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CHAPTER
ONE

The red-and-gold
conical tent in the middle of the rolling fields that lay just to
the west of the city of Rayn, in the land of Chey, a few
adventure-filled weeks from a pantry in New Jersey, collapsed.

There was a moment of anticipatory silence
during which the very air over the forests, the farms, the houses,
the animals, the birds, and the steep slopes of the northern
mountains themselves seemed not to move; there was a moment more
when it appeared as if the inhabitants of the tent would remain
blissfully unaware of the destruction of their temporary home, and
continue their innocent if not exactly pristine sleep; and there
was a last and almost quivering moment when it seemed as if the
serenity of the night would remain unmarred by an unseemly
explosion of fear, anger, or a chaotic mixture of both.

Nothing breathed; nothing stirred.

No one in the city of Rayn felt their dreams
disturbed.

Then Gideon Sunday, thoroughly embroiled in
the tent's folds and virtually unable to move a muscle, said,
"Well, shit."

A second voice, somewhat more rasping but
definitely female, told him to shut up, stop complaining, and get
them free before they suffocated.

Gideon, muttering imprecations his companion
had previously heard only in films of a supposedly adult nature,
battled his way through the hide-and-fur convolutions that had
settled around him, and poked his head into the air. He took a deep
breath, reached back, and gently dragged his companion out, paying
no heed to her threats of decapitation if he so much as dented one
of her precious limbs. He was not afraid. The worst she could do in
her present condition, he figured, was nibble him to death.

And once unencumbered by the debris of their
domicile, they sat glumly on the cool ground and watched the lights
of Rayn snap out one by one; then, with silent sighs, they looked
up at the constellations neither of them knew, and listened to the
night birds whose songs they had only recently come to find
familiar.

Gideon shook his head slowly. He had been in
the middle of a disturbing and definitely non-erotic dream, one
filled with portents he'd just as soon forget because they meant
that the dream might soon have become a nightmare.

He also wondered if the faint trembling of
the ground he had experienced as part of that selfsame dream just
prior to his waking had anything to do with the tent falling down
about his ears. Naturally, he thought, if it was part of the dream,
he had actually felt nothing, and the collapse could be attributed
to natural causes and his inability to figure out how the hell the
damned support poles worked.

If, however, that same faint trembling had
not been a part of the dream, then either this portion of Chey had
been subject to a minor earthquake of no notable consequence, or to
a minor earthquake of consequence indeed since it was not caused by
any generally understood forces that attend to such subterranean
matters.

If it was the latter, he wasn't sure he
wanted to know what was going on.

And the more he thought about it, the more he
was positive that he didn't want to know.

Before he could speak of it, however, a
breeze took his longish brown hair and slapped it across his face.
He brushed it away angrily, drew a rough-woven green cloak about
his shoulders, and suggested to the faceless full moon that his
mother had not raised him to live in the open like a fanatical Boy
Scout with a penchant for loving nature in a manner he considered
damned close to perversion.

"Mother didn't raise you to be a football
player, either," his companion said wearily as she settled down
beside him and snapped a blade of dew-laden grass into her mouth.
"But you were one. Sort of."

"Please, Sis," he said, "don't remind me,
okay?"

"I just want you to take into consideration
the alternatives to what we have now."

"What we have now is a tent that won't work.
This is the fourth time this week it's fallen apart."

"True. But what you could have had is a place
in a soup kitchen, or in a home for homeless quarterbacks, or, god
forbid, a job as a TV weatherman, and don't you forget it." She
jabbed him sharply. "Look, Giddy, the team disbanded, you weren't
picked up by anyone else, and you were spending all your unemployed
time feeling sorry for yourself in that stupid house. So how is
this any worse?"

"That house did not fall down on my
head."

"That house gave you the chance to get out of
there, make something of yourself, and"—her voice softened—"and
find me again."

There was no arguing with any of it.

Actually, he thought, there were a few dozen
pretty good arguments that came instantly to mind, but he stifled
them quickly and merely nodded instead. All in all, his sister was
not far from wrong. He had definitely been out of work, had thought
her dead, and had been toying with the idea of selling shoes for a
living, when he discovered to his rather immense surprise a woman,
a monster, and an entire new world—not necessarily in that order—in
(or rather, at the back of) his pantry.

