the jaws and heads of hyenas. The riders' steeds were huge and coal-black with eyes of flame. The riders were . . . appropriate. Some carried hooded blue-black hawks, considerably bigger than Harpy-eagles.
Before the slavering hounds could start forward, a single horn note sounded. A huntsman, his great horse caracoling around the leading edge of the hounds, whipped them in, his eighteen-foot lash cracking above the snarling beasts. Then a man rode forward, past the hounds. He was of medium height, but of powerful, athletic build, with a mane of frost-silvered grey hair, and unusual, ferocious yellow eyes, set under a single line of black brow. The eyebrow ends lifted in a flying, satanic lilt.
His expression was urbane, but his voice had the thin edge of a very sharp knife through raw meat. "Well, well. The things that just fall out of the sky. When we spotted that strange device making a landing I had no idea what rare surprises it might bring. So, Master Bytte. We haven't seen you for some years. Imogene will be delighted to see you, I'm sure."
He turned to his huntsmen. "Provide mounts for them."
He turned back, to look at Huigi once more, the pitch of the eyebrows even more satanic. "As will your son."
Horse riding had never come Squigs' way before. Now he was learning.
Rapidly.
If he fell off in this mass of riders he'd be a fine doormat with squashed-strawberry splodges between the hoof marks. They alternated between a trot and a canter, and Squigs was unable to decide which was the worst. The trot went up and down more, the rise always neatly corresponding to the fall of Squigs' backside or family jewels. The ground-eating canter of the huge horses was smoother, but too fast for comfort. As he clung frantically to the horse's mane and the saddle and anything else he could get his hands on, Squigs decided that hunting was indeed a fitting punishment for the upper classes. It was probably the infernal bouncing that affected their brains and soft palates and made them speak so oddly.
At last they slowed to a walk above a great scar. Below, nestled in the notch, from which some hundred-million-ton branch must have been torn, stood a castle. A castle to make Mad Ludwig's efforts at fairytale look like mere Janet-and-John stuff. A riot of spiky turrets, crenellated towers and flying buttresses, with golden hanging arches leading to balconied towers that leaned far out into the emptiness.
"The Schloss Raubgerig. Not much of a place, but it's home," said the count, gesturing to the golden castle below.
"Blimey!" said Slugger, still clinging desperately to the horse. It was plain that riding lessons hadn't come his way either.
"Upkeep must be the very devil," said Baron Ashill.
The count looked at him, frosty approval showing slightly in his narrowed eyes. "You sound as though you speak from experience. Hardly something I would have expected from Huigi's associates."
"He's supposed to be our guide," said Mungo shortly.
"And he brought you here?" The count's eyebrows flared again. He looked appraisingly at the miserable huddle that was Huigi.
"He got lost," said Squigs.
"Aha!" The count nodded. "He has not changed beyond recognition then. Imogene will be pleased. Let us proceed on down. We will discuss this later. At dinner." The Count lifted the silver-chased horn to his lips and sounded it, in a complex, wild tantivity. They rode on, down to the drawbridge which was being lowered, as the heavy portcullis was raised. The horses cantered across the drawbridge, beneath which a river raced and choked and flumed into a waterfall, which tumbled out into the emptiness and scattered to rainbow-mist in the green depths. They rode on under the barbican, and to a porte cochere in a wide courtyard. Here the count dismounted, and handed his horse to the waiting stable boy. He motioned to them to do the same. They did so with varying degrees of trepidation and relief.
A tall, somber individual appeared from the doorway at the head of the stairs. "Ah. Samur. See these gentlemen safely bestowed in the Calabar tower." He smiled mirthlessly at Huigi. "I have had bat-proof windows fitted to the Calabar rooms since your last visit . . . and abrupt departure." He turned once more to the butler. "Then, Samur, if you would tell Lady Imogene I will call on her in . . . perhaps fifteen minutes."
They were led, in silence, across the hanging arch to a tower that leaned into the void. The high-nosed Samur stopped at the door. "Please select apartments for yourselves. Servants will be along shortly to kindle fires and prepare the beds."
After they'd entered the doors swung closed, and they heard the unmistakable sound of bolts being pushed home.
A nervous and distinctly overawed Crum turned on the miserable Huigi. "What is going to happen now!" he demanded, shaking the vampire.
"If I'm lucky, the count will nail my wings to my sides and turf me over the edge of a balcony. One of the ones that hang over the waterfall," the little man-bat replied gloomily.
"And if you're unlucky?" Squigs couldn't stop himself asking.
"He'll try to make me marry Imogene," said Huigi miserably.
The two fathers of young, unmarried daughters rounded on him. "Nothing to what I'd have done to you if it had been Venus."
"Or my Kate, you little . . . " words failed Mungo, and he leaned threateningly toward Huigi.
"Look," said Huigi desperately, "it's not like that. You don't understand."
"Wot's to understand?" said Slugger, putting down his bag and mace, and cracking his knuckles suggestively. "Yer got the bleedin' girl up the spout, didn't yer. Pore kid. Then yer run aht on 'er. I've a good mind . . ."
"To do what my father wanted to do ten years ago." She had entered the room unheard and unseen. Lady Imogene was as white as the vampire. Her lips as red. Her nose as fine-boned as his, and her eyes, above her delicate high cheek bones as dark as her raven-wing hair. There was something a little wilder and more foxlike about her face. Also she was quite a bit taller than Huigi, with a generous forward endowment. And she didn't have the pencil moustache. "Samur just came and told me. I've opened the door. Now get lost again. Quickly."
The air was chill enough for the extra cooling caused by the parrot's materialization to pass unnoticed. Unlike its comments. "Awk! Fill 'er up? Weeeee, Same again? Awk. AWK, wot a fine PAIR!"
The dark-haired girl looked angrily at the parrot, before she turned and fled.
Slugger looked after her. "Phew. An' yer ran out on that piece o' bleedin' perfection. I arsk yer."
"Well, er, well she . . . was a vegetarian," said Huigi. "Very hard for a vampire to live with."
Mungo looked hard at Huigi. "You got her pregnant. When she told you, you came to see her father. He wanted to reduce you to pulp. And she told you to get lost."
The unhappy Huigi looked doubtfully at him.
The baron gave a wry smile. "Close, my friend. But no cigar. She seduced him. He didn't find out from her that she was pregnant either. Then when a 'friend' told him, he, being young and foolish, challenged her with it, and said they would have to get married now. Your exact words, young man?
Huigi nodded unhappily. "Um, yes. Except, well, I didn't try very hard not to be seduced. We were at university, see. Complaining about the rotten roles society cast us in, pawning our jewelry and buying a mechanical-bite. You know. Like in that magnificent Earth tragedy Rocky Horror. It was very big on campus just then. That's where I got the idea of being a sweetie pie on Zoar. Here on Sylvan . . . transmorphic relationships make fussing about the mere sex seem hilariously silly to us." He sighed. "Ah well, we were going to change the world, or so we thought. And she was part of everything that I was into. I didn't mean to get involved with her. I mean, she's an aristocrat. We Byttes are a just a solid yeoman family. It all just sort of happened. "
"But you did say to her 'Now I'll have to marry you, or your father'll kill me'?"
The vampire nodded. "And she said 'get lost, creep.' So I came here." He shuddered. "The old man turned into a wolf then and there, he was so mad. I was just a squeaking little bat between his teeth. I thought I was a goner for sure. But he spat me out and transmorphed again. Imogene was home. He called her in, yelled at her, and told her we were getting married. Now. I . . . I said I thought it was the right thing for us to do. She stormed out. He ran after her. I came back here, to this tower. Much later Imogene came and said I should get lost now. If I stayed and made her marry such a worthless jerk, then she'd kill herself. And she was dead serious. It was darkphase then. So I took all my courage and flitted. I was lucky. I got away from the wolbats. Got myself to my Uncle Sylvester Seline's place. He was just as mad with me . . . but he organized for me to be taken up into the agency. The Overlord put me on Zoar, and there I stayed put for ten years."
The vampire looked suspiciously at the baron. "Here. How come you knew all this? Are you in the agency too?"
The baron shook his head. "Let's just say it's a story I've heard before. Nearly ended the same way, too. I just . . . the other story had a few different words." He pursed his lips. "That's a very perspicacious parrot that you've fitted to our young colleague. Did you know, that given its very limited vocabulary, it always speaks the literal truth?"
The vampire looked sour. "It struck me as having far too extensive a bloody vocabulary. I didn't like what it had to say about Imogene. I mean, her breasts are not the subject for public commentary."
"I don't think," said the baron softly, "that the bird was referring to her at all, or not to her . . . on her own." He turned and smiled. "I'm going to wash before dinner. It should be an interesting meal. Mungo, my friend, a word with you before we go."
The vampire stood there, looking stunned.
"An interesting meal" was not how the bowl of unappetizing muck pushed under the door to the two prisoners could have been described. The flat flask of peat-stained water was more welcome. "Yuck. Do they think we're baby birds?" said Venus, eyeing the food suspiciously.
A low throaty chuckle came from outside their cell. "In about fifteen hours we'll know if they're prepared to bail you 'chicks' out. The second ransom note has been delivered." Kate hastily thrust the needle through the key-hole. And was rewarded by a yowl. Peering through the keyhole she saw that she'd judged the height correctly, and that Vila was moaning off down the passage, clutching her right breast.
"She didn't whizz round the room."
"Or pop. We'll just have to try again."
"At the schloss one is expected to dress for dinner, sirs." Samur eyed the tall Squigs and the dwarf, both still dripping, and in Squigs' case shivering, from their respective showers. Squigs had discovered that ornate gilding and porphyry tiles do not necessarily mean effective plumbing. "Do you require anything pressed? Or may we try to find suitable attire for you?"
Squigs had, since his precipitous flight, achieved the purchase of a few extra shirts and some underwear. The butler's manner set his back up. He wondered what the stiff-necked old barstool's reaction was going to be to his offensive T-shirt and much stained lab coat. Well, he'd just have to wait and see. "I'll wear my own clothes," he said shortly.
To his surprise Korg's reaction was entirely different. "Thanks. Very kind of you to give us your personal attention. I've a shirt and neck-tie for you to press. I've my own gear otherwise. Just as well, eh. Be the devil to find something in my size."
The high-nosed gentleman's gentleman permitted himself a slight hint of a smile. "Yes, sir."
Korg grinned back. "But you're not getting off easy all the way. We'll need some duds for the bean-pole." He hushed Squigs' protest with a lordly wave.
The comment had raised just a twitch of the straight line of the Butler's mouth. "I am sure the count's valet will contrive sir." He took the shirt that Korg had handed him and raised a faint eyebrow. "Will that be all, sir?"
Korg nodded and gave a cheery wave.
"Just what the hell is going on?" demanded Squigs as soon as the man had gone.
Korg grinned at him. "Don't make waves just to see them splash out the bath-tub, tall 'un. Listen, when you've knocked around as much as I have, in some pretty spiff places too, in my line o' work, you'll learn a thing or two. And one of them is that the high-muck-a-muck doesn't trot about after the unwanted guests. That is not unless the high-muck-a-muck wants to. He must have done a fair sprint to tell the count's daughter about who her dad brought home. Not what he was told to do. And I'm willin' to bet you a hundred Kares that she sent him back here now. Odds o' ten to one he half raised the kid. He's not so bad. And we might need friends. So you just get off your hoity-toity horse, and be polite. That's the word from the baron. He said to tell you especially. He reckons if we play this right, we might end up with the kind of help and guidance we really need. I mean, do you want to rescue the girls or prove that you can get some poor servant into bog? If he doesn't act like that, he's out of a job, sharpish."
It had not occurred to Squigs that, in this society, egalitarianism might be an insult. Or that he was being an offensive jerk, to someone who was in no position to tell him so. Besides, depressingly, Korg and the baron were right. He could have got himself killed just to prove a stupid point while Kate and Venus needed them. He resolved to keep his mouth shut, ears open and his big feet along the path of locally correct behavior. He grimaced. Just look what had happened to him last time he'd tried to do that. He made a mental note to stay away from strong drink.
In an amazingly short time, the butler returned. He handed the neatly folded shirt to the dwarf. "The count's valet, sir, was most impressed by the quality of your linen. Much better than our local work, sir, if I may venture the opinion."
The dwarf looked vaguely embarrassed. "Picked it up on my travels somewhere." Then he recognized the statement for what it was, a trolled bait for information. "In Zoar. Where Huigi was our local armorer. The best in the swamps." Korg calmly left out that he was also the worst in the swamps.
"You don't say, sir. The Lady Imogene did say Master Bytte was training to be one. Now, if the tall gentlemen would condescend to try these garments . . . " Squigs stepped through to the dressing-room. But not before he'd heard the butler casually enquire, "These swamps. Are they extensive, sir?"
"Couple of million square miles," said Korg. "Heart of the dragon-hunting country, y'know."
Squigs made a mental note not to buy any used cars from the dwarf.
A tall thin penguin. A short squat penguin. In a dress kilt, complete with sporran. The tall penguin was studiously not commenting about it. He had never seen a tartan quite like that. Well, vertical lines were supposed to accentuate your height. And there was also a very nervous slightly less-than-medium-height penguin, with just the incipient hint of a paunch. Still, it was unfair to call Huigi a penguin. He usually looked like that, after all. Formal evening-dress was natural to him. But the nervous part was spot on. "Look," he said, rubbing his hands, ". . . I need some advice. About women."
Squigs stroked his arm and looked archly at him. "But Huigi, dahling, you told me you liked manly men. . . I mean, women! Of course I've nothing against them personally, doll, but they're rather, you know, like manure. Terribly fertile."
Irritatedly, Huigi shook off Squigs' caressing hand. "Tch! Okay! Call it quits. Please. I need help, not your stupid jokes."
"Most of your customers did, too," growled Korg, "but yes, what can we do for you?"
"Seriously, count me out," said Squigs. "I'm about as qualified to advise on women as politicians back on Earth are to run governments. Like them, I know less than nothing about what I should do, I always do it as badly as possible, and every time I open my mouth I say exactly the wrong thing." He grinned nastily at Huigi. "Unlike this parrot you gave me, who usually seems to get it right. Maybe you should ask it?"
A distant gong sounded. Baron Ashill bustled in, his shiny-kneed blacks worn with casual familiarity. He wore the colors of several orders around his neck. "Come along. It won't do to irritate our host."
Squigs thought this would be a rather futile effort, considering. But if the count was intending dire consequences, he hid it well. He appeared the model of urbane gentility. The butler announced them and the count greeted each of them with a frosty affability, as if they had not been brought here as virtual prisoners. Squigs did notice that the black hand did its own ministry of funny handshakes again, but the count gave little more than a slightly pre-occupied smile. He politely ignored lapses in behavior inevitable from the obviously very uncomfortable Slugger. When the Crum drank all the waiting cocktails, he simply called for more, as if a guest with two drinks in each hand was an everyday occurrence. He listened to the kidnapping saga with politeness, but no overt signs of allowing his attention to be shifted. But he circulated carefully, conversing briefly with each them, a punctilious, if preoccupied, host.
