
        
            
                
            
        

    

Down
in the Bottomlands


Harry
Turtledove


A
double handful of tourists climbed down from the omnibus, chattering
with excitement. From under the long brim of his cap, Radnal vez
Krobir looked them over, comparing them with previous groups he’d
led through Trench Park. About average, he decided: an old man
spending money before he died; younger folks searching for adventure
in an overcivilized world; a few who didn’t fit into an obvious
category and might be artists, writers, researchers, or anything else
under the sun.


He
also looked over the women in the tour group with a different sort of
curiosity. He was in the process of buying a bride from her father,
but he hadn’t done it; legally and morally, he remained a free
agent. Some of the women were worth looking over, too: a couple of
tall, slim, dark Highheads from the eastern lands who stuck by each
other, and another of Radnal’s own Strongbrow race, shorter,
stockier, fairer, with deep-set light eyes under heavy brow ridges.


One
of the Highhead girls gave him a dazzling smile. He smiled back as he
walked toward the group, his wool robes flapping around him. “Hello,
friends,” he called. “Do you all understand Tarteshan?
Ah, good.”


Cameras
clicked as he spoke. He was used to that; people from every tour
group wasted pictures on him, though he wasn’t what they’d
come to see. He went into his usual welcoming speech:


“On
behalf of the Hereditary Tyranny of Tartesh and the staff of Trench
Park, I’m pleased to welcome you here today. If you haven’t
read my button, or if you just speak Tarteshan but don’t know
our syllabary, my name is Radnal vez Krobir. I’m a field
biologist with the park, doing a two-year stretch of guide duty.”


“Stretch?”
said the woman who’d smiled at him. “You make it sound
like a sentence in the mines.”


“I
don’t mean it like that—quite.” He grinned his most
disarming grin. Most of the tourists grinned back. A few stayed
sober-faced, likely the ones who suspected the gibe was real and the
grin put on. There was some truth in that. He knew it, but the
tourists weren’t supposed to.


He
went on, “In a bit, I’ll take you over to the donkeys for
the trip down into the Trench itself. As you know, we try to keep our
mechanical civilization out of the park so we can show you what all
the Bottomlands were like not so long ago. You needn’t worry.
The donkeys are very sure-footed. We haven’t lost one—or
even a tourist—in years.”


This
time, some of the chuckles that came back were nervous. Probably only
a couple of this lot had ever done anything so archaic as getting on
the back of an animal. Too bad for the ones just thinking about that
now. The rules were clearly stated. The pretty Highhead girls looked
particularly upset. The placid donkeys worried them more than the
wild beasts of the Trench.


“Let’s
put off the evil moment as long as we can,” Radnal said. “Come
under the colonnade for half a daytenth or so and we’ll talk
about what makes Trench Park unique.”


The
tour group followed him into the shade. Several people sighed in
relief. Radnal had to work to keep his face straight. The Tarteshan
sun was warm, but if they had trouble here, they’d cook down in
the Trench. That was their lookout. If they got heatstroke, he’d
set them right again. He’d done it before.


He
pointed to the first illuminated map. “Twenty million years
ago, as you’ll see, the Bottomlands didn’t exist. A long
stretch of sea separated what’s now the southwest section of
the Great Continent from the rest. Notice that what were then two
lands’ masses first joined in the east, and a land bridge rose
here.”
He pointed again, this time more precisely. “This sea, now a
long arm of the Western Ocean, remained.”


He
walked over to the next map, drawing the tourists with him. “Things
stayed like that until about six and a half million years ago. Then,
as that southwest section of the Great Continent kept drifting
northward, a new range gradually pushed up here,
at the western outlet of that inland sea. When it was cut off from
the Western Ocean, it began to dry up: it lost more water by
evaporation than flowed into it from its rivers. Now if you’ll
come along . . .”


The
third map had several overlays, in different shades of blue. “The
sea took about a thousand years to turn into the Bottomlands. It
refilled from the Western Ocean several times, too, as tectonic
forces lowered the Barrier Mountains. But for about the last five and
a half million years, the Bottomlands have had about the form we know
today.”


The
last map showed the picture familiar to any child studying geography:
the Trench of the Bottomlands furrowing across the Great Continent
like a surgical scar, requiring colors needed nowhere else on the
globe to show relief.


Radnal
led the tourists out to the donkey corral. The shaggy animals were
already bridled and saddled. Radnal explained how to mount,
demonstrated, and waited for the tourists to mess it up. Sure enough,
both Highhead girls put the wrong foot in the stirrup.


“No,
like this,” he said, demonstrating again. “Use your left
foot, then swing over.”


The
girl who had smiled at him succeeded on the second try. The other
balked. “Help me,” she said. Breathing out through his
beaky nose in lieu of sighing, Radnal put his hands on her waist and
all but lifted her into the saddle as she mounted. She giggled.
“You’re so strong. He’s so strong, Evillia.”
The other Highhead girl—presumably Evillia—giggled too.


Radnal
breathed out again, harder. Tarteshans and other folk of Strongbrow
race who lived north of the Bottomlands and down in them were
stronger than most Highheads, but generally weren’t as agile.
So what, either way?


He
went back to work: “Now that we’ve learned to mount our
donkeys, we’re going to learn to dismount.” The tourists
groaned, but Radnal was inexorable. “You still have to carry
your supplies from the omnibus and stow them in the saddlebags. I’m
your guide, not your servant.” The Tarteshan words carried
overtones of I’m
your equal, not your slave.


Most
of the tourists dismounted, but Evillia stayed up on her donkey.
Radnal strode over to her; even his patience was fraying. “This
way.” He guided her through the necessary motions.


“Thank
you, freeman vez Krobir,” she said in surprisingly fluent
Tarteshan. She turned to her friend. “You’re right,
Lofosa; he is
strong.”


Radnal
felt his ears grow hot under their coat of down. A brown-skinned
Highhead from south of the Bottomlands rocked his hips back and forth
and said, “I’m jealous of you.” Several tourists
laughed.


“Let’s
get on with it,” Radnal said. “The sooner we get the
donkeys loaded, the sooner we can begin and the more we’ll
see.” That line never failed; you didn’t become a tourist
unless you wanted to see as much as you could. As if on cue, the
driver brought the omnibus around to the corral. The baggage doors
opened with a hiss of compressed air. The driver started chucking
luggage out of the bins.


“You
shouldn’t have any problems,” Radnal said. Everyone’s
gear had been weighed and measured beforehand, to make sure the
donkeys wouldn’t have to bear anything too bulky or heavy. Most
people easily shifted their belongings to the saddlebags. The two
Highhead girls, though, had a night demon of a time making everything
fit. He thought about helping them, but decided not to. If they had
to pay a penalty for making the supply donkeys carry some of their
stuff, it was their own fault.


They
did get everything in, though their saddlebags bulged like a snake
that had just swallowed a half-grown humpless camel. A couple of
other people stood around helplessly, with full bags and gear left
over. Smiling a smile he hoped was not too predatory, Radnal took
them to the scales and collected a tenth of a unit of silver for
every unit of excess weight.


“This
is an outrage,” the dark brown Highhead man said. “Do you
know who I am? I am Moblay Sopsirk’s son, aide to the Prince of
Lissonland.” He drew himself up to his full height, almost a
Tarteshan cubit more than Radnal’s.


“Then
you can afford the four and three tenths,” Radnal answered. “I
don’t keep the silver. It all goes to upkeep for the park.”


Grumbling
still, Moblay paid. Then he stomped off and swung aboard his animal
with more grace than Radnal had noticed him possessing. Down in
Lissonland, the guide remembered, important people sometimes
rode stripehorses for show. He didn’t understand that. He had
no interest in getting onto a donkey when he wasn’t going down
into Trench Park. As long as there were better ways of doing things,
why not use them?


Also
guilty of overweight baggage were a middle-aged Tarteshan couple.
They were overweight themselves, too, but Radnal couldn’t do
anything about that. Eltsac vez Martois protested, “The scale
at home said we were all right.”


“If
you read it right,” Nocso zev Martois said to her husband. “You
probably didn’t.”


“Whose
side are you on?” he snarled. She screeched at him. Radnal
waited till they ran down, then collected the silver due the park.


When
the tourists had remounted their donkeys, the guide walked over to
the gate on the far side of the corral, swung it open, and replaced
the key in a pouch he wore belted round his waist under his robe. As
he went back to his own animal, he said, “When you ride through
there, you enter the park itself, and the waivers you signed come
into play. Under Tarteshan law, park guides have the authority of
military officers within the park. I don’t intend to exercise
it any more than I have to; we should get along just fine with simple
common sense. But I am required to remind you the authority is
there.” He also kept a repeating handcannon in one of his
donkey’s saddlebags, but didn’t mention that.


“Please
stay behind me and try to stay on the trail,” he said. “It
won’t be too steep today; we’ll camp tonight at what
was the edge of the continental shelf. Tomorrow we’ll descend
to the bottom of the ancient sea, as far below mean sea level as a
medium-sized mountain is above it. That will be more rugged
terrain.”


The
Strongbrow woman said, “It will be hot, too, much hotter than
it is now. I visited the park three or four years ago, and it felt
like a furnace. Be warned, everyone.”


“You’re
right, freelady, ah—” Radnal said.


“I’m
Toglo zev Pamdal.” She added hastily, “Only a distant
collateral relation, I assure you.”


“As
you say, freelady.” Radnal had trouble keeping his voice
steady. The Hereditary Tyrant of Tartesh was Bortav vez Pamdal. Even
his distant collateral relations needed to be treated with sandskink
gloves. Radnal was glad Toglo had had the courtesy to warn him who
she was—or rather, who her distant collateral relation was. At
least she didn’t seem the sort who would snoop around and take
bad reports on people back to the friends she undoubtedly had in high
places.








Although
the country through which the donkeys ambled was below sea level, it
wasn’t very far below. It didn’t seem much different from
the land over which the tourists’ omnibus had traveled to reach
the edge of Trench Park: dry and scrubby, with thornbushes and palm
trees like long-handled feather dusters.


Radnal
let the terrain speak for itself, though he did remark, “Dig a
couple of hundred cubits under the soil hereabouts and you’ll
find a layer of salt, same as you would anywhere in the Bottomlands.
It’s not too thick here on the shelf, because this area dried
up quickly, but it’s here. That’s one of the first clues
geologists had that the Bottomlands used to be a sea, and one of the
ways they map the boundaries of the ancient water.”


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son wiped his sweaty face with a forearm. Where
Radnal, like any Tarteshan, covered up against the heat, Moblay wore
only a hat, shoes, and a pocketed belt to carry silver, perhaps a
small knife or toothpick, and whatever else he thought he couldn’t
do without. He was dark enough that he didn’t need to worry
about skin cancer, but he didn’t look very comfortable, either.


He
said, “Were some of that water back in the Bottomlands, Radnal,
Tartesh would have a better climate.”


“You’re
right,” Radnal said; he was resigned to foreigners using his
familial name with uncouth familiarity. “We’d be
several hundredths cooler in summer and warmer in winter. But if the
Barrier Mountains fell again, we’d lose the great area that the
Bottomlands encompass and the mineral wealth we derive from them:
salt, other chemicals left by evaporation, and the petroleum reserves
that wouldn’t be accessible through deep water. Tarteshans have
grown used to heat over the centuries. We don’t mind it.”


“I
wouldn’t go that far,” Toglo said. “I don’t
think it’s an accident that Tarteshan air coolers are sold all
over the world.”


Radnal
found himself nodding. “You have a point, freelady. What we get
from the Bottomlands, though, outweighs fuss over the weather.”


As
he’d hoped, they got to the campsite with the sun still in the
sky and watched it sink behind the mountains to the west. The
tourists gratefully descended from their donkeys and stumped
about, complaining of how sore their thighs were. Radnal set them to
carrying lumber from the metal racks that lined one side of the site.


He
lit the cookfires with squirts from a squeeze bottle of starter fuel
and a flint-and-steel lighter. “The lazy man’s way,”
he admitted cheerfully. As with his skill on a donkey, that he could
start a fire at all impressed the tourists. He went back to the
donkeys, dug out ration packs which he tossed into the flames. When
their tops popped and began to vent steam, he fished them out with a
long-handled fork.


“Here
we are,” he said. “Peel off the foil and you have
Tarteshan food—not a banquet fit for the gods, perhaps, but
plenty to keep you from starving and meeting them before your time.”


Evillia
read the inscription on the side of her pack. “These are
military rations,” she said suspiciously. Several people
groaned.


Like
any other Tarteshan freeman, Radnal had done his required two years
in the Hereditary Tyrant’s Volunteer Guard. He came to the
ration packs’ defense: “Like I said, they’ll
keep you from starving.”


The
packs—mutton and barley stew, with carrots, onions, and a heavy
dose of ground pepper and garlic—weren’t too bad. The two
Martoisi inhaled theirs and asked for more.


“I’m
sorry,” Radnal said. “The donkeys carry only so many. If
I give you another pack each, someone will go hungry before we reach
the lodge.”


“We’re
hungry now,” Nocso zev Martois said.


“That’s
right,” Eltsac echoed. They stared at each other, perhaps
surprised at agreeing.


“I’m
sorry,” Radnal said again. He’d never had anyone ask for
seconds before. Thinking that, he glanced over to see how Toglo zev
Pamdal was faring with such basic fare. As his eyes flicked her
way, she crumpled her empty pack and got up to throw it in a refuse
bin.


She
had a lithe walk, though he could tell little of the shape of her
body because of her robes. As young—or even not so young—men
will, he wandered into fantasy. Suppose he was dickering with her
father over bride price instead of with Markaf vez Putun, who
acted as if his daughter Wello shat silver and pissed petrol . . .


He
had enough sense to recognize when he was being foolish, which is
more than the gods grant most. Toglo’s father undoubtedly could
make a thousand better matches for her than a none-too-special
biologist. Confrontation with brute fact didn’t stop him
from musing, but did keep him from taking himself too seriously.


He
smiled as he pulled sleepsacks out of one of the pack donkeys’
panniers. The tourists took turns with a foot pump to inflate them.
With the weather so warm, a good many tourists chose to lie on top of
the sleepsacks rather than crawl into them. Some kept on the clothes
they’d been wearing, some had special sleep clothes, and some
didn’t bother with clothes. Tartesh had a moderately strong
nudity taboo: not enough to give Radnal the horrors at naked
flesh, but plenty to make him eye Evillia and Lofosa as they
carelessly shed shirts and trousers. They were young, attractive, and
even well-muscled for Highheads. They seemed more naked to him
because their bodies were less hairy than those of Strongbrows. He
was relieved his robe hid his full response to them.


Speaking
to the group, he said, “Get as much sleep as you can tonight.
Don’t stay up gabbing. We’ll be in the saddle most of the
day tomorrow, on worse terrain than we saw today. You’ll do
better if you’re rested.”


“Yes,
clanfather,” Moblay Sopsirk’s son said, as a youngster
might to the leader of his kith grouping—but any youngster who
sounded as sassy as Moblay would get the back of his clanfather’s
hand across his mouth to remind him not to sound that way again.


But,
since Radnal had spoken good sense, most of the tourists did try to
go to sleep. They did not know the wilds but, with the possible
exception of the Martoisi, they were not fools: few fools accumulated
for an excursion to Trench Park. As he usually did the first night
with a new group, Radnal disregarded his own advice. He was good at
going without sleep and, being familiar with what lay ahead, would
waste no energy on the trip down to the Trench itself.


An
owl hooted from a hole in a palm trunk. The air smelled faintly
spicy. Sage and lavender, oleander, laurel, thyme—many local
plants had leaves that secreted aromatic oils. Their coatings reduced
water loss—always of vital importance here—and made the
leaves unpalatable to insects and animals.


The
fading campfires drew moths. Every so often, their glow would briefly
light up other, larger shapes: bats and nightjars swooping down to
take advantage of the feast set out before them. The tourists took no
notice of insects or predators. Their snores rang louder than the
owl’s cries. After a few trips as tour guide, Radnal was
convinced practically everyone snored. He supposed he did, too,
though he’d never heard himself do it.


He
yawned, lay back on his own sleepsack with hands clasped behind his
head, looked up at the stars, displayed as if on black velvet. There
were so many more of them here than in the lights of the big city:
yet another reason to work in Trench Park. He watched them slowly
whirl overhead; he’d never found a better way to empty his mind
and drift toward sleep.


His
eyelids were getting heavy when someone rose from his—no,
her—sleepsack: Evillia, on her way to the privy shed behind
some bushes. His eyes opened wider; in the dim firelight, she looked
like a moving statue of polished bronze. As soon as her back was to
him, he ran his tongue over his lips.


But
instead of getting back into her sack when she returned, Evillia
squatted by Lofosa’s. Both Highhead girls laughed softly. A
moment later, they both climbed to their feet and headed Radnal’s
way. Lust turned to alarm—what were they doing?


They
knelt down, one on either side of him. Lofosa whispered, “We
think you’re a fine chunk of man.” Evillia set a hand on
the tie of his robe, began to undo it.


“Both
of you?” he blurted. Lust was back, impossible to disguise
since he lay on his back. Incredulity came with it. Tarteshan
women—even Tarteshan tarts—weren’t so brazen (he
thought how Evillia had reminded him of smoothly moving bronze);
nor were Tarteshan men. Not that Tarteshan men didn’t enjoy
lewd imaginings, but they usually kept quiet about them.


The
Highhead girls shook with more quiet laughter, as if his reserve were
the funniest thing imaginable. “Why not?” Evillia said.
“Three can do lots of interesting things two can’t.”


“But—”
Radnal waved to the rest of the tour group. “What if they wake
up?”


The
girls laughed harder; their flesh shifted more alluringly. Lofosa
answered, “They’ll learn something.”


Radnal
learned quite a few things. One was that, being on the far side of
thirty, his nights of keeping more than one woman happy were behind
him, though he enjoyed trying. Another was that, what with sensual
distractions, trying to make two women happy at once was harder than
patting his head with one hand and rubbing his stomach with the
other. Still another was that neither Lofosa nor Evillia carried an
inhibition anywhere about her person.


He
felt himself flagging, knew he’d be limp in more ways than one
come morning. “Shall we have mercy on him?” Evillia
asked—in Tarteshan, so he could understand her teasing.


“I
suppose so,” Lofosa said. “This time.” She twisted
like a snake, brushed her lips against Radnal’s. “Sleep
well, freeman.” She and Evillia went back to their sleepsacks,
leaving him to wonder if he’d dreamed they were with him but
too worn to believe it.


This
time, his drift toward sleep was more like a dive. But before he
yielded, he saw Toglo zev Pamdal come back from the privy. For a
moment, that meant nothing. But if she was coming back now, she must
have gone before, when he was too occupied to notice . . .
which meant she must have seen him so occupied.


He
hissed like an ocellated lizard, though green wasn’t the color
he was turning. Toglo got back into her sleepsack without looking
either at him or the two Highhead girls. Whatever fantasies he’d
had about her shriveled. The best he could hope for come morning was
the cool politeness someone of prominence gives an underling of
imperfect manners. The worst . . .


What
if she starts screaming to the group?
he wondered. He supposed he could grit his teeth and carry on. But
what if she complains about me to the Hereditary Tyrant?
He didn’t like the answers he came up with; I’ll
lose my job
was the first that sprang to mind, and they went downhill from there.


He
wondered why Moblay Sopsirk’s son couldn’t have got up to
empty his bladder. Moblay would have been envious and admiring, not
disgusted as Toglo surely was.


Radnal
hissed again. Since he couldn’t do anything about what he’d
already done, he tried telling himself he would have to muddle along
and deal with whatever sprang from it. He repeated that to himself
several times. It didn’t keep him from staying awake most of
the night, no matter how tired he was.








The
sun woke the tour guide. He heard some of the group already up and
stirring. Though still sandy-eyed and clumsy with sleep, he made
himself scramble out of his sack. He’d intended to get moving
first, as he usually did, but the previous night’s exertion
and worry overcame the best of intentions.


To
cover what he saw as a failing, he tried to move twice as fast as
usual, which meant he kept making small, annoying mistakes: tripping
over a stone and almost falling, calling the privy the campfire and
the campfire the privy, going to a donkey that carried only fodder
when he wanted breakfast packs.


He
finally found the smoked sausages and hard bread. Evillia and Lofosa
grinned when they took out the sausages, which flustered him worse.
Eltsac vez Martois stole a roll from his wife, who cursed him with a
dockwalloper’s fluency and more than a dockwalloper’s
volume.


Then
Radnal had to give breakfast to Toglo zev Pamdal. “Thank you,
freeman,” she said, more at ease than he’d dared hope.
Then her gray eyes met his. “I trust you slept well?”


It
was a conventional Tarteshan morning greeting, or would have been, if
she hadn’t sounded—no, Radnal decided, she couldn’t
have sounded amused. “Er—yes,” he managed, and
fled.


He
knew only relief at handing the next breakfast to a Strongbrow who
put away a sketch pad and charcoal to take it. “Thank you,”
the fellow said. Though he seemed polite enough, his guttural accent
and the striped tunic and trousers he wore proclaimed him a native of
Morgaf, the island kingdom off the northern coast of Tartesh—and
the Tyranny’s frequent foe. Their current twenty-year bout of
peace was as long as they’d enjoyed in centuries.


Normally,
Radnal would have been cautious around a Morgaffo. But now he found
him easier to confront than Toglo. Glancing at the sketch pad, he
said, “That’s a fine drawing, freeman, ah—”


The
Morgaffo held out both hands in front of him in his people’s
greeting. “I am Dokhnor of Kellef, freeman vez Krobir,”
he said. “Thank you for your interest.”


He
made it sound like stop
spying on me.
Radnal hadn’t meant it that way. With a few deft strokes of his
charcoal stick, Dokhnor had picked out the features of the campsite:
the fire pits, the oleanders in front of the privy, the tethered
donkeys. As a biologist who did field work, Radnal was a fair
hand with a piece of charcoal. He wasn’t in Dokhnor’s
class, though. A military engineer couldn’t have done better.


That
thought triggered his suspicions. He looked at the Morgaffo more
closely. The fellow carried himself as a soldier would, which proved
nothing. Lots of Morgaffos were soldiers. Although far smaller than
Tartesh, the island kingdom had always held its own in their
struggles. Radnal laughed at himself. If Dokhnor was an agent, why
was he in Trench Park instead of, say, at a naval base along the
Western Ocean?


The
Morgaffo glowered. “If you have finished examining my work,
freeman, perhaps you will give someone else a breakfast.”


“Certainly,”
Radnal answered in a voice as icy as he could make it. Dokhnor
certainly had the proverbial Morgaffo arrogance. Maybe that proved he
wasn’t a spy—a real spy would have been smoother. Or
maybe a real spy would think no one would expect him to act like a
spy, and act like one as a disguise. Radnal realized he could extend
the chain to as many links as his imagination could forge. He gave
up.


When
all the breakfast packs were eaten, all the sleepsacks deflated and
stowed, the group headed over to remount their donkeys for the trip
into Trench Park itself. As he had the night before, Radnal warned,
“The trail will be much steeper today. As long as we take it
slow and careful, we’ll be fine.”


No
sooner were the words out of his mouth than the ground quivered
beneath his feet. Everyone stood stock-still; a couple of people
exclaimed in dismay. The birds, on the other hand, all fell silent.
Radnal had lived in earthquake country his whole life. He waited for
the shaking to stop, and after a few heartbeats it did.


“Nothing
to get alarmed at,” he said when the quake was over. “This
part of Tartesh is seismically active, probably because of the inland
sea that dried up so long ago. The crust of the earth is still
adjusting to the weight of so much water being gone. There are a lot
of fault lines in the area, some quite close to the surface.”


Dokhnor
of Kellef stuck up a hand. “What if an earthquake should—how
do you say it?—make the Barrier Mountains fall?”


“Then
the Bottomlands would flood.” Radnal laughed. “Freeman,
if it hasn’t happened in the last five and a half million
years, I won’t lose sleep worrying that it’ll happen
tomorrow, or any time I’m down in Trench Park.”


The
Morgaffo nodded curtly. “That is a worthy answer. Carry on,
freeman.”


Radnal
had an impulse to salute him—he spoke with the same automatic
assumption of authority that Tarteshan officers employed. The tour
guide mounted his own donkey, waited until his charges were in ragged
line behind him. He waved. “Let’s go.”


The
trail down into Trench Park was hacked and blasted from rock that had
been on the bottom of the sea. It was only six or eight cubits wide,
and frequently switched back and forth. A motor with power to all
wheels might have negotiated it, but Radnal wouldn’t have
wanted to be at the tiller of one that tried.