The woman, the imperious though perversely
alluring Glorian of the violet eyes and shimmering white gown,
shamelessly recruited him to find her missing duck. Her missing
white duck. The same missing white duck that, if not located in
time, would become the most important part of a diabolical ceremony
that could cause the normally placid and eerily silent Blood River
to overflow its banks and devastate within weeks a land that had,
until that time, lived in relative harmony with its environment and
all the evil that came with it.

After a great deal of soul-searching, and a
few attempts on his life by assorted creatures that had no business
being on any world anywhere in the universe, much less in the one
he occupied at the moment, he had found the duck, saved the people,
and discovered to his continuing wonderment that he didn't really
want to go home. Here, he was needed; there, he was just another
footnote in the pages of sports history. Here, despite the odds and
the often deadly opposition, he had been reasonably successful;
there, he was the only member of a defunct team not to find a job
elsewhere—though, he admitted sourly, there really wasn't much
vertical or horizontal promotion available for a third-string
quarterback whose only strength was being able to throw three times
as far as anyone else, and not with the greatest accuracy
either.

This world, then, was the place he lived in
now—a world much like his own, save for not having the large
cities, the traffic, the roads, the trees, the fields, the oceans,
the rivers, the lakes, the people, and the electronic wonders he
sometimes missed but didn't pine for the way his sister pined for a
good thick steak with every trimming she could think of.

This particular area was known as Chey.
Maybe. He wasn't really clear on names around here since, until a
few weeks ago, he had been too busy running around, trying not to
get himself killed.

The monster—the black beast—he'd just as soon
not think about.

He did, however, think about the dream.

"Sis," he said, "you didn't by chance feel a
slight earth tremor, did you? Just before the tent fell?"

She shook her head.

"Then it must have been a dream."

"You've been having a lot of those
lately."

"I've had a lot on my mind lately."

"Well, if you must know," she said peevishly,
"so have I."

He looked at her with a mixture of concern
and suspicion. His sister, when she was troubled or thinking,
seldom understood the effect she had on him; but since there was no
place to run, he asked if she was hungry.

She shook her head and said, "No, Gideon, I
have a problem."

He shifted uncomfortably. The last problem
she had had was disappearing off a bridge in a vicious California
rainstorm at the nebulous height of her film career. In the glitter
and glamour of Hollywood she was known as Monica Freeman, an
actress of moderately surpassed talent and a fierce pride in her
work and her principles; at home, and in her frequent letters to
him, she was simply plain old Tuesday. Their reunion had been a
traumatic and tearful one, even in the midst of a daring
rescue.

It had been tearful because he had missed her
terribly and believed she had been killed in the car accident. It
was traumatic because the man he had rescued her from, the nasty
and vain strawberry blond Lu Wamchu, warlord of Choy and possessor
of three equally nasty and vain wives, had turned her into a rather
large white duck.

The same white duck for which or whom he had
laid his life on the line so many times in order to save this
world.

"So," he said, smiling at the goose-sized
bird nestled beside him, "what's the trouble?"

"It's Finlay."

"Finlay?"

Tuesday gave him a one-eyed glare at the
suspicious tone in his voice. "Yes, Finlay."

He kept his smile intact, though the thought
of Finlay Botham, blacksmith to the practically horseless
countryside, made him wish that the nonexistent earthquake would
make a timely reappearance. "What about him?"

Her feathers fluffed, her beak trembled.
"I... I love him."

"Oh."

"I want to marry him."

"Oh, dear."

"I want to—"

"Yeah, right," he said quickly. "I get
it."

"So? Do something!"

He turned to stare straight into her eye.
"Like what? I'm not a magician, you know. I can't just wave my arms
around and turn you back into a woman. I can't concoct potions or
pills or whatever the hell magicians use. Jesus, Sis, I don't even
have a damned job here anymore! So what do you want me to do?"

A large fowl-tear glinted in her right
eye.

"Now, dammit, Tuesday!"

"You promised," she said in cruel reminder.
"You promised you'd get me back to normal."