The entire affair was one of crushing boredom, and polite nothings. Huigi and Imogene carefully ignored each other, both spoke in absolute monosyllables, and only if directly addressed. Only Baron Ashill appeared unperturbed, and talked cheerfully to his host. Squigs decided that if it had not been for the potential deadliness of the situation, it could have been the most terrible evening of his life. Even the food was dull and overcooked, not that anyone ate much of it anyway. As it was, because the werewolf count was probably going to make up for the overcooked food with very rare bat, Squigs decided it probably would be the most terrible evening of his life.
Finally, when the dry roast was removed, the vampire sprang to his feet. "I've had enough of this cat-and-mouse game," he said. "Kill me if you want to, Count Wolfgang. I'm not going to marry your daughter to oblige you, or society. The Lady Imogene is the finest and fairest woman of all Sylvan. I'm proud to have loved her. But she deserves someone far better than I. Kill me. Make her an honorable widow. I've just one last request. I want to see my son."
"You have no son," said the Werewolf Count grimly.
"He's of my blood, no matter what you call him! You'll not deny me this . . . or I'll rip your throat out!" Lightnings and darkness flared in Huigi's eyes.
The count smiled. Wolfishly.
Huigi stepped forward toward him, his canines visibly growing.
"STOP IT!" Imogene shrieked. "Huigi! I wasn't ever pregnant, you fool! I just said it because you weren't taking any notice of me."
Imogene had flung herself between her former lover and her father. She seized Huigi by the shoulders. The vampire stood, his clawed hands reaching. And his jaw reaching too . . . for his elegant grey half-boots. "Imo . . . dammit! I was writing my flaming finals!"
The count stood up. Huge. Appearing far bigger than his actual size. His strong white teeth showing in a dog-like snarling grin. Imogene turned to face him and began to transmorphose herself. Snarling defensively . . . at her father. "Don't! Don't you dare! He never ran away. And he won't now. You'd have to kill him. He only went before because I told him I'd kill myself if he didn't. He's an idiot. But he's my idiot. I won't let you hurt him!"
The great werewolf's head lifted, and the terrible red mouth gaped. And suddenly . . . he laughed. A triumphant laugh, "At last."
Somehow the dread beast faded, and the aristocratic and conscientious host returned, no longer preoccupied with other matters. He looked younger. "Gentlemen, Mr. Bytte, my dear daughter. My humble apologies. Shall we adjourn to the drawing room, so I can hear the soppy details in comfort?"
"NO!" bellowed Crummag. "shRip hish fugging shroat out, wolfie. juGet 'im!" he slurred happily. The Crum had been bored. No one else had been drinking much of the wine. So he'd made up for it for them. And now, at last, the floor show had arrived.
Slugger shook his head, and brought a ham-sized fist into contact with the point of Crummag's jaw. He even caught him before he splatted onto the butter-dish. "Sorry, Yer Countship," he said calmly.
The Count did not seem offended. "Bravo. Unfortunately, Sambur has probably recalled the footmen to ensure our privacy. I'll summon him, and have this . . . person removed to his rooms."
Slugger stood up, and then picked up Crummag under one arm with alarming casualness. "I wouldn't bother 'im, Yer Countship. I'm used ter it, like. I took the job at the bleedin' Green Monkey cause they told me it 'ud be night work wiv no 'eavy liftin'. An' wot do the bleeders do but put me on the day shift where I'm awlways 'aving ter toss 'eavies aht. I'll take 'im back ter 'is bed, an' get aht of this bleedin' monkey-suit wot somebody wiv a smaller neck, an' waistline, so kindly len' me. Then, if it's orlright by you, I'll get daan ter the kitchen an' teach yer cook 'ow ter do some 'arfway decent rare steaks, while you finish sortin' them silly kids aht."
The count's wolfish smile reappeared. "I haven't had a rare steak for thirty years. If you can produce that, I'll have to rethink my plans for my daughter."
Slugger paused in the doorway. "No fanks, Yer Countship. I'm not the marryin' kind. But yer don't mind if I freaten ter cut the steaks orf the cook's backside, do yer? Never fails," he said cheerfully.
"Probably," said the count, shaking his head, "because they believe him. That's quite a fellow, that. Not that I think you've made a mistake, my dear," he said to his daughter, who was holding Huigi's hand somewhat timidly, "but one should be aware that accent and origins are sometimes irrelevant. Now, shall we adjourn?"
Venus dropped to the floor again. Put the chamber-pot down. "Sorry that took so long. They're getting a lot more careful about where they walk." There was a lot of swearing coming up from the courtyard. But, out of respect for their mistress's orders, tradition was consigned to the dustbin, and the obstreperous prisoners didn't get the living shit beaten out of them.
Although traditions have a habit of becoming dressed up in all sorts of trivia and irrelevancies, there is almost always a concrete reason for their origins. Ignore them at your peril.
They sat on one of the balconies of the tower called Adamantine, and watched the spray rainbows drifting downwards against the panoply of emerald and distant shadow. The empty plates on the table held the mute, bloody traces of testimony to the success of Slugger. That worthy belched contentedly. "Shame abaht th'garlic," he said. "Yer sure it'll poison yer?"
"Unfortunately, yes." The Count looked regretfully at the plate, in such a way that Squigs was nearly sure that if he had not been entertaining guests, the aristocratic gentleman would have licked it. Slugger caught the look. He slapped his forehead. "I bleedin' nearly forgot." He leapt up and bustled away. He returned a few minutes later with a crusty loaf that was so hot he was juggling with it. "'ere. Somein' ter sop up the gravy wiv."
The Count watched as Slugger ripped himself a hunk of the steaming white bread and began sponging his plate with it. Then the aristocrat tore a flap of it off himself and followed suit. "You just baked this? It is magnificent! Especially when compared to the thin slices of cardboard I usually get!"
Slugger just shook his head, his mouth being too full for speech. After swallowing, and washing his throat clear with a mere half tankard of a noble vintage wine the count's father had put down, he explained, "Nah. Taught yer cook ter make it. 'e's a quick learner."
The count stared at him, open mouthed. "The kitchen is an institution. The food they produce is just as it was in my grandfather's day. Some of the meals I swear they've been keeping luke-warm ever since then. When you have completed your quest, would you care to make an extended visit?" he pleaded.
Slugger belched. "I'll give it a thort, Yer Countship. Pretty place you 'ave ere. But we've gotter find Miz Kate first."
The werewolf count nodded. "Quite understandable. And to that end, I have given some thought to the probable destination of your fugitives. After some thought I have decided it could only possibly be one place. The Schloss Wassergrab. It is less than fifty miles off. Down there." He pointed a long finger into the dapple-shadowed void. "The person you describe as 'Vila' would fit what I know of an exile from darkside, the rusalka, Danuba."
"Great!" said Squigs, pushing his chair back.
"How do we get there?" Korg was already standing up. He reached for his axe, while wiping his mouth with the other hand.
The Count pursed his lips. "Getting to it is simple. Getting in . . ." He shook his head. "It is an evil place. And its defenses, both physical and otherwise are . . . superb. It would stand a long siege, and even with every warrior I can gather, I do not know if we would ever succeed in capturing it. And its mistress, well, she is one who would chop the entire tree down and destroy everything and everyone rather than be defeated."
"We have to try," Squigs said, also standing up.
The count raised an imperious hand. "Wait. I have spoken to Sambur. He is making contact with various ay . . . contacts. We will know for certain whether they are incarcerated in Schloss Wassergrab within another hour, or an hour and a half, at the outside. Then I will aid you. Either in the search, or in the attack."
Korg rocked on the balls of his feet for a minute. Then he nodded. "Much obliged. If we're going to hang around for a bit, I'll go and make us some decent coffee." He stumped off.
Huigi had looked at the werewolf count with narrowing eyes. "A private word, father-in-law to be."
The count got up and walked off to the balcony edge with him. The distance and the sound of the water should have masked their voices, but Squigs found that his hearing as well as his sight had improved since the ring on his finger had received its stone.
"The quick brown dog," said Huigi.
"Jumps over the lazy fox," replied the Count looking across at the rest of the party. "The water-noise should make it impossible to eavesdrop. So. You are also part of the agency." He snorted. "No wonder I couldn't find you. I thought you were just some student trash."
"Student trash sometimes graduate," said Huigi. "My Uncle Sylvester Seline . . ."
"Hush," said the Count. "His name as part of the agency is only known to a very few. I thought in fact it was only the two of us. Myself, as I report to him. And whoever his superior is. So, he's your uncle, is he? Imogene had no idea what deep water she was playing in. Do you know that the tall fellow is a very high ranking member of the Recent and Much Mocked order?"
Huigi glanced quickly at Squigs. "No! Well, to be honest I thought he was a complete passenger, and a bit of a molly, who can sometimes go berserk. How do you know?"
"He gave the recognition signals," said the Count. "I am a member, you see."
"I don't see the relevancy, to be honest. What is their interest?" asked Huigi.
"My dear Hu. The agency has been trying to penetrate their senior ranks for several hundred years. We've been so effectively blocked, that Sylvester thinks they must have penetrated us. Higher up. I," he said, "have another theory."
Huigi flicked anther glance at Squigs. "And that is?"
" Quis Custodiet ipsos Custodes, my dear boy," said the Count, dryly. "I think they exist to watch us. So, go cautiously with that one."
Huigi grimaced. "I haven't in the past. He has a quick mind, I admit. What I wanted to suggest is that all of this smacks of being part of something bigger. You know, both the poaching and the kidnapping seem to have a common thread. It smells. Perhaps the agency has a line on it. Can you obtain reports from agents on Zoar, Earth, and Hell? Or must I talk to Uncle Sylvester?"
The count shrugged. "I am the conduit for the reports from Zoar. Most of the frequent congruencies are in my demesnes. We have several agents there. Other than the reports coming from the Marshes of Sennaput, on the dragon-poaching, nothing. I'm very well informed on that. One of our best agents operates out of there. The man must have a finger in every pie."
Suspicion bloomed in Huigi's eyes. "From Zikdoonvarna."
"Yes," said the Count. "It's the major town, I believe."
Huigi put his face in his hands. Sighed. Looked up at the count. "You've been looking for me for ten years?" he asked, quietly.
"Yes. But I assure you, my boy, once I had time to think it all through . . ."
" I have been reporting to you, for ten years," interrupted Huigi. "From Zikdoonvarna."
The werewolf closed his mouth with an audible snap. Finally he said in a strangled voice, "Your uncle never knew who his own father was."
"I could add to that," said Huigi savagely.
The count was beginning to make strangled noises. Huigi looked worriedly at him for a moment. Then he realized that the count was trying to stop himself from laughing. "I'll pass on the request for correlation of information from Earth and Hell. Sylvester, damn him, made sure I got to know you, anyway. You know, I did once request information of my agents on Zoar. I asked whether any of them had seen or heard of a cowardly, weedy little vamp-rat, with a receding chin, long hair and round dark glasses. Last seen wearing frayed denims, a black shirt and a leather jacket. My agent in Zikdoonvarna said he hadn't come across any such person!"
Huigi looked blank. Then he smiled. "But that description hardly fitted my elegant self, Count Von Wolfrachen. Shall we rejoin the others?"
"Yes," said the count dryly. "Before Imogene takes it into her head that you're not taking any notice of her." He sighed. "After her mother ran off with that artist fellow, I did spoil her I'm afraid, Hu."
They rejoined the party. A team of gardeners, carrying implements and cages, all clad in identical brightly colored overalls and broad hats, had come out onto the grassy knoll to the right of the waterfall. And the baron eyed them with jealousy. "Now that's something I wish we could afford for Long-Ash," he said.
"They're contractors." The count sighed. "Garden services. Keeping our own people just became too expensive. You mustn't think, Mr. Bytte, that you're marrying money as well as Imogene. This all costs more to keep up than we make. Can't change much though. It's all bound up in traditions."
An idea began to germinate in Squigs' fertile brain. Before it could actually sprout however, Korg came back bearing his battered cast iron coffee pot, a wicked little curl of steam rising from it. Squigs leaned over and said quietly to the Count. "Beware. That coffee is very, very strong."
The count brightened. "Excellent. The stuff I usually get is like dish-water."
Squigs said no more, and merely bided his time, letting the leaves of his idea unfurl in his mind, as he watched patiently.
It was worth it.
Chapter 20
"Six men went to mow, went to mow a meadow"
"So I can wait no longer?" M'lord Strate said to the seven beings in the sulphurous-smoky room. All of those he consulted bore an unmistakable stamp. True, they weren't wearing ties, that normal trademark of the investment banker, stockbroker or market manipulator. Two of them would have had serious problems doing so, as they were not equipped with necks. A third would have had to buy them by the dozen. Yet, despite their outlandish appearance they could have popped into Wall Street without exciting comment. Money-men, who deal in paper, not actual fruit and veg, or, as more likely on Sylvan, flesh and blood, have certain characteristics which transcend nation, sex or even species. Even in Earth's most conservative stock exchanges, both adders and sharks are always to be found, after all.
The six all shook their heads. One of them shook all twelve of his. "The market's peaked," said one.
"Very well. Despite certain . . . outstanding commitments, we are agreed. Tomorrow I will release from the press the prisoner who will reveal that I have been transmuting lead to gold. At the same time as the press release, Opement, you are going to start trying to buy a job-lot of dragon's teeth. You will set up a mighty howl, when there are none for sale for any kind of money." Opement nodded its heads. It was well equipped for mighty howls. "Insider trading!" it said.
"Then, we get ready for the bear-run and the subsequent roller-coaster ride," said another toothily. It had many teeth.
Another rubbed five of its hands, while scratching its derriere and an ear with the other two. "It'll be a black Thursday. We're going to make a killing!"
"Several, Oper, believe me," said M'lord Strate. "Still, some deaths are regrettably unavoidable. It'll be cheaper than retrenching them." One got the impression that M'lord Strate's retrenchment packages would involve a certain amount of digging. "We'll have to make some sacrifices." The word carried a hint of blood-stained stones, and was plainly relished. "Still, we've all got our targets to buy at bargain basement prices."
"Hur Hur. Several of our overexposed colleagues are gonna get to that bargain basement sale by jumpin' from the windows," chortled the fat, neckless one.
"Indeed. Their ichor should add liquidity to the market. And by tomorrow night, I will be the majority shareholder in nearly every House Minor . . . By Monday, at the latest, the other lords, particularly Eralise, Dant and Tia, will be laying siege to my castle." Strate smiled. It was not a pleasant sight.
They poured over the map and the plan that Samur had brought in. "You certainly have amazing . . . contacts," said Baron Ashill, dryly. "Not only confirmation of where the girls are, but information on which building, and also plans of that building. I'm impressed." His voice, however, said he was suspicious rather than impressed.