His
donkey pulled up a gladiolus and munched it. That made him think of
something about which he’d forgotten to warn his group. He
said, “When we get lower into the park, you’ll want to
keep your animals from browsing. The soil down there has large
amounts of things like selenium and tellurium along with the more
usual minerals—they were concentrated there as the sea
evaporated. That doesn’t bother a lot of the Bottomlands
plants, but it will
bother—and maybe kill—your donkeys if they eat the wrong
ones.”


“How
will we know which ones are which?” Eltsac zev Martois called.


He
fought the urge to throw Eltsac off the trail and let him tumble down
into Trench Park. The idiot tourist would probably land on his head,
which by all evidence was too hard to be damaged by a fall of a mere
few thousand cubits. And Radnal’s job was riding herd on idiot
tourists. He answered, “Don’t let your donkey forage at
all. The pack donkeys carry fodder, and there’ll be more at the
lodge.”


The
tour group rode on in silence for a while. Then Toglo zev Pamdal
said, “This trail reminds me of the one down into the big
canyon through the western desert in the Empire of Stekia, over on
the Double Continent.”


Radnal
was both glad Toglo would speak to him and jealous of the wealth that
let her travel—just a collateral relation of the Hereditary
Tyrant’s, eh? “I’ve only seen pictures,” he
said wistfully. “I suppose there is some similarity of looks,
but the canyon was formed differently from the Bottomlands: by
erosion, not evaporation.”


“Of
course,” she said. “I’ve also only seen pictures
myself.”


“Oh.”
Maybe she was a distant relative, then. He went on, “Much more
like the big canyon are the gorges our rivers cut before they tumble
into what was deep seabottom to form the Bitter Lakes in the deepest
parts of the Bottomlands. There’s a small one in Trench Park,
though it often dries up—the Dalorz River doesn’t send
down enough water to maintain it very well.”


A
little later, when the trail twisted west around a big limestone
boulder, several tourists exclaimed over the misty plume of water
plunging toward the floor of the park. Lofosa asked, “Is that
the Dalorz?”


“That’s
it,” Radnal said. “Its flow is too erratic to make it
worth Tartesh’s while to build a power station where it falls
off the ancient continental shelf, though we’ve done that with
several other bigger rivers. They supply more than three fourths of
our electricity: another benefit of the Bottomlands.”


A
few small spun-sugar clouds drifted across the sky from west to east.
Otherwise, nothing blocked the sun from beating down on the tourists
with greater force every cubit they descended. The donkeys kicked up
dust at every footfall.


“Does
it ever rain here?” Evillia asked.


“Not
very often,” Radnal admitted. “The Bottomlands desert is
one of the driest places on earth. The Barrier Mountains pick off
most of the moisture that blows from the Western Ocean, and the other
mountain ranges that stretch into the Bottomlands from the north
catch most of what’s left. But every two or three years Trench
Park does get a downpour. It’s the most dangerous time to be
there—a torrent can tear through a wash and drown you before
you know it’s coming.”


“But
it’s also the most beautiful time,” Toglo zev Pamdal
said. “Pictures of Trench Park after a rain first made me want
to come here, and I was lucky enough to see it myself on my last
visit.”


“May
I be so fortunate,” Dokhnor of Kellef said. “I brought
colorsticks as well as charcoal, on the off chance I might be able to
draw post-rain foliage.”


“The
odds are against you, though the freelady was lucky before,”
Radnal said. Dokhnor spread his hands to show his agreement. Like
everything he did, the gesture was tight, restrained, perfectly
controlled. Radnal had trouble imagining him going into transports of
artistic rapture over desert flowers, no matter how rare or
brilliant.


He
said, “The flowers are beautiful, but they’re only the
tip of the iceberg, if you’ll let me use a wildly inappropriate
comparison. All life in Trench Park depends on water, the same as
everywhere else. It’s adapted to get along with very little,
but not none. As soon as any moisture comes, plants and animals try
to pack a generation’s worth of growth and breeding into the
little while it takes to dry up.”


About
a quarter of a daytenth later, a sign set by the side of the trail
announced that the tourists were farther below sea level than they
could go anywhere outside the Bottomlands. Radnal read it aloud and
pointed out, rather smugly, that the salt lake which was the next
most submerged spot on dry land lay close to the Bottomlands, and
might almost be considered an extension of them.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son said, “I didn’t imagine anyone would
be so proud of this wasteland as to want to include more of the Great
Continent in it.” His brown skin kept him from roasting under
the desert sun, but sweat sheened his bare arms and torso.


A
little more than halfway down the trail, a wide flat rest area was
carved out of the rock. Radnal let the tourists halt for a while,
stretch their legs and ease their weary hindquarters, and use the
odorous privy. He passed out ration packs, ignored his charges’
grumbles. He noticed Dokhnor of Kellef ate his meal without
complaint.


He
tossed his own pack into the bin by the privy, then, a couple of
cubits from the edge of the trail, peered down onto the floor of the
Bottomlands. After one of the rare rains, the park was spectacular
from here. Now it just baked: white salt pans, gray-brown or
yellow-brown dirt, a scattering of faded green vegetation. Not even
the area around the lodge was watered artificially; the Tyrant’s
charter ordained that Trench Park be kept pristine.


As
they came off the trail and started along the ancient sea bottom
toward the lodge, Evillia said, “I thought it would be as if we
were in the bottom of a bowl, with mountains all around us. It
doesn’t really feel that way. I can see the ones we just
came down, and the Barrier Mountains to the west, but there’s
nothing to the east and hardly anything to the south—just a
blur on the horizon.”


“I
expected it would look like a bowl, too, the first time I came here,”
Radnal said. “We are in the bottom of a bowl. But it doesn’t
look that way because the Bottomlands are broad compared to
their depth—it’s a big, shallow bowl. What makes it
interesting is that its top is at the same level as the bottom of
most other geological bowls, and its bottom deeper than any of them.”


“What
are those cracks?” Toglo zev Pamdal asked, pointing down to
breaks in the soil that ran across the tour group’s path. Some
were no wider than a barleycorn; others, like open, lidless mouths,
had gaps of a couple of digits between their sides.


“In
arid terrain like this you’ll see all kinds of cracks in the
ground from mud drying unevenly after a rain,” Radnal said.
“But the ones you’ve noticed do mark a fault line. The
earthquake we felt earlier probably was triggered along this fault:
it marks where two plates in the earth’s crust are colliding.”


Nocso
zev Martois let out a frightened squeak. “Do you mean that if
we have another earthquake, those cracks will open and swallow us
down?” She twitched her donkey’s reins, as if to speed it
up and get as far away from the fault line as she could.


Radnal
didn’t laugh; the Tyranny paid him for not laughing at
tourists. He answered gravely, “If you worry about something
that unlikely, you might as well worry about getting hit by a
skystone, too. The one has about as much chance of happening as the
other.”


“Are
you sure?”
Lofosa sounded anxious, too.


“I’m
sure.” He tried to figure out where she and Evillia were from:
probably the Krepalgan Unity, by their accent. Krepalga was the
northwesternmost Highhead nation; its western border lay at the
eastern edge of the Bottomlands. More to the point, it was earthquake
country too. If this was all Lofosa knew about quakes, it didn’t
say much for her brains.


And
if Lofosa didn’t have a lot of brains, what did that say about
her and Evillia picking Radnal to amuse themselves with? No one cares
to think of a sexual partner’s judgment as faulty, for that
reflects upon him.


Radnal
did what any sensible man might have done: he changed the subject.
“We’ll be at the lodge soon, so you’ll want to
think about getting your things out of your bags and into your sleep
cubicles.”


“What
I want to think about is getting clean,” Moblay Sopsirk’s
son contradicted.


“You’ll
each be issued a small bucket of water every day for personal
purposes,” he said, and overrode a chorus of groans: “Don’t
complain—our brochures are specific about this. Almost all the
fresh water in Trench Park comes down the trail we rode, on the backs
of these donkeys. Think how much you’ll relish a hot soak when
we come out of the park.”


“Think
how much we’ll need
a hot soak when we come out of the park,” said the elderly
Strongbrow man Radnal had tagged as someone spending the silver he’d
made in his earlier years (to his embarrassment, he’d forgotten
the fellow’s name). “It’s not so bad for these
Highheads here, since their bodies are mostly bare, but all my hair
will be a greasy mess by the time this excursion is done.” He
glared at Radnal as if it were his fault.


Toglo
zev Pamdal said, “Don’t fret, freeman vez Maprab.”
Benter vez Maprab, that’s who he was, Radnal thought, shooting
Toglo a grateful glance. She was still talking to the old Strongbrow:
“I have a jar of waterless hair cleaner you can just comb out.
It’s more than I’d need; I’ll share some with you.”


“Well,
that’s kind of you,” Benter vez Maprab said, mollified.
“Maybe I should have brought some myself.”


You
certainly should, you old fool, instead of complaining,
Radnal thought. He also noted that Toglo had figured out what she’d
need before she started her trip. He approved; he would have done the
same had he been tourist rather than guide. Of course, if he’d
arranged to forget his own waterless hair cleaner, he could have
borrowed some from her. He exhaled through his nose. Maybe he’d
been too practical for his own good.


Something
small and dun-colored darted under his donkey’s hooves, then
bounced away toward a patch of oleander. “What was that?”
several people asked as it vanished among the fallen leaves under the
plants.


“It’s
one of the species of jerboa that live down here,” Radnal
answered. “Without more than two heartbeats’ look, I
couldn’t tell you which. There are many varieties, all through
the Bottomlands. They lived in arid country while the inland sea
still existed, and evolved to get the moisture they need from their
food. That preadapted them to succeed here, where free water is so
scarce.”


“Are
they dangerous?” Nocso zev Martois asked.


“Only
if you’re a shrub,” Radnal said. “No, actually,
that’s not quite true. Some eat insects, and one species, the
bladetooth, hunts and kills its smaller relatives. It filled the
small predator niche before carnivores proper established themselves
in the Bottomlands. It’s scarce today, especially outside
Trench Park, but it is still around, often in the hottest, driest
places where no other meat eaters can thrive.”


A
little later, the tour guide pointed to a small, nondescript plant
with thin, greenish-brown leaves. “Anyone tell me what that
is?”


He
asked that question whenever he took a group along the trail, and had
only got a right answer once, just after a rain. But now Benter vez
Maprab said confidently: “It’s a Bottomlands orchid,
freeman vez Krobir, and a common type at that. If you’d shown
us a red-veined one, that would have been worth fussing over.”


“You’re
right, freeman, it is
an orchid. It doesn’t look much like the ones you see in more
hospitable climates, though, does it?” Radnal said, smiling at
the elderly Strongbrow—if he was an orchid fancier, that
probably explained why he’d come to Trench Park.


Benter
only grunted and scowled in reply—evidently he’d had
his heart set on seeing a rare red-veined orchid his first day at the
park. Radnal resolved to search his bags at the end of the tour:
carrying specimens out of the park was against the law.


A
jerboa hopped up, started nibbling on an orchid leaf. Quick as a
flash, something darted out from behind the plant, seized the rodent,
and ran away. The tourists bombarded Radnal with questions: “Did
you see that?” “What was it?” “Where’d
it go?”


“That
was a koprit bird,” he answered. “Fast, wasn’t it?
It’s of the butcherbird family, but mostly adapted to life on
the ground. It can fly, but it usually runs. Because birds excrete
urea in more or less solid form, not in urine like mammals, they’ve
done well in the Bottomlands.” He pointed to the lodge, which
was only a few hundred cubits ahead now. “See? There’s
another koprit bird on the roof, looking around to see what it can
catch.”


A
couple of park attendants came out of the lodge. They waved to
Radnal, sized up the tourists, then helped them stable their donkeys.
“Take only what you’ll need tonight into the lodge,”
said one, Fer vez Canthal. “Leave the rest in your saddlebags
for the trip out tomorrow. The less packing and unpacking, the
better.”


Some
tourists, veteran travelers, nodded at the good advice. Evillia and
Lofosa exclaimed as if they’d never heard it before. Frowning
at their naiveté, Radnal wanted to look away from them, but
they were too pretty.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son thought so, too. As the group started from the
stable to the lodge, he came up behind Evillia and slipped an arm
around her waist. At the same moment, he must have tripped, for his
startled cry made Radnal whirl toward them.


Moblay
sprawled on the dirt floor of the stable. Evillia staggered, flailed
her arms wildly, and fell down on top of him, hard. He shouted again,
a shout which lost all its breath as she somehow hit him in the pit
of the stomach with an elbow while getting back to her feet.


She
looked down at him, the picture of concern. “I’m so
sorry,” she said. “You startled me.”


Moblay
needed a while before he could sit, let alone stand. At last, he
wheezed, “See if I ever touch you again,” in a tone that
implied it would be her loss.


She
stuck her nose in the air. Radnal said, “We should remember we
come from different countries and have different customs. Being slow
and careful will keep us from embarrassing one another.”


“Why,
freeman, were you embarrassed last night?” Lofosa asked.
Instead of answering, Radnal started to cough. Lofosa and Evillia
laughed. Despite what Fer vez Canthal had said, both of them were
just toting their saddlebags into the lodge. Maybe they hadn’t
a lot of brains. But their bodies, those smooth, oh so naked bodies,
were something else again.








The
lodge was not luxurious, but boasted mesh screens to keep out the
Bottomlands bugs, electric lights, and fans which stirred the desert
air even if they did not cool it. It also had a refrigerator. “No
ration packs tonight,” Radnal said. The tourists cheered.


The
cooking pit was outdoors: the lodge was warm enough without a fire
inside. Fer vez Canthal and the other attendant, Zosel vez Glesir,
filled it with chunks of charcoal, splashed light oil over them, and
fired them. Then they put a disjointed lamb carcass on a grill and
hung it over the pit. Every so often, one of them basted it with a
sauce full of pepper and garlic. The sauce and melting fat dripped
onto the coals. They sputtered and hissed and sent up little clouds
of fragrant smoke. Spit streamed in Radnal’s mouth.


The
refrigerator also held mead, date wine, grape wine, and ale. Some of
the tourists drank boisterously. Dokhnor of Kellef surprised Radnal
by taking only chilled water. “I am sworn to the Goddess,”
he explained.


“Not
my affair,” Radnal answered, but his sleeping suspicions woke.
The Goddess was the deity the Morgaffo military aristocracy most
commonly followed. Maybe a traveling artist was among her worshipers,
but Radnal did not find it likely.


He
did not get much time to dwell on the problem Dokhnor presented.
Zosel vez Glesir called him over to do the honors on the lamb. He
used a big pair of eating sticks to pick up each piece of meat and
transfer it to a paper plate.


The
Martoisi ate like starving cave cats. Radnal felt guilty; maybe
ordinary rations weren’t enough for them. Then he looked at how
abundant flesh stretched the fabric of their robes. Guilt evaporated.
They weren’t wasting away.


Evillia
and Lofosa had poured down several mugs of date wine. That soon
caused them difficulties. Krepalgans usually ate with knife and
skewer; they had trouble manipulating their disposable pairs of
wooden eating sticks. After cutting her meat into bite-sized chunks,
Lofosa chased them around her plate but couldn’t pick them up.
Evillia managed that, but dropped them on the way to her mouth.


They
both seemed cheerful drunks, and laughed at their mishaps. Even
stiff-necked Dokhnor unbent far enough to try to show them how to use
sticks. His lesson did not do much good, though both Highhead girls
moved close enough to him to make Radnal jealous. Evillia said,
“You’re so deft. Morgaffos must use them every day.”


Dokhnor
tossed his head in his people’s negative. “Our usual tool
has prongs, bowl, and a sharp edge, all in one. The Tarteshans say we
are a quiet folk because we risk cutting our tongues whenever we open
our mouths. But I have traveled in Tartesh, and learned what to do
with sticks.”


“Let
me try again,” Evillia said. This time, she dropped the piece
of lamb on Dokhnor’s thigh. She picked it up with her fingers.
After her hand lingered on the Morgaffo’s leg long enough to
give Radnal another pang, she popped the gobbet into her mouth.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son began singing in his own language. Radnal did not
understand most of the words, but the tune was wild and free and easy
to follow. Soon the whole tour group was clapping time. More songs
followed. Fer vez Canthal had a ringing baritone. Everyone in the
group spoke Tarteshan, but not everyone knew Tartesh’s songs
well enough to join in. As they had for Moblay, those who could not
sing clapped.








When
darkness fell, gnats emerged in stinging clouds. Radnal and the group
retreated to the lodge, whose screens held the biters away. “Now
I know why you wear so many clothes,” Moblay said. “They’re
armor against insects.” The dark brown Highhead looked as if he
didn’t know where to scratch first.


“Of
course,” Radnal said, surprised Moblay had taken so long to see
the obvious. “If you’ll hold still for a couple of
heartbeats, we have a spray to take away the itch.”


Moblay
sighed as Radnal sprayed painkiller onto him. “Anyone want
another song?” he called.


This
time, he got little response. Being under a roof inhibited some
people. It reminded others of their long day; Toglo zev Pamdal was
not the only tourist to wander off to a sleeping cubicle. Dokhnor of
Kellef and old Benter vez Maprab had discovered a war board and were
deep in a game. Moblay went over to watch. So did Radnal, who fancied
himself a war player.


Dokhnor,
who had the blue pieces, advanced a footsoldier over the blank
central band that separated his side of the board from his
opponent’s. “Across the river,” Moblay said.


“Is
that what Lissonese name the gap?” Radnal said. “With us,
it’s the Trench.”


“And
in Morgaf, it’s the Sleeve, after the channel that separates
our islands from Tartesh,” Dokhnor said. “No matter what
we call it, though, the game’s the same all over the world.”


“It’s
a game that calls for thought and quiet,” Benter said
pointedly. After some thought, he moved a counselor (that was the
name of the piece on the red side of board; its blue equivalent was
an elephant) two squares diagonally.


The
old Tarteshan’s pauses for concentration grew more frequent as
the game went on. Dokhnor’s attack had the red governor
scurrying along the vertical and horizontal lines of his fortress,
and his guards along the diagonals, to evade or block the blue
pieces. Finally Dokhnor brought one of his cannons in line with the
other and said, “That’s the end.”


Benter
glumly nodded. The cannon (the red piece of identical value was
called a catapult) was hard to play well: it moved vertically and
horizontally, but had to jump over one other piece every time. Thus
the rear cannon, not the front, threatened the red governor. But if
Benter interposed a guard or one of his chariots, that turned the
forward cannon into the threat.


“Nicely
played,” Benter said. He got up from the war table, headed for
a cubicle.


“Care
for a game, either of you?” Dokhnor asked the spectators.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son shook his head. Radnal said, “I did, till I
saw you play. I don’t mind facing someone better than I am if I
have some chance. Even when I lose, I learn something. But you’d
just trounce me, and a little of that goes a long way.”


“As
you will.” Dokhnor folded the war board, poured the disks into
their bag. He replaced bag and board on their shelf. “I’m
for bed, then.” He marched off to the cubicle he’d
chosen.


Radnal
and Moblay glanced at each other, then toward the war set. By
unspoken consent, they seemed to decide that if neither of them
wanted a go at Dokhnor of Kellef, playing each other would be rude.
“Another night,” Radnal said.


“Fair
enough.” Moblay yawned, displaying teeth that gleamed all the
whiter against his brown skin. He said, “I’m about done
over—no, it’s ‘done in’ in Tarteshan, isn’t
it?—anyhow. See you in the morning, Radnal.”


Again
the tour guide controlled his annoyance at Moblay’s failure to
use the polite particle vez.
At first when foreigners forgot that trick of Tarteshan grammar, he’d
imagined himself deliberately insulted. Now he knew better, though he
still noticed the omission.


A
small light came on in Dokhnor’s cubicle: a battery-powered
reading lamp. The Morgaffo wasn’t reading, though. He sat with
his behind on the sleeping mat and his back against the wall. His
sketch pad lay on his bent knees. Radnal heard the faint
skritch-skritch
of charcoal on paper.


“What’s
he doing?” Fer vez Canthal whispered. A generation’s
peace was not enough time to teach most Tarteshans to trust their
island neighbors.


“He’s
drawing,” Radnal answered, as quietly. Neither of them wanted
to get Dokhnor’s attention. The reply could have come out
sounding innocent. It didn’t. Radnal went on, “His travel
documents say he’s an artist.” Again, tone spoke volumes.


Zosel
vez Glesir said, “If he really were a spy, Radnal vez, he’d
carry a camera, not a sketch pad. Everyone carries a camera into
Trench Park—he wouldn’t even get noticed.”


“True,”
Radnal said. “But he doesn’t act like an artist. He acts
like a member of the Morgaffo officer caste. You heard him—he’s
sworn to their Goddess.”


Fer
vez Canthal said something lewd about the Morgaffo Goddess. But he
lowered his voice even further before he did. An officer from Morgaf
who heard his deity offended might make formal challenge. Then again,
in Tartesh, where dueling was illegal, he might simply commit murder.
The only thing certain was that he wouldn’t ignore the insult.


“We
can’t do anything to him—or even about him—unless
we find out he is
spying,” Zosel vez Glesir said.


“Yes,”
Radnal said. “The last thing Tartesh wants is to hand Morgaf an
incident.” He thought about what would happen to someone who
fouled up so gloriously. Nothing good, that was sure. Then something
else occurred to him. “Speaking of the Tyrant, do you know
who’s in this group? Freelady Toglo zev Pamdal, that’s
who.”


Zosel
and Fer whistled softly. “Good thing you warned us,”
Zosel said. “We’ll stay round her like cotton round cut
glass.”


“I
don’t think she cares for that sort of thing,” Radnal
said. “Treat her well, yes, but don’t fall all over
yourselves.”


Zosel
nodded. Fer still had Dokhnor of Kellef on his mind. “If he is
a spy, what’s he doing in Trench Park instead of somewhere
important?”


“I
thought of that myself,” Radnal said. “Cover, maybe. And
who knows where he’s going after he leaves?”


“I
know where I’m
going,” Zosel said, yawning: “To bed. If you want to stay
up all night fretting about spies, go ahead.”


“No,
thanks,” Fer answered. “A spy would have to be crazy or
on holiday to come to Trench Park. If he’s crazy, we don’t
have to worry about him, and if he’s on holiday, we don’t
have to worry about him then, either. So I’m going to bed,
too.”


“If
you think I’ll stay talking to myself, you’re both
crazy,” Radnal said. All three Tarteshans got up. Dokhnor of
Kellef’s reading lamp went out, plunging his cubicle into
blackness. Radnal dimmed the lights in the common room.


He
flopped down onto his sleeping mat with a long sigh. He would sooner
have been out in the field, curled up in a sleepsack under gnat
netting. This was the price he paid for doing what he wanted most of
the time. He knew his own snores would soon join the tourists’.


Then
two female shapes appeared in the entrance to his cubicle. By
the gods, not again,
he thought as his eyes opened wide, which showed how tired he was. He
said, “Don’t you believe in sleep?”


Evillia
laughed softly, or maybe Lofosa. “Not when there are better
things to do,” Lofosa said. “We have some new ideas, too.
But we can always see who else is awake.”


Radnal
almost told her to go ahead, and take Evillia with her. But he heard
himself say “No” instead. The night before had been
educational beyond his dreams, the stuff people imagined when they
talked about the fringe benefits of a tour guide’s job. Until
last night, he’d reckoned those stories imaginary: in his two
years as a guide, he’d never cavorted with a tourist before.
Now . . . he grinned as he felt himself rising to the
occasion.


The
Highhead girls came in. As they’d promised, the threesome tried
some new things. He wondered how long their inventiveness could last,
and if he could last as long. He was sure he’d enjoy trying.


His
stamina and the girls’ ingenuity flagged together. He
remembered them getting up from the mat. He thought he remembered
them going out into the common room. He was sure he didn’t
remember anything after that. He slept like a log from a petrified
forest.


When
the scream jarred him awake, his first muzzy thought was that only a
few heartbeats had passed. But a glance at his pocket clock as he
closed his robe told him sunrise was near. He dashed out into the
common room.


Several
tourists were already out there, some dressed, some not. More emerged
every moment, as did the other two Trench Park staffers. Everyone
kept saying, “What’s going on?”


Though
no one directly answered the question, no one needed to. As naked as
when she’d frolicked with Radnal, Evillia stood by the table
where Benter vez Maprab and Dokhnor of Kellef had played war. Dokhnor
was there, too, but not standing. He lay sprawled on the floor, head
twisted at an unnatural angle.


Evillia
had jammed a fist in her mouth to stifle another scream. She took it
out, quavered, “Is—is he dead?”


