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FIVE

You don't look Englishthe Silent Man said.

Rhiow threw a glance at Urruah. “Did | miss sonmggl?” she said.

Urruah tilted his head to one side, looking thofghBut before he
could say anything, the Silent Man saitlye’'ve got a lot of Brits around
here. They're real big on the Queen.

“Ah,” Rhiow said. “l take your meaning now.” Sparred, slightly
amused. “You mean the queehhifwhose territory includes London. No,
sorry, not that Queen. We have one of our own, \wlod...for the moment,
let's just say a higher order.”

Those very cool eyes rested on Rhiow for a monaent,the Silent
Man’s hand went off to one side, as if searchingstomething that wasn't
there. Then he very visibly brought the hand baclest in front of the
typewriter, and put the other hand down on tog,ds if intent on keeping
the first one where it was.

“Am | meant to understand,” Rhiow said, trying n@sound too
threatening about it, “that you have no problerthvhe idea that a cat
might be able to speak?”

Oh, on the contrarythe Silent Man saidl’'m thinking that this all
probably has something to do with the medicatidreyTkeep telling me
they’re sure they’'ve got the dosage right now; dotdry time they say that, |
get some strange new side effade gave Rhiow a rather cockeyed look,
though again it had that cool, assessing quality tbll grant you, though,
this side effect’s a lot stranger than some. Andually don’t get them this
late in my day...
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“I've been called a lot of things in my time,” Wah said in the
Speech, “but never a side effect.”

The Silent Man looked at hinOne talking cathe said, might have
been an accident. Two starts to look like a calence —

“And three would be enemy action?” Urruah sdigvonder,he
added silently for Rhiow’s benefghould we tell him that’'s what we’re here
about...?

| wouldn’t rush that, ‘Ruah. Look at him — he’siadn the brittle
side, at the moment. And tired. Let the simplestsak in first.

The Silent Man laughed, just a barely audible higsiound.And a
smart guy, too,he said to UrruahOkay, you're making the case for
‘hallucination’ a whole lot stronger now...

“I'm sorry if all this strains your sense of yogirasp on reality,”
Rhiow said, “but sometimes, to keep that reafitgood order, such
interventions become necessary.” She glancedaidbe in the typewriter.
“It would seem that you've seen something unuss@hething that may
have a bearing on the reason we’ve come here.”

The Silent Man leaned back in his wooden typingrcisa that it
rocked back a little on its base. He looked fronmoRhto Urruah and back
again, and shook his heabdlseem to be seeing a lot of unusual todag,
said, and rubbed his face with both hands. As tiaden fall, for a moment
a look of great weariness and pain showed in hes:dyut a second later it
had been so completely sealed over that Rhiow wedder a second
whether she had really seen3b let me get this straight. Cats can talk...

“Some cats can talk to humans ethifas we call them,” Rhiow
said. “Yes.”

“But only when our business specifically requirgsWrruah said,

“as it does now.”

Okay. But how come my cat doesn't talk to me?

“She doesn’t know the Speech,” Urruah said. “Skeaks Ailurin,
like most cats do.”

The Silent Man looked unblinkingly at Urruafhere aretwo secret
cat languagese said.Oh, come on, now, that's one too many. What a
shame: | was starting to believe yaeren’'tthe drugs talking...

Urruah'’s tail had begun to lash; but Rhiow was s@dau “One of the
languages is no secret,” she said. “Humans @an Eome Ailurin if
they’re patient and attentive. Sheba says you kadttle of it. The other
language, you don’t need to learn. Everything recs it: and it's not just
a cat language. It's the language in which evengthvas made. Not all cats
know it, though — not even most of them.”
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“The way most of the humans you’'d meet here dqrée& Italian,”
Urruah said.

The Silent Man gave Urruah a dry looKou'd be surprised how
many of the humans | deal with speak Italidre, said.But let it passHe
looked back over at Rhiow again. The expressionstrangeSo what'’s all
this about?

“There are some strange things happening in yauiatithe
moment...” Rhiow said.

The Silent Man gave her a looBlackie, he said,this isHollywood.
If strange thingslidn’t happen here, I'd worry.

Hwaith snickered. The Silent Man threw him a lodnd you, he
said. You I've seen here before, but you never talkeddo

“It wasn’t allowed,” Hwaith said. “Now it is.”

“What we read about in your writing there —* Ustusaid. “That
would be one of the things we’re looking into.”

Why? said the Silent Man.

Rhiow tucked herself down into what herhifusually referred to as
“meatloaf’ mode. “The explanation may take someetimshe said, “and |
have to suggest that you may think it's somethandd with your
medication again, as many aspects of it are gairspand bizarre.”

He smiled againAll right, he said.One thing’s for sure: my
medication doesn’t refer to itself as often as gouAnd the other things
you're looking into — what would those be?

Rhiow threw Urruah a lookKeep it simple!she said silently.