A dangerous flame leapt into Mungo's eyes as the baron's suspicions caught there, too. "You think he's tryin' to cloud the issue with red herrings, to throw the dust in our eyes . . . ?"
"It is a very extensive network that I have access to, yes," said the count. "I can understand the way your minds are working, but believe me, I act in good faith. I am going to join the attack myself, and my own folk will make up the bulk of your forces."
The parrot appearing on Squigs' shoulder, said "Awk. No Bullshit!" before divebombing Korg, and disappearing to all eyes but Squigs'. For which, considering what the revolting bird was doing, Squigs was devoutly grateful.
The baron smiled at the startled and somewhat offended-looking count. "That is good enough for me. That foul-mouthed familiar-fowl has just vouched for you."
The count turned his attention to Squigs. "I have heard of a similar case . . . centuries ago . . ." A puzzled look remained on his face.
The count's butler looked as if he was going to faint, however.
Squigs had an unconscionable feeling that he ought to move the conversation along. "I've an idea of how to get into the Schloss Wassergrab, er, by guile, rather than frontal attack." He pointed to the plan. "Outside the tower here, this is described as an 'ornamental garden'?"
The count nodded. "They use reflected sunlight. Costs a fortune to get down there. I daresay that's why Danuba's had to resort to doing dirty deeds. It's not dirt cheap to run that sort of establishment. Not that that sort of thing isn't in her nature."
"Does she perhaps, er, resort to using . . . Garden Services?" Squigs asked.
The Count's eyes narrowed. He smiled, wolfishly. "We'll know, at least if they use the same company as I do, in two shakes. Brilliant, my boy. March an army down there and they'll shut up siege-tight. But if you trot along with rakes and shears and grass cutters you'll get right inside their main defenses."
The rusalka Danuba did not do business with the count's Ace Garden Services. She had a contract with Acne Garden Services instead. The owner of Ace, however, er, owned Acne as well. And a team of gardeners were due at Wassergrab in less than ten hours time.
They walked across the long hanging arch, the three of them, listening to the winds of Sylvan singing in the suspension cables. Squigs, Korg and Baron Ashill were heading for a few hour's sleep before their venture into gardening.
Squigs looked across the gap, to the distant balcony where two black-and-white figures stood entwined in each other's arms. "Do you think she'll convert him to vegetarianism?"
The baron shook his leonine head. "It doesn't make much biological sense."
"If you ask me," said Korg, in a tired grumble, "that girl doesn't have much sense, never mind biological. Your wife, Baron, thought girls like that equal to men?"
Baron Ashill laughed. "No. My Dot never believed in equality. 'Why settle for mere equality when you can have superiority!' was always Dot's warcry. Anyway, I don't think the vampire's girl particularly stupid, outside of affairs of the heart. And we are all stupid about those, eh?"
Squigs thought of his mum. She'd approve of the baron's late wife. But he, personally, was not prepared to acknowledge anyone's superiority. "Did you accept that?"
The baron shrugged. "No. But it was an affair of the heart . . . for both of us. But I did accept that Pankhurst was brighter than I was. And faster. Prettier too. And female, very definitely."
Korg grinned tiredly. "I know one girl who makes me do daft things, anyway. But you're right, Baron, if I get your drift. Some of the girls back home are as sharp as tintacks . . . others'll drink olive oil and reckon that'll fix their problems."
The baron nodded cheerfully. "Indeed. I always said that the claiming of superiority of women as a group was the defense of those who were unable to prove it as individuals. Used to shut m'wife up every time. I'd remember that, if I were you, Korg, for future reference, as it were. She's her mother's daughter, you know."
It was the first mention Squigs had heard the baron make to Korg's courtship of his daughter. He didn't sound disapproving. Funny, he wouldn't have thought that old aristocracy would welcome the attentions of someone as common as the dwarf. Not that you could exactly call Korg common, or at least not in the "ordinary" sense of the word! Still, if the Baron could evolve a philosophy like that about gender . . . in his macho society, he was no ordinary aristocrat either. He wouldn't be surprised to hear Ashill apply his philosophy to class and color too. Squigs wondered if he'd ever dare to point out to Korg that it might even apply to height. On reflection, he thought, hiding his grin, probably not.
For once Crummag, despite the hangover, was not the most grumpy and moansome member of the party. Korg had totally eclipsed him. But then, his role really affronted the little man's dignity. The others at least got to wear brightly colored overalls, and broad hats. Korg had to travel in a cage. He was dressed up in a slightly moth-eaten fur and wearing a long, square-toothed mask. He was conspicuously not happy, particularly as the weedeater in the next cage kept nuzzling up to him affectionately, and presenting him with her posterior to sniff. He probably wouldn't have liked that even if she hadn't been green, with a warthog-tapir face and rooting tusks as well as teeth like a buzz-saw. She also had long curly horns and a strong goaty odor.
The male weedeater, two cages down, didn't look too pleased by the attentions Korg was getting either.
In a world-environment supposedly designed by a paranormal ecologist, such bits of fairly obvious genetic engineering shouldn't have surprised Squigs. It didn't stop him from finding the idea vaguely distasteful and disturbing, however. He supposed it could be excused as selective breeding, without killing off the unsuccessful intermediate stages, but still . . . He sighed. All in all, it had been a disturbing and distasteful morning, if you could consider this continuation of daylight morning.
It had all started with his decision to leave the PC-notebook at the castle. The enterprise that they were about to take on was, by the sounds of it, potentially suicidal. If they got to the girls, and if all of them got away, it would be nothing short of miraculous. And if he was the one who didn't get away, he didn't want to leave the others stranded here. Running the congruence, near-congruence predictor program was simple enough. He was sure he could get a few of his companions to understand enough of it to get them home. Not the Crum, who would probably break it. Not Mungo, or Slugger, who were admittedly not mechanically inclined. However Korg and the baron would do for a beginning, and, after some thought, he decided to include Huigi.
He'd been surprised by the vampire's calm assertion that he would join the grass-cutting team when the plan was mooted. It had showed. Huigi had been amused rather than offended. He made a moue. "Tch!" he clicked his tongue, then licked his long teeth, and lifted an arch eyebrow, " So you think I'm . . . not much of a vamp," he simpered seductively, his head tilted. " Don't you judge a book by its covah-hah-hah!" The rest of the assembly did not recognize the context, but it was enough to make both Imogene and Squigs shout with laughter. The count also graciously acknowledged a hit, and Squigs had decided that Huigi was in fact the perfect "spy" for whatever his secretive agency was. An unprepossessing exterior hid something quite different. It was so effective that, even after seeing Huigi's underlying character exposed, Squigs still expected him to react like a rat.
Korg and the baron had already woken up, but they had to go and shake bat-Huigi from his upside-down dangle on the shower-rail. He looked at them owlish for a minute before shaking himself into human form. "Sorry," he yawned. "I find I can do with less sleep like that. And," he grimaced, "I still didn't get enough. My prospective father-in-law waited until I escorted Imo to her room and then dragged me off, not quite by the scruff of the neck, to his lair. An oddly honorable fellow he is. He wanted to discuss his financial affairs and responsibilities with me . . . in case he failed to come back from this expedition we're about to embark on."
He cocked an eyebrow at the baron. "I conclude that the aristocracy have no financial management skills at all."
Baron Ashill nodded gloomily.
Huigi shook his head disapprovingly, "You weren't bred for that, I suppose. But honestly! Well, I suppose it's a way of recycling money."
Before Squigs was allowed to explain his reason for waking them, Huigi had to get it all off his chest. The count was absolute lord of a large, old branch. It started low, a mere mile from ground level, and went all the way up to canopy level. A road ran along it. Maintained and kept safe by the Hunt, which was not just ornamental. And where the branch crossed above others there were cable-winches. The count's income was derived from fares paid by those who wished to move in relative safety between branches. It was the main thoroughfare for several hundred miles of Shadowzone. "The fares have remained the same for more than 36,000 shadows, that is about 300 of your years," he said. "Needless to say, costs haven't."
The baron shrugged. " Noblesse oblige, old boy."
Huigi grinned. "Isn't it fortunate for Imo that she had to take a fancy to a commoner? Besides, just incidentally, I made a fortune on Zoar. I just need to repatriate it before I start my program of radical changes."
"So you're going to raise prices?" Baron Ashill did not approve.
"Oh no," said Huigi airily. "I'm going to slash them. Offer substantial discounts, if merchants are prepared to make use of balanced lots, counterweighting up and down loads, and also for full load off peak-period use. They'll jump at it, believe me. That will cut costs by about sixty percent, I estimate. Then when ninety percent of the loads are carried like that, we'll up the prices of the small loads. Too expensive to maintain the service otherwise . . . and you can always make do with the far cheaper way. And then we're going to improve the roads."
"Reinvest the money you make back into estate-maintenance?" the baron approved of this.
"No," said Huigi cheerfully. "The old road will remain . . . but the new one will be toll-funded. Of course, the old one won't be as well maintained or safe, but there will be a faster, safer alternative."
Baron Ashill shook his head. Huigi laughed. "Believe it or not, Baron, most of the public can love being screwed out of more money. It's just how you do it. Now, what did you wake me up for?"
None of the three had any trouble grasping how to work the PC, nor how to run the program. It was simple to use, if not to understand. Both Korg and the Baron saw it as a way of returning home, and nothing more. But Huigi had regarded the device with silence and big eyes. "Do you realize," he said finally, "just how valuable that is?"
Squigs shook his head. "I can see it might make for easier trade, I suppose."
The vampire bit his lip. He bit it so hard that dark blood came. "Show no one and tell no one about this . . . thing. Hide it!"
"Where? It's best hidden in the open. Anyway, I could always make another."
Huigi pointed an elegant forefinger at the notebook PC and Squigs. "Half of Sylvan would be prepared to kill you, and several million others, for that. Almost all of the rest would be prepared to kill you, and several million others, to stop that information becoming available."
"But why?" said Korg, staring at them.
"Blood."
Squigs blinked. "Blood?"
"Yes," said Huigi grimly. "Human blood. The currency of Sylvan. More relevant than gold, or paper, or cowrie shells. It is something that all morphogenetic Sylvanians have a biological need for. It's a currency we must get . . . or die. Besides, most of us like it. Locally, it is only obtainable in very limited quantities. You don't realize just how lucky you are in your host's impeccable manners. Imagine the Crum if several million Kares landed in his lap . . . Anyway, congruencies to Zoar, and better still to Earth, are well known. Our planet has a predictable cycle, and some sites and times are also well known. They are policed, by those who control access to Sylvan's own human population. They don't want to see the currency they hold debased, after all. Blood-raids on Earth have not happened for oh, a long while. I'm not saying an occasional loose biter doesn't get there, usually through an unknown congruency. And then the poor beggars are stuck there until they die of a lack of trace elements. This," he said, pointing again, "is why the girls were kidnapped. With this device, transit becomes easy and unstoppable."
"Then why the dragon poaching?" asked the baron, chewing the end of his much-prized moustache. "No. This . . . device may be part of the answer, my friend, but the whole picture it is not."
This reinforced Squigs' idea that, rather than helping to be a solution to Mungo and Kate's problems, he might actually be the root cause of them. It preyed on his mind. He'd hardly paid any heed to the five-thousand-foot ride down in the cage-hoist, with nervy guards keeping a wary eye out for wolbats or other predators. He'd also given only half of his concentration to the Garden Services man who was instructing them on their tasks before being apparently hit on the head and tied up. It was a shame that he hadn't given more attention to the poor fellow, or the roles to which they were ascribed.
He might have foreseen problems.
There is a basic rule of gardening which states that the appropriateness to the environment of the plant is inversely proportional to its desirability. For example while the accomplished gardener in Manaus has pride in his roses, the Scandinavian lavishes money and effort on his or her tropical orchids. Likewise in Arizona you can't give away the xerophytic thorny monstrosities that will be bought at enormous expense and dearly cherished in London. And on a dark root-edge in Sylvan's shadow-zone, on a root-knoll island surrounded by an icy, rushing torrent, in the middle of a dead-white fungus-forest, Vila's pride and joy was her cactus collection.
Cold-blooded murder, torture, betrayals and seductive treachery, and the keeping of cacti, are not mutually exclusive pastimes. The rusalka Vila Danuba regarded the former as hobbies in which she liked to dabble. Her actual work and life's joy unfortunately cost money to maintain. Fortunately her hobbies paid extremely well. She was wandering around the beautiful long-spined things with her current paramour, the undine Chloe. It was a relationship sweetened for both of them by its heady uncertainty, and a mutual passion for deceptive treachery. Indeed, Vila was thinking regretfully, it was pity she'd have to murder Chloe soon, but her darling was undoubtedly getting bored, and soon would start planning to kill her. Vila leaned in close and rubbed herself seductively against Chloe. "Look at all these gorgeous pricks, lover."
Lords Eralise, Dant and Tia had arrived at M'lord Strate's castle in the middle of Sunday afternoon, according to the remarkably fine digital watch which M'lord had given Ortant. As it was always basically night in the cold orb of Hell, because the sun was not visible from the surface of the planet, the term Sunday was something of a mystery to the imp. Nevertheless, it was the system his master chose to follow, and therefore Ortant abided by its rules. "Go away," he said coldly, from the high battlements. "My master is having his nap."
The great lords, having no respect for Earth's traditions, were shocked. Great armies stretched behind them. They would have darkened the cold plains with their numbers, were it not dark already. It was also a little worrying that a mere imp should dare to be so impudent. However, they were there in force. They would teach this meddling upstart. "We insist," said Lord Dant in his sibilant voice.
"We will see him now. Or I will leave nothing of this castle but its leached stones, crumbling into dust around you." Coming from Lord Eralise this was no idle threat.
"And torture all within far beyond the edge of madness." Lord Tia's voice suggested that he himself had reached that point some time ago. The same could be said of his forces, who fought, like their master, with such rabid insanity that few would dare to challenge them.
Ortant gave a shrug. It was a very good shrug considering that he was actually quivering in his boots. "Very well. I'll tell His Lordship. But I don't think he's going to be very impressed."
A few minutes later Lord Strate appeared on the battlements. He looked pointedly at his watch. "You're too late for lunch and too early for tea," he said coldly. He turned and began to walk away.
The three lords were nearly incoherent with rage. At least Dant and Eralise were. Tia was already totally incoherent. And foaming at all of his mouths. Dant however did manage to stutter out, "We didn't come to take tea! We . . ."
"No." Lord Strate turned back to face them and smiled, "you've come to be my tea." He looked to the waiting Ortant, who stood with his hand on the button. "Activate."
"That's it! It moved! Try again, Vee!" The Kate and Venus team, with its high level of intelligence and sheer bloody-minded determination, was going to beat this lock. They had gone from first principles (I can't get out!) to deducing the need to move the tumblers inside the lock in a remarkably short span of time. Now the lock decided that surrender was easier than surviving the constant prodding and poking about in its private parts. The third lever clicked over loudly. In an amazing display of team like-mindedness they each clapped a hand over the other's mouth. Cautiously they tried the door. Creakily, it began to open. Venus pulled it shut. She pointed to a certain item on the floor. "Let's organize a distraction first."