He reached out a hand to stroke her, but she
huffed and waddled off into the dark, her tail sagging, her flat
feet thumping the ground sorrowfully. The temptation to follow was
replaced by caution; Tuesday, when she was horny, was a pain in the
ass; and when she was right, she was worse.

He had, no question about it, promised.

After Wamchu's plans for conquering the
Middle Ground before moving on to the Upper Ground and conquering
that too in the spirit of the true dictatorial democracy had been
thwarted, and Wamchu had been banished to his dark domain in Choy,
the Lower Ground, with his three unpleasant wives, Gideon had told
her he would do anything to restore her true form. The problem was,
as he'd said, that he was no magician.

And the one for-want-of-a-better-word
magician they did know was not much help since, as time passed and
he lost the taste for magic, his spells tended to fade, alter, and
otherwise become useless for anything but memories. The man had, in
fact, tried three times to restore Tuesday to her rightful figure,
and all he had received for it was a headache and a couple of
chunks nipped out of his shins.

Still, there was always the chance that
Whale, for such was his name, might have come up with something
new.

"Tuesday!" he called.

And received no answer.

"Hey, Tuesday!"

The field's silence was that of the
ever-shortening night.

"Hey, listen," he said, pushing himself to
his feet, "what do you say we drop in on Whale in the morning? He
might be able to give us a lead even if he can't do anything
himself."

There was the sound of flapping wings
overhead.

He looked up, grinning when he saw a dark
shape blotting out the stars, swooping its way toward him in a
lazy, graceful glide. There was no doubt about it—she was much
lighter on her feet now than she had been when she was human.

Then the shape resolved itself into something
no duck ever dreamed of being, save perhaps during hunting season,
and he dove for the tent just as it screeched and snapped out
glowing talons to take off his head.

He rolled to avoid the scalping, rolled again
when it missed and swooped around for another dive. Without a
weapon, he knew he was helpless, but though he dug furiously
through the tent's folds to find something to strike back with, he
came up empty-handed just as the creature dove a third time. He
rolled expertly out of its way, arms up to protect himself, and
found his hands closing around feathers that seemed made of black
ice. He yelped at the burning that struck through to his wrists,
and rolled again, onto the grass, then bounced to his feet and
stood there, looking up, and waiting.

There was no sound but that of his own
breathing.

He could see nothing above but the stars and
the seemingly craterless moon.

He waited. He listened. He knew he should
have listened to his mother and taken a rich wife.

He also knew, now, that the earthquake was no
dream.

And when a beak tapped his shoulder, he
managed to transform his scream into a squeak that almost tore out
his throat.

"You called?" Tuesday said.

"Sis," he said, "we have a problem."



 



CHAPTER
TWO

The city of Rayn in
the land of Chey kept a modestly low profile in the rolling plain
on which it was situated. Its gateless wall was a fainthearted ten
feet high where it wasn't collapsing from benign neglect. Within
its rocky boundary wide, cobbled streets ran in semi-perfect
concentric circles about yellow-stone, flat-roofed buildings no
more than a single story tall. From a distance, it appeared
unimposing and somewhat somber; in its midst, however, it was a
startlingly lively place, its lanes and avenues touched with the
giddy effervescence of cutthroat commerce.

On the following morning, Gideon passed
through the gap where the gate had once been and hurried toward the
central square, pushing through the early crowds and trying to
ignore his sister's constant complaints from the basket he had
slung across his back. It had seemed a clever idea at one time,
since she was unable to keep up with his stride and thought that
flying, save into the arms of her lover, was undignified; but the
proximity to his ears proved to be less than ideal, especially when
she was prone to make a point by stabbing at one or the other with
her beak.

An unfamiliar voice hailed him. He waved
blindly and smiled, not yet above feeling good when he was
recognized. He reckoned that would pass with time, as people grew
accustomed to their freedom from the Wamchu; but for now, he vowed
to enjoy it. It was certainly better than suffering the reactions
of crowds who, to a fan, believed they could deal with a pass far
better than he.

"Christ, you didn't conquer Jerusalem,
y'know," Tuesday said in his left ear.

"Hush," he said over his shoulder.

"Why? You're insufferable in the
limelight."

"And you are a duck."