“The earthquakes,” Urruah said.

At this the Silent Man actually threw his head baokl laughed,
though again he produced no sound but a kind sf Rkiow thought of the
hissing way Ith laughed, and again nearly bristbed for a different reason:
humans weren’t meant to laugh dearthquakes!the Silent Man said,
rubbing his eyes again as he recovered his compaslittle. They're just
like the weather, aren’t they? Everybody talks dlibam, but nobody does
anything about them...because nobody can. But noanfwer folks come
along, and say yogando something. Whalo you do?

“It's more in the line of prevention than directenvention, as a rule,”
Rhiow said. “Quakes are difficult to stop outrighAtso, like forest fires,
they have their own reasons for happening — sagrio forestall them too
long can be unwise. But the ones you've been hduitedy aren’t natural.
We think they may be connected to something elseewevestigating at the
moment.”
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| suppose,the Quiet Man saidhat it might strain my present
credulity too far to inquire whahatmight be.

“Maybe we should leave that alone for the momehtrtuah said.

Rhiow looked thoughtfully at the Silent Man. "lsefust say," she
said, "that some of the earthquakes that have mxtuecently have a kind
of connection to certain places in the city: notehea physical one. We're
in the process of investigating some of those coimmes, and the spots to
which they’re attached. One of them is quite reae." She looked over at
Hwaith.

"Within a couple of blocks," Hwaith said. “Justusio of Sunset, near
Beverly and Crescent — “

The Silent Man nodded: though the look he gave thkkmas a little
odd. "And there are several other locations," Rhsawd, "that we're going
to go have a look at as well. This one was closestrolleague Hwaith here
suggested that we should stop with you first totgethews. And now |
see," and she threw a sidewise glance at Hwaltht the choice was wise."

So let me see if I've got all this straigtite Silent Man saidWhat we
have here is a secret organization of talking ckdicated to stopping
earthquakes...

Rhiow looked up into the Silent Man's face, amus$edhe wasn't
speaking in mockery. And it was surprising to dekled at with such quick
acceptance of her intelligence byarhifwho was not also a wizard; and
not just acceptance, but humor -- although the lwas not only dry, but a
bit chilly. This was a creature who did not wastest denying reality. Once
he had accepted it, he got on with busingast then,Rhiow thought, if I'm
any judgethis Silent Man has had entirely too much realityleal with
over the past few yeard hat look of pain on his face was familiar: she’'d
seen it in laehh's face too often of ldtenust find out more about what'’s the
matter with him. If he’s going to be of help to & least we can do is
return the favor.

“I'd say our remit goes a little further than jesirthquakes,” Rhiow
said. “Nor does the organization consist only dfc#/e and numerous
other species, including your own, work togethekaeping this world in
one piece.”

I’d say your organization’s had a close call, tlast few yearshe
Silent Man said.

“I'd say you were right,” Rhiow said. “Many of opeople were
involved. Many died, trying to prevent what almbappened...and didn't.
We’'re busy with that job again; or still. But theate is considerably larger.”
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Larger than the Second World Wasaid the Silent Man..But then,
what was it she said? ‘The sheaf of the sheave®dfis?’ Drunks and
crazies repeat themselves, sometimes. But theihd&lgck didn’t look
drunk. And crazy..He shook his headCrazy covers a lot of ground.
Especially in this townHis eyes glinted with cynicismround here no one
notices your crazy much, if your wallet’s fat enlougnd there are fat
wallets in plenty.

“That’s another issue,” Hwaith said. “Cults...”

We’ve got enough of those around hehe, Silent Man said.. and
I'd be the wrong man to ask why. Lots of peoplars&nthan me have to
have been asking themselves that question for yeavs Maybe it's just --
He leaned back in his chair, waving his hands éndtin in the first really
casual gesture that Rhiow had seen him make smeelked in the door.
This is California, after all. The Gold Rush mdityahas never really died.
People come here from every place where thingstanamking to get away,
start over, leave old lives behind. And then winety get here, they start to
find out how lonely that isHe folded his arms, leaning back furth€r
they fail... and then they go looking for friendsfter a while, somebody
tells them about this great place they've foung, tdmple or churchlet or
secret club, where people tell you how to act, vibalo to have everything
come out right. The lost and failed and frighteiaeel glad to find a place
like that. Soon enough they start thinking thaspe who runs that place is
something special. Maybe not even quite human...

The Silent Man smiled. It was a surprisingly giouk. And then the
person in whom the poor patsies have placed dalttiist starts pulling the
strings. He or she starts getting them to do thithgy’d never otherwise
have done. Hand over everything they own, thaiiske and the contents of
their bank accounts. Desert their husband or arid marry somebody
they're told to. Give up their children to be rasby someone else,
according to someone’s ‘holy word’. And then, wililey're not looking, the
compassionate and enlightened leader of the Ulematbernacle of Divine
Confusion runs off to Rio with a carpetbag fulhef poor dumb disciples'
money.