It was Kate's turn. Venus made a stirrup for her with her hands and Kate soon stood on her shoulders. She couldn't believe her luck. Straight below the tower window was a target in a broad hat and bright overalls. The fellow was standing still, attempting to control some kind of beast, and not managing very well. "Bombs away!" she said happily. "Let's go!"
Squigs looked nervously about. Peeped at his watch. Another two minutes. The count's heavy cavalry would have disembarked from the hoist by now. The late border guards would give no warning. In exactly two minutes the plan would go into smooth action. They'd only have to hold the gate-tower and drawbridge for four more minutes after that before the count's forces should be there, trampling the lovingly tended lawn that the Acne Garden Services team were supposedly seeing to.
It was how they were going to get through those two minutes that was worrying Squigs. He'd never seen such an obviously incompetent bunch of gardeners before. To add to his worries, they, surely a recognizable group, were right under Vila's eye, if she should look up from her current pastime. Squigs shook his head. If he had to try that sort of thing in a wide open grassy field, he was sure they'd both end up on the only thorn in a whole five acres. Yet those two, with their unwelcome floor-show between the cholla and the barrel cactus . . . Well, it was hard not to look. Instead he tried looking at his fellow workers.
Mungo was steering the vast muscarid with its buzzing wings, huge prismatic eyes and whirling blades on its six quivering legs with the nearest approach to competency. If you didn't look at his wavering back-track and bare-cut pieces of earth, that is.
Slugger, mounted on the big flightless bird with its four-foot scythes, looked rightfully terrified. At the moment the bird was sauntering about vaguely . . . in circles in the middle of the lawn.
Huigi was trying to look complacent, and succeeding in looking as though he was having root canal work on his front fangs without the benefit of anesthesia. His hedge trimmer, a thing from a bad LSD trip that included very long teeth, had summarily executed three of the lovingly constructed topiary figures.
Korg, the edger, was having trouble with his mask. He might have more trouble soon because Squigs' Lady-weedeater was not concentrating on her diet, but was sneaking amorously closer to his rear end.
Baron Ashill looked as though either a temper-tantrum or tears were about to follow his attempt to get the smaller flightless bird started. It had sat down and now, with the exception of making occasional disgruntled "brump! uhdududda . . ." noises, it refused to do anything. The baron, in desperation, was attempting to use his swan-rearing experience to force something down its long neck. A few moments ago he'd been kicking it.
The Crum, who had automatically selected for himself the position of highest profile and least risk, stood beneath the girls' tower attempting to restrain his weedeater. That monster was also less interested in pushing weeds into its toothy face, than in getting to Korg. Only it didn't look as if its desires were amorous. Oh well, if only they could survive the next one and a half minutes.
And they would have, if it hadn't been for the total lack of respect for tradition.
A bellow of total outrage. And the sound of pandemonium breaking loose in the courtyard reached the girls as they sprinted into the labyrinth of passages. "Sounds like it worked well, Kate!" yelled Venus as they ran.
The first drops on his hat had made the Crum look up. Why, oh why, hadn't they believed him when he said he was best suited to driving the getaway cart? This was both stupid and dangerous. Oh well, as soon as the attack started he was just going to sing-out loudly so that the girls would know what a hero he'd been, and head for cover. He'd already chosen his safe spot.
Then the contents of an unmentionable pot, closely followed by the container, rained down on him from above.
One of his reactions was to squeeze part of the beast he was supposedly controlling. He had been holding it by the upper thighs. He briefly lost his grip, and in attempting to regain it he grabbed the first part that came to hand. He squeezed really hard. Crum had big strong hands, from a lifetime of heavy lifting of glasses and bar-patrons. That squeeze made the weedeater shriek falsetto.
The poor male weedeater ran totally amuck with a desperate Crum clutching onto one of its feet.
Just then, Baron Ashill, who, in his efforts to get that blasted bird going at all costs, had force-fed it enough high-energy flatulogenic pellets for a normal six weeks of continuous operation, pressed the candle he'd lit to help him see better, into what he fondly imagined was the starter.
Crum, shaking his free fist, and swearing furiously, hurtled across the flowerbeds with his writhing and biting beast half-dragging him along.
The baron's moa gave an anguished and affronted howl as a great belch of flame roared out of its cloaca. It angrily leapt to its feet, and hurtled off after the sprinting baron, occasional flame-thrower bursts from its behind incinerating patches of the carefully layered shrubbery.
The activity was enough to frighten Slugger's mount into attempting the flight its distant ancestors were capable of. Slugger clung on grimly, as it careered through the standard roses, cutting an eight-foot swathe of tumbling thorns and prize blossoms.
Mungo somehow managed, by a feat of sheer strength, to cling to the handles of the fly. Well, one of the two handles. He staggered across the lawn in pirouettes of destruction.
Huigi, with great presence of mind, dropped the hedge-trimmer. Unfortunately, he dropped it into the cucumber frame. This was not at all what the long-fanged thing had been used to. Angry, and spitting bits of broken glass, it flung itself at the gatehouse.
Only Korg and Squigs managed part of their preassigned roles. Things may still not have gone totally awry had the wildly blundering, weedeater-clutching Crum not staggered into the cactus garden.
The weedeaters had been trained to selectively avoid grass. You just kept them right away from your flower-beds. Or your cactus-patch. And anyone who thought hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, hadn't seen what effect Crum's action had on the rusalka Vila Danuba.
With a terrible furious shriek she straightened her legs, and flung Chloe in an unconsidered arc. Leaping to her feet, and screaming with such rage that she quite drowned Chloe's mere screams of agony, she set off after the garden services team, armed with one of their own rakes. Squigs hastily pulled the door closed behind the two of them. He and Korg began running up the stairs.
"Where now?" shouted Kate as they ran down yet another flight of stairs.
"Away from the noise," panted Venus.
If Huigi hadn't kept his head, the others might all have lost theirs. Vila, on her second circuit of the courtyard, had seized a pair of lopping-shears and was rapidly gaining on Mungo, who still hadn't managed to let go of the fly. The vamp transmorphed and fluttered aloft, to blow the summons horn. Diving to avoid an arrow some alert guard had flighted, he hurtled into the gatehouse through the narrow-slit window. Which he had to frantically struggle out of again, as the enraged hedge-trimmer recognized the source of its afflictions. But the hedge-trimmer's mad actions had also severed the drawbridge cords, so the count was able to answer the horn-call by leading the cavalry charge thundering across the bridge.
The final explosion, in which the baron's now demented moa destroyed itself, shattered what shards of organized resistance there might possibly have been.
It also damn near rolled back the cavalry charge.
Vila suddenly realized the enormity and actuality of the situation. She'd just caught the Crum, who had stumbled.
Instead of the summary lopping he deserved, he was flung toward the cactus patch as she raced away, up a narrow stair and along the curtain-wall to the furthest tower which hung over the green, frothing water.
The rusalka was a gambler by nature. And treachery and deception were second nature to her. So, when she heard Squigs yell, "The girls aren't here!" from the tower, she recognized the voice, assimilated the facts, and realized she still had an ace to play.
"You can have the hostages, if you send me Harkness-Smythe," she shouted down.
The hostages in question were somewhere in the bowels of the Schloss Wassergrab. Lost. And far beyond hearing a word of the negotiations above them.
"Of course I'm going. I got your daughters into this mess. It's only right that I should get them out." Squigs, his hands tied, struggled into the small boat, which, as Vila had instructed, they had found moored at the postern gate.
"They won't like it, boyo."
"Tough." He kicked the boat out into the stream.
Vila leapt from the tower into the wild, churning water. Naturally, being half-fish, she was much more at home there than on dry land. She surfaced on the far side of the careering boat and hauled herself onto it. She gave Squigs a look of pure poison before taking the paddle. "Now," she said bitterly, "you're going to suffer. I was just going to kill you. Now I'm going to take you to Lord Strate."
Some people have all the luck. Not only had he landed smack on top of the unfortunate Chloe, but, in trying to choose the least risky place to search, he'd found Kate and Venus. He threw open the door and stood outlined by the light, the perfect image of a hero. Kate breathed, "Oh Crummag! I knew you'd come." He scooped her up in his arms, waiting for the hero's true reward.
"Where's Korg?" demanded Venus, peering round him. "I say, Crummag, you smell like a used cat-box. Do you mind not standing so close?"
"Kate!" "Vee!" Two anxious fathers came bundling in.
Mungo unceremoniously plucked Kate out of the Crum's arms, and away from his pursed lips. He hugged his daughter fiercely, as Huigi and Slugger came in.
"Huigi! SLUGGER!" Kate ran up to the tough old man, and hugged him fiercely. "What are you doing here?"
"Just passin' fru, Katie-girl." Then he wiped his hand across his eyes. Sniffed. And said, in a thick voice, "Wot a lad, eh, Katie." He sighed. "It's a shame you din't see 'im. That's wot I calls a real 'ero."
Kate reached a hand out and shyly touched the odoriferous Crum's arm. She looked up at him with shining eyes. "I know," she said. "I must be the luckiest girl in the whole world."
Slugger was too stunned to speak. As he stood there doing goldfish imitations, the count bustled in. "Ah, there you are, Hu. I see you found your hostages! Pity we didn't get the rusalka, but there won't be a place on Sylvan safe for her. She can't get away from us." He turned to the baron. "I say, their gardens are in an awful state. Ace Garden Services must be a much better bet than this Acne crowd."
Venus was still looking around. "Daddy . . . where is Korg?"
Chapter 21
Out of the frying-pan and into the freezer
The only clue as to where the dwarf could have got to was a love-starved weedeater gazing longingly downstream from the battlements.
Korg was in fact wishing that he wasn't where he was. He'd been small enough to slip under the bulkhead, and pull the tiny anchor-door shut behind him. Now he was in the darkness on a wild roller-coaster ride. The door was outward opening. And somebody was leaning against it. If he pushed now . . . he might overbalance the small boat. They hurtled downwards. And downwards. Korg closed his eyes, not that it made any difference in the cold, stuffy darkness. Oh well. Something was bound to come up. He just hoped it would be the boat, and not his breakfast.
After what seemed to be an eternity, but was probably just five minutes short of it, Korg felt the keel of the small boat grate . . . on gravel. They must be down at the rarely seen ground level of Sylvan. Motion stopped.
It took more than mere contusions, and having puked his lungs out, to stop someone like Korg. But it did slow him down slightly. By the time he had hauled himself stiffly out of the small doorway, and set off after Vila and Squigs, they were already several yards off. She was frog-marching Squigs toward the towering root-walls. These were only occasionally illuminated by the globules of dripping phosphorescence among the blobby black slime moulds that covered them.
As quietly as he could, Korg ran closer, until suddenly he heard the sound of gongs and kettledrums. He dived after them, aiming for the hole in the air that Vila was just forcing Squigs through.
Ortant sucked at the marrowbone, savoring the selenium. So, this is what a Demon Lord tasted like. Not bad, if a little rich for tea-time. It would have been nice in mid-winter. He sighed. Well, he'd tasted it. But unless he ate his own master there wouldn't be any more for mid-winter. With one exception, the lords were now extinct. He sighed again. Where would it all end?
He would of course report all the happenings to the next Ledge-meeting of the Juvenile and Ignominious Order. But something was wrong there too. His reports used to result in action, but ever since the Overlord's destruction at the hands of the Demon Lords, the order's devious moves had ground to a halt. Either there was too much fear of discovery now or, as rumor in the upper echelons of the order had it, the Overlord herself had actually also been the Great Weeny.
Upstairs, M'lord was celebrating his triumph in gory style, with that bunch of paper-merchants and other sycophants. It was a rather more somber meal here in the servants' hall. There was no conversation at all, and the only sound was the slurping and the occasional "splop" of the marrow being sucked from the bones. Less favored imps had had to make do with the marrow bones of lesser beings, but there were still more than enough to go round.
"Ah," said the elderly doorman, Atient, gloomily. "This is the life." The imp surveyed the pile of empty marrow-bones on his plate. "Still, it don't seem right somehow. Not the way things uster be."
"He's not anywhere. We've searched the schloss from cellar to attic. The dwarf's nowhere to be found." Huigi's voice was empty of its usual mocking tone. There were big tears edging onto the lower lids of Venus's eyes. She was pale under her freckles. She gave a small determined sniff. One which would have softened harder hearts than the vamp's. "We'll search again," he said hastily.
Kate came over from the Crum, who was not assisting in the search, except to mooch around heroically, to put an arm around Venus. "At least he came, Vee. Everybody came. Except that long drink of water." She sounded annoyed about the last point.
Crummag opened his mouth, and shut it again. "Er, yes. Why don't we, that is Kate and I, go and check out the upstairs bedrooms?" he said, with a toothy smile and broad wink at Kate.
"Oh, Crummag! How could you even suggest something like that?" demanded Kate. "Of course I'm not going to leave Vee now."
Venus managed a wan smile. "You go ahead. I'm going to join in with one of the other search parties."
"No way," said Kate firmly. "Come on, Crummag. Off your butt. Let's go and find Vee's hero."
"He's not my hero," Venus protested weakly.
Kate paid no attention to this obvious falsehood. "Cheer up Vee. He's so tough, he's bound to land on his feet."
Actually he landed on his elbow, shoulder and upper back, skidding along the cinders. They were on a narrow ledge, above the reaching abyss. Korg stopped just short of the edge, a startled Vila and Squigs staring at him. It was half-dark here, but the blackness was shot with a reddish glow. Korg pulled himself to his feet. Looked over the edge. The pit went down, down, and then down some more, but there was a bottom. And from that bottom stared a red bubbling circle-eye, glowing with heat. From that eye of magma came the rush of hot, sulphurous air.
"Korg!" exclaimed Squigs.
"Right first time, oh lofty one," said Korg with a small bow, unlimbering his axe. "You've been getting into bad company, mate. I've come to take you home to sleep it off."
Vila grabbed Squigs by his still-tied hands. And threw him across her ample hip to thump and sprawl against the rough wall of the volcanic pipe. From across her shoulder she produced a short lance that she'd seized from one of her own terrified folk before leaping into the water. "You little worm! He's mine. Fair payment for those two silly girls."
She had an enormous reach advantage, and the dwarf, on the crumbling outer lip of the ledge, had no space to maneuver. The fight might have ended abruptly, had Squigs not stuck out a long leg as she lunged. Vila stumbled over his size fourteen foot and scrabbled at the loose-cinder trail. She righted herself, but the lance was gone.
Korg slowly and deliberately put down his axe. "I don't let my friends buy a round for me, without doing the same for them. The tall 'un's a fair exchange for his own girl, but for mine," his snaggle teeth gleamed in the red darkness, "you've got to take me. So come and get me, you cellulite special."