She reached for his ear, thought better of
it, and kicked his spine instead.

"Which means," he continued while waving
again, "that you are food, my dear sister. Or have you
forgotten?"

Her grumping made him smile, and at the same
time a little nervous. There had been a worsening food shortage in
the city and countryside these past two weeks, a shortage only
partly explained by the lack of sufficient crops being grown on the
surrounding farms. According to gossip, something was amiss with
the usually fertile soil, and the goods normally received from
agrarian communities to the east and south were not arriving in
their usual quantity. The merchants who trafficked in such produce
were reluctant to discuss it; so reluctant, in fact, that they had
taken to making their deliveries in the middle of the night, when
they wouldn't have to face the wrath of their customers.

She kicked his back again.

He grunted and managed not to sell her at a
handsome profit to a scroungy-looking vendor for the evening's
meal; she was, he reminded himself, only keeping his ego in check.
She was also, he thought grimly, cruising for a plucking.

Another voice, a woman's, called his name,
and she blew him a kiss from a doorway. He winked. He was kicked.
He scowled and bulled on, only vaguely aware now of the artful
pennants, flags, banners, and wash that were strung gaily and with
non-complementary abandon from houses and shops, over the
intersections and, in a few cases, around people's necks.

And as he approached the broad central
square, he was for a moment saddened, and he paused to look around
him. All these people had someplace to go, something to do, lovers
to tryst with, wives to tiff with, creditors to argue with,
customers to haggle with. They all had purpose. They all had
dreams.

And what did he have? A shirt, jeans, a pair
of ragged boots. Not to mention the duck.

He sighed, sighed again when he was kicked
quite smartly on the spine, and turned left as he entered the open
square, angling toward the back of a windowless building three
times taller than any other in the city. It was the Hold, the
former headquarters of Wamchu, and now the home of the only man who
could shut his sister up and, at the same time, give him a deep and
abiding sense of purpose. And if that didn't work, maybe a job
sweeping up after hours.

He stopped at the rear entrance and knelt,
swung the basket around, and released his duck. She extended her
wings, stretched her neck, and looked him straight in the eye.

"Do we go in together?" she asked.

"I guess."

She managed a smile only a duck could see.
"I'm supposed to be the nervous one."

"I was thinking about last night."

"No, you weren't. You were thinking about how
miserable you are because they don't need a hero anymore." Her
feathers puffed and settled. "I would guess there's nothing worse
than a hero who hasn't got anyone to save."

He rose and grinned down at her. "Sure there
is. Remember those preserves you made before you disappeared?"

She aimed a knife-like beak at his kneecap,
and he dodged with a laugh, stepped inside, and paused until his
eyes adjusted to the light.

The room was fully half the size of the
building, and as tall. On the far wall were two pairs of banded
double doors; the one on the left led to belowground complex that
included a superbly rotten dungeon, a throne room, and several
richly appointed apartments for the use of whoever was in charge of
the city at the time. The one on the right led to the roof.

The floor space, once deserted, was now used
for public meetings, service organization luncheons, and the
offices of the bureaucracy that had sprung back into existence
since Wamchu, who had no use for such nonsense, had given up
residence.

"I don't see him," Tuesday said, scanning the
room.

"The roof," Gideon guessed; and they made
their way toward the right hand doors, ignoring the short-form job
applications being thrust in their direction by harried little bald
men in white-fur clothes, past portly little bearded men in
charcoal-grey hides and thin little harried men in frayed
loincloths and blue dye. None of them seemed to recognize Gideon,
which left him at once thankful and disheartened, and more than a
few offered to take the duck off his hands for sums that could only
be called extremely tempting.

Suddenly, a man yelled in uncontrolled
anguish, charged across the floor, and threw his arms around
Tuesday. With an expertise born of being human-turned-duck and
making the best of a bad situation, she planted her feet solidly at
first contact. The man tumbled over her back as he discovered his
meal wasn't going along with him, landed on his stomach, and found
a heavy foot planted on his spine.

"You hungry?" Gideon asked.

The man nodded fearfully, then shook his
head, nodded again, shook it again, and began to weep with
frustration.

The room grew uncommonly quiet.