Radnal
strode over to Dokhnor, grabbed his wrist, felt for a pulse. He found
none, nor was the Morgaffo breathing. “He’s dead, all
right,” Radnal said grimly.


Evillia
moaned. Her knees buckled. She toppled onto Radnal’s bent back.








When
Evillia fainted, Lofosa screamed and ran forward to try to help.
Nocso zev Martois screamed, too, even louder. Moblay Sopsirk’s
son hurried toward Radnal and Evillia. So did Fer vez Canthal and
Zosel vez Glesir. So did Toglo zev Pamdal. So did another tourist, a
Highhead who’d spoken very little on the way down to the lodge.


Everyone
got in everyone else’s way. Then the quiet Highhead stopped
being quiet and shouted, “I am a physician, the six million
gods curse you! Let me through!”


“Let
the physician through,” Radnal echoed, sliding Evillia off him
and to the ground as gently as he could. “Check her first,
freeman Golobol,” he added, pleased he’d hung onto the
doctor’s name. “I’m afraid you’re too late to
help Dokhnor now.”


Golobol
was almost as dark as Moblay, but spoke Tarteshan with a different
accent. As he turned to Evillia, she moaned and stirred. “She
will be all right, oh yes, I am sure,” he said. “But this
poor fellow—” As Radnal had, he felt for Dokhnor’s
pulse. As Radnal had, he failed to find it. “You are correct,
sir. This man is dead. He has been dead for some time.”


“How
do you know?” Radnal asked.


“You
felt of him, not?” the physician said. “Surely you
noticed his flesh has begun to cool. It has, oh yes.”


Thinking
back, Radnal had
noticed, but he’d paid no special attention. He’d always
prided himself on how well he’d learned first-aid training. But
he wasn’t a physician, and didn’t automatically take
everything into account as a physician would. His fit of chagrin was
interrupted when Evillia let out a shriek a hunting cave cat would
have been proud of.


Lofosa
bent by her, spoke to her in her own language. The shriek cut off.
Radnal started thinking about what to do next. Golobol said, “Sir,
look here, if you would.”


Golobol
was pointing to a spot on the back of Dokhnor’s neck, right
above where it bent gruesomely. Radnal had to say, “I don’t
see anything.”


“You
Strongbrows are a hairy folk, that is why,” Golobol said.
“Here, though—see this, ah, discoloration, is that the
word in your language? It is? Good. Yes. This discoloration is the
sort of mark to be expected from a blow by the side of the hand, a
killing blow.”


Despite
Bottomlands heat, ice formed in the pit of Radnal’s stomach.
“You’re telling me this was murder.”


The
word cut through the babble filling the common room like a scalpel.
There was chaos one heartbeat, silence the next. Into that abrupt,
intense silence, Golobol said, “Yes.”


“Oh,
by the gods, what a mess,” Fer vez Canthal said.


Figuring
out what to do next became a lot more urgent for Radnal. Why had the
gods (though he didn’t believe in six million of them) let
someone from his
tour group get murdered? And why, by all the gods he did believe in,
did it have to be the Morgaffo? Morgaf would be suspicious—if
not hostile—if any of its people met foul play in Tartesh. And
if Dokhnor of Kellef really was a spy, Morgaf would be more than
suspicious. Morgaf would be furious.


Radnal
walked over to the radiophone. “Whom will you call?” Fer
asked.


“First,
the park militia. They’d have to be notified in any case. And
then—” Radnal took a deep breath. “Then I think I’d
best call the Hereditary Tyrant’s Eyes and Ears in Tarteshem.
Murder of a Morgaffo sworn to the Goddess is a deeper matter than the
militia can handle alone. Besides, I’d sooner have an Eye and
Ear notify the Morgaffo plenipo than try doing it myself.”


“Yes,
I can see that,” Fer said. “Wouldn’t want Morgaffo
gunboats running across the Sleeve to raid our coasts because you
said something wrong. Or—” The lodge attendant shook his
head. “No, not even the island king would be crazy enough to
start tossing starbombs over something this small.” Fer’s
voice turned anxious. “Would he?”


“I
don’t think so.” But Radnal sounded anxious, too.
Politics hadn’t been the same since starbombs came along fifty
years before. Neither Tartesh nor Morgaf had used them, even in war
against each other, but both countries kept building them. So did
eight or ten other nations, scattered across the globe. If another
big war started, it could easily become The Big War, the one
everybody was afraid of.


Radnal
punched buttons on the radiophone. After a couple of static bursts, a
voice answered: “Trench Park militia, Subleader vez Steries
speaking.”


“Gods
bless you, Liem vez,” Radnal said; this was a man he knew and
liked. “Vez Krobir here, over at the tourist lodge. I’m
sorry to have to tell you we’ve had a death. I’m even
sorrier to have to tell you it looks like murder.” Radnal
explained what had happened to Dokhnor of Kellef.


Liem
vez Steries said, “Why couldn’t it have been anyone else
but the Morgaffo? Now you’ll have to drag in the Eyes and Ears,
and the gods only know how much hoorah will erupt.”


“My
next call was to Tarteshem,” Radnal agreed.


“It
probably should have been your first one, but never mind,” Liem
vez Steries said. “I’ll be over there with a
circumstances man as fast as I can get a helo in the air. Farewell.”


“Farewell.”
Radnal’s next call had to go through a human relayer. After a
couple of hundred heartbeats, he found himself talking with an Eye
and Ear named Peggol vez Menk. Unlike the park militiaman, Peggol
kept interrupting with questions, so the conversation took twice as
long as the other one had.


When
Radnal was through, the Eye and Ear said, “You did right to
involve us, freeman vez Krobir. We’ll handle the diplomatic
aspects, and we’ll fly a team down there to help with the
investigation. Don’t let anyone leave the—lodge, did you
call it? Farewell.”


The
radiophone had a speaking diaphragm in the console, not the more
common—and more private—ear-and-mouth handset. Everyone
heard what Peggol vez Menk said. Nobody liked it. Evillia said, “Did
he mean we’re going to have to stay cooped up here—with a
murderer?” She started trembling. Lofosa put an arm around her.


Benter
vez Maprab had a different objection: “See here, freeman, I put
down good silver for a tour of Trench Park, and I intend to have that
tour. If not, I shall take legal measures.”


Radnal
stifled a groan. Tarteshan law, which relied heavily on the
principle of trust, came down hard on those who violated contracts in
any way. If the old Strongbrow went to court, he’d likely
collect enormous damages from Trench Park—and from Radnal, as
the individual who failed to deliver the service contracted for.


Worse,
the Martoisi joined the outcry. A reasonably upright and upstanding
man, Radnal had never had to hire a pleader in his life. He wondered
if he had enough silver to pay for a good one. Then he wondered if
he’d ever have any silver again, once the tourists, the courts,
and the pleader were through with him.


Toglo
zev Pamdal cut through the hubbub: “Let’s wait a few
heartbeats. A man is dead. That’s more important than
everything else. If the start of our tour is delayed, perhaps Trench
Park will regain equity by delaying its end to give us the full
touring time we’ve paid for.”


“That’s
an excellent suggestion, freelady zev Pamdal,” Radnal said
gratefully. Fer and Zosel nodded.


A
distant thutter in the sky grew to a roar. The militia helo kicked up
a small dust storm as it set down between the stables and the lodge.
Flying pebbles clicked off walls and windows. The motor shut down. As
the blades slowed, dust subsided.


Radnal
felt as if a good god had frightened a night demon from his
shoulders. “I don’t think we’ll need to extend your
time here by more than a day,” he said happily.


“How
will you manage that, if we’re confined here in this
gods-forsaken wilderness?” Eltsac vez Martois growled.



“That’s
just it,” Radnal said. “We are
in a wilderness. Suppose we go out and see what there is to see in
Trench Park—where will the culprit flee on donkeyback? If he
tries to get away, we’ll know who he is because he’ll be
the only one missing, and we’ll track him down with the helo.”
The tour guide beamed. The tourists beamed back—including,
Radnal reminded himself, the killer among them.


Liem
vez Steries and two other park militiamen walked into the lodge. They
wore soldierly versions of Radnal’s costume: their robes,
instead of being white, were splotched in shades of tan and light
green, as were their long-brimmed caps. Their rank badges were dull;
even the metal buckles of their sandals were painted to avoid
reflections.


Liem
set a recorder on the table Dokhnor and Benter vez Maprab had used
for war the night before. The circumstances man started taking
pictures with as much abandon as if he’d been a tourist. He
asked, “Has the body been moved?”


“Only
as much as we needed to make sure the man was dead,” Radnal
answered.


“We?”
the circumstances man asked. Radnal introduced Golobol. Liem got
everyone’s statement on the wire: first Evillia, who gulped and
blinked back tears as she spoke, then Radnal, then the physician, and
then the other tourists and lodge attendants. Most of them echoed one
another: they’d heard a scream, run out, and seen Evillia
standing over Dokhnor’s corpse.


Golobol
added, “The woman cannot be responsible for his death. He had
been deceased some while, between one and two daytenths, possibly.
She, unfortunate one, merely discovered the body.”


“I
understand, freeman,” Liem vez Steries assured him. “But
because she did, her account of what happened is important.”








The
militiaman had just finished recording the last statement when
another helo landed outside the lodge. The instant its dust storm
subsided, four men came in. The Hereditary Tyrant’s Eyes and
Ears looked more like prosperous merchants than soldiers: their caps
had patent-leather brims, they closed their robes with silver chains,
and they sported rings on each index finger.


“I
am Peggol vez Menk,” one of them announced. He was short and,
by Tarteshan standards, slim; he wore his cap at a dapper angle. His
eyes were extraordinarily shrewd, as if he were waiting for
someone around him to make a mistake. He spotted Liem vez Steries at
once, and asked, “What’s been done thus far, Subleader?”


“What
you’d expect,” the militiaman answered: “Statements
from all present, and our circumstances man, Senior Trooper vez
Sofana there, has taken some pictures. We didn’t disturb the
body.”


“Fair
enough,” the Eye and Ear said. One of his men was flashing more
photos. Another set a recorder beside the one already on the table.
“We’ll get a copy of your wire, and we’ll make one
for ourselves—maybe we’ll find questions you missed. You
haven’t searched belongings yet?”


“No,
freeman.” Liem vez Steries’ voice went wooden. Radnal
wouldn’t have wanted someone to steal and duplicate his work,
either. Eyes and Ears, though, did as they pleased. Why not? They
watched Tartesh, but who watched them?


“We’ll
take care of it.” Peggol vez Menk sat down at the table. The
photographer stuck in a fresh clip of film, then followed the two
remaining Eyes and Ears into the sleeping cubicle nearest the
entrance.


It
was Golobol’s. “Be careful, oh please I beg you,”
the physician exclaimed. “Some of my equipment is delicate.”


Peggol
said, “I’ll hear the tale of the woman who discovered the
body.” He pulled out a notepad, glanced at it. “Evillia.”
A little calmer now, Evillia retold her story using, so far as Radnal
could tell, the same words she had before. If Peggol found any new
questions, he didn’t ask them.


After
about a tenth of a daytenth, it was Radnal’s turn. Peggol did
remember his name without needing to remind himself. Again, his
questions were like the ones Liem vez Steries had used. When he asked
the last one, Radnal had a question of his own: “Freeman, while
the investigation continues, may I take my group out into the
Bottomlands?” He explained how Benter vez Maprab had
threatened to sue, and why he thought even a guilty tourist unlikely
to escape.


The
Eye and Ear pulled at his lower lip. He let the hair beneath it grow
out in a tuft, which made him seem to have a protruding chin like a
Highhead’s. When he released the lip, it went back with a
liquid plop. Under his tilted cap, he looked wise and cynical.
Radnal’s hopes plunged. He waited for Peggol to laugh at him
for raising the matter.


Peggol
said, “Freeman, I know you technically enjoy military rank, but
suppose you discover who the killer is, or he strikes again. Do you
reckon yourself up to catching him and bringing him back for trial
and decapitation?”


“I—”
Radnal stopped before he went any further. The ironic question
reminded him this wasn’t a game. Dokhnor of Kellef might have
been a spy, he was dead now, and whoever had killed him might kill
again—might
kill
me, if
I find out who he is,
he thought. He said, “I don’t know. I’d like to
think so, but I’ve never had to do that sort of thing.”


Something
like approval came into Peggol vez Menk’s eyes. “You’re
honest with yourself. Not everyone can say that. Hmm—it
wouldn’t be just your silver involved in a suit, would it? No,
of course not; it would be Trench Park’s, too, which means the
Hereditary Tyrant’s.”


“Just
what I was thinking,” Radnal said, with luck patriotically. His
own silver came first with him. He was honest enough with himself to
be sure of that—but he didn’t have to tell it to Peggol.


“I’m
sure you were,” the Eye and Ear said, his tone dry. “The
Tyrant’s silver really does come first with me. How’s
this, then? Suppose you take the tourists out, as you’ve
contracted to do. But suppose I come with you to investigate while my
comrades keep working here? Does that seem reasonable?”


“Yes,
freeman; thank you,” Radnal exclaimed.


“Good,”
Peggol said. “My concubine has been nagging me to bring her
here. Now I’ll see if I want to do that.” He grinned
knowingly. “You see, I also keep my own interests in mind.”


The
other Eyes and Ears had methodically gone from one sleeping cubicle
to the next, examining the tourists’ belongings. One of them
brought a codex out of Lofosa’s cubicle, dropped it on the
table in front of Peggol vez Menk. The cover was a color photo of two
good-looking Highheads fornicating. Peggol flipped through it.
Variations on the same theme filled every page.


“Amusing,”
he said, “even if it should have been seized when its owner
entered our domains.”


“I
like that!” Lofosa sounded indignant. “You sanctimonious
Strongbrows, pretending you don’t do the same things—and
enjoy them, too. I ought to know.”


Radnal
hoped Peggol would not ask how she knew. He was certain she would
tell him, in detail; she and Evillia might have been many things, but
not shy. But Peggol said, “We did not come here to search for
filth. She might have worn out Dokhnor with that volume, but she
didn’t kill him with it. Let her keep it, if she enjoys telling
the world what should be kept private.”


“Oh,
rubbish!” Lofosa scooped up the codex and carried it back to
her cubicle, rolling her hips at every step as if to contradict
Peggol without another word.


The
Eyes and Ears brought out nothing more from her sleep cubicle or
Evillia’s for their chief to inspect. That surprised Radnal;
the two women had carried in everything but the donkey they’d
ridden. He shrugged—they’d probably filled their
saddlebags with feminine fripperies and junk that could have stayed
behind in their Tarteshan hostel if not in Krepalga.


Then
he stopped thinking about them—the Eye and Ear who’d gone
into Dokhnor’s cubicle whistled. Peggol vez Menk dashed in
there. He came out with his fist tightly closed around something. He
opened it. Radnal saw two six-pointed gold stars: Morgaffo rank
badges.


“So
he was
a spy,” Fer vez Canthal exclaimed.


“He
may have been,” Peggol said. But when he got on the radiophone
to Tarteshem, he found Dokhnor of Kellef had declared his
battalion leader’s rank when he entered the Tyranny. The Eye
and Ear scowled. “A soldier, yes, but not a spy after all, it
would appear.”


Benter
vez Maprab broke in: “I wish you’d finish your pawing and
let us get on with our tour. I haven’t that many days left, so
I hate to squander one.”


“Peace,
freeman,” Peggol said. “A man is dead.”


“Which
means he’ll not complain if I see the much-talked-about wonders
of Trench Park.” Benter glared as if he were the Hereditary
Tyrant dressing down some churlish underling.


Radnal,
seeing how Benter reacted when thwarted, wondered if he’d
broken Dokhnor’s neck for no better reason than losing a game
of war. Benter might be old, but he wasn’t feeble. And he was
sure to be a veteran of the last war with Morgaf, or the one before
that against Morgaf and the Krepalgan Unity both. He would know how
to kill.


Radnal
shook his head. If things kept on like this, he’d start
suspecting Fer and Zosel next, or his own shadow. He wished he hadn’t
lost the tour guides’ draw. He would sooner have been studying
the metabolism of the fat sand rat than trying to figure out which of
his charges had just committed murder.


Peggol
vez Menk said, “We shall have to search the outbuildings before
we begin. Freeman vez Krobir already told you we’d go out
tomorrow. My professional opinion is that no court would sustain a
suit over one day’s delay when compensational time is
guaranteed.”


“Bah!”
Benter stomped off. Radnal caught Toglo zev Pamdal’s eye. She
raised one eyebrow slightly, shook her head. He shifted his shoulders
in a tiny shrug. They both smiled. In every group, someone turned out
to be a pain in the backside. Radnal let his smile expand, glad Toglo
wasn’t holding his sport with Lofosa and Evillia against him.


“Speaking
of outbuildings, freeman vez Krobir,” Peggol said, “there’s
just the stables, am I right?”


“That
and the privy, yes,” Radnal said.


“Oh,
yes, the privy.” The Eye and Ear wrinkled his nose. It was even
more prominent than Radnal’s. Most Strongbrows had big noses,
as if to counterbalance their long skulls. Lissonese, whose
noses were usually flattish, sometimes called Tarteshans Snouts on
account of that. The name would start a brawl in any port on the
Western Ocean.


Fer
vez Canthal accompanied one of Peggol’s men to the stables; the
Eye and Ear obviously needed support against the ferocious,
blood-crazed donkeys inside—that was what his body language
said, anyhow. When Peggol ordered him out, he’d flinched as if
told to invade Morgaf and bring back the king’s ears.


“You
Eyes and Ears don’t often deal with matters outside the big
cities, do you?” Radnal asked.


“You
noticed that?” Peggol vez Menk raised a wry eyebrow. “You’re
right; we’re urbanites to the core. Threats to the realm
usually come among crowds of masking people. Most that don’t
are a matter for the army, not us.”


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son went over to the shelf where the war board was
stored. “If we can’t go out today, Radnal, care for the
game we didn’t have last night?”


“Maybe
another time, freeman vez Sopsirk,” the tour guide said,
turning Moblay’s name into its nearest Tarteshan equivalent.
Maybe the brown man would take the hint and speak a bit more formally
to him. But Moblay didn’t seem good at catching hints, as
witness his advances toward Evillia and this even more poorly timed
suggestion of a game.


The
Eye and Ear returned from the stable without the solution to
Dokhnor’s death. By his low-voiced comments to his friends, he
was glad he’d escaped the den of vicious beasts with his life.
The Trench Park staffers tried to hide their sniggers. Even a few of
the tourists, only two days better acquainted with donkeys than the
Eye and Ear, chuckled at his alarm.


Something
on the roof said hig-hig-hig!
in a loud, strident voice. The Eye and Ear who’d braved the
stables started nervously. Peggol vez Menk raised his eyebrow again.
“What’s that, freeman vez Krobir?”


“A
koprit bird,” Radnal said. “They hardly impale people on
thornbushes.”


“No,
eh? That’s good to hear.” Peggol’s dry cough served
him for a laugh.


The
midday meal was ration packs. Radnal sent Liem vez Steries a worried
look: the extra mouths at the lodge would make supplies run out
faster than he’d planned for. Understanding the look, Liem
said, “We’ll fly in more from the militia outpost if we
have to.”


“Good.”


Between
them, Peggol vez Menk and Liem vez Steries spent most of the
afternoon on the radiophone. Radnal worried about power, but not as
much. Even if the generator ran out of fuel, solar cells would take
up most of the slack. Trench Park had plenty of sunshine.


After
supper, the militiamen and Eyes and Ears scattered sleepsacks on the
common room floor. Peggol set up a watch schedule that gave each of
his and Liem’s men about half a daytenth each. Radnal
volunteered to stand a watch himself.


“No,”
Peggol answered. “While I do not doubt your innocence, freeman
vez Krobir, you and your colleagues formally remain under suspicion
here. The Morgaffo plenipo could protest were you given a post which
might let you somehow take advantage of us.”


Though
that made some sense, it miffed Radnal. He retired to his sleeping
cubicle in medium dudgeon, lay down, and discovered he could not
sleep. The last two nights, he’d been on the edge of dropping
off when Evillia and Lofosa called. Now he was awake, and they stayed
away.


He
wondered why. They’d already shown they didn’t care who
watched them when they made love. Maybe they thought he was too shy
to do anything with militiamen and Eyes and Ears outside the
entrance. A few days before, they would have been right. Now he
wondered. They took fornication so much for granted that they made
any other view of it seem foolish.


Whatever
their reasons, they stayed away. Radnal tossed and turned on his
sleepsack. He thought about going out to chat with the fellow on
watch, but decided not to: Peggol vez Menk would suspect he was up to
something nefarious if he tried. That annoyed him all over again, and
drove sleep further away than ever. So did the Martoisi’s
furious row over how one of them—Eltsac said Nocso, Nocso said
Eltsac—had managed to lose their only currycomb.








The
tour guide eventually dozed off, for he woke with a start when the
men in the common room turned up the lights just before sunrise. For
a heartbeat or two, he wondered why they were there. Then he
remembered.


Yawning,
he grabbed his cap, tied the belt on his robe, and headed out of the
cubicle. Zosel vez Glesir and a couple of tourists were already in
the common room, talking with the militiamen and the Eyes and Ears.
Conversation flagged when Lofosa emerged from her sleeping cubicle
without dressing first.


“A
tough job, this tour guide business must be,” Peggol vez Menk
said, sounding like everyone else who thought a guide did nothing but
roll on the sleepsack with his tourists.


Radnal
grunted. This tour, he hadn’t done much with Lofosa or Evillia
but roll on the sleepsack. It’s
not usually like that,
he wanted to say. He didn’t think Peggol would believe him, so
he kept his mouth shut. If an Eye and Ear didn’t believe
something, he’d start digging. If he started to dig, he’d
keep digging till he found what he was looking for, regardless of
whether it was really there.


The
tour guide and Zosel dug out breakfast packs. By the time they came
back, everyone was up, and Evillia had succeeded in distracting some
of the males from Lofosa. “Here you are, freelady,”
Radnal said to Toglo zev Pamdal when he got to her.


No
one paid her any particular attention; she was just a Tarteshan woman
in a concealing Tarteshan robe, not a foreign doxy wearing nothing
much. Radnal wondered if that irked her. Women, in his experience,
did not like being ignored.


If
she was irked, she didn’t show it. “I trust you slept
well, freeman vez Krobir?” she said. She did not even glance
toward Evillia and Lofosa. If she meant anything more by her greeting
than its words, she also gave no sign of that—which suited
Radnal perfectly.


“Yes.
I trust you did likewise,” he answered.


“Well
enough,” she said, “though not as well as I did before
the Morgaffo was killed. A pity he’ll not be able to make his
sketches—he had talent. May his Goddess grant him wind and land
and water in the world to come: that’s what the islanders pray
for, not so?”


“I
believe so, yes,” Radnal said, though he knew little of
Morgaffo religious forms.


“I’m
glad you’ve arranged for the tour to continue despite the
misfortune that befell him, Radnal vez,” she said. “It
can do him no harm, and the Bottomlands are fascinating.”


“So
they are, fr—” Radnal began. Then he stopped, stared, and
blinked. Toglo hadn’t used formal address, but the middle grade
of Tarteshan politesse, which implied she felt she knew him somewhat
and didn’t disapprove of him. Considering what she’d
witnessed at the first night’s campsite, that was a minor
miracle. He grinned and took a like privilege: “So do I, Toglo
zev.”


About
a tenth of a daytenth later, as he and Fer carried empty ration packs
to the disposal bin, the other Trench Park staffer elbowed him in the
ribs and said, “You have all
the women after you, eh, Radnal vez?”


Radnal
elbowed back, harder. “Go jump in the Bitter Lake, Fer vez.
This group’s nothing but trouble. Besides, Nocso zev Martois
thinks I’m part of the furniture.”


“You
wouldn’t want her,” Fer replied, chuckling. “I was
just jealous.”


“That’s
what Moblay said,” Radnal answered. Having anyone jealous of
him for being sexually attractive was a new notion, one he didn’t
care for. By Tarteshan standards, drawing such notice was faintly
disreputable, as if he’d got rich by skirting the law. It
didn’t bother Evillia and Lofosa—they reveled in it.
Well,
he asked himself, do
you really want to be like Evillia and Lofosa, no matter how ripe
their bodies are?
He snorted through his nose. “Let’s go back inside, so I
can get my crew moving.”


After
two days of practice, the tourists thought they were seasoned riders.
They bounded onto their donkeys, and had little trouble guiding them
out of their stalls. Peggol vez Menk looked almost as apprehensive as
his henchman who’d gone to search the stable. He drew in his
white robe all around him, as if fearing to have it soiled. “You
expect me to ride one of these creatures?” he said.