Vila gave a bellow of outrage, and made a grab at his arm. "Yah! Missed me, lardbottom." The dwarf, still staying on the edge, leaned forward and stuck his tongue out. "Those hips get any wider and you'll have to walk sideways through doors, fat dairy cow." By the furious yell, Korg had found another of the rusalka's weaknesses. "Hah! Couldn't catch a pig in a passage, you big bandy grease blob!" Korg mocked as he dodged.
Angry beyond thought, Vila dived at her small tormentor.
He ducked.
Her scream went on for a long, long time as she fell.
Korg picked up his axe. "Looks like the balloons won't keep her up after all. You all right, mate? Nice bit of footwork you did there." He came over to the wall, and started untying the rope around Squigs' wrists.
"Korg. What are you doing here? How did you get here?"
The dwarf shrugged. "Like I said, I don't let other folk pay my debts for me. When I heard Vila start to chirp about what she wanted, I knew you well enough to know what you'd do. So, I went and hid in the boat. Then I followed you . . . here." He grinned. "It beat the hell out of going back the same way as we came down."
Squigs flexed his fingers. Put out his right hand. "You're a nutter, Korg. Thanks." Korg put the axe down, and they shook hands solemnly. "It was nothing. She'd have pronged me with that lance for sure if you hadn't tripped her."
Squigs looked at the axe. "So why did you put your axe down, after she'd lost that spear-thing?"
Korg chuckled. "I've got myself involved in this woman's equality, or superiority, or whatever business, but my mam always said I wasn't to hit girls. Hard to break the habits thumped into you as a kid." He shouldered the axe again. "Now, where the hell are we, and where do we go? I don't fancy down, myself. My mam said I wasn't to pick up fallen women."
"Hell. And I don't know. In that order," said Squigs quietly. "I'm afraid, Korg, you might have rescued me . . . but you've condemned yourself. I've no idea how we get back. My computer is sitting in the cupboard of my room at the Schloss Raubgerig. We're up a place that's a lot colder and dryer than shit-creek without a paddle."
Korg wiped his brow. "Colder?"
Squigs nodded. "Yeah. Away from this volcanic vent it is. It wasn't always like this, apparently. But now, if there was enough water, Hell would freeze over regularly."
Korg looked down at the bubbling lava lake far, far below. He shrugged. "Well. That's the way it works out then. What shall we do? I've never seen much sense in sitting around feeling sorry for myself."
"No." Squigs thrust his hands deep into the overall pockets. Felt the meager few bottles of chemicals and wot-nots he'd transferred into there from his lab coat pockets. "Let's go looking for a bastard called M'lord Strate. He was what was behind Vila. Be nice to fix him and whatever his racket is."
Korg grinned. "That's more like it. Up or down? I hope you don't mind if we stick to the ledge, which I reckon will lead us either way. I don't fancy climbing these sheer walls much."
Squigs found his bleak mood lightening. He bowed low. "Shall we try going upward then, oh altitudinous master?"
"Shut up, shortarse, and follow me." The dwarf pointed with his axe to the upward slope of the ledge. "Come on. Let's get out of here. This place is the absolute pits!" They began the long trudge along the corkscrewing cinder path, upward toward the darkness and cold.
Chapter 22
Ever wondered why it's always 'his father's son'?
They stood in the courtyard of the Schloss Wassergrab. Mungo had his arm possessively around his daughter's shoulders, and was giving the Crum such an evil stare that the muscular blond had retreated, unfortunately to not quite beyond smelling range. Baron Ashill held Venus, comfortingly. "I'm afraid, my dear, that he must somehow have got into the boat. That's all I can think. The last anyone saw of him was when the rusalka started yelling her demands."
"Did she get away? I thought she was the wailing one all swathed in bandages?" Kate said, puzzled.
"No, that was her . . . um, assistant. Poor creature. I wouldn't have wished that on my worst enemy." Without thinking Mungo and all the other witnesses of the event reflexively clutched and gritted their teeth. "And then Crummag had to land on her back!"
"Well, I'd have landed in the thorns otherwise," said Crummag.
"So, did Vila get away?" persisted Kate. Mungo looked down. Baron Ashill nodded. "Yes. In the boat with the hostage. But she kept her side of the bargain and let you go."
"We got free all by ourselves, thank you," said both girls, affronted.
Count von Wolfrachen looked at them, surprised. "But no. You were released in exchange for the tall, thin fellow." He shook his head. "Appearances, as I have learned to my cost," and here he smiled at Huigi, "can be deceptive. To give one's self, with tied hands, to that creature took no small amount of courage."
"Squigs?" Kate looked at him. "That wimp wasn't here, was he?"
Slugger put an arm round her from the other side. "Listen, Katie-girl. 'E's no wimp. Toughest feller here, 'e was in spite 'o 'is looks. 'ow the 'ell do you fink we got 'ere inna first place? This 'ole lark were 'is bleedin' idea. An' 'e paid the price, see. Gave 'imself up as a hexchange f' you. But 'e went wiv a straight back, and no bleedin' questions. 'E jus' did it. I remember I thort 'e was a real puff . . . till I saw 'im sort aht that bleedin' Crum over there, the first time 'e met you. 'E should have finished Crum orf, that day. 'E 'ad 'im by the balls . . ."
Kate pushed away from him. "Listen, Slugger you go easy on Crummag. Between you and Pa, you've kept every boy in town away from me. You just stay away from this one. After all, the wise woman said my true love would be a hero both tall and nobly-born. A man who would fall for me immediately, a fighter the men of Senaputt would fall before, or flee from. A man who would sacrifice himself for me. Crummag's intended for me. But, Squigs . . . are we talking about the same guy? The tall thin skeleton with the pale brown skin and the frizzy hair? The one that always looks like a friendly toothbrush, and gets the major stutters every time he talks to me? The one that quivers like a leaf before every fight?"
Mungo and Baron Ashill nodded at her. "Yes."
"Tougher than he looks, that boy," said the baron. "A fine young fellow,"
Mungo nodded in agreement. "Not a man in Zikdoonvarna 'ud pick a fight with that lad . . . again. He floored half the town when we went looking for you."
"Comes from a royal family, too," said the baron. "I talked to him about his lineage. Genealogy an interest of mine."
Kate blinked. "But he said his grandfather bought his title . . . that great grandfather's name was Andrwywich . . ."
"His mother was from the Zulu royal house," said the Baron. "Nobly born, that boy."
Mungo nodded somberly. "And like Slugger said, he gave himself up as a hostage for your freedom. A brave lad. Wish you and I'd been nicer to him. I don't know why Vila wanted him, but I wouldn't give a quarter- Kare for his chances. And he knew that too."
Kate stared at her father, and then at the baron. There was no hint of mockery in their voices. Bits of the prophecy echoed in her ears. Poor Squigs. She been pretty rough on him. She did like him . . . once she'd got used to him. Crummag was like a storybook hero, exciting and, well, a bit dangerous for a girl. But Squigs . . . he was bit like a reliable pair of boots . . . something you took for granted, until you didn't have them. "Squigs went with Vila?"
"Got into her boat with his hands tied as a hostage in exchange for your release," said Huigi. "We told you."
"And you think Korg may be with them?" demanded Venus.
"Thinkin' abaht it," said Slugger, "nuffink could be more bleedin' likely! Makes me feel 'appier, that. 'e's a tough little barstool, that Korg."
Venus stamped her foot. "I want a boat, and I want it now! Move, gentlemen! Time's a-wasting."
"I wonder if we're not just bloody wasting our time." Squigs looked wearily at the ledge-path. Here it was wide enough for them to walk abreast. But in other places they had only just been able to edge along, facing the rock with the void below scratching at their backs. True, someone, or something, had been this way before. They'd had to dodge around enormous pipes which ran straight down the side of the pit, attached to the wall with huge, coarsely-welded staples. But they did not look new. Parts of the path had definitely fallen since then.
Korg paused and shrugged. "What would you rather do? Jump?" They went on. After hours, Squigs couldn't say how many, because it hadn't occurred to him to look at his watch until his stomach started growling at him, they reached a side passage. Korg looked at the black hole. Most of the space was full of the vast snaking pipes from the pit. Once they went into the hole and away from the earthfire glow, it would be totally dark. "Don't fancy that much. I always like to see exactly whose mouth I'm marching into," said the dwarf, and hesitated, a most un-Korglike act.
"Come on," said Squigs. "Those pipes must lead somewhere."
The dwarf looked uneasy. "Tell you the truth, I don't fancy dark closed-in places much," he said in a small voice. "Most dwarves . . . thrive down in mines and blooming holes. Places like that . . .squash me. Make me short of breath. That's one of the reasons I left home, and took to the Heroing trade. I've been in one small dark place today. I don't fancy doing it again. But like you say, it must lead out . . ." the dwarf took a deep breath. "If I have to, I will," he said with quiet determination. "But you lead, Squigs. And keep talking to me, please. Tell me about this dump of a world, so I know what we're in for."
Squigs stepped ahead of Korg, into the hole. Somehow knowing that the insanely brave little man was afraid of something made Squigs feel better. "Dump's about right. Look, keep hold of my belt. That way we'll know we're still together." He felt Korg take a firm hold of his belt. "As I was saying 'dump' is the right description. The place is the ultimate example of trashing a whole world . . . until it kills you. This used to be a hot little dustball planet. Too hot for you or me, really. But the inhabitants like heat. They're what we'd call poikilothermic. In the cold, their metabolism slows right down."
"Go on," said a choked little voice from behind him.
Squigs decided lecturing might just help. "Anyway it was a happy little agrarian hot-house, with the local silica-fellows cheerfully growing crystals, and raising fire elementals, little energy beasts that store solar input, and going off for nice volcano-side holidays every winter. Then, hey presto, some bright spark discovers exothermic chemical reactions. Very dirty exothermic reactions, but nice and hot. Is this too fast for you?"
"No. Go on. Walk faster too," panted Korg.
"Okay, so apparently the place went from agriculture to strip-mining for more chemicals to produce more lovely heat in about twenty years. Oh, I forgot to mention. They literally come on heat around here. When they get warm enough, they breed. So they had a population explosion, massive pollution, rip and strip mining, and in two hundred years they'd literally stripped the soil of nutrients, so their crystal-plants couldn't grow, even if they had had enough sun. The fire-elemental herds were dying, also without sun, and they had fifty times the population to feed. And the whole place was getting colder. So they needed to strip-mine more. And to reprocess the old mine-dumps. And to use lower-grade chemical reagents, with even dirtier burns. Oh, we're up against a wall."
"Feel for a door!" Korg sounded most unlike himself.
"Ah! Here." With a creak the portal swung open. The outside sky was still black. But it wasn't quite dark. It was more like a late afternoon under heavy thunderclouds.
Korg scrambled past Squigs, and out. He reached back to give Squigs a hand. "Sorry mate. I just had to get out of there. Phew! To stretch and breathe again!" The little man stomped about, blowing steam into the icy air. "Like you said, it's cold up here. Which one of these pipes should we follow?"
"Your guess is as good as mine," said Squigs looking into the gloom. "You choose this time."
The dwarf shuddered. "Heck, any of them, so long as it doesn't go back down there." He looked back at the small metal door that Squigs had tidily closed behind them. Shook his head. "Thanks, friend. I owe you."
"Call it quits," said Squigs, embarrassed. "I owed you several. Look, pick a pipe, any pipe."
"Nearest one," said the dwarf. "Go on with the story. I was listening, believe it or not."
"Not much more to tell," said Squigs. "They started running out of food, and reagents. There were a lot of nasty wars for the bits that were left. Their world kept getting colder. From a population of billions, a few hundred thousand survive. You see, when all the other food ran out, they made do with eating each other. The ones that are left are therefore pretty tough and nasty. They've evolved something of a feudal system. There are four great lords. They control the various mining Houses Major, and these have smaller units, the Houses Minor, who have the manufacturers, and the slag reprocessors loyal to them."
Korg looked at the cold, bleak, landscape. "So . . . we're unlikely to find anything to eat, or by the sounds of it, to drink. The locals are few and far between. How do you know all this? Any more good news?"
"One of my dear lecturers was from this bumhole of a place. If he was typical of the locals, be glad they're few and far between. Actually, we're unlikely to meet anyone up here, period. Everything's underground. It's warmer. Everything but the castles of the Demon Lords, as they call themselves. We will probably never find a solitary soul, no matter how hard we try."
Therefore, the creakily bellowed challenge a few seconds later was nearly inevitable. "Halt! Who comes here! I, er, I, um . . . mean foe or fiend? Yes, that's it, foe or fiend, eh?" The old codger, on the other end of a spear which was larger than he was, peered shortsightedly at them.
He wouldn't pass for human, except possibly around Piccadilly Circus, where aliens from Betelguese and further afield have been known to spend several weeks, only ever being noticed by muggers, who respond poorly to their "take me to your leader" statements. But one glance at the wrinkled-map face, and the single rheumy eye peering over the top of the bifocal lens would also have told you that the braces and baggy trousers were inevitable. While the rules of physics tend to vary between the spheres, there are certain universal constants.
"I don't know," said Korg. "What do your own chaps say?"
"Neither, of course," said the old fellow. "They say, 'Don't be such a silly old bastard.'"
"Ah. Don't be such a silly old bastard."
The spear point poked at Korg's stomach. "You mind your langwidge, you cheeky young sod."
"Well, can we pass then?"
"No. Not until you gives the password."
"Password!" demanded Squigs in his best official voice. The veteran sentry scratched his one ear. And then the other two. Finally, he said in a small voice. "I can't remember it." He turned and yelled in his reedy voice "Hey, Henery. What's the blooming password today again?"
"Incarnation"
"Eh? WHAT'S THAT?"
"IN. CAR. NAY. SHUN!"
"There you are. Pink carnation."
"Pink carnation," said Squigs obligingly.
"Pass, fiend. Tell Henery to send me up a cuppa something hot. I'm freezing my bollocks orf out 'ere."
In this fashion they passed into the ranks of the overground, and found themselves joining the agricultural revolution, possibly the only rebellion in all of time and space where "planting the seeds of the revolution" meant just that.
Chapter 23
Right hand man
It had taken all the tact at Wolfgang, Count von Wolfrachen's disposal, (which, when he so desired, was considerable) to persuade Venus that following Korg, Squigs and Vila was simply suicide, and would fail to help anybody. He eventually convinced her that he had access to a network of agents who could find the exact whereabouts of virtually anyone, even on this complex world. Then he had persuaded her that getting to any other point within thousands of miles would be easier, quicker and safer, using his own branch as a base.
It was a good thing that the Count was there, because she certainly wasn't listening to her father, or to such lowly persons as Huigi. Kate wasn't saying anything.
But once persuaded, Venus occupied the return journey to the Schloss Raubgerig in questioning each of the expedition's members in turn in exhaustive detail. "Shades of her mother," said the baron quietly to Mungo.