Tuesday squirmed free and backed toward the
doors.

Gideon reached to his side for the formidable
weapon Whale had forged for him so many weeks before.

Someone, finally putting the grim bearded
face to the occupation, gasped.

Gideon's hand closed slowly around the
smooth, slender handle made of dark green wood, and the holster it
was in opened as if by magic.

The man on the floor began to sob.

Gideon hefted the weapon, tapping its fat
nether end into an open palm.

"Do you have a job?"

The man shook his head, considered, and
decided to stick with the answer.

Tuesday billed open the doors and slipped
through.

"What's your name?"

The man rested his forehead resignedly on the
smooth parquet flooring and whispered, "Horrn, sir. Jimm
Horrn."

Gideon removed his foot, and Horrn quickly
scrambled to his knees, clasped his hands in a nicely groveling,
supplicating manner, and stared at the magnificently proportioned
baseball bat in Gideon's hands. His eyes widened in shock. His
scrawny chest, barely hidden by a tattered homespun shirt, expanded
with the deep breath usually reserved for those about to be
executed by rifle. His sandy, spiky hair seemed to quiver on
end.

"That was my bird you were trying to
abduct."

Horrn nodded.

"You know the penalty for stealing another
man's food?"

The silence could not have been deeper had
someone undertaken to improve it with a shovel.

Horrn whimpered.

Gideon held out his hand. Horrn looked at it,
stared at it, examined it for hidden devices of a destructive
nature, then accepted it and was pulled gently to his feet. The bat
was holstered. The room breathed a communal sigh of relief, and the
custodians put their buckets and mops away.

"Listen," Gideon said, putting an arm around
the young man's shoulders and feeling suddenly, and stupidly, like
a coach. "I have business upstairs. I suggest you listen to one of
these gentlemen here and find yourself a job. Then you can get
paid. Then you can buy food."

"Food?" Horrn said. "Even if I have money,
where am I going to buy food?"

Gideon shrugged.

Horrn shrugged.

Gideon shook the man's hand and followed his
sister's exit, onto a curving staircase that wound about a solid
central pillar, until, after several minutes' climb during which he
decided he would learn to fly because the steps were less than
hospitable, he pushed open a narrow door to the roof.

A breeze blew.

The sun was comfortably warm.

A flock of red-and-green birds swept and
circled overhead.

The roof was empty, save for a long table in
its center, shaded by a bright yellow umbrella that trembled in the
wind. On the table sat Tuesday; behind it, on a chair intricately
carved with representations of beasts so fantastical they defied
description, sat Whale Pholler.

"Gideon!" Whale called with delight.

Gideon smiled and strode across, sat on a
wooden bench, and shook the man's hand.

"You look good," he said.

Whale lifted a wavering hand in a shrug. At
one time, or so he claimed, he had been immense and powerful and
needed three chairs to support him; now he was thin, his face
tanned and pleasantly equine, his thicket of brown hair slowly
turning grey, and the wattles of his neck slightly pink from the
pulling he did on them when he was nervous. His previous occupation
had been that of armorer; his current one, mayor of Rayn.

"I understand," Whale said, "that you want
your sister back."

Tuesday snorted, and half the papers on the
table ruffled their disgust.

"It would be a start," he answered.

"I try, you know. I have tried, yes indeed.
You can't fault me for that, Gideon. I have done my best."

"I know, I know," he said. "But there's got
to be something you can do. I mean, have you ever tried to live
with a duck?"

Whale thought about it.

Tuesday dared him to answer.

Gideon looked out over the city. "Peaceful,
isn't it?"

"Not for long," Whale said sadly. "I have
failed in my position, and sooner or later they, the citizens of
this wondrous place, are going to have my head."

"The food?"

Whale nodded. "I cannot help them. It is, as
you have already gathered, a matter of supply and demand. The
demand is there, but the supply is severely limited and growing
more so every day. I do what I can, but..." He spread his arms
helplessly. "I am defeated."

"So whomp up a spell," Tuesday said, her tone
indicating that she already knew how Whale's spells worked.

The thin man pointed to a large stack of
bricks piled in one corner. "That was grass at one time," he
sighed. "I had hoped, with very little reservation, to turn the
blades into grain and thus produce a fair approximation of flour,
which would, at last, give these wonderful people bread and
cake."