“You
were the one who wanted to come along,” Radnal answered. “You
don’t have to ride; you could always hike along beside us.”


Peggol
glared. “Thank you, no, freeman vez Krobir.” He pointedly
did not
say Radnal
vez.
“Will you be good enough to show me how to ascend one of these
perambulating peaks?”


“Certainly,
freeman vez Menk.” Radnal mounted a donkey, dismounted, got on
again. The donkey gave him a jaundiced stare, as if asking him to
make up his mind. He dismounted once more, and took the snort that
followed as the asinine equivalent of a resigned shrug. To Peggol, he
said, “Now you try, freeman.”


Unlike
Evillia or Lofosa, the Eye and Ear managed to imitate Radnal’s
movements without requiring the tour guide to take him by the waist
(just as well, Radnal thought—Peggol wasn’t smooth and
supple like the Highhead girls). He said, “When back in
Tarteshem, freeman vez Krobir, I shall stick exclusively to
motors.”


“When
I’m in Tarteshem, freeman vez Menk, I do the same,”
Radnal answered.


The
party set out a daytenth after sunrise: not as early as Radnal would
have liked but, given the previous day’s distractions, the best
he could expect. He led them south, toward the lowlands at the core
of Trench Park. Under his straw hat, Moblay Sopsirk’s son was
already sweating hard.


Something
skittered into hiding under the fleshy leaves of a desert spurge.
“What did we just nearly see there, freeman?” Golobol
asked.


Radnal
smiled at the physician’s phrasing. “That was a fat sand
rat. It’s a member of the gerbil family, one specially adapted
to feed off succulent plants that concentrate salt in their foliage.
Fat sand rats are common throughout the Bottomlands. They’re
pests in areas where there’s enough water for irrigated
agriculture.”


Moblay
said, “You sound like you know a lot about them, Radnal.”


“Not
as much as I’d like to, freeman vez Sopsirk,” Radnal
answered, still trying to persuade the Lissonese to stop being so
uncouthly familiar. “I study them when I’m not being a
tour guide.”


“I
hate all kinds of rats,” Nocso zev Martois said flatly.


“Oh,
I don’t know,” Eltsac said. “Some rats are kind of
cute.” The two Martoisi began to argue. Everyone else ignored
them.


Moblay
said, “Hmp. Fancy spending all your time studying rats.”


“And
how do you make your
livelihood, freeman?” Radnal snapped.


“Me?”
Flat-nosed, dark, and smooth, Moblay’s face was different from
Radnal’s in every way. But the tour guide recognized the blank
mask that appeared on it for a heartbeat: the expression of a man
with something to hide. Moblay said, “As I told you, I am aide
to my prince, may his years be many.” He had said that, Radnal
remembered. It might even be true, but he was suddenly convinced it
wasn’t the whole truth.


Benter
vez Maprab couldn’t have cared less about the fat sand rat. The
spiny spurge under which it hid, however, interested him. He said,
“Freeman vez Krobir, perhaps you will explain the relationship
between the plants here and the cactuses in the deserts of the Double
Continent.”


“There
is no relationship to speak of.” Radnal gave the old Strongbrow
an unfriendly look. Try
to make me look bad in front of everyone, will you?
he thought. He went on, “The resemblances come from adapting to
similar environments. That’s called convergent evolution. As
soon as you cut them open, you’ll see they’re unrelated:
spurges have a thick white milky sap, while that of cactuses is clear
and watery. Whales and fish look very much alike, too, but that’s
because they both live in the sea, not because they’re kin.”


Benter
hunched low over his donkey’s back. Radnal felt like preening,
as if he’d overcome a squadron of Morgaffo marine commandos
rather than one querulous old Tarteshan.


Some
of the spines of the desert spurge held a jerboa, a couple of
grasshoppers, a shoveler skink, and other small, dead creatures. “Who
hung them out to dry?” Peggol vez Menk asked.


“A
koprit bird,” Radnal answered. “Most butcherbirds
make a larder of things they’ve caught but haven’t got
round to eating yet.”


“Oh.”
Peggol sounded disappointed. Maybe he’d hoped someone in Trench
Park enjoyed tormenting animals, so he could hunt down the miscreant.


Toglo
zev Pamdal pointed to the impaled lizard, which looked to have spent
a while in the sun. “Do they eat things as dried up as that,
Radnal vez?”


“No,
probably not,” Radnal said. “At least, I wouldn’t
want to.” After he got his small laugh, he continued, “A
koprit bird’s larder isn’t just things it intends to eat.
It’s also a display to other koprit birds. That’s
especially true in breeding season—it’s as if the male
says to prospective mates, ‘Look what a hunter I am.’
Koprits don’t display only live things they’ve caught,
either. I’ve seen hoards with bright bits of yarn, wires,
pieces of sparkling plastic, and once even a set of old false teeth,
all hung on spines.”


“False
teeth?” Evillia looked sidelong at Benter vez Maprab. “Some
of us have more to worry about than others.” Stifled snorts of
laughter went up from several tourists. Even Eltsac chuckled. Benter
glared at the Highhead girl. She ignored him.


High
in the sky, almost too small to see, were a couple of moving black
specks. As Radnal pointed them out to the group, a third joined them.
“Another feathered optimist,” he said. “This is
wonderful country for vultures. Thermals from the Bottomlands floor
make soaring effortless. They’re waiting for a donkey—or
one of us—to keel over and die. Then they’ll feast.”


“What
do they eat when they can’t find tourists?” Toglo zev
Pamdal asked.


“Humpless
camels, or boar, or anything else dead they spy,” Radnal said.
“The only reason there aren’t more of them is that the
terrain is too barren to support many large-bodied herbivores.”


“I’ve
seen country that isn’t,” Moblay Sopsirk’s son
said. “In Duvai, east of Lissonland, the herds range the
grasslands almost as they did in the days before mankind. The past
hundred years, though, hunting has thinned them out. So the Duvains
say, at any rate; I wasn’t there then.”


“I’ve
heard the same,” Radnal agreed. “It isn’t like that
here.”


He
waved to show what he meant. The Bottomlands were too hot and dry to
enjoy a covering of grass. Scattered over the plain were assorted
varieties of succulent spurges, some spiny, some glossy with wax
to hold down water loss. Sharing the landscape with them were
desiccated-looking bushes—thorny burnets, oleander, tiny
Bottomlands olive plants (they were too small to be trees).


Smaller
plants huddled in shadows round the base of the bigger ones. Radnal
knew seeds were scattered everywhere, waiting for the infrequent
rains. But most of the ground was as barren as if the sea had
disappeared yesterday, not five and a half million years before.


“I
want all of you to drink plenty of water,” Radnal said. “In
weather like this, you sweat more than you think. We’ve packed
plenty aboard the donkeys, and we’ll replenish their carrying
bladders tonight back at the lodge. Don’t be shy—heatstroke
can kill you if you aren’t careful.”


“Warm
water isn’t very satisfying to drink,” Lofosa grumbled.


“I
am sorry, freelady, but Trench Park hasn’t the resources to
haul a refrigerator around for anyone’s convenience,”
Radnal said.


Despite
Lofosa’s complaint, she and Evillia both drank regularly.
Radnal scratched his head, wondering how the Krepalgan girls could
seem so fuzzbrained but still muddle along without getting into
real trouble.


Evillia
had even brought along some flavoring packets, so while everyone else
poured down blood-temperature water, she had blood-temperature fruit
punch instead. The crystals also turned the water the color of blood.
Radnal decided he could do without them.


They
got to the Bitter Lake a little before noon. It was more a salt marsh
than a lake; the Dalorz River did not drop enough water off the
ancient continental shelf to keep a lake bed full against
the tremendous evaporation in the eternally hot, eternally dry
Bottomlands. Salt pans gleamed white around pools and patches of
mud.


“Don’t
let the donkeys eat anything
here,” Radnal warned. “The water brings everything from
the underground salt layer to the surface. Even Bottomlands
plants have trouble adapting.”


That
was emphatically true. Despite the water absent everywhere else in
Trench Park, the landscape round the Bitter Lake was barren even by
Bottomlands standards. Most of the few plants that did struggle to
grow were tiny and stunted.


Benter
vez Maprab, whose sole interest seemed to be horticulture, pointed to
one of the exceptions. “What’s that, the ghost of a plant
abandoned by the gods?”


“It
looks like it,” Radnal said: the shrub had skinny, almost
skeletal branches and leaves. Rather than being green, it was white
with sparkles that shifted as the breeze shook it. “It’s
a saltbush, and it’s found only around the Bitter Lake. It
deposits the salts it picks up from ground water as crystals on all
its aboveground parts. That does two things: it gets rid of the
salt, and having the reflective coating lowers the plant’s
effective temperature.”


“It
also probably keeps the saltbush from getting eaten very often,”
Toglo zev Pamdal said.


“Yes,
but with a couple of exceptions,” Radnal said. “One is
the humpless camel, which has its own ways of getting rid of excess
salt. The other is my little friend the fat sand rat, although it
prefers desert spurges, which are juicier.”


The
Strongbrow woman looked around. “One of the things I expected
to see when I came down here, both the first time and now, was lots
of lizards and snakes and tortoises. I haven’t, and it puzzles
me. I’d have thought the Bottomlands would be a perfect place
for cold-blooded creatures to live.”


“If
you look at dawn or dusk, Toglo zev, you’ll see plenty. But not
in the heat of the day. Cold-blooded isn’t a good term for
reptiles: they have a variable
body temperature, not a constant one like birds or mammals. They warm
themselves by basking, and cool down by staying out of the midday
sun. If they didn’t, they’d cook.”


“I
know just how they feel.” Evillia ran a hand through her thick
dark hair. “You can stick eating tongs in me now, because I’m
done all the way through.”


“It’s
not so bad as that,” Radnal said. “I’m sure it’s
under fifty hundredths, and it can get above fifty even here. And
Trench Park doesn’t have any of the deepest parts of the
Bottomlands. Down another couple of thousand cubits, the extreme
temperatures go above sixty.”


The
non-Tarteshans groaned. So did Toglo zev Pamdal and Peggol vez Menk.
Tarteshem had a relatively mild climate; temperatures there went past
forty hundredths only from late spring to early fall.


With
morbid curiosity, Moblay Sopsirk’s son said, “What is the
highest temperature ever recorded in the Bottomlands?”


“Just
over sixty-six,” Radnal said. The tourists groaned again,
louder.








Radnal
led the line of donkeys around the Bitter Lake. He was careful not to
get too close to the little water actually in the lake at this time
of year. Sometimes a salt crust formed over mud; a donkey’s
hoof could poke right through, trapping the animal and slicing its
leg against the hard, sharp edge of the crust.


After
a while, the tour guide asked, “Do you have all the pictures
you want?” When no one denied it, he said, “Then we’ll
head back toward the lodge.”


“Hold
on.” Eltsac vez Martois pointed across the Bitter Lake. “What
are those things over there?”


“I
don’t see anything, Eltsac,” his wife said. “You
must be looking at a what-do-you-call it, a mirage.” Then,
grudgingly, a heartbeat later: “Oh.”


“It’s
a herd of humpless camels,” Radnal said quietly. “Try not
to spook them.”


The
herd was a little one, a couple of long-necked males with a double
handful of smaller females and a few young ones that seemed all leg
and awkwardness. Unlike the donkeys, they ambled over the crust
around the Bitter Lake. Their hooves were wide and soft, spreading
under their weight to keep them from falling through.


A
male stood guard as the rest of the herd drank at a scummy pool of
water. Golobol looked distressed. “That horrid liquid, surely
it will poison them,” he said. “I would not drink it to
save my life.” His round brown face screwed up in disgust.


“If
you drank it, it would end your days all the sooner. But humpless
camels have evolved along with the Bottomlands; their kidneys are
wonderfully efficient at extracting large amounts of salt.”


“Why
don’t they have humps?” Lofosa asked. “Krepalgan
camels have humps.” By her tone, what she was used to was
right.


“I
know Krepalgan camels have humps,” Radnal said. “But the
camels in the southern half of the Double Continent don’t, and
neither do these. With the Bottomlands beasts, I think the answer is
that any lump of fat—which is what a hump is—is a
liability in getting rid of heat.”


“In
the days before motors, we used to ride our Krepalgan camels,”
Evillia said. “Has anyone ever tamed your humpless ones?”


“That’s
a good question,” Radnal said, beaming to hide his surprise at
her coming up with a good question. He went on, “It has been
tried many times, in fact. So far, it’s never worked. They’re
too stubborn to do what a human being wants. If we had domesticated
them, you’d be riding them now instead of these donkeys;
they’re better suited to the terrain here.”


Toglo
zev Pamdal scratched her mount’s ears. “They’re
also uglier than donkeys.”


“Freelady—uh,
Toglo zev—I can’t argue with you,” Radnal said.
“They’re uglier than anything I can think of, with
dispositions to match.”


As
if insulted by words they couldn’t have heard, the humpless
camels raised their heads and trotted away from the Bitter Lake.
Their backs went up and down, up and down, in time to their rocking
gait. Evillia said, “In Krepalga, we sometimes call camels
desert barques. Now I see why: riding on one looks like it would make
me seasick.”


The
tourists laughed. So did Radnal. Making a joke in a language that
wasn’t Evillia’s took some brains. Then why, Radnal
wondered, did she act so empty-headed? But he shrugged; he’d
seen a lot of people with
brains do impressively stupid things.


“Why
don’t the camels eat all the forage in Trench Park?”
Benter vez Maprab asked. He sounded as if his concern was for
the plants, not the humpless camels.


“When
the herds get too large for the park’s resource, we cull
them,” Radnal answered. “This ecosystem is fragile. If we
let it get out of balance, it would be a long time repairing itself.”


“Are
any herds of wild humpless camels left outside Trench Park, Radnal
vez?” Toglo asked.


“A
few small ones, in areas of the Bottomlands too barren for people,”
the tour guide said. “Not many, though. We occasionally
introduce new males into this herd to increase genetic diversity, but
they come from zoological parks, not the wild.” The herd
receded rapidly, shielded from clear view by the dust it kicked up.
“I’m glad we had a chance to see them, if at a distance.
That’s why the gods made long lenses for cameras. But now we
should head back to the lodge.”


*
* *


The
return journey north struck Radnal as curiously unreal. Though Peggol
vez Menk rode among the tourists, they seemed to be pretending as
hard as they could that Dokhnor of Kellef had not died, that this was
just an ordinary holiday. The alternative was always looking over a
shoulder, remembering the person next to you might be a murderer.


The
person next to someone was
a murderer. Whoever it was, he seemed no different from anyone else.
That worried Radnal more than anything.


It
even tainted his pleasure from talking with Toglo zev Pamdal. He had
trouble imagining her as a killer, but he had trouble imagining
anyone in the tour group a killer—save Dokhnor of Kellef, who
was dead, and the Martoisi, who might want to kill each other.


He
got to the point where he could say “Toglo zev” without
prefacing it with “uh.” He really wanted to ask her (but
lacked the nerve) how she put up with him after watching him at play
with the two Highhead girls. Tarteshans seldom thought well of those
who made free with their bodies.


He
also wondered what he’d do if Evillia and Lofosa came into his
cubicle tonight. He’d throw them out, he decided. Edifying a
tour group was one thing, edifying the Park Militia and the Eyes and
Ears another. But what they did was so
edifying . . . Maybe he wouldn’t throw them out.
He banged a fist onto his knee, irritated at his own fleshly
weakness.


The
lodge was only a couple of thousand cubits away when his donkey
snorted and stiffened its legs against the ground. “Earthquake!”
The word went up in Tarteshan and other languages. Radnal felt the
ground jerk beneath him. He watched, and marveled at, the Martoisi
clinging to each other atop their mounts.


After
what seemed a daytenth but had to be an interval measured in
heartbeats, the shaking ceased. Just in time, too; Peggol vez Menk’s
donkey, panicked by the tremor, was about to buck the Eye and Ear
into a thornbush. Radnal caught the beast’s reins, calmed it.


“Thank
you, freeman vez Krobir,” Peggol said. “That was bad.”


“You
didn’t make it any better by letting go of the reins,”
Radnal told him. “If you were in a motor, wouldn’t you
hang on to the tiller?”


“I
hope so,” Peggol said. “But if I were in a motor, it
wouldn’t try to run away by itself.”


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son looked west, toward the Barrier Mountains. “That
was worse than the one yesterday. I feared I’d see the Western
Ocean pouring in with a wave as high as the Lion God’s mane.”


“As
I’ve said before, that’s not something you’re
likely to have to worry about,” Radnal said. “A quake
would have to be very
strong and at exactly the wrong place to disturb the mountains.”


“So
it would.” Moblay did not sound comforted.


Radnal
dismissed his concern with the mild scorn you feel for someone who
overreacts to a danger you’re used to. Over in the Double
Continent, they had vast and deadly windstorms. Radnal was sure one
of those would frighten him out of his wits. But the Stekians
probably took them in stride, as he lost no sleep over earthquakes.


The
sun sank toward the spikes of the Barrier Mountains. As if bloodied
by their pricking, its rays grew redder as Bottomlands shadows
lengthened. More red sparkled from the glass and metal and plastic of
the helos between the lodge and the stables. Noticing them made
Radnal return to the here-and-now. He wondered how the militiamen and
Eyes and Ears had done in their search for clues.


They
came out as the tour group approached. In their tan, speckled robes,
the militiamen were almost invisible against the desert. The Eyes and
Ears, with their white and gold and patent leather, might have been
spotted from ten thousand cubits away, or from the mountains of the
moon.


Liem
vez Steries waved to Radnal. “Any luck? Do you have the killer
tied up in pink string?”


“Do
you see any pink string?” Radnal turned back to face the group,
raised his voice: “Let’s get the donkeys settled. They
can’t do it for themselves. When they’re fed and watered,
we can worry about ourselves.” And
about everything that’s been going on,
he added to himself.


The
tourists’ dismounting groans were quieter than they’d
been the day before; they were growing hardened to riding. Poor
Peggol vez Menk assumed a bowlegged gait most often seen in rickets
victims. “I was thinking of taking yesterday off,” he
said lugubriously. “I wish I had—someone else would
have taken your call.”


“You
might have drawn a worse assignment,” Radnal said, helping him
unsaddle the donkey. The way Peggol rolled his eyes denied that was
possible.


Fer
vez Canthal and Zosel vez Glesir came over to help see to the tour
group’s donkeys. Under the brims of their caps, their eyes
sparked with excitement. “Well, Radnal vez, we have a good deal
to tell you,”
Fer began.


Peggol
had a sore fundament, but his wits still worked. He made a sharp
chopping gesture. “Freeman, save your news for a more private
time.” A smoother motion, this time with upturned palm, pointed
out the chattering crowd still inside the stables. “Someone may
hear something he should not.”


Fer
looked abashed. “Your pardon, freeman; no doubt you are right.”


“No
doubt.” Peggol’s tone argued that he couldn’t be
anything but. From under the shiny brim of his cap, his gaze flicked
here and there, measuring everyone in turn with the calipers of
his suspicion. It came to Radnal, and showed no softening. Resentment
flared in the tour guide, then dimmed. He knew he hadn’t killed
anyone, but the Eye and Ear didn’t.


“I’ll
get the firepit started,” Fer said.


“Good
idea,” Eltsac vez Martois said as he walked by. “I’m
hungry enough to eat one of those humpless camels, raw and without
salt.”


“We
can do better than that,” Radnal said. He noted the
I-told-you-so look Peggol sent Fer vez Canthal: if a tourist could
overhear one bit of casual conversation, why not another?


Liem
vez Steries greeted Peggol with a formal military salute he didn’t
use five times a year—his body went tetanus-rigid, while he
brought his right hand up so the tip of his middle finger brushed the
brim of his cap. “Freeman, my compliments. We’ve all
heard of the abilities of the Hereditary Tyrant’s Eyes and
Ears, but until now I’ve never seen them in action. Your team
is superb, and what they found—” Unlike Fer vez Canthal,
Liem had enough sense to close his mouth right there.


Radnal
felt like dragging him into the desert to pry loose what he knew. But
years of slow research had left him a patient man. He ate supper,
sang songs, chatted about the earthquake and what he’d seen on
the journey to and from the Bitter Lake. One by one, the tourists
sought their sleepsacks.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son, however, sought him out for a game of war. For
politeness’ sake, Radnal agreed to play, though he had so much
on his mind that he was sure the brown man from Lissonland would
trounce him. Either Moblay had things on his mind, too, or he wasn’t
the player he thought he was. The game was a comedy of errors which
had the spectators biting their lips to keep from blurting out better
moves. Radnal eventually won, in inartistic style.


Benter
vez Maprab had been an onlooker. When the game ended, he delivered a
two-sentence verdict which was also obituary: “A wasted murder.
Had the Morgaffo seen that, he’d’ve died of
embarrassment.” He stuck his nose in the air and stalked off to
his sleeping cubicle.


“We’ll
have to try again another time, when we’re thinking
straighter,” Radnal told Moblay, who nodded ruefully.


Radnal
put away the war board and pieces. By then, Moblay was the only
tourist left in the common room. Radnal sat down next to Liem vez
Steries, not across the gaming table from the Lissonese. Moblay
refused to take the hint.


Finally
Radnal grabbed the rhinoceros by the horn: “Forgive me,
freeman, but we have a lot to discuss among ourselves.”


“Don’t
mind me,” Moblay said cheerfully. “I’m not in your
way, I hope. And I’d be interested to hear how you Tarteshans
investigate. Maybe I can bring something useful back to my prince.”


Radnal
exhaled through his nose. Biting off words one by one, he said,
“Freeman vez Sopsirk, you are a subject of this investigation.
To be blunt, we have matters to discuss which you shouldn’t
hear.”


“We
also have other, weightier, things to discuss,” Peggol vez Menk
put in. “Remember, freeman, this is not your principality.”


“It
never occurred to me that you might fear I was guilty,” Moblay
said. “I
know I’m not, so I assumed you did, too. Maybe I’ll try
and screw the Krepalgan girls, since it doesn’t sound like
Radnal will be using them tonight.”


Peggol
raised an eyebrow. “Them?” He packed a world of question
into one word.


Under
their coat of down, Radnal’s ears went hot. Fortunately, he
managed to answer a question with a question: “What could be
weightier than learning who killed Dokhnor of Kellef?”


Peggol
glanced from one sleeping cubicle to the next, as if wondering who
was feigning slumber. “Why don’t you walk with me in the
cool night air? Subleader vez Steries can come with us; he was
here all day, and can tell you what he saw himself—things I
heard when I took my own evening walk, and which I might garble in
reporting them to you.”


“Let’s
walk, then,” Radnal said, though he wondered where Peggol vez
Menk would find cool night air in Trench Park. Deserts above sea
level cooled rapidly when the sun set, but that wasn’t true in
the Bottomlands.


Getting
out in the quiet dark made it seem cooler. Radnal, Peggol, and Liem
walked without saying much for a couple of hundred cubits. Only when
they were out of earshot of the lodge did the park militiaman
announce, “Freeman vez Menk’s colleagues discovered a
microprint reader among the Morgaffo’s effects.”


“Did
they, by the gods?” Radnal said. “Where, Liem vez? What
was it disguised as?”


“A
stick of artist’s charcoal.” The militiaman shook his
head. “I thought I knew every trick in the codex, but that’s
a new one. Now we can rub the plenipo’s nose in it if he fusses
about losing a Morgaffo citizen in Tartesh. But even that’s a
small thing, next to what the reader held.”


Radnal
stared. “Heading off a war with Morgaf is small?”


“It
is, freeman vez Krobir,” Peggol vez Menk said. “You
remember today’s earthquake—”


“Yes,
and there was another one yesterday, a smaller one,” Radnal
interrupted. “They happen all the time down here. No one except
a tourist like Moblay Sopsirk’s son worries about them. You
reinforce your buildings so they won’t fall down except in
the worst shocks, then go on about your business.”


“Sensible,”
Peggol said. “Sensible under most circumstances, anyway. Not
here, not now.”


“Why
not?” Radnal demanded.


“Because,
if what was on Dokhnor of Kellef’s microprint reader is
true—always a question when we’re dealing with
Morgaffos—someone is trying to engineer a special earthquake.”


Radnal’s
frown drew his heavy eyebrows together above his nose. “I still
don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Liem
vez Steries inclined his head to Peggol vez Menk. “By your
leave, freeman—?” When Peggol nodded, Liem went on,
“Radnal vez, over the years somebody—has smuggled the
parts for a starbomb into Trench Park.”


The
tour guide gaped at his friend. “That’s insane. If
somebody smuggled a starbomb into Tartesh, he’d put it by the
Hereditary Tyrant’s palace, not here. What does he want, to
blow up the last big herd of humpless camels in the world?”