Mungo, who had just been through Venus's information wringer, said nothing. But he thought that if he were the dwarf, he'd keep running, now that he had such a good head-start. But he kept a wary eye on his daughter. She'd been listening, intently, to the various statements from the members of the rescue expedition. She'd shaken off her father's arm. But Mungo noticed that she'd shaken off Crum's attempt, too.
Back at the castle, the count wasted no time. Orders were dispatched, messengers rode off into the gathering shadow-time. The count suggested baths and dinner. Venus shook her head agitatedly. The count bowed in his courtly manner to her. "My dear, perhaps you are right. If you do not eat, you will faint. And then you would give us all some peace."
For a moment murder hung in the wings. Then Venus bit her lip, restraining the edge of a smile. "I'm sorry. Have I been so difficult? I'd love to get clean, after the disgusting place they kept us in. And it will pass the time while we wait for news. But I don't think I could face food!"
The count bowed again, perhaps thinking to himself that all those years of dealing with his daughter's tantrums had perhaps not been entirely wasted. "Of course, my dear lady. We understand. Just come and join us, and perhaps have a glass of wine, and possibly a morsel. Imogene, my dear, if you'd be so kind as to take the ladies through . . ."
Imogene was sparkling with happiness and energy. For starters her father hadn't discovered that she'd been with the mounted column, and for seconds, she was formulating plots to see that her ten year-old lies became fact. As soon as possible. Having extra guests would help. "Of course!" She came away from her tête-à -tête with Huigi, who had discovered that she'd been along and was quietly explosive about it, and took the pale Venus and the oddly silent Kate on either arm. "Come up to my bathroom! It's probably the only one that has got decent hot water in this whole rotting pile."
This touched a chord in Venus. "You should talk to my father about it, Count. He's become quite expert at repairing prehistoric plumbing!" She smiled. "Thank you. I'm sorry I've been so difficult."
Count Von Woflrachen smiled, his long teeth exposed, briefly showing the monster behind the mask. "It is nothing, my dear." He put his hands on the shoulders of Mungo and the baron, and paid back the scores of a lifetime. "We fathers are used to it."
Of the three, only Kate did not turn and give him a poisonous look. She simply walked away, with her head still hung. She certainly didn't look back at the Crum.
Slugger wrinkled his nose at that individual. "Yer stink. Barf. Move! An' if yer gets pissed at supper again, I'll forget meself."
"What are you doing here?" The five who were huddled in the stone-slab hut were both surprised and not particularly delighted to see them. They were younger than the sentry, but still not young. And they all bore the marks of a life of hard work and tough times, in the lines on their faces.
"Are any of you, what's the bastard's name again, Squigs?" His recent encounter with closed-in spaces seemed to have given the dwarf even more need to prove himself invincible in every other respect.
"M'lord Strate." Squigs put a restraining hand on Korg's shoulder. His left. His right stayed firmly in his pocket.
The party looked at them, plainly incredulous. And then they began to laugh. One of them stood up, a broad individual, who, like the sentry, also had only one mid-forehead eye. "Come in. I don't know who you are, mister, but it's been a long time since we had a decent laugh. Was that what Gramps was shouting about passwords for?"
"You Henery?" The one-eyed character nodded. Korg went on, "The old guy with the spear says to send him a cuppa something hot. And you treat him with respect. He's a nice old fellow. Not your blooming 'gramps.'"
Henery gave a grin, exposing huge square teeth suited for crushing rocks. "I've called him that since I was a boy. He is my grandfather. And if I didn't treat him with respect he'd beat me with that bloody spear of his. We'll get him a cuppa something. Now, who are you?" He looked curiously at Korg and the towering Squigs. "What species are you fellahs? Never seen an imp or a devil or a fiend like you. You one of them Afrits or Gins?"
Korg shook his head. "I was human last time I looked. Both of us. Name's Korg."
Henery took his hand. "Human? Don't be daft. What human is going to come here, after them tricks that Lord Tia got up to with that Dante fellah? Humans all think that this is where you end up when you're dead! Them lords have been playin' that old joke on humans ever since they found out they could get to Earth sometimes. We at least know the spirits of the dead head off into limbo, but them humans can't see that far into the red."
Korg shrugged. "I can't see that far into red. We really are humans, Henery, and I'm damned if I want to be in this place. But while we're here, I want to sort out this 'Strate' bugger."
Henery looked at the 3'6'' and 6'10'' extremes curiously. "So, this is what humans looks like. Certainly a lot of size variation in you fellahs. I heard you were all fifteen foot tall and bright green. As for Lord Strate, that's what every imp jack in the revolution would like to see. But there's not much chance of that, a little rag-tag bunch like us against a Demon, or as he calls himself these days, the Overlord Strate. Blooming cheek." The defiance was somehow tempered with hopelessness. Henery sighed. "Well, Korg, let me introduce you to the rest of the lads. Who's your silent mate, by the way?" Henery extended a hand to Squigs.
Squigs took his right hand out of his pocket. The ring on his middle finger was hot, and above the now glowing stone the two fire elementals danced, as he took Henery's hand.
"Blimey!" The broad imp snapped to rigid attention as he held the black eight-digited hand. Ever since the effect his parting handshake, before the garden-services expedition, had had on the count's butler, Squigs had been wary about shaking hands. Now all three of Henery's other hands quivered in a rigid salute.
"Field Commander Henery Seid at your command, ma'am," he said gruffly. A small drop of fluid edged over the lower lip of his single eyelid, to fall hissing onto the ground. "If I may make so bold, ma'am, we thought you was done for. This is a proud and happy day for the Fifth Field-Kitchen Unit! Now we'll show that bastard! He'll regret calling himself 'the Overlord' when the real one has come back! There'll be sunshine and crops again!" he said thickly.
Squigs looked down at the hand. Insight dawned. He looked at the shining eyes of the cheering Fifth Field-Kitchen Unit. And understood. "I'm sorry," he said, and realized, and then accepted the responsibility thrust onto him. "The Overlord has been . . . delayed. But she has sent me." He smiled wryly. "You might say I'm her right-hand man."
The parrot appeared on his shoulder. "Awk. Sucker."
Kate sat back and looked at the book's cover again. Read the title carefully
Atlas and statistical register, Sphere of Zoar.
Published by the Statistical Services Section,
E. P. A.
She opened it to the place she'd marked with her finger. And read the entry again.
Santara: Pop. 7
She'd found the Selig plain on the map, finally. Crummag the Barbarian. Scourge of Santara. Terror of the Selig plain. She wondered if Crummag had found anything more dangerous than reindeer to terrorize.
The atlas for Earth was next in the pile. She hadn't found Ruritania in the index either. So much for Noble Crummag. Squigs had sounded a little sarcastic when Crummag had said it. The wise-woman's prophecy had said she would find her true love in a hero both tall and nobly-born. A man who would fall for her immediately, a fighter the men Senaputt would fall before and flee from. Well . . . According to Slugger, the men of Senaputt would fall before Crummag. If they were smaller than he was. A man who would willingly sacrifice himself for her.
She found herself thinking about someone who had.
And had fallen for her the moment he saw her . . . Fallen flat. She'd been really vile to him. But she'd been furious when she'd heard about him fondling Vila. Disgusted and illogically furious.
"Hey, those are my father's agency books. For God's sake don't tell him I've borrowed them," Imogene said, half serious, coming out of her closet with an armful of dresses, "I'm not supposed to know they exist. I just wanted to look up the place Huigi's been working."
At this point Venus emerged from the bathroom, in a cloud of scented steam and wound in a large bath sheet. She knew Kate a lot better than Imogene did. Taking one look, she rushed over. "What's wrong?"
Kate looked up. Her normal high color was now closer to Imogene's white. "Oh, Vee. I've been such a fool."
The Crum was mad. And when he got mad people got hurt. Only . . . smaller people. Not Slugger McGee. Or Mungo Kentigern. Or Baron Ashill, for that matter. Or the werewolf count. Huigi had disappeared, and anyway he might be small, but he'd been prepared to fight the count. The Crum preferred smaller people who didn't want to fight back. And now, to add injury to insult they'd told him to have one of those cold showers.
He was damned if he would. And double damned if he'd go and sit through another supper like the last one, dry. A servant carrying a tray came up the passage. A large servant. One who eyed the Crum hungrily. Not good material for the current mood, but instead to be treated with some discretion. "I say, fellow. Where is the nearest decent bar around here? One that's got some . . . girls, preferably," asked the Crum oilily.
The servant grinned hungrily, before remembering his place. Recovering his wooden face, he said, "Sir could try the Tom Cat. Down in Raubgerig Village."
"How do I find it?" the Crum asked, paying real attention for once. Fortunately the instructions were simple enough.
Now, all he needed was some money. Well, that tall smartarse and the stroppy dwarf weren't coming back . . .
Within ten minutes only his bouquet still lingered in the portals of the Schloss Raubgerig. At the Tom Cat he was received with obvious delight. Even if the patrons didn't want to sit downwind. A couple of foxy girls were distinctly licking their red lips over him. He felt sure he would soon be able to be rewarded as he reckoned a hero like himself should be.
And mine host was as slimily obsequious as a man who has just seen a fortune's worth of blood walk into his grimy tavern can be.
Ortant, the major-domo to the new Overlord, was a great deal more cheerful than he had been about hearing his master giving himself a new title. This was the first Ledge-meeting in ages at which he'd heard something positive. So, the Overlord was back! Ortant wasn't too sure of the identity of the Ledge-brother who was part of the overground. Identities were secret in the order, unless, like the new Ledge under-frankfurter, your body-shape betrayed you. Even then the brothers pretended not to know. The order drew members from all walks of life, even from beyond the law, and it was best not to want to know.
He supposed that, as major-domo to the Pretender to the Overlord's throne, he ought to be worried about his own skin, and marrowbones. But the Overlord hadn't been like that. That was why the Demon Lords had been able to trap her.
He would have been less cheerful if he had known that upstairs Lord Strate was hissing, with sulphurous smoke streaming from his nose, "Kill her! We'll find her and this time I'll melt the parts in an acid bath, not just scatter them across the other spheres. Obviously her spirit must be able to work from Limbo, assembling that body of hers. And this . . . Juvenile and Ignominious Order. I have tolerated it long enough! I want the names! Names!!!"
The rotund Ecunious licked his fat lips. One of the things about the order was the lack of names and positions. But because three-foot high seven-headed imps were unusual, especially ones as fat as he, he was sure everyone knew who he was. "I don't know the names," he squeaked. It was all going wrong! This was just supposed to be a way to get rich, not involved.
Lord Strate stared at him, his eyes cold. Eventually he said. "Very well. Go and call Ortant. And return with him. We will set a trap at this next . . . ledge-meeting."
"Well, thank goodness this Overlord left herself some supplies." Korg took a deep draught from the water bottle. "Quite frankly, I didn't have a clue what your game was back there. They're a decent enough bunch of duffers. It's not right your getting their hopes up like this."
"Shut up, Korg. Just let me finish this lot, okay. Look, I did this precisely because they're a decent bunch of duffers. Their precious Overlord is in pieces. One of them ended up in Huigi's stock . . . and just by luck I got it, and I may be the only person who could be able to help them. Now, leave me in peace to finish working out these equations."
Down at the dining-table, both Venus and Kate discovered that, although they had both said that they had no interest in eating, they were in fact both ravenous. And the food was excellent. If you were a carnivore.
Imogene found herself toying with the colorless boiled vegetables on her plate. It was difficult enough for a morphogenic wolf-woman to deny her heritage when faced with dry flat-meat. The blood on the plates around her was enough to make her nose twitch. Nobody had as yet commented on the absent Crum. Samur the butler came in hastily. He tapped each of the footmen on the shoulder, and indicated that they should leave. He then walked across to his master and coughed discretely.
"Yes, Samur." The Count was sharp attention.
"I have received reports, Count."
"Tell us, man. No point in being secretive. These ladies would get it out of me in minutes anyway. I should use them for spies."
"Very well, Your Honor. I have received word from an agent in Grottborg. Just by chance all three were observed by a stalk-fisherman . . . A poacher, who therefore kept himself hidden."
"All three . . . Korg was there?" Venus asked sharply.
"Yes, M'lady. He emerged from the boat somewhat after the other two."
Venus pushed back her chair and stood up. "Where is this place?"
Samur shook his head. "I'm sorry, but they're no longer there, Your Ladyship. They passed through what could only be a congruence point. The poacher described hearing the sound of gongs and drums."
Without realizing what he was doing, the butler took a glass of wine and drained it. "I'm afraid they have all gone to Hell, sir."
There was a long silence, finally broken by Imogene. "Samur! That was my glass."
The butler looked down at his hand in horror. "I'm terribly sorry, Lady Imogene! I . . . I will get you another one directly. I can't think what came over me."
"Oh stop it, Samur!" the count said shortly. "It's not as if you don't drink my wine often enough. Now, get another glass for Imogene and join us. We are going to need to plan this carefully, and you might as well be here." He looked at the others, obviously faintly embarrassed. "Samur's my right-hand man in the agency I work for. Besides, I needed someone I could talk to after my wife . . . left."
Huigi stood up. "I think what we need is the device belonging to the one customer who ever got the better of me. I'll go and fetch it. No, Samur. You stay here. I know where it is."
He came back a few minutes later, grey faced and sweating. "It's gone! It's bloody gone!"
They found it, of course. In the Crum's quarters. Along with Korg's dreaded coffee-pot. But, after being violently opened in the Crum's quest for drinking money the PC had suffered a terminal systems failure. It was next to useless unless you had a microfiche to eat with the scattered chips.
It was a pity that the PC wasn't built out of cast-iron, like the coffee pot. Venus set the coffee pot down with unwarranted care and a loud sniff. Kate paced about the room like a caged tiger. "So he is a traitor and a spy! He used me! Me! I feel smirched. I'm sorry it was only one potty full. I wish it had been a whole cess-pit!"
"The question is: where has he got to?" The baron looked at the wreckage dispassionately. "If we can catch him perhaps we can find out how he reached his master."
Samur coughed as he entered the room. Leading a footman. By the ear. "This lummox gave the blond man instructions on how to reach the Tom Cat. It's a seedy tavern on the bad side of the village, sirs and ladies. I shall take a party there at once."
"Party be buggered. Show us the way, man." Mungo began rolling up his sleeves.
"Er, it's hardly the place for delicately nurtured ladies . . ."
"Just try leaving us behind, and you'll be the one in need of delicate nurture, dear Samur," said Imogene, thoroughly enjoying herself. "Come on . . . and it's no use trying to leave me behind. I know where it is, even if I've never been into it."
Thus it was that less than ten minutes later, the Tom Cat received an influx of quality custom that the owner felt he could have done without. Mungo and Slugger came in through the front door without bothering to open it. Kate was first into the room, however. And the naked Crum ran straight into her arms. Shrieking. The two foxy faced girls chasing him, who stopped just short of the astounded party, were also naked. And they had blood on their chins. The Crum looked over his shoulder at the two girls. And clutched at what used to be his most prized muscle. "Fthave me," he whimpered, giving them a desperate gummy grimace. His false teeth had plainly gone astray along with his clothes.