"You got bricks," Tuesday said.

"I can see that."

"Big bricks."

Whale nodded.

"Well," she said, "you can always drop them
on the heads of the peasants when they try to storm the place."

Whale looked at her, at Gideon, at the
bricks. "Is that a joke? I think that's a joke." He smiled. "I'm
not, as you know, a very humorous man. But I'm working at it.
Really. It's all a matter of—"

"Bricks," Tuesday said.

"What?"

"What you have is bricks." She jumped off the
table. "I've changed my mind, Gideon. I don't want to be a
brick."

"But you wouldn't be!" Whale protested.

She was halfway to the door when she stopped
and twined her neck around to look at him. "What do you mean? Don't
tell me you have another spell?"

For answer, Whale pulled a large,
leather-bound, gold-banded, obviously ancient tome from under the
table and opened it to a place marked by a shimmering silver
ribbon. The pages were yellowed and crackly, the printing on them
tiny and in a language that Gideon, when he tried to read a
sentence upside down, did not recognize.

"I have discovered part of what I need,"
Whale said when Tuesday returned.

"Part?"

"It requires ingredients."

Gideon decided instantly he wasn't liking the
sound of this. Ingredients meant bottles and vials and chests and
graveyards and dungeons and castles and dragons' lairs. They also
meant having to go for them, and he was willing to bet there wasn't
a dragon's lair in town. He still hadn't figured out what these
people did with their dead.

"I have them all," Whale said proudly.

Tuesday preened.

Gideon relaxed.

"Except one or two."

Tuesday raised the feathered equivalent of an
eyebrow.

Gideon decided it was time he found someone
who could make him another pair of jeans. The ones he was wearing
were getting awfully worn. And his boots... well, the less said
about their condition the better. And maybe a new shirt or
two—something in a pinstripe, or a striking tartan.

"Gideon."

"Do you remember the last time this
happened?" he said to them.

"Yes," Tuesday said. "You found me."

"I also nearly died."

"In finding me."

"I was hurt a lot."

"Your sister."

"I damned near got chomped by a sea monster,
poisoned by a footh, trampled by a pacch, and recycled by an
ekkler."

"Your long-lost sister."

"Whale," he said, "I don't want to offend
you, but you do recall that your spells don't really work."

Whale pointed at the book. "This one will.
All I need is what I need."

"Who put you through college," said the
duck.

"Are you sure?"

Whale nodded fervently.

"And what," Gideon asked, closing his eyes
and praying for lightning, "is it you need?"

"A Grahne of Shande."

He opened his eyes, pleased, though somewhat
puzzled by the man's curious pronunciation. "Really? You mean all I
have to do is go to the beach?"

"Well," Whale said, "not exactly."

Gideon stood and saluted him. "See you
around, Whale. I think I'd rather find a way myself."

"The sister," Tuesday hissed, "who loves
you."

He sat.

Whale pointed at the bottom of the left hand
page. "See this illustration?"

Gideon leaned over, and saw.

"That's not a beach, Whale."

Whale smiled wanly.

"That's a goddamned giant."



 



CHAPTER
THREE

"Giddy," Tuesday
said, "your mouth is open."

"I'm looking at a giant," he said.

"So?"

He stared at her.

"It's better than a dragon, isn't it?"

"Don't call me Giddy," he said by way of
retort and sat resignedly at the table, unable to move because
Tuesday had taken it upon herself to sit on his lap. As children,
it was something they had done while listening to their mother tell
them fairy tales; as man and duck, however, the weight was putting
his knees to sleep.

Whale seemed not to notice. He flipped the
page over and pointed to a rather closely printed paragraph which,
he explained, gave the entire sordid history of one Harghe Shande,
a creature who lived in the town of Terwin on the far eastern
reaches of Chey and who, it was rumored, was not as sociable as his
niece, Grahne Shande, who, it was rumored, was very sociable indeed
when given half a chance and Harghe out of the country.

Gideon asked if there was a picture of this
intriguing female.