“He
has more in mind than that,” Liem answered. “You see, the
bomb is underground, on one of the fault lines nearest the Barrier
Mountains.” The militiaman’s head swiveled to look west
toward the sawbacked young mountain range . . .


. . . the
mountain range that held back the Western Ocean. The night was warm
and dry, but cold sweat prickled on Radnal’s back and under his
arms. “They want to try to knock the mountains down. I’m
no geologist—can they?”


“The
gods may know,” Liem answered. “I’m no geologist
either, so I don’t. This I’ll tell you: the Morgaffos
seem to think it would work.”


Peggol
vez Menk cleared his throat. “The Hereditary Tyrant discourages
research in this area, lest any positive answers fall into the wrong
hands. Thus our studies have been limited. I gather, however, that
such a result might be obtained.”


“The
freeman’s colleagues radiophoned a geologist known to be
reliable,” Liem amplified. “They put to him some of what
was on the microprint reader, as a theoretical exercise. When they
were through, he sounded ready to wet his robes.”


“I
don’t blame him.” Radnal looked toward the Barrier
Mountains, too. What had Moblay said? A
wave as high as the Lion God’s mane.
If the mountains fell at once, the wave might reach Krepalga before
it halted. The deaths, the devastation, would be incalculable. His
voice shook as he asked, “What do we do about it?”


“Good
question,” Peggol said, astringent as usual. “We don’t
know whether it’s really there, who planted it if it is, where
it is, or if it’s ready. Other than that, we’re fine.”








Liem’s
voice turned savage: “I wish all the tourists were Tarteshans.
Then we could question them as thoroughly as we needed, until we got
truth from them.”


Thoroughly,
Radnal knew, was a euphemism for harshly.
Tarteshan justice was more pragmatic than merciful, so much so that
applying it to foreigners would strain diplomatic relations and might
provoke war. The tour guide said, “We couldn’t even be
properly thorough with our own people, not when one of them is Toglo
zev Pamdal.”


“I’d
forgotten.” Liem made a face. “But you can’t
suspect her.
Why would the Hereditary Tyrant’s relative want to destroy the
country he’s Hereditary Tyrant of? It makes no sense.”


“I
don’t suspect her,” Radnal said. “I meant we’ll
have to use our heads here; we can’t rely on brute force.”


“I
suspect everyone,” Peggol vez Menk said, matter-of-factly as if
he’d said, It’s
hot tonight.
“For that matter, I also suspect the information we found among
Dokhnor’s effects. It might have been planted there to provoke
us to question several foreign tourists thoroughly and embroil us
with their governments. Morgaffo duplicity knows no bounds.”


“As
may be, freeman, but dare we take the chance that this is duplicity,
not real danger?” Liem said.


“If
you mean, dare
we ignore the danger?—of
course not,” Peggol said. “But it might be duplicity.”


“Would
the Morgaffos kill one of their own agents to mislead us?”
Radnal asked. “If Dokhnor were alive, we’d have no idea
this plot was afoot.”


“They
might, precisely because they’d expect us to doubt they were so
coldhearted,” Peggol answered. Radnal thought the Eye and Ear
would suspect someone of stealing the sun if a morning dawned cloudy.
That was what Eyes and Ears were for, but it made Peggol an
uncomfortable companion.


“Since
we can’t question the tourists thoroughly, what shall we do
tomorrow?” Radnal said.


“Go
on as we have been,” Peggol replied unhappily. “If any of
them makes the slightest slip, that will justify our using
appropriate persuasive measures.” Not even a man who sometimes
used torture in his work was easy saying the word out loud.


“I
can see one problem coming soon, freeman vez Menk—”
Radnal said.


“Call
me Peggol vez,” the Eye and Ear interrupted. “We’re
in this mess together; we might as well treat each other as friends.
I’m sorry—go ahead.”


“Sooner
or later, Peggol vez, the tour group will want to go west, toward the
Barrier Mountains—and toward the fault line where this starbomb
may be. If it requires some finishing touches, that will give whoever
is supposed to handle them his best chance. If it is someone in the
tour group, of course.”


“When
were you thinking of doing this?” If he’d sounded unhappy
before, he was lugubrious now.


Radnal
didn’t cheer him up: “The western swing was on the
itinerary for tomorrow. I could change it, but—”


“But
that would warn the culprit—if there is a culprit—we know
what’s going on. Yes.” Peggol fingered the tuft of hair
under his lip. “I think you’d better make the change
anyhow, Radnal vez.” Having heard Radnal use his name with the
polite particle, he could do likewise. “Better to alert the
enemy than offer him a free opportunity.”


Liem
vez Steries began, “Freeman vez Menk—”


The
Eye and Ear broke in again: “What I told Radnal also holds for
you.”


“Fair
enough, Peggol vez,” Liem said. “How could Morgaf have
got wind of this plot against Tartesh without our having heard of it,
too? I mean no disrespect, I assure you, but this matter concerns
me.” He waved toward the Barrier Mountains, which suddenly
seemed a much less solid bulwark than they had before.


“The
question is legitimate, and I take no offense. I see two possible
answers,” Peggol said. (Radnal had a feeling the Eye and Ear
saw at least two answers to every question.) “One is that
Morgaf may be doing this deceitfully to incite us against our
other neighbors, as I said before. The other is that the plot is
real, and whoever dreamed it up approached the Morgaffos so they
could fall on us after the catastrophe.”


Each
possibility was logical; Radnal wished he could choose between them.
Since he couldn’t, he said, “There’s nothing we can
do about it now, so we might as well sleep. In the morning, I’ll
tell the tourists we’re going east, not west. That’s an
interesting excursion, too. It—”


Peggol
raised a hand. “Since I’ll see it tomorrow, why not keep
me in suspense?” He twisted this way and that. “You can’t
die of an impacted fundament, can you?”


“I’ve
never heard of it happening, anyhow.” Radnal hid a smile.


“Maybe
I’ll be a medical first, and get written up in all the
physicians’ codices.” Peggol rubbed the afflicted parts.
“And I’ll have to go riding again tomorrow, eh? How
unfortunate.”


“If
we don’t get some sleep soon, we’ll both be dozing in the
saddle,” Radnal said, yawning. “It must be a couple of
daytenths past sunset by now. I thought Moblay would never head for
his cubicle.”


“Maybe
he was just fond of you, Radnal.” Liem vez Steries put a croon
in the guide’s name that burlesqued the way the Lissonese kept
leaving off the polite particle.


Radnal
snapped, “Night demons carry you off, Liem vez, the ideas you
come up with.” He waited for the militiaman to taunt him about
Evillia and Lofosa, but Liem left that alone. He wondered what ideas
the two girls from the Krepalgan Unity had come up with, and whether
they’d use them with him tonight. He hoped not—as he’d
told Peggol, he did need sleep. Then he wondered if putting sleep
ahead of fornication meant he was getting old.


If
it did, too bad, he decided. Along with Peggol and Liem, he walked
back to the lodge. The other militiamen and Eyes and Ears reported in
whispers—all quiet.


Radnal
turned a curious ear toward Evillia’s sleep cubicle, then
Lofosa’s, and then Moblay Sopsirk’s son’s. He
didn’t hear moans or thumpings from any of them. He wondered
whether Moblay hadn’t propositioned the Krepalgan girls, or
whether they’d turned him down. Or maybe they’d frolicked
and gone back to sleep. No, that last wasn’t likely; the Eyes
and Ears would have been smirking about the eye- and earful they’d
got.


Yawning
again, Radnal went into his own sleep cubicle, took off his sandals,
undid his belt, and lay down. The air-filled sleepsack sighed beneath
him like a lover. He angrily shook his head. Two nights with Lofosa
and Evillia had filled his mind with lewd notions.


He
hoped they would leave him alone again. He knew their dalliance with
him was already an entry in Peggol vez Menk’s dossier; having
the Eye and Ear watch him at play—or listen to him quarreling
with them when he sent them away—would not improve the entry.


Those
two nights, he’d just been falling asleep when Evillia and
Lofosa joined him. Tonight, nervous about whether they’d come,
and about everything he’d heard from Peggol and Liem, he lay
awake a long time. The girls stayed in their own cubicles.


He
dozed off without knowing he’d done so. His eyes flew open when
a koprit bird on the roof announced the dawn with a raucous
hig-hig-hig!
He needed a couple of heartbeats to wake fully, realize he’d
been asleep, and remember what he’d have to do this morning.


He
put on his sandals, fastened his belt, and walked into the common
room. Most of the militiamen and Eyes and Ears were already awake.
Peggol wasn’t; Radnal wondered how much knowing he snored would
be worth as blackmail. Liem vez Steries said quietly, “No one
murdered last night.”


“I’m
glad to hear it,” Radnal said, sarcastic and truthful at the
same time.



Lofosa
came out of her cubicle. She still wore what Radnal assumed to be
Krepalgan sleeping attire, namely skin. Not a hair on her head was
mussed, and she’d done something to her eyes to make them look
bigger and brighter than they really were. All the men stared at her,
some more openly, some less.


She
smiled at Radnal and said in a voice like silver bells, “I hope
you didn’t miss us last night, freeman vez Krobir. It would
have been as much fun as the other two, but we were too tired.”
Before he could answer (he would have needed a while to find an
answer), she went outside to the privy.


The
tour guide looked down at his sandals, not daring to meet anyone’s
eyes. He listened to the small coughs that meant the others didn’t
know what to say to him, either. Finally Liem remarked, “Sounds
as though she knows you well enough to call you Radnal vez.”


“I
suppose so,” Radnal muttered. In physical terms, she’d
been intimate enough with him to leave off the vez.
Her Tarteshan was good enough that she ought to know it, too. She’d
managed to embarrass him even more by combining the formal address
with such a familiar message. She couldn’t have made him look
more foolish if she’d tried for six moons.


Evillia
emerged from her cubicle, dressed, or undressed, like Lofosa. She
didn’t banter with Radnal, but headed straight for the privy.
She and Lofosa met each other behind the helos. They talked for a few
heartbeats before each continued on her way.


Toglo
zev Pamdal walked into the common room as Lofosa returned from
outside. Lofosa stared at the Strongbrow woman, as if daring Toglo to
remark on her nakedness. A lot of Tarteshans, especially female
Tarteshans, would have remarked on it in detail.


Toglo
said only, “I trust you slept well, freelady?” From her
casual tone, she might have been talking to a neighbor she didn’t
know well but with whom she was on good terms.


“Yes,
thank you.” Lofosa dropped her eyes when she concluded she
couldn’t use her abundantly displayed charms to bait Toglo.


“I’m
glad to hear it,” Toglo said, still sweetly. “I wouldn’t
want you to catch cold on holiday.”


Lofosa
took half a step, then jerked as if poked by a pin. Toglo had already
turned to greet the others in the common room. For a heartbeat, maybe
two, Lofosa’s teeth showed in a snarl like a cave cat’s.
Then she went back into her cubicle to finish getting ready for the
day.


“I
hope I didn’t offend her—too much,” Toglo said to
Radnal.


“I
think you handled yourself like a diplomat,” he answered.


“Hmm,”
she said. “Given the state of the world, I wonder whether
that’s a compliment.” Radnal didn’t answer. Given
what he’d heard the night before, the state of the world might
be worse than Toglo imagined.


His
own diplomatic skills got a workout after breakfast, when he
explained to the group that they’d be going east rather than
west. Golobol said, “I find the change from the itinerary most
distressing, yes.” His round brown face bore a doleful
expression.


Benter
vez Maprab found any change distressing. “This is an outrage,”
he blustered. “The herbaceous cover approaching the Barrier
Mountains is far richer than that to the east.”


“I’m
sorry,” Radnal said, an interesting mixture of truth and lie:
he didn’t mind annoying Benter, but would sooner not have had
such a compelling reason.


“I
don’t mind going east rather than west today,” Toglo zev
Pamdal said. “As far as I’m concerned, there are plenty
of interesting things to see either way. But I would like to know why
the schedule has been changed.”


“So
would I,” Moblay Sopsirk’s son said. “Toglo is
right—what are you trying to hide, anyhow?”


All
the tourists started talking—the Martoisi started shouting—at
once. Radnal’s own reaction to the Lissonese man was a wish
that a trench in Trench Park went down a lot deeper, say, to the
red-hot center of the earth. He would have shoved Moblay into it. Not
only was he a boor, to use a woman’s name without the polite
particle (using it uninvited even with the particle would have been
an undue liberty), he was a snoop and a rabble-rouser.


Peggol
vez Menk slammed his open hand down on the table beside which Dokhnor
of Kellef had died. The boom cut through the chatter. Into sudden
silence, Peggol said, “Freeman vez Krobir changed your
itinerary at my suggestion. Aspects of the murder case suggest that
course would in the best interests of Tartesh.”


“This
tells us nothing, not a thing.” Now Golobol sounded really
angry, not just upset at breaking routine. “You say these
fine-sounding words, but where is the meaning behind them?”


“If
I told you everything you wished to know, freeman, I would also be
telling those who should not hear,” Peggol said.


“Pfui!”
Golobol stuck out his tongue.


Eltsac
vez Martois said, “I think you Eyes and Ears think you’re
little tin demigods.”


But
Peggol’s pronouncement quieted most of the tourists. Ever since
starbombs came along, nations had grown more anxious about keeping
secrets from one another. That struck Radnal as worrying about the
cave cat after he’d carried off the goat, but who could tell?
There might be worse things than starbombs.


He
said, “As soon as I can, I promise I will tell all of you
everything I can about what’s going on.” Peggol vez Menk
gave him a hard look; Peggol wouldn’t have told anyone his own
name if he could help it.


“What
is
going on?” Toglo echoed.


Since
Radnal was none too certain himself, he met that comment with
dignified silence. He did say, “The longer we quarrel here, the
less we’ll have the chance to see, no matter which direction we
end up choosing.”


“That
makes sense, freeman vez Krobir,” Evillia said. Neither she nor
Lofosa had argued about going east as opposed to west.


Radnal
looked around the group, saw more resignation than outrage. He said,
“Come now, freemen, freeladies, let’s head for the
stables. There are many fascinating things to see east of the
lodge—and to hear, also. There’s the Night Demons’
Retreat, for instance.”


“Oh,
good!” Toglo clapped her hands. “As I’ve said, it
rained the last time I was here. The guide was too worried about
flash floods to take us out there. I’ve wanted to see that ever
since I read Hicag zev Ginfer’s frightener codex.”


“You
mean Stones
of Doom?”
Radnal’s opinion of Toglo’s taste fell. Trying to stay
polite, he said, “It wasn’t as accurate as it might have
been.”


“I
thought it was trash,” Toglo said. “But I went to school
with Hicag zev and we’ve been friends ever since, so I had to
read it. And she certainly makes the Night Demons’ Retreat
sound exotic, whether there’s a breeze of truth in what she
writes or not.”


“Maybe
a breeze—a mild breeze,” Radnal said.


“I
read it, too. I thought it was very exciting,” Nocso zev
Martois said.


“The
tour guide thinks it’s garbage,” her husband told her.


“I
didn’t say that,”
Radnal said. Neither Martois listened to him; they enjoyed yelling at
each other more.


“Enough
of your own breeze. If we must do this, let’s do it, at least,”
Benter vez Maprab said.


“As
you say, freeman.” Radnal wished the Night Demons’
Retreat really held night demons. With any luck, they’d drag
Benter into the stones and no one in the tour group would ever see—or
have to listen to—him again. But such convenient things
happened only in codices.


*
* *


The
tourists were getting better with the donkeys. Even Peggol seemed
less obviously out of place on donkeyback than he had yesterday. As
the group rode away from the lodge, Radnal looked back and saw park
militiamen and Eyes and Ears advancing on the stables to go over them
again.


He
made himself forget the murder investigation and remember he was a
tour guide. “Because we’re off earlier this morning,
we’re more likely to see small reptiles and mammals that
shelter against the worst heat,” he said. “Many of them—”


A
sudden little flip
of sandy dirt a few cubits ahead made him stop. “By the gods,
there’s one now.” He dismounted. “I think that’s
a shoveler skink.”


“A
what?” By now, Radnal was used to the chorus that followed
whenever he pointed out one of the more unusual denizens of the
Bottomlands.


“A
shoveler skink,” he repeated. He crouched down. Yes, sure
enough, there was the lure. He knew he had an even-money chance. If
he grabbed the tail end, the lizard would shed the appendage and
flee. But if he got it by the neck—


He
did. The skink twisted like a piece of demented rubber, trying to
wriggle free. It also voided. Lofosa made a disgusted noise. Radnal
took such things in stride.


After
thirty or forty heartbeats, the skink gave up and lay still. Radnal
had been waiting for that. He carried the palm-sized lizard into the
midst of the tourists. “Skinks are common all over the world,
but the shoveler is the most curious variety. It’s a
terrestrial equivalent of the anglerfish. Look—”


He
tapped the orange fleshy lump that grew on the end of a spine about
two digits long. “The skink buries itself under sand, with just
this lure and the tip of its nose sticking out. See how its ribs
extend to either side, so it looks more like a gliding animal than
one that lives underground? It has specialized musculature, to make
those long rib ends bend what we’d think of as the wrong way.
When an insect comes along, the lizard tosses dirt on it, then twists
around and snaps it up. It’s a beautiful creature.”


“It’s
the ugliest thing I ever saw,” Moblay Sopsirk’s son
declared.


The
lizard didn’t care one way or the other. It peered at him
through little beady black eyes. If the variety survived another few
million years—if the Bottomlands survived another couple of
moons, Radnal thought nervously—future specimens might lose
their sight altogether, as had already happened with other
subterranean skinks.


Radnal
walked out of the path, put the lizard back on the ground. It
scurried away, surprisingly fast on its short legs. After six or
eight cubits, it seemed to melt into the ground. Within moments, only
the bright orange lure betrayed its presence.


Evillia
asked, “Do any bigger creatures go around looking for lures to
catch the skinks?”


“As
a matter of fact, yes,” Radnal said. “Koprit birds can
see color; you’ll often see shoveler skinks impaled in their
hoards. Big-eared nightfoxes eat them, too, but they track by scent,
not sight.”


“I
hope no koprit birds come after me,” Evillia said, laughing.
She and Lofosa wore matching red-orange tunics—almost the same
shade as the shoveler skink’s lure—with two rows of big
gold buttons, and red plastic necklaces with gold clasps.


Radnal
smiled. “I think you’re safe enough. And now that the
lizard is safe, for the time being, shall we go—? No, wait,
where’s freeman vez Maprab?”


The
old Strongbrow emerged from behind a big, wide-spreading thornbush a
few heartbeats later, still refastening the belt to his robe. “Sorry
for the delay, but I thought I’d answer nature’s
call while we paused here.”


“I
just didn’t want to lose you, freeman.” Radnal stared at
Benter as he got back onto his donkey. This was the first apology
he’d heard from him. He wondered if the tourist was well.


The
group rode slowly eastward. Before long, people began to complain.
“Every piece of Trench Park looks like every other piece,”
Lofosa said.


“Yes,
when will we see something different?” Moblay Sopsirk’s
son agreed. Radnal suspected he would have agreed if Lofosa said the
sky were pink; he slavered after her. He went on, “It’s
all hot and flat and dry; even the thornbushes are boring.”


“Freeman,
if you wanted to climb mountains and roll in snow, you should have
gone someplace else,” Radnal said. “That’s not what
the Bottomlands have to offer. But there are mountains and snow all
over the world; there’s nothing like Trench Park anywhere. And
if you tell me this terrain is like what we saw yesterday around
the Bitter Lake, freeman, freelady”—he glanced over
at Lofosa—“I think you’re both mistaken.”


“They
certainly are,” Benter vez Maprab chimed in. “This area
has very different flora from the other one. Note the broader-leafed
spurges, the oleanders—”


“They’re
just plants,” Lofosa said. Benter clapped a hand to his head in
shock and dismay. Radnal waited for him to have another bad-tempered
fit, but he just muttered to himself and subsided.


About
a quarter of a daytenth later, Radnal pointed toward a gray smudge on
the eastern horizon. “There’s the Night Demons’
Retreat. I promise it’s like nothing you’ve yet seen in
Trench Park.”


“I
hope it shall be interesting, oh yes,” Golobol said.


“I
loved the scene where the demons came out at sunset, claws dripping
blood,” Nocso zev Martois said. Her voice rose in shivery
excitement.


Radnal
sighed. “Stones
of Doom
is only a frightener, freelady. No demons live inside the Retreat, or
come out at sunset or any other time. I’ve passed the night in
a sleepsack not fifty cubits from the stonepile, and I’m still
here, with my blood inside me where it belongs.”


Nocso
made a face. No doubt she preferred melodrama to reality. Since she
was married to Eltsac, reality couldn’t seem too attractive to
her.








The
Night Demons’ Retreat was a pile of gray granite, about a
hundred cubits high, looming over the flat floor of the Bottomlands.
Holes of all sizes pitted the granite. Under the merciless sun, the
black openings reminded Radnal of skulls’ eyes looking at him.


“Some
holes look big enough for a person to crawl into,” Peggol vez
Menk remarked. “Has anybody ever explored them?”


“Yes,
many people,” Radnal answered. “We discourage it, though,
because although no one’s ever found a night demon, they’re
a prime denning place for vipers and scorpions. They also often hold
bats’ nests. Seeing the bats fly out at dusk to hunt bugs
doubtless helped start the legend about the place.”


“Bats
live all over,” Nocso said. “There’s only one Night
Demons’ Retreat, because—”


The
breeze, which had been quiet, suddenly picked up. Dust skirled over
the ground. Radnal grabbed for his cap. And from the many mineral
throats of the Night Demons’ Retreat came a hollow moaning and
wailing that made the hair on his body want to stand on end.


Nocso
looked ecstatic. “There!” she exclaimed. “The cry
of the deathless demons, seeking to be free to work horror on the
world!”


Radnal
remembered the starbomb that might be buried by the Barrier
Mountains, and thought of horrors worse than any demons could
produce. He said, “Freelady, as I’m sure you know, it’s
just wind playing some badly tuned flutes. The softer rock around the
Retreat weathered away, and the Retreat itself has taken a lot of
sandblasting. Whatever bits that weren’t as hard as the rest
are gone, which explains how and why the openings formed. And now,
when the wind blows across them, they make the weird sounds we just
heard.”


“Hmp!”
Nocso said. “If there are gods, how can there not be demons?”


“Freelady,
speak to a priest about that, not to me.” Radnal swore by the
gods of Tartesh but, like most educated folk of his generation, had
little other use for them.


Peggol
vez Menk said, “Freelady, the question of whether night demons
exist does not necessarily have anything to do with the question of
whether they haunt the Night Demons’ Retreat—except that
if there be no demons, they are unlikely to be at the Retreat.”


Nocso’s
plump face filled with rage. But she thought twice about telling off
an Eye and Ear. She turned her head and shouted at Eltsac instead. He
shouted back.


The
breeze swirled around, blowing bits of grit into the tour guide’s
face. More unmusical notes emanated from the Night Demons’
Retreat. Cameras clicked. “I wish I’d brought along a
recorder,” Toglo zev Pamdal said. “What’s
interesting here isn’t how this place looks, but how it
sounds.”


“You
can buy a wire of the Night Demons’ Retreat during a windstorm
at the gift shop near the entrance to Trench Park.”


“Thank
you, Radnal vez; I may do that on my way out. It would be even
better, though, if I could have recorded what I heard with my own
ears.” Toglo’s glance slipped to Eltsac and Nocso, who
were still barking at each other. “Well, some of what I heard.”


Evillia
said, “This Night Demons’ Retreat was on the sea floor?”


“That’s
right. As the dried muck and salt that surrounded it eroded, it was
left alone here. Think of it as a miniature version of the mountain
plains that stick up from the Bottomlands. In ancient days, they were
islands. The Retreat, of course, was below the surface back
then.”


And
may be again,
he thought. He imagined fish peering into the holes in the ancient
granite, crabs scuttling in to scavenge the remains of snakes and
sand rats. The picture came to vivid life in his mind. That bothered
him; it meant he took this menace seriously.


He
was so deep in his own concerns that he needed a couple of heartbeats
to realize the group had fallen silent. When he did notice, he looked
up in a hurry, wondering what was wrong. From a third of the way up
the Night Demons’ Retreat, a cave cat looked back.


The
cave cat must have been asleep inside a crevice until the tourists’
racket woke it. It yawned, showing yellow fangs and pink tongue.
Then, with steady amber gaze, it peered at the tourists once more, as
if wondering what sauce would go well with them.