Huigi looked at him, and then at the inn-keeper. "I'm sure mine host over there was planning to save . . . some."
Mine host grinned nervously, exposing teeth like those of the girls, only less well kept. He bowed. "Er. Count. May I offer you some refreshment?"
"Yer can tell uz wot's bleedin' goin' on 'ere, yer fat rogue!" Slugger picked the landlord up by the scruff of the neck as he said this.
"Hersh, I can 'splain," gasped the inn-keeper.
"Put him down, Slugger," Mungo said austerely. "You can teach him the unwisdom of biting the hand that lays the golden eggs . . . later. If he doesn't tell us what we want to know."
Slugger dropped him. The inn-keeper decided that the floor was the safest place, for the moment. "My lords, I'm an honest man . . ."
"Cut the crap," Slugger leaned in threateningly.
The innkeeper hastened to comply. "My daughters . . . they were just taking my due," he whined hurriedly. "That . . . human tried to pass counterfeit money, Count!" The innkeeper scrambled to his feet and over to the bar. He produced a wash-leather bag, which he spilled out onto the bar top. "See Lords . . . worthless!" Several hundred Zoar Kares gleamed and rolled on the dark wood.
Slugger picked the Crum up from where the whimperer had fallen after being thrust away by Kate. By the hair. "Yer was cadging drinks at the bleedin' Green Monkey. Yer 'avint bin paid yet. So where did yer get this from?"
"I took it from the dwarf'fth bag. He doefn't need it anymore." At this Venus slapped him furiously and had to be restrained from tearing him limb from limb by her father. The Crum whimpered.
"An' Squigs' stuff?"
"I looked there firftht. He didn't have any money. Not even in that box. I juftht wanted thome drinking money, I promithe. Pleafthe, pleafthe get me to an armorer. They'fthe bitten my . . . my fing . . . right off," the Crum wailed.
"You fool. You drunken waster." Huigi's eyes slitted. "You had the wealth of a thousand lifetimes in your greedy hands, and you didn't even know what it was. You destroyed it, looking for one night's drinking and whoring."
"Enough, Hu." The count intervened. "We will take our friend's money. Samur, if you would be so kind . . . And then we'll leave the good landlord and his daughters to their own legitimate . . . pursuit. I trust he won't forget his taxes, on this sudden . . . windfall. Come, gentlemen, ladies. I believe we've finished with our business here."
The Crum stared horrified, as they turned to go. "You can't juftht leave me here!" he shrieked.
Kate turned back, and smiled humorlessly at him. "Watch me, Sunshine. You took your pick. Now you get your chews."
Imogene tucked her hand into Huigi's. "Let's go back and order a couple of steaks," she said mischievously. "Suddenly I've decided to stop just eating meat in the pantry."
Korg measured himself against the wall. "Nope. Still the same. How long of this non-washing does it take before the shrinking wears off? Or did you tall folk just never bathe?"
Tiredly, Squigs looked up from the desk. "Quit stirring, you sawed-off hooligan. I know you're bored, but I'm nearly finished. I think I've got it. Now go and teach the field-commander some more combat skills or something. Another half an hour . . ."
Korg gave a gusty sigh. "Sorry, mate. Not used to all this inactivity. As for teaching these rock-bodies . . . I'd need a diamond edge to my axe, or better still a rock-drill to get anywhere with these blokes."
Squigs nodded distractedly. "Yeah. The devils and demons are tougher too. Purer silicates. What you need is an electric drill with an Ormandine bit."
"Ormandine?"
"Ormandine . . . dragon's tooth to you Zoar people. Harder than diamond," said Squigs, trying to get back to the scrawls on the desk.
"I hope you don't need any of that, madam-sir?" said Henery, who had come in quietly. The . . . so-called Overlord has got just about all there is to have. He's charging a terrible price for it."
Squigs' attention focused on the imp. "Why?"
Henery looked puzzled. "Why what, sir?"
"What do you use Ormandine for?" demanded Squigs.
The imp blinked his eye. Shook his head. "But . . . it is the catalyst, madam-sir. For the Arrrgh!Uation heat conversion reaction."
Korg snorted. "Named after Sir Arrrgh!Uation, no doubt?"
The imp looked embarrassed. "No, sir. We're not supposed to call it that, but everyone does. Named after the noise the Devil Uation made when he dropped the reagent on his foot."
"I see," said Squigs, slowly. "Or rather I don't. What is this reaction . . . do you know what goes in to it? "
The imp blinked again, plainly surprised. "I used to work down in the heat-plant at Lord Eralise's castle, so I know it well . . . it'll run on pretty well any sulphate or sulphide. In the presence of oxygen at four atmospheres, and antimony and rubidium. In a point three thaum field. The reaction occurs on the dragon tooth surface."
A smile slowly broke across Squigs' face. "I've just spent all night working that out."
"Oh, well, you just had to ask, sir. I thought you knew," said the imp, slightly surprised.
"No, but now I know what we can do to get rid of this damned pollution cloud! Tell me, has it ever rained here?"
The imp looked puzzled. "Well, there was the reign of the Overlord, sir, and Lord Tia, Strate, Dant and Eralise reigned over bits."
Squigs stood up. Smiled broadly. "Ever since this lot started . . . I've been wondering why I took Alchemy. At last I have a reason—or at least a purpose. This is a problem only an alchemist could solve. Tell the imps of the Fifth Field Kitchen Unit to get ready for some cooking. In a month or two, you should be ready to start sowing."
"What is this," grumbled Korg, "a bloody housewives home-improvement course?"
"No." said Squigs, now smiling from ear to ear. "I'm going to make it snow."
Korg hugged his broad arms and shivered. "You're going to make it even colder?"
Squigs nodded. "It is an endothermic reaction, yes. But it'll happen at the cloud-tops. Believe it or not it's very hot in sunlight. Down here it will get briefly colder."
Korg shivered. "Then you'd better teach 'em knitting as well."
Chapter 24
The O-K Corral
The self-declared new Overlord of Hell was up on his battlements, pacing. Despite his wealth and power, despite the death of all those who had opposed him, despite the joy of listening to the howls of anguish his Earth-style tax system caused, he was uneasy. He looked out into the gloom, with eyes that could see further than any human's.
The plain had been cleared of bodies now. Should any foe come that way . . . the speakers were ready. He shuddered. It was a victory. But it was no way for even a denizen of Hell to have to die. And humans subjected themselves voluntarily to it! In fact they paid for it. He thought back to when he had almost been trapped in that auditorium when that awful thing had begun. He'd felt his skin beginning to crack and melt . . . before he'd managed to stop the performance. If he hadn't thought of screaming "Fire" . . . Well, the management had kicked him out, little realizing how very glad he had been to go.
He wondered, not for the first time, whether "opera" was short for "operation without anesthetic." Well, as a warning he'd play some of that . . . what was the fellow's name? The one who was . . . fond of children. That stuff would make any mere devil or imp run screaming, clutching their ichor-leaking ears. M'lord had never understood the fuss about human young. Prior to his sojourn on Earth he had thought that humans sacrificed children to get rid of them. It was something of a shock to discover that many humans actually liked the smelly little things. And not just to eat!
He turned away from the plain and looked at the great cinder cone of Mount Erebus behind him. No imp would ever think of coming that way. But the old Overlord might. A watch must be kept.
Slogging their way up the other side of the mountain were Korg, Squigs and the members of the Fifth Field Kitchen Unit. And a large number of their cooking pots. Korg panted under his heavy load. "Phew, Squigs. Are we," pant, "going all the way," pant, "up?"
"Afraid so, squire." Squigs paused, tiredly wiping at the sweat that would have frozen on his brow otherwise. "We won't reach the clouds from lower down. Reversing this lot is going to need an endothermic chain reaction. To get it going we're going to have to seed the cloud-top-level where there is sunlight. "
"It's just that the mountain's a lot bigger to a smaller person like me," said Korg peering up at it. "The locals are taking strain, too."
"The temperature is a killer for them. They don't warm up with exercise as much as we do. But the heater units I've made should help. Look, Korg, I still think you should go back down with them."
"No way," said Korg. "Why bother?"
Squigs did not reply. He knew there wasn't much point. Korg might live another six months . . . but Hell was killing them both.
"Congruences from here to Hell are rare. And they're tightly guarded. We've only a few agents there. And we've had no word for a couple of weeks. The guard on their side has at least tripled. Something is going on over there." Huigi's Uncle Sylvester had come in person to brief them. He'd also come to have private words with the count about a of a report of a black hand and a haunting familiar.
Samur came in. Coughed. "Someone to see you, sir."
The Count looked up, annoyed. "Not now, Samur. This is a private and confidential meeting!" Uncharacteristically, Samur shook his head. Walked over to the count, and made a quick sign. He stretched out his hand. Wide-eyed, the count took his hand. Samur stepped across the view of the rest of the company.
"You're a Grand Chorisso!"
Samur nodded. "And I'm afraid I must order you to see this person, now."
But that person had not waited. He had already come in.
The Zoar folk hastily scrambled to their feet.
"Ziklevieson!"
The old man nodded. He was swaying with exhaustion. " Ja. I see you got your tuchis in a jam again, Mungo."
Ziklevieson accepted the chair the Count had offered him, gratefully. "I'm too old for this now. Too old." He lowered himself down into it. "I've brought for you another computer." He pointed to the bag. "Squigs he said the battery was low. Electricity . . . and batteries, I understand. It was how I defeated Kare. I have for you here the battery from the hovercraft, and the computer. Now, Samur. It is over to you. You've read the guide. Can anything be salvaged?"
The butler-cum-Grand Chorisso shrugged. "I did see what I believe is a "cd" in the remains of Squigs machine. I think it is intact, Isaac. You do realize that this is someone who has never even seen one of these devices intact, attempting to use it?"
Huigi cleared his throat. "I've had one lesson. And so has the baron."
The count tapped his butler on the shoulder, politely. "Just what is happening here, Samur?"
The butler allowed himself a small smile. "You were always quite right, Count Wolfgang. The Recent and Much Mocked Order exists partially to watch the agency. Quis Custodiet ipsos Custodes, as you put it. This is the grand Chorisso of Zoar, as well as the God-King of western marshes."
"It was do the job or ged killed," said the God-King, depreciatingly. "Vasn't anyone else available."
Samur smiled. "You have read the reports from Zoar about the dread Ziklevieson. It's what his name became corrupted to by the locals. His real name is Isaac Levieson and he's a cunning old man. He puts on the accent when he wants you to think him just a harmless old duffer from some persecuted minority or another."
"Is easier to deal with enemies when they don't expect much," said Isaac calmly.
"I've been keeping him posted about developments here," said Samur. "Anyway, Sadie—the last Overlord—was our great Weenie. She was working on the rehabilitation of Hell, when we believe she was killed. From there things have got worse, on Hell and on Zoar, as well as having a Grand Chorisso killed on Earth, We've decided that it is time to act now against Lord Strate, who we believe is at the bottom of all of this. "
Fifty-five of M'lord Strate's best troops. Standing to rigid attention. They found little to laugh at in the plump figure clad only in seven hoods and a single red and white striped sock. Even if he was upside down. Ecunious, once under-frankfurter of the one-hundred and twenty-seventh Ledge of the Juvenile and Ignominious Order, was also very dead. And Lord Strate was saying that it had to be one of them, who had betrayed the traitor. The troopers knew that there was only one possible reward for this.
Samur, Huigi and Baron picked themselves up off the floor. "It was just rather a sudden noise, that was all," said Huigi shakily. "What's it say on the screen?"
"Welcome to Windows . . . Reading drive D . . ."
The Fifth Field-Kitchen Unit also stood to rigid attention. In this cold it was very plausible that if they stood like that for long they'd remain as proud statues. "Madam-sir. Me and the lads talked it over. We'd like to stay with you."
"But you will go."
"Madam-sir . . ." protested Henery.
"That's an order, Field Commander."
"But, madam-sir, the Lord Strate. He'll spot you at once . . ."
Squigs nodded. "Yes."
"We'll defend you, madam-sir," said Henery.
Squigs looked at them. Fifteen middle-aged to elderly imp-cooks. Scared of a mere devil. Ready to stand with him against their worst fear.
Squigs fought the lump in his throat. "You'll go down. That isn't an order. I just ask it. I might die, but I ask you to see that the revolution goes on, regardless."
"Yes, sir." Henery Seid snapped a four-armed salute. "What about him, sir?"
Korg sat on a rock. "Go on. Get along with you. Pee off."
Squigs sighed. "I can change the world, Field Commander. But I can't change him."
"We need some way of getting inside the defenses of the place. Sure as death, it is going to be heavily defended."
Zikleviesion smiled. " Ja. But there is one thing even more sure than death. I mean, against the deadly reaper you just have to live forever. We go as the irresistible force. Against taxes . . . there is no defense."
They waited until they were sure that the overground's small force was far enough away to be safe. Then they started the McSkillen reaction rocket loaded with the crystal-seeds that the Field Kitchen had been so hard at work preparing. The rocket certainly made it up to the cloud layer before it exploded. But, as Korg said, the purple smoke trail was like a finger pointing straight at them. And the smooth sides of the cinder-cone offered no cover at all. Also, being warm-blooded, they stood out like beacons against the cold mountainside, to beings that saw into the infra-red.
Strate's troops had them in half an hour. Within two hours they were being marched into the grim fortress of the self-proclaimed Overlord. A red, goat-horned being waited for them. Its stubby snout twitched, as they came through the portals. "They are to be taken straight to M'lord," the creature commanded peremptorily. Why did Squigs find the black hand tied behind his back twitching at this unpleasant individual?
"I will take them up myself," Ortant commanded suddenly. "Come on, you." He pushed in roughly behind Squigs, the imp's hand somehow taking the prisoner's. By the time Korg said, "Oy! Leave my mate alone," Ortant's eyes were saucer-wide and his brain racing. But they were still marching in a cloud of guards. There was nothing he could do now, was there?
Even for the Great Weeny herself.
They came into the Demon Lord Strate's Throne room. From the entwined black-marble gargoyles biting one another's heads off, to the three disemboweled plaster ducks on the wall, it was decorated with impeccable taste. For a Hollywood bad-taste horror-movie. If you like black and red. Usually long drippy bits of red. To say it looked like a monster with a terminal stomach ulcer who had drunk a lake of black ink and then vomited his guts out is too harsh. But not much too harsh.
The Demon Lord sat there in state, on his twisted metal throne. He was not in himself a very impressive figure, but the yellow smoke trickling from his slitty nostrils suggested inner fires.
Squigs looked at him without much surprise. "Hello, Dr. Nisebind. Wouldn't a recommendation to the dean of students that my thesis was not of a sufficient standard to award my degree have done, instead of all this?"