After a delicate spate of throat-clearing,
Whale allowed as how there was not, though he had heard through
various sources that she was rather comely in her fashion.

"What kind of fashion is that?" he asked.

"The fashion of her uncle."

"Who is... what?"

"A barbarian."

Gideon sat back and considered. Knowing the
armorer as he did, he had to be sure what sort of barbarian they
were discussing here: the skins and sword and no bath in a year
kind, or a man who looked upon manners as something belonging to
the elitist upper class whose only purpose was to, by its
existence, define Shande's barbarism.

Either way, it was only marginally better
than sitting in a field with your tent falling down around your
ears.

"The niece sounds like a slut," Tuesday
sneered.

Gideon sat up.

"Oh, by all accounts she is that," Whale said
in the manner of one who mourns for the youth of yesteryear.

Gideon lifted his sister onto the table and
leaned forward. "And we're supposed to bring her back here?"

Whale nodded.

"You mean," Tuesday said huffily, "I have to
stake my entire future on a woman like that?"

Whale closed the tome with authority and
waved away the dust. "It is written, my dear," he said solemnly.
"There is little I can do about it. The spell I am contemplating
requires Grahne, for some arcane reason, and I cannot change it.
There is what there is, don't you know, and far be it from me, a
simple armorer in mayor's clothing, to—"

"Can it," Tuesday muttered, then hopped off
the table and waddled to the edge of the roof. Her feathers
drooped. Her tail dragged on the dusty stone.

"I fear for her well-being," Whale whispered
then. "I trust she won't do anything drastic."

"She won't kill herself, if that's what you
mean," Gideon said. "She's in love."

"Ah."

"With Finlay."

"The blacksmith?" Whale spread his arms and
widened his eyes. "The very large blacksmith?"

Gideon nodded.

"I begin to understand why she is so down at
the beak. It must be difficult for her." Whale glanced at the
morose duck with sympathy. "And does Finlay reciprocate her
affections?"

"I don't know. I never asked." Gideon looked
at his sister, then out over the rooftops, and realized with a
twinge of unwelcome guilt how insensitive he had been to her
feelings. Visiting Whale on her behalf had, in truth, only been a
way of finding something for himself to do, a way to justify his
continuing presence in this curious world. And in doing so, he'd
treated her shabbily.

"Damn," he said softly, and put a fist on the
table. "All right, I guess I have no choice. I'll go there, get
Grahne, bring her back, and you can fix it so Tuesday is okay."

Whale smiled weakly.

Gideon groaned. "You're not telling me
something."

Whale scratched through his hair and tugged
at his wattles.

"You're not telling me something that I don't
want to hear."

Whale gestured feebly at the volume of
Chey-lore. "It's a minor thing, really. I am not, as you know, a
man given to minor things, all things considered, but there are
exceptions, as you fully realize, being yourself an exception to
this world. What I'm trying to say is—Grahne, as vital as she is to
the success of my humble efforts, is not the entire package."

Gideon cleared his throat; it sounded more
like a growl.

"What I mean to say is—I have..." Whale
glanced from side to side, looked to Tuesday, who was flapping her
wings gloomily, then half raised himself from his chair to look at
the entrance to the staircase to be sure they were not being
overheard. "Gideon, my friend, I confess to an ulterior motive." He
sighed explosively, the weight of his torment at last lifted. "Two
motives." Another sigh, of contrition. "Unless you count the last
one, in which case there are three."

Gideon looked around the roof, too, but he
didn't care who was listening; he was looking for a Bridge, that
mysterious gateway that had brought him here from his pantry in the
first place and that, he was told, appeared only when one truly
needed it. He had been hoping that Whoever or Whatever controlled
those things knew that he wanted to go home. Apparently, and
unfortunately, he didn't seem to want it badly enough.

"So, then," he said in resignation. "What are
the motives, or are they too dreadful to speak aloud?"

"For heaven's sake's alive, no," Whale
protested with a laugh.

"Then speak, so I don't have to try to read
your mind."

Relieved, Whale once again checked the area
before resting his arms on the table and leaning closer. "There has
been talk," he said, barely moving his lips.

"About what?" Gideon asked suspiciously,
unconsciously lowering his own voice.

"Were you... that is to say
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