“Let’s
move away from the Retreat,” Radnal said quietly. “We
don’t want it to think we’re threatening it.” That
would have been a good trick, he thought. If the cave cat did decide
to attack, his handcannon would hurt it (assuming he was lucky enough
to hit), but it wouldn’t kill. He opened the flap to his
saddlebag just the same.


For
once, all the tourists did exactly as they were told. Seeing the
great predator raised fears that went back to the days of man-apes
just learning to walk erect.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son asked, “Will more of them be around? In
Lissonland, lions hunt in prides.”


“No,
cave cats are solitary except during mating season,” Radnal
answered. “They and lions have a common ancestor, but their
habits differ. The Bottomlands don’t have big herds that make
pride hunting a successful survival strategy.”


Just
when Radnal wondered if the cave cat was going back to sleep, it
exploded into motion. Long gray-brown mane flying, it bounded down
the steep slope of the Night Demons’ Retreat. Radnal yanked out
his handcannon. He saw Peggol vez Menk also had one.


But
when the cave cat hit the floor of the Bottomlands, it streaked away
from the tour group. Its grayish fur made it almost invisible against
the desert. Cameras clicked incessantly. Then the beast was gone.


“How
beautiful,” Toglo zev Pamdal breathed. After a moment, she
turned more practical: “Where does he find water?”


“He
doesn’t need much, Toglo zev,” he answered. “Like
other Bottomlands creatures, he makes the most of what he gets from
the bodies of his prey. Also”—he pointed north—“there
are a few tiny springs in the hills. Back when it was legal to hunt
cave cats, a favorite way was to find a spring and lay in wait until
the animal came to drink.”


“It
seems criminal,” Toglo said.


“To
us, certainly,” Radnal half-agreed. “But to a man who’s
just had his flocks raided or a child carried off, it was natural
enough. We go wrong when we judge the past by our standards.”


“The
biggest difference between past and present is that we moderns are
able to sin on a much larger scale,” Peggol said. Maybe he was
thinking of the buried starbomb. But recent history held enough other
atrocities to make Radnal have trouble disagreeing.


Eltsac
vez Martois said, “Well, freeman vez Krobir, I have to admit
that was worth the price of admission.”


Radnal
beamed; of all the people from whom he expected praise, Eltsac was
the last. Then Nocso chimed in: “But it would have been even
more exciting if the cave cat had come toward us and he’d
had to shoot at it.”


“I’ll
say,” Eltsac agreed. “I’d love to have that on
film.”


Why,
Radnal wondered, did the Martoisi see eye to eye only when they were
both wrong? He said, “With respect, I’m delighted the
animal went the other way. I’d hate to fire at so rare a
creature, and I’d hate even more to miss and have anyone come
to harm.”


“Miss?”
Nocso said the word as if it hadn’t occurred to her. It
probably hadn’t; people in adventure stories shot straight
whenever they needed to.


Eltsac
said, “Shooting well isn’t easy. When I was drafted into
the Voluntary Guards, I needed three tries before I qualified with a
rifle.”


“Oh,
but that’s you, not a tour guide,” Nocso said scornfully.
“He has to shoot well.”


Through
Eltsac’s outraged bellow, Radnal said, “I will have you
know, I have never fired a handcannon in all my time at Trench Park.”
He didn’t add that, given a choice between shooting at a cave
cat and at Nocso, he’d sooner have fired on her.


The
wind picked up again. The Night Demons’ Retreat made more
frightful noises. Radnal imagined how he would have felt if he were
an illiterate hunter, say, hearing those ghostly wails for the first
time. He was sure he’d’ve fouled his robes from fear.


But
even so, something else also remained true: judging by the standards
of the past was even more foolish when the present offered better
information. If Nocso believed in night demons for no better reason
than that she’d read an exciting frightener about them, that
only argued she didn’t have the sense the gods gave a shoveler
skink. Radnal smiled. As far as he could tell, she didn’t
have the sense the gods gave a shoveler skink.


“We’ll
go in the direction opposite the one the cave cat took,” Radnal
said at last. “We’ll also stay in a tight group. If you
ask me, anyone who goes wandering off deserves to be eaten.”


The
tourists rode almost in one another’s laps. As far as Radnal
could tell, the eastern side of the Night Demons’ Retreat
wasn’t much different from the western. But he’d been
here tens of times already. Tourists could hardly be blamed for
wanting to see as much as they could.


“No
demons over here, either, Nocso,” Eltsac vez Martois said. His
wife stuck her nose in the air. Radnal wondered why they stayed
married—for that matter, he wondered why they’d got
married—when they sniped at each other so. Pressure from their
kith groupings, probably. It didn’t seem a good enough reason.


So
why was he haggling over bride price with Wello zev Putun’s
father? The Putuni were a solid family in the lower aristocracy, a
good connection for an up-and-coming man. He couldn’t
think of anything wrong with Wello, but she didn’t much stir
him, either. Would she have read Stones
of Doom
without recognizing it for the garbage it was? Maybe. That worried
him. If he wanted a woman with whom he could talk, would he need a
concubine? Peggol had one. Radnal wondered if the arrangement made
him happy. Likely not—Peggol took a perverse pleasure in not
enjoying anything.


Thinking
of Wello brought Radnal’s mind back to the two nights of excess
he’d enjoyed with Evillia and Lofosa. He was sure he wouldn’t
want to marry a woman whose body was her only attraction, but he also
doubted the wisdom of marrying one whose body didn’t attract
him. What he needed—


He
snorted. What
I need is for a goddess to take flesh and fall in love with me . . .
if she doesn’t destroy my self-confidence by letting on
she’s a goddess.
Finding such a mate—especially for a bride price less than the
annual budget of Tartesh—seemed unlikely. Maybe Wello would do
after all.


“Are
we going back by the same route we came?” Toglo zev Pamdal
asked.


“I
hadn’t planned to,” Radnal said. “I’d aimed
to swing further south on the way back, to give you the chance to see
country you haven’t been through before.” He couldn’t
resist adding, “No matter how much the same some people find
it.”


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son looked innocent. “If you mean me, Radnal,
I’m happy to discover new things. I just haven’t come
across that many here.”


“Hmp,”
Toglo said. “I’m having a fine time here. I was glad to
see the Night Demons’ Retreat at last, and also to hear it. I
can understand why our ancestors believed horrid creatures dwelt
inside.”


“I
was thinking the same thing only a couple of hundred heartbeats ago,”
Radnal said.


“What
a nice coincidence.” A smile brightened her face. To Radnal’s
disappointment, she didn’t stay cheerful long. She said, “This
tour is so marvelous, I can’t help thinking it would be finer
still if Dokhnor of Kellef were still alive, or even if we knew who
killed him.”


“Yes,”
Radnal said. He’d spent much of the day glancing from one
tourist to the next, trying to figure out who had broken the
Morgaffo’s neck. He’d even tried suspecting the Martoisi.
He’d dismissed them before, as too inept to murder anybody
quietly. But what if their squawk and bluster only disguised devious
purposes?


His
laugh came out dusty as Peggol vez Menk’s. He couldn’t
believe it. Besides, Nocso and Eltsac were Tarteshans. They wouldn’t
want to see their country ruined. Or could they be paid enough to
want to destroy it?


Nocso
looked back toward the Night Demons’ Retreat just as a
koprit bird flew into one of the holes in the granite. “A
demon! I saw a night demon!” she squalled.


Radnal
laughed again. If Nocso was a spy and a saboteur, he was a humpless
camel. “Come on,” he called. “Time to head back.”








As
he’d promised, he took his charges to the lodge by a new route.
Moblay Sopsirk’s son remained unimpressed. “It may not be
the same, but it isn’t much different.”


“Oh,
rubbish!” Benter vez Maprab said. “The flora here are
quite distinct from those we observed this morning.”


“Not
to me,” Moblay said stubbornly.


“Freeman
vez Maprab, by your interest in plants of all sorts, were you by
chance a scholar of botany?” Radnal asked.


“By
the gods, no!” Benter whinnied laughter. “I ran a train
of plant and flower shops until I retired.”


“Oh.
I see.” Radnal did, too. With that practical experience, Benter
might have learned as much about plants as any scholar of botany.


About
a quarter of a daytenth later, the old man reined in his donkey and
went behind another thornbush. “Sorry to hold everyone up,”
he said when he returned. “My kidneys aren’t what they
used to be.”


Eltsac
vez Martois guffawed. “Don’t worry, Benter vez. A fellow
like you knows you have to water the plants. Haw, haw!”


“You’re
a bigger jackass than your donkey,” Benter snapped.


“Freemen,
please!” Radnal got the two men calmed down and made sure they
rode far from each other. He didn’t care if they went at each
other three heartbeats after they left Trench Park, but they were his
responsibility till then.


“You
earn your silver here, I’ll say that for you,” Peggol
observed. “I see fools in my line of work, but I’m not
obliged to stay polite to them.” He lowered his voice. “When
freeman vez Maprab went behind the bush now, he didn’t just
relieve himself. He also bent down and pulled something out of the
ground. I happened to be off to one side.”


“Did
he? How interesting.” Radnal doubted Benter was involved in the
killing of Dokhnor of Kellef. But absconding with plants from Trench
Park was also a crime, one the tour guide was better equipped to deal
with than murder. “We won’t do anything about it now.
After we get back to the lodge, why don’t you have your men
search Benter vez’s belongings again?”


Amusement
glinted in Peggol’s eyes. “You’re looking forward
to this.”


“Who,
me? The only thing that could be better would be if it were Eltsac
vez instead. But he hasn’t a brain in his head or anywhere else
about his person.”


“Are
you sure?” Peggol had been thinking along the same lines as
Radnal. He’d probably started well before Radnal had, too. That
was part of his job.


But
Radnal came back strong: “If he had brains, would he have
married Nocso zev?” That won a laugh which didn’t sound
dusty. He added, “Besides, all he knows about thornbushes is
not to ride into them, and he’s not certain of that.”


“Malice
agrees with you, Radnal vez.”


By
the time the lodge neared, Golobol was complaining along with Moblay.
“Take away the Night Demons’ Retreat, oh yes, and take
away the cave cat we saw there, and what have you? Take away those
two things and it is a nothing of a day.”


“Freeman,
if you insist on ignoring everything interesting that happens, you
can turn any day dull,” Toglo observed.


“Well
said!” Being a tour guide kept Radnal from speaking his mind to
the people he led. This time, Toglo had done it for him.


She
smiled. “Why come see what the Bottomlands are like if he isn’t
happy with what he finds?”


“Toglo
zev, some are like that in every group. It makes no sense to me, but
there you are. If I had the money to see the Nine Iron Towers of
Mashyak, I wouldn’t whine because they aren’t gold.”


“That
is a practical attitude,” Toglo said. “We’d be
better off if more people felt as you do.”


“We’d
be better off if—” Radnal shut up. If
we didn’t fear a starbomb was buried somewhere around here
was how he’d been about to end the sentence. That wasn’t
smart. Not only would it frighten Toglo (or worry her; she didn’t
seem to frighten easily), but Peggol vez Menk would come down on him
like he didn’t know what for breaching security.


All
at once, he knew how Peggol would come down on him: like the Western
Ocean, pouring into the Bottomlands over the broken mountains. He
tried to laugh at himself; he didn’t usually come up with such
literary comparisons. Laughter failed. The simile was literary, but
it might be literal as well.


“We’d
be better off if what, Radnal vez?” Toglo asked. “What
did you start to say?”


He
couldn’t tell her what he’d started to say. He wasn’t
glib enough to invent something smooth. To his dismay, what came out
of his mouth was, “We’d be better off if more people were
like you, Toglo zev, and didn’t have fits at what they saw
other people doing.”


“Oh,
that. Radnal vez, I didn’t think anyone who was doing that was
hurting anyone else. You all seemed to be enjoying yourselves. It’s
not something I’d care to do where other people might see, but
I don’t see I have any business getting upset about it.”


“Oh.”
Radnal wasn’t sure how to take Toglo’s answer. He had,
however, already pushed his luck past the point where it had any
business going, so he kept quiet.


Something
small skittered between spurges. Something larger bounded along in
hot pursuit. The pursuit ended in a cloud of dust. Forestalling
the inevitable chorus of What’s
that?,
Radnal said, “Looks like a bladetooth just made a kill.”
The carnivorous rodent crouched over its prey; the tour guide pulled
out a monocular for a closer look. “It’s caught a fat
sand rat.”


“One
of the animals you study?” Moblay said. “Are you going to
blast it with your handcannon to take revenge?”


“I
think you should,” Nocso zev Martois declared. “What a
vicious brute, to harm a defenseless furry beast.”


Radnal
wondered if he should ask how she’d enjoyed her mutton last
night, but doubted she would understand. He said, “Either
carnivores eat meat or they starve. A bladetooth isn’t as
cuddly as a fat sand rat, but it has its place in the web of life,
too.”


The
bladetooth was smaller than a fox, tan above and cream below. At
first glance, it looked like any other jerboa, with hind legs adapted
for jumping, big ears, and a long, tufted tail. But its muzzle was
also long, and smeared with blood. The fat sand rat squirmed feebly.
The bladetooth bit into its belly and started feeding nonetheless.


Nocso
moaned. Radnal tried to figure out how her mind worked. She was eager
to believe in night demons that worked all manner of evils, yet
a little real predation turned her stomach. He gave up; some
inconsistencies were too big for him to understand how anyone managed
to hold both halves of them at once.


He
said, “As I remarked a couple of days ago, the bladetooth does
well in the Bottomlands because jerboas had already adapted to
conditions close to these while this part of the world was still
under water. Its herbivorous relatives extract the water they must
have from leaves and seeds, while it uses the tissues of the animals
it captures. Even during our rare rains, no bladetooth has ever been
seen to drink.”


“Disgusting.”
Nocso’s plump body shook as she shuddered. Radnal wondered how
long her carcass would give a bladetooth the fluids it needed. A
long time,
he thought.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son whooped. “There’s the lodge! Cold
water, cold ale, cold wine—”


As
they had the evening before, the Eyes and Ears and the militiamen
came out to await the tour group’s return. The closer the
donkeys came, the better Radnal could see the faces of the men who
had stayed behind. They all looked thoroughly grim.


This
time, he did not intend to spend a couple of daytenths wondering what
was going on. He called, “Fer vez, Zosel vez, take charge of
the tourists. I want to catch up on what’s happened here.”


“All
right, Radnal vez,” Fer answered. But his voice was no more
cheerful than his expression.


Radnal
dismounted and walked over to Liem vez Steries. He was not surprised
when Peggol vez Menk fell into step with him. Their robes rustled as
they came up to the militia subleader. Radnal asked, “What’s
the word, Liem vez?”


Liem’s
features might have been carved from stone. “The word is
interrogation,” he said quietly. “Tomorrow.”


“By
the gods.” Radnal stared. “They’re taking this
seriously in Tarteshem.”


“You’d
best believe it.” Liem wiped his sweaty face with his sleeve.
“See those red cones past the cookpit? That’s the landing
site we laid out for the helo that’s due in the morning.”


“But—interrogation.”
Radnal shook his head. The Eyes and Ears’ methods were anything
but gentle. “If we interrogate foreigners, we’re liable
to touch off a war.”


“Tarteshem
knows this, Radnal vez,” Liem said. “My objections are on
the wire up there. I have been overruled.”


“The
Hereditary Tyrant and his advisors must think the risks and damages
of war are less than what Tartesh would suffer if the starbomb
performs as those who buried it hope,” Peggol said.


“But
what if it’s not there, or if it is but none of the tourists
knows about it?” Radnal said. “Then we’ll have
antagonized the Krepalgan Unity, Lissonland, and other countries as
well, and for what? Nothing. Get on the radiophone, Peggol vez; see
if they’ll change their minds.”


Peggol
shook his head. “No, for two reasons. One is that this policy
will have come down from a level far higher than I can influence. I
am only a field agent; I have no say in grand strategy. The other is
that your radiophone is too public. I do not want to alert anyone
that he is about to be interrogated.”


Radnal
had to concede that made sense as far as security went. But he did
not like it any better. Then something else occurred to him. He
turned to Liem vez Steries. “Am I going to be, uh,
interrogated, too? What about Zosel vez and Fer vez? And what about
Toglo zev Pamdal? Are the interrogators going to work on one of the
Hereditary Tyrant’s relatives?”


“I
don’t know any of those answers,” the militiaman said.
“The people I spoke with in Tartesh wouldn’t tell me.”
His eyes flicked to Peggol. “I suppose they didn’t care
to be too public, either.”


“No
doubt,” Peggol said. “Now we have to act as normally as
we can, not letting on that we’ll have visitors in the
morning.”


“I’d
have an easier time acting normal if I knew I wouldn’t be
wearing thumbscrews tomorrow,” Radnal said.


“After
such ordeals, the Hereditary Tyrant generously compensates
innocents,” Peggol said.


“The
Hereditary Tyrant is generous.” That was all Radnal could say
while talking to an Eye and Ear. But silver, while it worked wonders,
didn’t fully make up for terror and pain and, sometimes,
permanent injury. The tour guide preferred remaining as he was to
riches and a limp.


Liem
remarked, “Keeping things from the tourists won’t be
hard. Look what they’re doing.”


Radnal
turned, looked, and snorted. His charges had turned the area marked
off with red cones into a little game field. All of them except prim
Golobol ran around throwing somebody’s sponge rubber ball back
and forth and trying to tackle one another. If their sport had rules,
Radnal couldn’t figure them out.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son, stubborn if unwise, kept his yen for Evillia and
Lofosa. Careless of the abrasions to his nearly naked hide, he
dragged Lofosa into the dirt. When she stood up, her tunic was
missing some of its big gold buttons. She remained indifferent to the
flesh she exposed. Moblay had got grit in his eyes and stayed on the
ground a while.


Evillia
lost buttons, too; Toglo zev Pamdal’s belt broke, as did Nocso
zev Martois’. Toglo capered with one hand holding her robes
closed. Nocso didn’t bother. Watching her jounce up and down
the improvised pitch, Radnal wished she were modest and Toglo
otherwise.


Fer
vez Canthal asked, “Shall I get supper started?”


“Get
the coals going, but wait for the rest,” Radnal said. “They’re
having such a good time, they might as well enjoy themselves. They
won’t have any fun tomorrow.”


“Neither
will we,” Fer answered. Radnal grimaced and nodded.


Benter
vez Maprab tackled Eltsac vez Martois and stretched the bigger,
younger man in the dust. Benter sprang to his feet, swatted Evillia
on the backside. She spun round in surprise.


“The
old fellow has life in him yet,” Peggol said, watching Eltsac
rise, one hand pressed to a bloody nose.


“So
he does.” Radnal watched Benter. He might be old, but he was
spry. Maybe he could have broken Dokhnor of Kellef’s neck. Was
losing a game of war reason enough? Or was he playing the same deeper
game as Dokhnor?


Only
when the sun slid behind the Barrier Mountains and dusk enfolded the
lodge did the tourists give up their sport. The cones shone with a
soft pink phosphorescent glow of their own. Toglo tossed the ball to
Evillia, saying, “I’m glad you got this out, freelady. I
haven’t enjoyed myself so much—and so foolishly—in
a long time.”


“I
thought it would be a good way for us to unwind after riding and
sitting around,” Evillia answered.


She
had a point. If Radnal ever led tourists down here again—if the
lodge wasn’t buried under thousands of cubits of sea—he’d
have to remember to bring along a ball himself. He frowned in
self-reproach. He should have thought of that on his own instead
of stealing the idea from someone in his group.


“If
I was thirsty before, I’m drier than the desert now,”
Moblay boomed. “Where’s that ale?”


“I’ll
open the refrigerator,” Zosel vez Glesir said. “Who else
wants something?” He cringed from the hot, sweaty tourists who
dashed his way. “Come, my friends! If you squash me, who will
get the drinks?”


“We’ll
manage somehow,” Eltsac vez Martois said, the first sensible
remark he’d made.


Fer
vez Canthal had the coals in the firepit glowing red. Zosel fetched a
cut-up pig carcass and a slab of beef ribs. Radnal started to warn
him about going through the stored food so prodigally, but
caught himself. If people fell into the interrogators’ hands
tomorrow, no need to worry about the rest of the tour.


Radnal
ate heartily, and joined in songs after supper. He managed to forget
for hundreds of heartbeats what awaited when morning came. But every
so often, realization came flooding back. Once his voice faltered
so suddenly that Toglo glanced over to see what had happened. He
smiled sheepishly and tried to do better.


Then
he looked at her. He couldn’t imagine her being connected with
the plot to flood the Bottomlands. He had trouble imagining Eyes and
Ears interrogating her as they would anyone else. But he hadn’t
thought they would risk international incidents to question foreign
tourists, either. Maybe that meant he didn’t grasp how big the
emergency was. If so, Toglo might be at as much risk as anyone.


Horken
vez Sofana, the circumstances man from the Trench Park militia, came
up to the tour guide. “I was told you wanted Benter vez
Maprab’s saddlebags searched, freeman vez Krobir. I
found—these.” He held out his hand.


“How
interesting. Wait here, Senior Trooper vez Sofana.” Radnal
walked over to where Benter was sitting, tapped him on the shoulder.
“Would you please join me, freeman?”


“What
is it?” Benter growled, but he came back with Radnal.


The
tour guide said, “I’d like to hear how these red-veined
orchids”—he pointed to the plants in Horken vez Sofana’s
upturned palm—“appeared in your saddlebags. Removal of
any plants or animals, especially rare varieties like these, is
punishable by fine, imprisonment, stripes, or all three.”


Benter
vez Maprab’s mouth opened and closed silently. He tried again:
“I—I would have raised them carefully, freeman vez
Krobir.” He was so used to complaining himself, he did not know
how to react when someone complained of him—and caught him in
the wrong.


Triumph
turned hollow for Radnal. What were a couple of red-veined orchids
when the whole Bottomlands might drown? The tour guide said, “We’ll
confiscate these, freeman vez Maprab. Your gear will be searched
again when you leave Trench Park. If we find no more contraband,
we’ll let this pass. Otherwise—I’m sure I need not
paint you a picture.”


“Thank
you—very kind.” Benter fled.


Horken
vez Sofana sent Radnal a disapproving look. “You let him off
too lightly.”


“Maybe,
but the interrogators will take charge of him tomorrow.”


“Hmm.
Compared to everything else, stealing plants isn’t such a big
thing.”


“Just
what I was thinking. Maybe we ought to give them back to the old
lemonface so they’ll be somewhere safe if—well, you know
the ifs.”


“Yes.”
The circumstances man looked thoughtful. “If we gave them back
now, he’d wonder why. We don’t want that, either. Too
bad, though.”


“Yes.”
Discovering he worried about saving tiny pieces of Trench Park made
Radnal realize he’d begun to believe in the starbomb.








The
tourists began going off to their sleeping cubicles. Radnal envied
their ignorance of what lay ahead. He hoped Evillia and Lofosa would
visit him in the quiet darkness, and didn’t care what the Eyes
and Ears and militiamen thought. The body had its own sweet
forgetfulness.


But
the body had its own problems, too. Both women from Krepalga started
trotting back and forth to the privy every quarter of a daytenth,
sometimes even more than that. “It must have been something I
ate,” Evillia said, leaning wearily against the doorpost after
her third trip. “Do you have a constipant?”


“The
aid kit should have some.” Radnal rummaged through it, found
the orange pills he wanted. He brought them to her with a paper cup
of water. “Here.”


“Thank
you.” She popped the pills into her mouth, drained the cup,
threw back her head to swallow. “I hope they help.”


“So
do I.” Radnal had trouble keeping his voice casual. When she’d
straightened to take the constipant, her left breast popped out
of her tunic. “Freelady, I think you have fewer buttons than
you did when the game ended.”


Evillia
covered herself again, an effort almost undermined when she shrugged.
“I shouldn’t be surprised. Most of those that didn’t
get pulled off took some yanks.” She shrugged again. “It’s
only skin. Does it bother you?”


“You
ought to know better than that,” he said, almost angrily. “If
you were feeling well—”


“If
I were feeling well, I would enjoy feeling good,” she agreed.
“But as it is, Radnal vez—” At last she called him
by his name and the polite particle. A grimace crossed her face. “As
it is, I hope you will forgive me, but—” She hurried back
out into the night.


When
Lofosa made her next dash to the privy, Radnal had the pills waiting
for her. She gulped them almost on the dead run. She’d lost
some new buttons herself. Radnal felt guilty about thinking of such
things when she was in distress.


After
a game of war with Moblay that was almost as sloppy as their first,
Radnal went into his cubicle. He didn’t have anything to
discuss with Liem or Peggol tonight; he knew what was coming.
Somehow, he fell asleep anyway.