The eyes of the being on the Throne flamed. "Harkness-Smythe! I thought it was . . . someone else." The Demon Lord looked at his watch.
"Still got your time fetish, I see. Wise. You don't have much of it left." Squigs was carefully defiant. He'd dealt with this . . . person before, at oral examinations. There was a narrow line to walk, between losing his interest, and attracting his naked anger.
"You know this guy?" Korg asked casually. As though he was not standing bound between hulking guards.
"Unfortunately, yes. I told you I had had a lecturer from this . . . beautiful place. Only I thought he was dead."
Lord Strate snorted yellow smoke. "One of the skills of Demon Lord, being dead . . . apparently. And something you are about to be. And not just apparently." The Demon Lord smiled, showing his fangs.
"May I be excused, M'lord?" Ortant bowed. "There is business to be seen to."
Strate nodded. "Order the oil heated, Ortant."
The majordomo scurried away.
Squigs waited until the imp had gone, matching Strate's smoldering stare with his own. The Demon Lord was the first to break the silence. "I'm glad to have captured you, Harkness-Smythe. It is the one last loose end tied up. No one now has the equipment for the prediction of congruencies, except me."
"Oh, really," said Squigs cheerfully. "The trouble with ends . . .the more you tie them this end, the more they fray at the other end. The end that's on Sylvan. My computer. It's with a certain very powerful agency."
Strate snorted jets of yellow-blue smoke. "The Environmental Protection Agency. You might as well have given it straight to me."
Squigs felt a cold finger of doubt run down his spine. "To you . . ." he faltered. The Demon Lord smiled evilly in triumph. The coldness spread up again. And the parrot materialized on Squigs' shoulder. "Awk. What a complete crock of shit!"
Squigs had the satisfaction of seeing naked fear in Lord Strate's face.
As they stood there, an imp came scurrying in, holding all of its numerous hands above its pointy head. "M'lord! M'lord! The sky is falling!" it squawked loudly, in total panic.
Korg snorted. "Chicken Little."
"Calm yourself, Reshonable! The sky can't fall." M'lord Strate's cool assertion at least stopped the imp running around in circles.
But it didn't still the imp's penetrating voice, "No, M'lord, really, it is true. Look on my back and my head if you do not believe me."
Strate stood up. Walked over and took one of the many flakes of black dandruff from the hair of the pointy headed imp. Looked at it. Ground his fangs. Stared at the prisoners. "What have you done?" His voice hovered between anger and fear.
Korg grinned. "Tell the little fowl to stop panicking. The sky isn't falling. The Earth is just rising."
Squigs felt the silver ring grow hot, and his bonds fell away. "Or at least the loyal members of the overground are. THE DAY OF THE AGRICULTURAL REVOLUTION IS AT HAND!" He raised his black hand, in open palmed salute. " VIVA! THAT MEANS LIFE, BY THE WAY! WHAT THERE WILL BE AGAIN AFTER THIS," Squigs shouted, his voice strong and carrying above the hubbub.
Lord Strate laughed, instantly quelling the incipient riot "I don't know who you are. Whether you are merely that impudent student, or whether you are the Overlord herself. But definitely you are a fool, to align yourself with that bunch of no-hopers! Bah! I control all the wealth and all the power. You have nothing, and can do nothing!"
Squigs shrugged. He was head and shoulders above the others in the room so it was a very visible gesture. "By next week you won't be able to sell dragon teeth for backscratchers. You might even have to pay people to take 'em away." This was something of an exaggeration . . . but it did send several of the paper-merchant-devils scurrying quietly out of the room.
But the whispers of panic did not seem to affect Lord Strate. "But you forget one thing. I have the card that beats all. I have you!"
Ortant, leading a file of troops came in to the throne room. It was quite a substantial file. Fifty-five strong. They marched up to the prisoners. "Ah! Ortant. My loyal majordomo. Is the oil ready?" Lord Strate rubbed his long hands. "Harkness-Smythe, you will reverse all your moves, and be glad to tell me everything . . . before I've finished with you."
The majordomo bowed. To Squigs. Lord Strate realized that the troops who had filed in earlier were some of his best. Or they had been before he had sentenced them all to death that morning. One of them had been responsible for the death of his informer, hadn't they?
Staring at his majordomo . . . bowing to that snotty former student, Lord Strate realized that none of them had.
The Demon Lord stepped back. Reached for a deadly black unit beside his throne.
A CD player.
"Keep off. Or I press the play button!" he shouted. There were flecks of green foam on his lips. Even Squigs' would-be rescuers froze. There was no silicate being here who did not know what had happened to the armies on the plain. Ortant worked his obviously dry mouth. "Oh Great Weeny, say the identifying word. There are Siblings of the Juvenile and Ignominious Order among his supporters ranks. Tell them who you are! We will never stop him in time, but they may."
Squigs hesitated. And was lost. He didn't have an identifying word to use, unless it was in one handed sign-language.
The Demon Lord saw his advantage. "Say it, then."
Korg pushed forward. "I don't need words, mister." He began to walk forward amid the whispers.
"Ahem!" The doorman's voice from the back of the huge room was a little shaky. "M'lord. The . . . the people from the IRS are here, M'lord."
The silence that only this statement can produce fell, as the new party walked forward.
Kate and Venus looked odd in their severe grey suits. Not as odd as Slugger of course. But nature has not designed some people to wear ties. Of course there is nothing to say that members of an audit team can't wear evening dress, but it did make Huigi, the count and his daughter look a little conspicuous.
"You . . . you have no right to be here!"
The tall black woman leading the delegation raised an eyebrow. "The Audit-Teams of the Infernal Revenue Service cannot be denied access.' Paragraph 17, of Act 14 of the Taxes, Surtaxes, Excise Duties, Levies, and other Governmental Looting Proclamation of 2 June 1."
"But, but, but that's my proclamation!" yelled Demon Lord Strate. "Go away!"
The black woman stared unblinkingly at him. And then recited what was obviously a well known mantra. " Attempting to deny access to IRS agents will result in the total confiscation of all assets."
"But . . .but they're being confiscated for me," stuttered Strate. "I'm the new Overlord, Dammit!"
She sniffed. "I quote from the Act once again. ' Such monies and/or property confiscated, will be rendered to the relevant authority, after the deduction of appropriate levies for administration.'" She smiled grimly. "In layman's terms, that means regardless of the amount confiscated, the Overlord will receive nothing but a bill for further administrative costs." After allowing Strate to foam at the ears for a few moments she added, "Anyway, I am the Overlord. Not you."
"Kill her!" shrieked Strate.
The Overlord turned to Squigs and waved her empty sleeve. "The word is 'Onanism' by the way. And I don't suggest any of you resort to violence." She and the others produced Supa-Doopa Water Blasters. Squigs groaned. Holy water might work on real spirit-world demons . . . but against these nasties . . .
Lord Strate also was not perturbed. "Bah, you fools." He walked unconcernedly over to Squigs. "First I'm going to kill you. Then I will kill her! Water has no effect on the denizens of Hell."
The tall black woman smiled seraphically. "But hydrofluoric acid does." She had taken advantage of his move to walk over to his throne and rip the power cable out of the CD player. She picked up the empty CD box from on top of it. " La Traviata." She shook her head. "Is there no bottom to the depths of your villainy?"
Lord Strate caught Squigs' faint nod at someone. With a desperate snarl he lunged toward his tall nemesis. And Squigs Harkness-Smythe, Honorary Chairman and Life Member of the Wimp Society, stuck out his jaw aggressively, and shoved Lord Strate back. Just as Korg knelt behind the Demon Lord . . .
The crash was impressive. Before he could stand up, the two had seized him again, and between them, they defenestrated Lord Strate. They threw him out of a window five hundred feet above the rocks below.
Silicate-people don't damage easily. But they can be broken.
As they peered out of the broken window at the scattered pieces of the Demon Lord, Mungo solemnly said, "You know, glass people shouldn't be thrown out of their houses like stones."
He looked immensely proud of that mixed metaphor. Squigs was ready to bet he'd been saving it up for years.
Korg found himself being picked up and pressed to Venus's bosom. "I been dreaming of having a tet ar tet like this!" he said a trifle thickly, hugging her too, and endangering several of her ribs.
Squigs found someone touching his elbow, tentatively. Kate stood there smiling at him. "You all right, you mad skellington?"
For once Squigs didn't let his stammers get the better of him. He also picked her up so that his feet could not intervene. He avoided talking altogether by kissing her soundly. Then he set her down, and knelt in front of her.
"Just what the hell are you doing?" she asked, suspiciously.
"Kneeling down so you can swat me easily," he said with a smile.
She bit her lip. Only a small snort of laughter escaped. But she did go rather pink. And then she stepped forward and hugged him. Kissed the top of his curly head. "Now get up, do, my hero. Everyone is looking at us! And I've done enough making a fool of myself in public already with the Crum."
The parrot appeared and gave a mighty wolf-whistle. "AWWK! Sit on my face!"
Squigs gave the parrot such a look of menace that it shut up and vanished.
Epilogue
And they all lived...
Seated on the balcony at the Schloss Raubgerig, looking across at the waterfall tumbling into spray rainbows, Squigs found it difficult to come to terms with the happenings of the last few days. He sat silent, deep in thought. He thought back to planting the first crystal-plant seed, in the crunchy "snow" crystallized out from the sulphur compound clouds above.
The dragon-tooth tipped spade had been handed to him by a one-time sentry, who was now a suitably be-medalled old codger. Still wearing braces. The old man, with the cheerful disrespect that age has for even the most sacred of heroes, had told him to stop peeing about, and dig a decent hole. Then Gramps, exasperated at Squigs' efforts, had taken the spade away from him and done it for him.
Already trails of weak but warm sunlight were leaking down from the breaks in the clouds. If it had not been ingrained in the very nature of the Fifth Field Kitchen Unit to work, none of them would ever have needed to do so again. But as they stood to attention proudly by their cooking pots, ready for the first greens and purples from the fields, Squigs knew that calling these imps "a bunch of no-hopers" had been one of Strate's greatest mistakes. It was from this sort of resistance, this sort of courage, that change came.
Then there was the Overlord—Or as it proved—Samur. Part of these shadowy agencies and societies that Squigs had instinctively distrusted. Squigs had accused him and Ziklevieson of being despots.
Samur had laughed at him. "I'm not a despot. I'm an anarchist. The purpose of the agencies and secret societies is to keep the sort of people who join them off the streets. They do the business of governance for us . . . which, in my book, is to allow anarchy. Controlled anarchy . . . where the powerful believe that big brother is possibly watching them, so they never get totally out of hand." She'd smiled, showing her Sylvan ancestry in the teeth. "Sadie just intervened in ecological disaster areas. And Earth was next."
Even Squigs had been unable to deny that Earth needed her intervention.
He allowed his attention to wander across to Korg and Venus. It made him smile. The scene from yesterday was still fresh in his mind . . .
The two hadn't been able to part with each other, but both had plainly been unhappy about something. Korg had been telling them about the pursuit of the kidnap victims. " . . . and I said to myself ' Churches lar fum.'"
"What does that mean, Korg?" Venus had asked, restraining her smile.
Korg had looked at her, longingly. "I think it means 'You'll have to marry the girl.' I wish I could," he sighed, "but I'm just a short little fellow. Not right for a fine, tall, noble lady."
"I won't have any one calling you a short little fellow. Not even yourself!" Venus said fiercely. "And you don't have to marry me . . . if you don't want to?"
"It's the wish o' all my heart, lass. But I'm too short . . ."
"Listen, you . . ." She sighed. "Look, there comes a time when even tall, fine noble ladies have to get down to basics. Lying down . . . we're the same height. And anyone who calls you short will have to answer to me." She'd taken a firm hold of him, and turned to her father. "I'm sorry, Daddy. I thought I'd find some rich fellow to bail out Long Ash. But I'm going to live with Korg. Whether he marries me or not."
Baron Ashill smiled complacently. "Yes, m'dear. Marrying money was your idea anyway, not mine." He raised an eyebrow. "Besides, you'd have to go a devil of a long way to find someone wealthier than Korg Maccabeus."
Venus looked at him, plainly recognizing the name. "Korg . . . Maccabeus?"
"It's a fine old Scots-Lebanese name," said Korg defensively.
"I recognized the kilt," said the Baron. "There aren't any other tartans that don't have stripes going vertically and horizontally. Why aren't you running the richest iron-mine in the mountains?"
Korg looked faintly embarrassed. "Actually . . . I'm afraid of small closed-in spaces."
The baron twitched his mustachios. Smiled again. "You'll love Long Ash then, m'boy. The rooms are huge, and a lot of 'em don't even have roofs. Why don't you ask me for my daughter's hand?"
Venus put her hands on her hips and raised her chin. "Daddy, this isn't the dark ages. And anyway I've already told him!"
Korg reached up and squeezed her arm. "But, my Raisin dart, let's make him happy." Korg bowed to the baron. "Lord Marmaduke Ambrosius St. John Ashill."
The baron started. "Yes, sir," Korg grinned, "I do even know the names you keep such a dark and deadly secret. May I have your permission to put the weight of all my Kares on your daughter's shoulders?"
Remembering that made Squigs feel more cheerful. But then there was Kate. The more he saw of her, the more puzzled he became. And wary. Squigs had never been pursued by a female who wasn't only interested in killing him. That was why he was hiding out here now.
"There he is, Pa." It was Kate, clinging to her father's arm. The large Mungo was flexing his muscles thoughtfully, making even the super-strong dragon-leather creak. Kate wasn't wearing her leathers. She'd borrowed a frock from the much taller Imogene. But it wasn't too big for her, because she'd stuffed the front with pillows. Lots of pillows. It looked like she would be having sextuplets any minute.
"He promised me marriage, Pa," she said with a very artistic sob. "You heard him. And now that I'm in this condition," she touched her bulging belly, "he's avoiding me."
Mungo pushed back the sleeves of his leathers. They weren't intended to be push-backable, but they were pushed back all the same. He cleared his throat. "You can't run away from the responsibilities you've created, boyo. You'll have to marry her now and make an honest woman of her."
Squigs wildly started to say that he thought he was several million years too late in the evolution of the species to create female honesty, and then wisely decided on looking for a way out instead.
But for James "Squigs" 'nKosi Harkness-Smythe, sphere-skipper, hero and reluctant savior of several worlds, there was no place to run, this time.
Then the front of Kate's borrowed and overstuffed dress split. An involuntary caesarian delivery of six pillows followed rapidly. Squigs looked at the view, and then at the smile in her eyes. He decided that being caught wouldn't be all bad.
Samur looked at Isaac, thoughtfully. "I agree. He'll make a good Grand Chorisso for earth."
The old man smiled. "He has a very devious mind. Which is why he will maybe make a suitable candidate for the next Overlord. Oy Vey. It is very sad about Sadie. But if the denizens of Hell all believe her to be alive . . . "
Samur smiled back. "Isn't that the best kind of ruler?"
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