“Radnal
vez.” A quiet voice jerked him from slumber. It was neither
Lofosa nor Evillia bending over him promising sensual delights.
Peggol vez Menk stood in the entryway.


Radnal
came fully awake. “What’s gone wrong?” he demanded.


“Those
two Highhead girls who don’t believe in wearing clothes,”
Peggol answered.


“What
about them?” Radnal asked, confused.


“They
went off to the privy a while ago, and neither of them came back. My
man on watch woke me before he went out to see if they were all
right. They weren’t there, either.”


“Where
could they have gone?” Radnal had had idiot tourists wander on
their own, but never in the middle of the night. Then other possible
meanings for their disappearance crossed his mind. He jumped up. “And
why?”


“This
also occurred to me,” Peggol said grimly. “If they don’t
come back soon, it will have answered itself.”


“They
can’t go far,” Radnal said. “I doubt they’ll
have thought to get on donkeys. They could hardly tell one end of the
beasts from the—” The tour guide stopped. If Evillia and
Lofosa were other than they seemed, who could tell what they knew?


Peggol
nodded. “We are thinking along the same lines.” He
plucked at the tuft of hair under his mouth. “If this means
what we fear, much will depend on you to track them down. You know
the Bottomlands, and I do not.”


“Our
best tools are the helos,” Radnal said. “When it’s
light, we’ll sweep the desert floor a hundred times faster than
we could on donkeyback.”


He
kept talking for another few words, but Peggol didn’t hear him.
He didn’t hear himself, either, not over the sudden roar from
outside. They dashed for the outer door. They pushed through the Eyes
and Ears and militiamen who got there first. Tourists pushed them
from behind.


Everyone
stared at the blazing helos.








Radnal
stood in disbelief and dismay for a couple of heartbeats. Peggol vez
Menk’s shout brought him to himself: “We have to call
Tarteshem right
now!”
Radnal spun round, shoved and elbowed by the tourists in his way, and
dashed for the radiophone.


The
amber ready light didn’t come on when he hit the switch. He
ducked under the table to see if any connections were loose. “Hurry
up!” Peggol yelled.


“The
demon-cursed thing won’t come on,” Radnal yelled back. He
picked up the radiophone itself. It rattled. It wasn’t supposed
to. “It’s broken.”


“It’s
been
broken,” Peggol declared.


“How
could it have been broken, with Eyes and Ears and militiamen in the
common room all the time?” the tour guide said, not so much
disagreeing with Peggol as voicing his bewilderment to the world.


But
Peggol had an answer: “If one of those Krepalgan tarts
paraded through here without any clothes—and they both ran back
and forth all night—we might not have paid attention to what
the other one was doing. Bang it . . . mmm, more
likely reach under it with the right little tool . . .
and you wouldn’t need more than five heartbeats.”


Radnal
would have needed more than five heartbeats, but he wasn’t a
saboteur. If Evillia and Lofosa were— He couldn’t doubt
it, but it left him sick inside. They’d used him, used
their bodies to lull him into thinking they were the stupid doxies
they pretended to be. And it had worked . . . He
wanted to wash himself over and over; he felt he’d never be
clean again.


Liem
vez Steries said, “We’d better make sure the donkeys are
all right.” He trotted out the door, ran around the crackling
hulks of the flying machines. The stable door was closed against cave
cats. The militiaman pulled it open. Through the crackle of the
flames, Radnal heard a sharp report, saw a flash of light. Liem
crashed to the ground. He lay there unmoving.


Radnal
and Golobol the physician sprinted out to him. The firelight told
them all they needed to know. Liem would not get up again, not with
those dreadful wounds.


The
tour guide went into the stables. He knew something was wrong, but
needed a moment to realize what. Then the quiet hit him. The
donkeys were not shifting in their stalls, nipping at the straw, or
making any of their other small noises.


He
looked into the stall by the broken door. The donkey there lay on its
side. Its flanks neither rose nor fell. Radnal ran to the next, and
the next. All the donkeys were dead—except for three, which
were missing. One for Evillia, the tour guide thought, one for
Lofosa, and one for their supplies.


No,
they weren’t fools. “I am,” he said, and ran back
to the lodge.


He
gave the grim news to Peggol vez Menk. “We’re in trouble,
sure enough,” Peggol said, shaking his head. “We’d
be worse off, though, if the interrogation team weren’t coming
in under a daytenth. We can go after them in that helo. It has its
own cannon, too; if they don’t yield, goodbye. By the gods, I
hope they don’t.”


“So
do I.” Radnal cocked his head to one side. A grin split his
face. “Isn’t that the helo now? Why is it early?”


“I
don’t know,” Peggol answered. “Wait a heartbeat,
maybe I do. If Tarteshem called and got no answer, they might have
decided something was wrong and sent the helo straightaway.”


The
racket of engine and rotors swelled. The pilot must have spotted
the fires and put on full speed. Radnal hurried outside to greet the
incoming Eyes and Ears. The helo’s black silhouette spread huge
across the sky; as Peggol had implied, this was a military machine,
not just a utility flier. It made for the glowing cones that marked
the landing area.


Radnal
watched it settle toward the ground. He remembered Evillia and Lofosa
running around in the landing zone, laughing, giggling, and . . .
losing buttons. He waved his arms, dashed toward the cones. “No!”
he screamed. “Wait!”


Too
late. Dust rose in choking clouds as the helo touched the ground. The
tour guide saw the flash under one skid, heard the report. The skid
crumpled. The helo heeled over. A rotor blade dug into the ground,
snapped, thrummed past Radnal’s head. Had it touched him, his
head would have gone with it.


The
side panel of the helo came down on the Bottomlands floor. Another
sharp report—and suddenly flames were everywhere. The Eyes and
Ears trapped inside the helo screamed. Radnal tried to help them, but
the heat would not let him approach. The screams soon stopped. He
smelled the thick odor of charring flesh. The fire burned on.


Peggol
vez Menk hurried out to Radnal. “I tried to stop them,”
the tour guide said brokenly.


“You
came closer than I, a reproach I shall carry to my grave,”
Peggol answered. “I did not see that danger, much as I should
have. Some of those men were my friends.” He slammed a fist
against his thigh. “What now, Radnal vez?”


Die
when the waters come,
was the first thought that crossed the tour guide’s mind.
Mechanically, he went through the obvious: “Wait till dawn. Try
to find their trail. Pack as much water on our backs as we can and go
after them afoot.”


“Afoot?”
Peggol said.


Radnal
realized he hadn’t explained about the donkeys. He did, then
went on, “Leave one man here for when another helo comes. Give
the tourists as much water as they can carry and send them up the
trail. Maybe they’ll escape the flood.”


“What
you say sounds sensible. We’ll try it,” Peggol said.
“Anything else?”


“Pray,”
Radnal told him. He grimaced, nodded, turned away.


Moblay
Sopsirk’s son got through the Eyes and Ears and trotted up to
Radnal and Peggol. “Freeman vez Krobir—” he began.


Radnal
rolled his eyes. He was about to wish a night demon on Moblay’s
head, but stopped. Instead, he said, “Wait a heartbeat. You
named me properly.” What should have been polite surprise came
out as accusation.


“So
I did.” Something about Moblay had changed. In the light of the
blazing helos, he looked . . . not like Peggol vez
Menk, since he remained a short-nosed, brown-skinned Highhead, but of
the same type as the Eye and Ear—tough and smart, not just
lascivious and overfamiliar. He said, “Freeman vez Krobir, I
apologize for irritating you, but I wanted to remain as
ineffectual-seeming as I could. Names are one way of doing that. I am
an aide to my Prince: I am one of his Silent Servants.”


Peggol
grunted. He evidently knew what that meant. Radnal didn’t, but
he could guess: something like an Eye and Ear. He cried, “Is
there anyone in this cursed tour group not
wearing a mask?”


“More
to the point, why drop the mask now?” Peggol asked.


“Because
my Prince, may the Lion God give him many years, does not want the
Bottomlands flooded,” Moblay said. “We wouldn’t
suffer as badly as Tartesh, of course; we own only a strip of the
southernmost part. But the Prince fears the fighting that would
follow.”


“Who
approached Lissonland with word of this?” Peggol said.


“We
learned from Morgaf,” Moblay answered. “The island king
wanted us to join the attack on Tartesh after the flood. But the
Morgaffos denied the plot was theirs, and would not tell us who had
set the starbomb here. We suspected the Krepalgan Unity, but had no
proof. That was one reason I kept sniffing around the Krepalgan
women.” He grinned. “Another should be obvious.”


“Why
Krepalga?” Peggol wondered aloud. “The Unity didn’t
join Morgaf against us in the last war. What could they want enough
to make them risk a war with starbombs?”


Radnal
remembered the lecture he’d given on how the Bottomlands came
to be, remembered also his fretting about how far an unchecked flood
might reach. “I know part of the answer to that, I think,”
he said. Peggol and Moblay both turned to him. He went on, “If
the Bottomlands flood, the new central sea would stop about at
Krepalga’s western border. The Unity would have a whole new
coastline, and be in a better position than either Tartesh or
Lissonland to exploit the new sea.”


“The
flood wouldn’t get to Krepalga for a long time,” Moblay
protested.


“True,”
Radnal said, “but can you imagine stopping it before it did?”
He visualized the map again. “I don’t think you could,
not against that weight of water.”


“I
think you’re right.” Peggol nodded decisively. “That
may not be all Krepalga has in mind, but it’ll be part. The
Unity must have been planning this for years; they’ll have
looked at all the consequences they could.”


“Let
me help you now,” Moblay said. “I heard freeman vez
Krobir say the donkeys are dead, but what one walking man may do, I
shall.”


Radnal
would have taken any ally who presented himself. But Peggol said,
“No. I am grateful for your candor and suspect you are truthful
now, but dare not take the chance. One walking man could do much harm
as well as good. Being of the profession, I trust you understand.”


Moblay
bowed. “I feared you would say that. I do understand. May the
Lion God go with you.”


The
three men walked back to the lodge. The tourists rained questions on
Radnal. “No one has told us anything, not a single thing,”
Golobol complained. “What is going on? Why are helos exploding
to left and then to right? Tell me!”


Radnal
told him—and everyone else. The stunned silence his words
produced lasted perhaps five heartbeats. Then everybody started
yelling. Nocso zev Martois’ voice drowned all others: “Does
this mean we don’t get to finish the tour?”


More
sensibly, Toglo zev Pamdal said, “Is there any way we can help
you in your pursuit, Radnal vez?”


“Thank
you, no. You’d need weapons; we haven’t any to give you.
Your best hope is to make for high ground. You ought to leave as soon
as you load all the water you can carry. Lie up in the middle of the
day when the sun is worst. With luck, you’ll be up at the old
continental shelf in, oh, a day and a half. If the flood’s held
off that long, you ought to be safe for a while there. And a helo may
spot you as you travel.”


“What
if the flood comes when we’re still down here?” Eltsac
vez Martois demanded. “What then, freeman Know-It-All?”


“Then
you have the consolation of knowing I drowned a few heartbeats before
you. I hope you enjoy it,” Radnal said. Eltsac stared at him.
He went on, “That’s all the stupidity I have time for
now. Let’s get you people moving. Peggol vez, we’ll send
a couple of Eyes and Ears back, too. Your men won’t be much
help traveling cross-country. Come to that, you—”


“No,”
Peggol said firmly. “My place is at the focus. I shan’t
lag, and I shoot straight. I’m not the worst tracker, either.”


Radnal
knew better than to argue. “All right.”


The
water bladders would have gone on the donkeys. Radnal filled them
from the cistern while the militiamen and Eyes and Ears cut straps to
fit them to human shoulders. The eastern sky was bright pink by the
time they finished. Radnal tried to give no tourists loads of more
than a third of their body weight: that was as much as anyone could
carry without breaking down.


Nocso
vez Martois said, “With all this water, how can we carry food?”


“You
can’t,” Radnal snapped. He stared at her. “You can
live off yourself a while, but you can’t live without water.”
Telling off his tourists was a new, heady pleasure. Since it might be
his last, he enjoyed it while he could.


“I’ll
report your insolence,” Nocso shrilled.


“That
is the least of my worries.” Radnal turned to the Eyes and Ears
who were heading up the trail with the tourists. “Try to keep
them together, try not to do too much at midday, make sure they all
drink—and make sure you do, too. Gods be with you.”


An
Eye and Ear shook his head. “No, freeman vez Krobir, with you.
If they watch you, we’ll be all right. But if they neglect you,
we all fail.”


Radnal
nodded. To the tourists, he said, “Good luck. If the gods are
kind, I’ll see you again at the top of Trench Park.” He
didn’t mention what would happen if the gods bumbled along as
usual.


Toglo
said, “Radnal vez, if we see each other again, I will use
whatever influence I have for you.”


“Thanks,”
was all Radnal could say. Under other circumstances, getting
patronage from the Hereditary Tyrant’s relative would have
moved him to do great things. Even now, it was kindly meant, but of
small weight when he first had to survive to gain it.








A
sliver of red-gold crawled over the eastern horizon. The tourists and
the Eyes and Ears trudged north. A koprit bird on the rooftop
announced the day with a cry of hig,
hig, hig!


Peggol
ordered one of the remaining Eyes and Ears to stay at the lodge and
send westward any helos that came. Then he said formally, “Freeman
vez Krobir, I place myself and freeman vez Potos, my colleague here,
under your authority. Command us.”


“If
that’s how you want it,” Radnal answered, shrugging. “You
know what we’ll do: march west until we catch the Krepalgans or
drown, whichever comes first. Nothing fancy. Let’s go.”


Radnal,
the two Eyes and Ears, the lodge attendants, and the surviving
militiamen started from the stables. The morning light showed the
tracks of three donkeys heading west. The tour guide took out his
monocular, scanned the western horizon. No luck—dips and rises
hid Evillia and Lofosa.


Fer
vez Canthal said, “There’s a high spot maybe three
thousand cubits west of here. You ought to look from there.”


“Maybe,”
Radnal said. “If we have a good trail, though, I’m
likelier to rely on that. I begrudge wasting even a heartbeat’s
time, and spotting someone isn’t easy even if he wants to be
found. Remember that poor fellow who wandered off from his group four
years ago? They used helos, dogs, everything, but they didn’t
find his corpse until a year later, and then by accident.”


“Thank
you for pumping up my hopes,” Peggol said.


“Nothing
wrong with hope,” Radnal answered, “but you knew the odds
were bad when you decided to stay.”


The
seven walkers formed a loose skirmish line, about five cubits apart
from one another. Radnal, the best tracker, took the center; at his
right was Horken vez Sofana, at his left Peggol. He figured they had
the best chance of picking up the trail if he lost it.


That
likelihood grew with every step. Evillia and Lofosa hadn’t gone
straight west. He quickly found that out. Instead, they’d jink
northwest for a few hundred cubits, then southwest a few hundred
more, in a deliberate effort to throw off pursuit. They also chose
the hardest ground they could find, which made the donkeys’
tracks tougher to follow.


Radnal’s
heart sank every time he had to cast about before they found the
hoofprints again. His group lost ground with every step; the
Krepalgans rode faster than they could walk.


“I
have a question,” Horken vez Sofana: “Suppose the
starbomb goes off and the mountains fall. How are these two women
supposed to get away?”


Radnal
shrugged; he had no idea. “Did you hear that, Peggol vez?”
he asked.


“Yes,”
Peggol said. “Two possibilities spring to mind—”


“I
might have guessed,” Radnal said.


“Hush.
As I was saying before you crassly interrupted, one is that the
starbomb was supposed to have a delayed detonation, letting the
perpetrators escape. The other is that these agents knew the mission
was suicidal. Morgaf has used such personnel; so have we, once or
twice. Krepalga might find such servants, however regrettable that
prospect seems to us.”


Horken
gave a slow, deliberate nod. “What you say sounds convincing.
They might have first planned a delay to let them escape, then
shifted to sacrificing themselves when they found we were partway on
to them.”


“True,”
Peggol said. “And they may yet be planning to escape. If they
somehow secreted away helium cylinders, for instance, they might
inflate several prophylactics and float out of the Bottomlands.”


Radnal
wondered for a heartbeat if he was serious. Then the tour guide
snorted. “I wish I could stay so cheerful at death’s
door.”


“Death
will find me whether I am cheerful or not,” Peggol answered. “I
will go forward as boldly and as long as I can.”


Conversation
flagged. The higher the sun rose, the hotter the desert became, the
more anything but putting one foot in front of the other seemed more
trouble than it was worth. Radnal wiped sweat from his eyes as he
slogged along.


The
water bladder on his back started out as heavy as any pack he’d
ever toted. He wondered how long he could go on with such a big
burden. But the bladder got lighter every time he refilled his
canteen. He made himself keep drinking—not getting water in as
fast as he sweated would be suicidal. Unlike the fanatic Morgaffos
Peggol had mentioned, he wanted to live if he could.


He’d
given everyone about two days’ worth of water. If he didn’t
catch up to Lofosa and Evillia by the end of the second day . . .
He shook his head. One way or another, it wouldn’t matter after
that.


As
noon neared, he ordered the walkers into the shade of a limestone
outcrop. “We’ll rest a while,” he said. “When
we start again, it ought to be cooler.”


“Not
enough to help,” Peggol said. But he sat down in the shade with
a grateful sigh. He took off his stylish cap, sadly felt of it.
“It’ll make a dishrag after this—nothing
better.”


Radnal
squatted beside him, too hot to talk. His heart pounded. It seemed so
loud, he wondered if it would give out on him. Then he realized most
of that beating rhythm came from outside. Fatigue fell away. He
jumped up, doffed his own cap and waved it in the air. “A
helo!”


The
rest of the group also got up and waved and yelled. “It’s
seen us!” Zosel vez Glesir said. Nimbly as a dragonfly, the
helo shifted direction in midair and dashed straight toward them. It
set down about fifty cubits from the ledge. Its rotors kept spinning;
it was ready to take off again at any moment.


The
pilot leaned out the window, bawled something in Radnal’s
direction. Through the racket, he had no idea what the fellow said.
The pilot beckoned him over.


The
din and dust were worse under the whirling rotor blades. Radnal had
to lean on tiptoe against the helo’s hot metal skin before he
made out the pilot’s words: “How far ahead are the cursed
Krepalgans?”


“They
had better than a daytenth’s start, and they’re on
donkeyback. Say, up to thirty thousand cubits west of here.”
Radnal repeated himself several times before the pilot nodded
and ducked back into his machine.


“Wait!”
Radnal screamed. The pilot stuck his head out again. Radnal asked,
“Did you come across my group heading toward the trail up the
old continental shelf?”


“Yes.
Somebody ought to be picking them up right about now.”


“Good,”
Radnal bellowed. The pilot tossed him a portable radiophone. He
seized it; now he was no longer cut off from the rest of the search.


They
sped. The helo shot into the air, sped away westward. The tour guide
knew relief: even if he drowned, the people he’d led would be
safe.


“Now
that this helo’s here, do we need to go on?” asked Impac
vez Potos, the Eye and Ear with Peggol.


“You’d
best believe it, freeman.” Radnal recounted the story of the
lost tourist who’d stayed lost. “No matter how many helos
search, they’ll be covering a big area and trying to find
people who don’t want to be found. We stay in the hunt till
it’s over. By the way the Krepalgans fooled us all, they won’t
make things easy.”


“Shall
we keep resting, or head out now?” Peggol asked.


Radnal
chewed on that for a few heartbeats. If the helo was here, that meant
the people at Tarteshem knew from its radiophone how bad things were.
And that
meant helos would swarm here as fast as they could take off, which
meant his group would probably be able to get supplies. But he didn’t
want to lose people to heatstroke, either, a risk that came with
exertion in the desert.


“We’ll
give it another tenth of a daytenth,” he said at last.


He
was first up when the rest ended. The other six rose with enough
groans and creaking joints for an army of invalids. “We’ll
loosen up as we get going,” Fer vez Canthal said
hopefully.


A
little later, panic ran through Radnal when he lost the trail. He
waved for Peggol and Horken vez Sofana. They scoured the ground on
hands and knees, but found nothing. Rock-hard dirt stretched in all
directions for a couple of hundred cubits. “If they pulled up a
bush and swept away their tracks, we’ll have a night demons’
time picking them up again,” Horken said.


“We
won’t try,” Radnal declared. The rest of the searchers
looked at him in surprise. He went on, “We’re wasting
time here, right?” No one disagreed. “So here is the last
place we want to stay. We’ll do a search spiral. Zosel vez, you
stand here to mark this spot. Sooner or later, we’ll find the
trail again.”


“You
hope,” Peggol said quietly.


“Yes,
I do. If you have a better plan, I’ll be grateful to hear it.”
The Eye and Ear shook his head and, a moment later, dropped his eyes.


While
Zosel stood in place, the other searchers tramped in a widening
spiral. After a hundred heartbeats, Impac vez Potos shouted: “I’ve
found it!”


Radnal
and Horken hurried to see what he’d come across. “Where?”
Radnal asked. Impac pointed to a patch of ground softer than most in
the area. Sure enough, it held marks. The more experienced men
squatted to take a better look. They glanced up together; their
eyes met. Radnal said, “Freeman vez Potos, those are the tracks
of a bladetooth. If you look carefully, you can see where it dragged
its tail in the dirt. Donkeys never do that.”


“Oh,”
Impac said in a small, sad voice.


Radnal
sighed. He hadn’t bothered mentioning that the tracks were too
small for donkeys’ and didn’t look like them, either.
“Let’s try once more,” he said. The spiral resumed.


When
Impac yelled again, Radnal wished he hadn’t tried to salve his
feelings. If he stopped them every hundred heartbeats, they’d
never find anything. This time, Horken stayed where he was. Radnal
stalked over to Impac. “Show me,” he growled.


Impac
pointed once more. Radnal filled his lungs to curse him for wasting
their time. The curse remained unspoken. There at his feet lay
the unmistakable tracks of three donkeys. “By the gods,”
he said.


“They
are right this time?” Impac asked anxiously.


“Yes.
Thank you, freeman.” Radnal shouted to the other searchers. The
seven headed southwest, following the recovered trail. Fer vez
Canthal went up to Impac and slapped him on the back. Impac beamed as
if he’d performed bravely in front of the Hereditary Tyrant.
Considering the service he’d just done Tartesh, he’d
earned the right.


He
was also lucky,
Radnal thought. But he’d needed courage to call out a second
time after being ignominiously wrong the first, and sharp eyes
to spot both sets of tracks, even if he couldn’t tell what they
were once he’d found them. So more than luck was involved.
Radnal slapped Impac’s back, too.


Sweat
poured off Radnal. As it evaporated from his robes, it cooled him a
little, but not enough. Like a machine taking on fuel, he drank again
and again from the bladder on his back.


Now
the sun was in his face. He tugged his cap over his eyes, kept his
head down, and tramped on. When the Krepalgans tried doubling back,
he spotted the ruse instead of following the wrong trail and wasting
hundreds of precious heartbeats.


By
then, the western sky was full of helos. They roared about in all
directions, sometimes low enough to kick up dust. Radnal wanted to
strangle the pilots who flew that way; they might blow away the
trail, too. He yelled into the radiophone. The low-flying helos moved
higher.


A
big transport helo set down a few hundred cubits in front of the
walkers. A door in its side slid open. A squadron of soldiers jumped
down and hurried west.


“Are
they close or desperate?” Radnal wondered.


“Desperate,
certainly,” Peggol said. “As for close, we can hope. We
haven’t drowned yet. On the other hand”—he always
thought of the other hand—“we haven’t caught your
two sluts, either.”


“They
weren’t mine,” Radnal said feebly. But he remembered
their flesh sliding against his, the way their breath had caught, the
sweat-salty taste of their skin.


Peggol
read his face. “Aye, they used you, Radnal vez, and they fooled
you. If it makes you feel better, they fooled me, too; I thought they
kept their brains in their twats. They outsmarted me with the
fornication books in their gear and the skin they showed. They used
our prudishness against us—how could anyone who acts that way
be dangerous? It’s a ploy that won’t work again.”


“Once
may have been plenty.” Radnal wasn’t ready to stop
feeling guilty.


“If
it was, you’ll pay full atonement,” Peggol said.


Radnal
shook his head. Dying when the Bottomlands flooded wasn’t
atonement enough, not when that flood would ruin his nation and might
start an exchange of starbombs that would wreck the world.


The
ground shivered under his feet. Despite the furnace heat of the
desert floor, his sweat went cold. “Please, gods, make it
stop,” he said, his first prayer in years.


It
stopped. He breathed again. It was just a little quake; he would have
laughed at tourists for fretting over it. At any other time, he would
have ignored it. Now it nearly scared him to death.


A
koprit bird cocked its head, peered down at him from a thornbush that
held its larder.


Hig-hig-hig!
it said, and fluttered to the ground. Radnal wondered if it could fly
fast enough or far enough to escape a flood.


The
radiophone let out a burst of static. Radnal thumbed it to let
himself transmit: “Vez Krobir here.”


“This
is Combat Group Leader Turand vez Nital. I wish to report that we
have encountered the Krepalgan spies. Both are deceased.”








“That’s
wonderful!” Radnal relayed the news. His companions raised a
weary cheer. Then he remembered again his nights with Evillia and
Lofosa. And then
he realized Combat Group Leader vez Nital hadn’t sounded as
overjoyed and relieved as he should have. Slowly, he said, “What’s
wrong?”


“When
encountered, the Krepalgans were moving eastward.”


“Eastw—
Oh!”


“You
see the predicament?” Turand said. “They appear to have
completed their work and to have been attempting to escape. Now they
are beyond questioning. Please keep your transmission active so a
helo can home on you and bring you here. You look to be Tartesh’s
best hope of locating the bomb before its ignition. I repeat,
please maintain transmission.”


Radnal
obeyed. He looked at the Barrier Mountains. They seemed taller now
than they had when he set out. How long would they keep standing
tall? The sun was sliding down toward them, too. How was he supposed
to search after dark? He feared tomorrow morning would be too late.


He
passed on to his comrades what the officer had said. Horken vez
Sofana made swimming motions. Radnal stooped for a pebble, threw it
at him.


A
helo soon landed beside the seven walkers. Someone inside opened the
sliding door. “Come on!” he bawled. “Move it, move
it!”


Moving
it as fast as they could, Radnal and the rest scrambled into the
helo. It went airborne before the fellow at the door had it fully
closed. A couple of hundred heartbeats later, the helo touched down
hard enough to rattle the tour guide’s teeth. The crewman at
the door undogged it and slid it open. “Out!” he yelled.


Out
Radnal jumped. The others followed. A few cubits away stood a man in
a uniform robe similar but not identical to the one the militia wore.
“Who’s freeman vez Krobir?” he said. “I’m
Turand vez Nital.”


“I’m
vez Krobir. I—” Radnal broke off. Two bodies lay behind
the Tarteshan soldier. Radnal gulped. He’d seen corpses on
their funeral pyres, but never before sprawled out like animals
waiting to be butchered. He said the first thing that popped into his
head: “They don’t look like you shot them.”


“We
didn’t,” the officer said. “When they saw they
couldn’t escape, they took poison.”


“They
were
professionals,” Peggol murmured.


“As
may be,” Turand growled. “This one”—he
pointed at Evillia—“wasn’t gone when we got to her.
She said, ‘You’re too late,’ and then died, may
night demons gnaw her ghost forever.”


“We’d
better find that cursed bomb fast, then,” Radnal said. “Can
you take us to where the Krepalgans were cornered?”


“This
very heartbeat,” Turand said. “Come with me. It’s
only three or four hundred cubits from here.” He moved at a
trot that left the worn walkers gasping in his wake. At last he
stopped and waited impatiently for them to catch up. “This is
where we found them.”


“And
they were coming east, you said?” Radnal asked.


“That’s
right, though I don’t know for how long,” the officer
answered. “Somewhere out there is the accursed starbomb. We’re
scouring the desert, but this is your
park. Maybe, your eye will fall on something they’d miss. If
not—”


“You
needn’t go on,” Radnal said. “I almost fouled my
robe when we had that little tremor a while ago. I thought I’d
wash ashore on the Krepalgan border, ten million cubits from here.”


“If
you’re standing on a starbomb when it goes off, you needn’t
fear the flood afterwards,” Turand said.


“Gak.”
Radnal hadn’t thought of that. It would be quick, anyhow.


“Enough
chatter,” Horken vez Sofana said. “If we’re to
search, let us search.”


“Search,
and may the gods lend your sight wings,” Turand said.


The
seven walkers trudged west again. Radnal did his best to follow the
donkey’s trail, but the soldiers’ footprints often
obscured them. “How are we supposed to track in this
confusion?” he cried. “They might as well have turned a
herd of humpless camels loose here.”


“It’s
not quite so bad as that,” Horken said. Stooping low, he
pointed to the ground. “Look, here’s a track. Here’s
another, a few paces on. We can do it. We have to do it.”


Radnal
knew the senior trooper was right; he felt ashamed of his own
outburst. He found the next hoofprint himself, and the one after
that. Those two lay on opposite sides of a fault-line crack; when he
saw that, he knew the starbomb couldn’t rest too far away. But
he felt time pressing hard on his shoulders.


“Maybe
the soldiers will have found the starbomb by now,” Fer vez
Canthal said.


“We
can’t count on it. Look how long it took them to find the
Krepalgans. We have to figure it’s up to us.” Radnal
realized the weight on him wasn’t just time. It was also
responsibility. If he died now, he’d die knowing he’d
failed.


And
yet, while the searchers stirred through Trench Park, the animals of
the Bottomlands kept living their usual lives; they could not know
they might perish in the next heartbeat. A koprit bird skittered
across the sand a few paces in front of Radnal. A clawed foot stabbed
down.


“It’s
caught a shoveler skink,” he said, as if the hot, worn men with
him were members of his group.


The
lizard thrashed, trying to get away. Sand flew every which way. But
the koprit bird held on with its claws, tore at the skink with its
beak, and smashed it against the ground until its writhing ceased.
Then it flew to a nearby thornbush with its victim.


It
impaled the skink on a long, stout thorn. The lizard was the latest
addition to its larder, which also included two grasshoppers, a baby
snake, and a jerboa. And, as koprit birds often did, this one used
the thornbush’s spikes to display bright objects it had found.
A yellow flower, now very dry, must have hung there since the last
rains. And not far from the lizard, the koprit bird had draped a
couple of red-orange strings over a thorn.


Radnal’s
eyes came to them, passed by, snapped back. They weren’t
strings. He pointed. “Aren’t those the necklaces Evillia
and Lofosa wore yesterday?” he asked hoarsely.


“They
are.” Peggol and Horken said it together. They both had to
notice and remember small details. They sounded positive.


When
Peggol tried to take the necklaces off their thorn, the koprit bird
furiously screeched hig-hig!
Claws outstretched, it flew at his face. He staggered backwards,
flailing his arms.


Radnal
waved his cap as he walked up to the thornbush. That intimidated the
bird enough to keep it from diving on him, though it kept shrieking.
He grabbed the necklaces and got away from the larder as fast as he
could.


The
necklaces were heavier than he’d expected, too heavy for the
cheap plastic he’d thought them to be. He turned one so he
could look at it end-on. “It’s got a copper core,”
he said, startled.


“Let
me see that.” Again Peggol and Horken spoke together. They
snatched a necklace apiece. Then Peggol broke the silence alone:
“Detonator wire.”


“Absolutely,”
Horken agreed. “Never seen it with red insulator, though.
Usually it would be brown or green for camouflage. This time, it was
camouflaged as jewelry.”


Radnal
stared from Horken to Peggol. “You mean, these wires would be
hooked to the cell that would send the charge to the starbomb when
the timer went off?”


“That’s
just what we mean,” Peggol said. Horken vez Sofana solemnly
nodded.


“But
they can’t now, because they’re here, not there.”
Fumbling for words, Radnal went on, “And they’re here
because the koprit bird thought they were pretty, or maybe it thought
they were food—they’re about the color of a shoveler
skink’s lure—and pulled them loose and flew away with
them.” Realization hit then: “That koprit bird just saved
Tartesh!”


“The
ugly thing almost put my eye out,” Peggol grumbled. The rest of
the group ignored him. One or two of them cheered. More, like Radnal,
stood quietly, too tired and dry and stunned to show their joy.


The
tour guide needed several heartbeats to remember he carried a
radiophone. He clicked it on, waited for Turand vez Nital. “What
do you have?” the officer barked. Radnal could hear his
tension. He’d felt it too, till moments before.


“The
detonation wires are off the starbomb,” he said, giving the
good news first. “I don’t know where that is, but it
won’t go off without them.”


After
static-punctuated silence, Turand said slowly, “Are you daft?
How can you have the wires without the starbomb?”


“There
was this koprit bird—”


“What?”
Turand’s roar made the radiophone vibrate in Radnal’s
hand. As best he could, he explained. More silence followed. At last,
the soldier said, “You’re certain this is detonator
wire?”


“An
Eye and Ear and the Trench Park circumstances man both say it is. If
they don’t recognize the stuff, who would?”


“You’re
right.” Another pause from Turand, then: “A koprit bird,
you say? Do you know that I never heard of koprit birds until just
now?” His voice held wonder. But suddenly he sounded worried
again, saying, “Can you be sure the wire wasn’t left
there to fool us one last time?”


“No.”
Fear knotted Radnal’s gut again. Had he and his comrades come
so far, done so much, only to fall for a final deception?








Horken
let out a roar louder than Turand’s had been. “I’ve
found it!” he screamed from beside a spurge about twenty cubits
away. Radnal hurried over. Horken said, “It couldn’t have
been far, because koprit birds have territories. So I kept searching,
and—” He pointed down.


At
the base of the spurge lay a small timer hooked to an electrical
cell. The timer was upside down; the koprit bird must have had quite
a fight tearing loose the wires it prized. Radnal stooped, turned the
timer over. He almost dropped it—the needle that counted off
the daytenths and heartbeats lay against the zero knob.


“Will
you look at that?” he said softly. Impac vez Potos peered over
his shoulder. The junior Eye and Ear clicked his tongue between his
teeth.


“A
koprit bird,” Horken said. He got down on hands and knees,
poked around under every plant and stone within a couple of cubits of
the spurge. Before a hundred heartbeats went by, he let out a sharp,
wordless exclamation.


Radnal
got down beside him. Horken had tipped over a chunk of sandstone
about as big as his head. Under it was a crack in the earth that ran
out to either side. From the crack protruded two drab brown wires.


“A
koprit bird,” Horken repeated. The helos and men would have
been too late. But the koprit bird, hungry or out to draw females
into its territory, had spotted something colorful, so—


Radnal
took out the radiophone. “We’ve found the timer. It is
separated from the wires which, we presume, lead to the starbomb. The
koprit bird took away the wires the Krepalgans used to attach the
timer.”


“A
koprit bird.” Now Turand vez Nital said it. He sounded as dazed
as any of the rest of them, but quickly pulled himself together
again: “That’s excellent news, as I needn’t tell
you. I’ll send a crew to your location directly, to begin
excavating the starbomb. Out.”


Peggol
vez Menk had been examining the timer, too. His gaze kept returning
to the green needle bisecting the zero symbol. He said, “How
deep do you suppose the bomb is buried?”


“It
would have to be pretty deep, to trigger the fault,” Radnal
answered. “I couldn’t say how deep; I’m no savant
of geology. But if Turand vez Nital thinks his crew will dig it up
before nightfall, he’ll have to think again.”


“How
could Krepalga have planted it here?” Impac vez Potos said.
“Wouldn’t you Trench Park people have noticed?”


“Trench
Park is a big place,” Radnal said.


“I
know that. I ought to; I’ve walked enough of it,” Impac
said wearily. “Still—”


“People
don’t frequent this area, either,” Radnal persisted.
“I’ve never led a group anywhere near here. No doubt the
Krepalgans took risks doing whatever they did, but not enormous
risks.”


Peggol
said, “We shall have to ensure such deadly danger cannot return
again. Whether we should expand the militia, base regular soldiers
here, or set up a station for Eyes and Ears, that I don’t
know—we must determine which step offers the best security. But
we will do something.”


“You
also have to consider which choice hurts Trench Park least,”
Radnal said.


“That
will be a factor,” Peggol said, “but probably a small
one. Think, Radnal vez: if the Barrier Mountains fall and the Western
Ocean pours down on the Bottomlands, how much will that hurt Trench
Park?”


Radnal
opened his mouth to argue more. Keeping the park in its natural state
had always been vital to him. Man had despoiled so much of the
Bottomlands; this was the best—almost the only—reminder
of what they’d been like. But he’d just spent days
wondering whether he’d drown in the next heartbeat, and
all of today certain he would. And if he’d drowned, his country
would have drowned with him. Set against that, a base for soldiers or
Eyes and Ears suddenly seemed a small thing. He said not another
word.








Radnal
hadn’t been in Tarteshem for a long time, though Tartesh’s
capital wasn’t far from Trench Park. He’d never been
paraded through the city in an open-topped motor while people lined
the sidewalks and cheered. He should have enjoyed it. Peggol vez
Menk, who sat beside him in the motor, certainly did. Peggol smiled
and waved as if he’d just been chosen high priest.


After
so long in the wide open spaces of the Bottomlands, though, and after
so long in his own company or that of small tour groups, riding
through the midst of so much tight-packed humanity more nearly
overwhelmed than overjoyed Radnal. He looked nervously at the
buildings towering over the avenue. It felt more as if he were
passing through a canyon than anything man-made.


“Radnal,
Radnal!” the crowds chanted, as if everybody knew him well
enough to use his name in its most naked, intimate form. They had
another cry, too: “Koprit bird! Koprit bird! The gods praise
the koprit bird!”


That
took away some of his nervousness. Seeing his grin, Peggol said,
“Anyone would think they’d seen the artist’s new
work.”


“You’re
right,” Radnal answered. “Maybe it’s too bad the
koprit bird isn’t here for the ceremony after all.”


Peggol
raised that eyebrow of his. “You talked them out of capturing
it.”


“I
know. I did the right thing,” Radnal said. Putting the koprit
bird that stole the detonator wires in a cage didn’t seem
fitting. Trench Park existed to let its creatures live wild and free,
with as little interference from mankind as possible. The koprit bird
had made it possible for that to go on. Caging it afterwards struck
Radnal as ungrateful.


The
motor drove onto the grounds of the Hereditary Tyrant’s palace.
It pulled up in front of the gleaming building that housed Bortav vez
Pamdal. A temporary stage and a podium stood on the lawn near the
road. The folding chairs that faced it were full of dignitaries from
Tartesh and other nations.


No
Krepalgans sat in those chairs. The Hereditary Tyrant had sent the
plenipo from the Krepalgan Unity home, ordered all Krepalgan citizens
out of Tartesh, and sealed the border. So far, he’d done
nothing more than that. Radnal both resented and approved of his
caution. In an age of starbombs, even the attempted murder of a
nation had to be dealt with cautiously, lest a successful double
murder follow.


A
man in a fancy robe came up to the motor, bowed low. “I am the
protocol officer. If you will come with me, freemen—?”


Radnal
and Peggol came. The protocol officer led them onto the platform, got
them settled, and hurried away to see to the rest of the seven
walkers, whose motors had parked behind the one from which the tour
guide and the Eye and Ear had dismounted.


Peering
at the important people who were examining him, Radnal got nervous
again. He didn’t belong in this kind of company. But there
in the middle of the second row sat Toglo zev Pamdal, who smiled
broadly and waved at him. Seeing someone he knew and liked made it
easier for him to wait for the next part of the ceremony.


The
Tarteshan national hymn blared out. Radnal couldn’t just sit.
He got up and put his hand over his heart until the hymn was done.
The protocol officer stepped up to the podium and announced,
“Freemen, freeladies, the Hereditary Tyrant.”


Bortav
vez Pamdal’s features adorned silver, smiled down from public
buildings, and were frequently on the screen. Radnal had never
expected to see the Hereditary Tyrant in person, though. In the
flesh, Bortav looked older than he did on his images, and not quite
so firm and wise: like a man, in other words, not a demigod.


But
his ringing baritone proved all his own. He spoke without notes for a
quarter of a daytenth, praising Tartesh, condemning those who had
tried to lay her low, and promising that danger would never come
again. In short, it was a political speech. Since Radnal cared more
about the kidneys of the fat sand rat than politics, he soon stopped
paying attention.


He
almost missed the Hereditary Tyrant calling out his name. He started
and sprang up. Bortav vez Pamdal beckoned him to the podium. As if in
a dream, he went.


Bortav
put an arm around his shoulder. The Hereditary Tyrant was
faintly perfumed. “Freemen, freeladies, I present Radnal
vez Krobir, whose sharp eye spotted the evil wires which proved the
gods had not deserted Tartesh. For his valiant efforts in preserving
not only Trench Park, not only the Bottomlands, but all Tartesh, I
award him five thousand units of silver and to declare that he and
all his heirs are henceforward recognized as members of our
nation’s aristocracy. Freeman vez Krobir!”


The
dignitaries applauded. Bortav vez Pamdal nodded, first to the
microphone, then to Radnal. Making a speech frightened him worse than
almost anything he’d gone through in the Bottomlands. He tried
to pretend it was a scientific paper: “Thank you, Your
Excellency. You honor me beyond my worth. I will always cherish your
kindness.”


He
stepped back. The dignitaries applauded again, perhaps because he’d
been so brief. Away from the mike, the Hereditary Tyrant said, “Stay
up here by me while I reward your colleagues. The other presentation
for you is at the end.”


Bortav
called up the rest of the seven walkers, one by one. He raised Peggol
to the aristocracy along with Radnal. The other five drew his praise
and large sums of silver. That seemed unfair to Radnal. Without
Horken, for instance, they wouldn’t have found the electrical
cell and timer. And Impac had picked up the trail when even Radnal
lost it.


He
couldn’t very well protest. Even as the hero of the moment, he
lacked the clout to make Bortav listen to him. Moreover, he guessed
no one had informed the Hereditary Tyrant he’d been fornicating
with Evillia and Lofosa a few days before they went out to detonate
the buried starbomb. Bortav vez Pamdal was a staunch conservative
about morals. He wouldn’t have elevated Radnal if he’d
known everything he did in Trench Park.


To
salve his conscience, Radnal reminded himself that all seven walkers
would have easier lives because of today’s ceremony. It was
true. He remained not quite convinced it was enough.


Zosel
vez Glesir, last to be called to the podium, finished his thank-you
and went back to his place. Bortav vez Pamdal reclaimed the
microphone. As the applause for Zosel died away, the Tyrant said,
“Our nation should never forget this near brush with disaster,
nor the efforts of all those within Trench Park who turned it aside.
To commemorate it, I here display for the first time the insigne
Trench Park will bear henceforward.”


The
protocol officer carried a cloth-covered square of fiberboard, not
quite two cubits on a side, over to Radnal. He murmured, “The
veil unfastens from the top. Hold the emblem up so the crowd can see
it as you lower the veil.”


Radnal
obeyed. The dignitaries clapped. Most of them smiled; a few even
laughed. Radnal smiled, too. What better way to symbolize Trench Park
than a koprit bird perching on a thornbush?


Bortav
vez Pamdal waved him to the microphone once more. He said, “I
thank you again, Your Excellency, now on behalf of all Trench Park
staff. We shall bear this insigne proudly.”


He
stepped away from the microphone, then turned his head and hissed to
the protocol officer, “What do I do with this thing?”


“Lean
it against the side of the podium,” the unflappable official
answered. “We’ll take care of it.” As Radnal
returned to his seat, the protocol officer announced, “Now
we’ll adjourn to the Grand Reception Hall for drinks and a
luncheon.”


Along
with everyone else, Radnal found his way to the Grand Reception Hall.
He took a glass of sparkling wine from a waiter with a silver tray,
then stood around accepting congratulations from important
officials. It was like being a tour guide: he knew most of
what he should say, and improvised new answers along old themes.


In
a flash of insight, he realized the politicians and bureaucrats were
doing the same thing with him. The whole affair was formal as a
figure dance. When he saw that, his nervousness vanished for good.


Or
so he thought, until Toglo came smiling up to him. He dipped his
head. “Hello, freelady, it’s good to see you again.”


“If
I was Toglo zev through danger in Trench Park, I remain Toglo zev
here safe in Tarteshem.” She sounded as if his formality
disappointed her.


“Good,”
he said. Despite her pledge of patronage before she hiked away from
the lodge, plenty of people friendly to Trench Park staff in the
Bottomlands snubbed them if they met in the city. He hadn’t
thought she was that type, but better safe.


As
if by magic, Bortav vez Pamdal appeared at Radnal’s elbow. The
Hereditary Tyrant’s cheeks were a little red; he might have had
more than one glass of sparkling wine. He spoke as if reminding
himself: “You already know my niece, don’t you, freeman
vez Krobir?”


“Your—niece?”
Radnal stared from Bortav to Toglo. She’d called herself a
distant collateral relation. Niece
didn’t fit that definition.


“Hope
you enjoy your stay here.” Bortav slapped Radnal on the
shoulder, breathed wine into his face, and ambled off to hobnob with
other guests.


“You
never said you were his niece,” Radnal said. Now that he was
suddenly an aristocrat, he might have imagined talking to the
clanfather of the Hereditary Tyrant’s distant collateral
relative. But to talk to Bortav vez Pamdal’s brother or
sister-husband . . . impossible. Maybe that made him
sound peevish.


“I’m
sorry,” Toglo answered. Radnal studied her, expecting the
apology to be merely for form’s sake. But she seemed to mean
it. She said, “Bearing my clan name is hard enough anyway. It
would be harder yet if I told everyone how close a relative of the
Hereditary Tyrant’s I am. People wouldn’t treat me like a
human being. Believe me, I know.” By the bitterness in her
voice, she did.


“Oh,”
Radnal said slowly. “I never thought of that, Toglo zev.”
Her smile when he used her name with the polite particle made him
feel better.


“You
should have,” she told him. “When folk hear I’m
from the Pamdal clan, they either act as if I’m made of glass
and will shatter if they breathe on me too hard, or else they try to
see how much they can get out of me. I don’t care for either
one. That’s why I minimize the kinship.”


“Oh,”
Radnal’s snort of laughter was aimed mostly at himself. “I
always imagined being attached to a rich and famous clan made life
simpler and easier, not the other way round. I never thought anything
bad might be mixed with that. I’m sorry, for not realizing it.”


“You
needn’t be,” she said. “I think you’d have
treated me the same even if you’d known from the first
heartbeat who my uncle happened to be. I don’t find that often,
so I treasure it.”


Radnal
said, “I’d be lying if I told you I didn’t think
about which family you belonged to.”


“Well,
of course, Radnal vez. You’d be stupid if you didn’t
think about it. I don’t expect that; until the koprit bird, I
thought the gods were done with miracles. But whatever you were
thinking, you didn’t let it get in the way.”


“I
tried to treat you as much like everyone else as I could,” he
said.


“I
thought you did wonderfully,” she answered. “That’s
why we became friends so fast down in Trench Park. It’s also
why I’d like us to stay friends now.”


“I’d
like that very much,” Radnal said, “provided you don’t
think I’m saying so to try and take advantage of you.”


“I
don’t think you’d do that.” Though Toglo kept
smiling, her eyes measured him. She’d said she’d had
people try to take advantage of her before. Radnal doubted those
people had come off well.


“Being
who you are makes it harder for me to tell you I also liked you very
much, down in the Bottomlands,” he said.


“Yes,
I can see that it might,” Toglo said. “You don’t
want me to think you seek advantage.” She studied Radnal again.
This time, he studied her, too. Maybe the first person who’d
tried to turn friendship to gain had succeeded; she was, he thought,
a genuinely nice person. But he would have bet his five thousand
units of silver that she’d sent the second such person packing.
Being nice didn’t make her a fool.


He
didn’t like her less for that. Maybe Eltsac vez Martois was
attracted to fools, but Eltsac was a fool himself. Radnal had called
himself many names, but fool seldom. The last time he’d thought
that about himself was when he found out what Lofosa and Evillia
really were. Of course, when he made a mistake, he didn’t do it
halfway.


But
he’d managed to redeem himself—with help from that koprit
bird.


Toglo
said, “If we do become true friends, Radnal vez, or perhaps
even more than that”—a possibility he wouldn’t have
dared mention himself, but one far from displeasing—“promise
me one thing.”


“What?”
he asked, suddenly wary. “I don’t like friendship with
conditions. It reminds me too much of our last treaty with Morgaf. We
haven’t fought the islanders in a while, but we don’t
trust them, or they us. We saw that in the Bottomlands, too.”


She
nodded. “True. Still, I hope my condition isn’t too
onerous.”


“Go
on.” He sipped his sparkling wine.


“Well,
then, Radnal vez Krobir, the next
time I see you in a sleepsack with a couple of naked Highhead
girls—or even Strongbrows—you will have to consider our
friendship over.”


Some
of the wine went up his nose. That only made him choke worse. Dabbing
at himself with a linen square gave him a few heartbeats to regain
composure. “Toglo zev, you have a bargain,” he said
solemnly.


They
clasped hands.








THE
END
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