"Maybe," Urruah said, "such people -- the victimsyway -- are just
looking for meaning in their lives." He flickedgdance at Rhiow, not
having to say aloud what she knew he was thinkimaf; it was hard on a
species not have any clear sense of whether dhad@ne existed. To be
sure, there were People who didn't believe in Quaenbut not many; a far
more common reaction for holders of the feline waew was simply to
have no time for Her. Independence ran deep ifeliree psyche,
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sometimes enough so that a given Person mighhéedr his essential
felinity was best expressed by denying the authaofiDeity -- if necessary,
to Her face. There were numerous stories amongl®ebthe Queen
dealing kindly, even humorously, with such freenkars...knowing them to
be intent on being true to themselves and theuraatBut such defiance
was not an option that would've been open to Rhitwyould have been an
essential denial of a command structure that stédmay accepted.

In a world full of death and pairthe Silent Man saidy world full of
lies and corruption and theft and cruelty, whered@eople get cheated
and bad people prosper, can you blame them?

"Hardly," Hwaith said. "Nonetheless, despite ho@ll they might
mean, such innocents can still do great harm if'teded into it. Or misled.”

“Which brings us to your Lady in Black,” Rhiowida “Your friend
had seen her often before. But no one tried tooher before? No one had
tried before to find where she’'d come from?”

If they tried,the Silent Man saidny sources didn’t mention it.

“I think we should find out,” Hwaith said.

Rhiow lashed her tail. “I concur. The things speke of —*“ She
flicked an ear at Urruah. “There are some trowgplmplications.”

What, you meahesideghe destruction of the ‘sheaf of sheaves of
worlds?’

Urruah laughed under his breath atehdéif'sdessicated humor.
“You wrote that your companion said she’'d been skee months running

That's right. Always a couple weeks after the rfiution.

“In other words,” Hwaith said, “when the mooulark.” She gave
Rhiow a thoughtful sidewise look.

Rhiow’s tail lashed. Moondark was not an unequaiyadangerous
time; but when the Tom’s Eye was most tightly skhere was a tendency
for the darker influences to scurry about and nthkenselves noticed, like
rats scratching and running inside the walls ofwed. And for
straightforwardly natural reasons, the new moome of the nodes of the
month that favor earthquakes...

“You said that she was yowling,” Urruah said.

The Silent Man noddedodawful noise,he said.Kind of like a cat.
No offense.

“None taken,” Rhiow said. “And then no sooner ksad delivered
her message than she went around the corner apty/siemished.”

That's the way it looked.
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Rhiow flicked an ear backward, then forward, cdasng. “There’s a
place we need to visit as well, then,” she sé&Wle may be able to throw
some light on where she came from, or where shé.\ven

She sat up. “Perhaps we might make your home ag& for a short
time while we conduct our investigations?” Rhicas “Sheba’s told us
the ground rules: we won't seem different to yoeighbors from any of the
other People who visit you here. And we won’t daeryour hospitality.”
Will we, ‘Ruah?

Urruah half-closed his eyes and let his glance wasilewise.
Officially this was “strategic aversion”, a gestufeagreement or
conciliation to a more senior or dominant Persoa pride. But Rhiow
noted in combined amusement and annoyance thdtréwion in which
Urruah’s eyes slid included the food dishes outhenterrace...which turned
the gesture into more what aehhifwould have thought of as an eyeroll.

The Silent Man naturally noticed nothing of thiéou kidding?he
said.l'd prefer you stayed. That way | can test whetjarre still so
voluble when I'noff the pills. Hang around just as long as you like.

“One thing, though,” Hwaith said. “The writingy just did —
Cousin, would it be intruding to ask what your net& in the story is?”

You mean, besides seeing it happen in front of e Silent Man
stretched, leaned back in the chair again and dateearmsThis town is all
about surfaced)e saidAnd light. The light of day, and what shows when
the flashbulbs pop. When something pokes throwsgiiface — or else only
puts in an appearance at night, when the light'srpand the things come
out that can’t stand daylight or publicity — thératattracts my attention.
It's been that way for me for a long time now, amalybe it's a bad habit.
But it's a hard one to break, this late in the day.

Urruah stood up and stretched too, giving therfiMan an
approving look. “l think we have something in coomthere,” he said.
“Night’s our time. Though we’re not beyond huntimgdaylight when the
circumstances call for it.”

“Which is a business we should be about,” Rhiawl.s*“If you have
a map, and can show us the places from which tdg ireBlack appeared
and then disappeared, we’ll go have a look.”

Why waste time with mapdhe Silent Man said, pushing back from
his desk.I'll show you myself.

Rhiow stood up as thehhifdid. Well, she said, a little concerned,
we wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble --
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Besides, might be smart to have some cover. Y@uagumt just go
parading around down there by yourselves, after#ilere are people and
dogs and traffic...

“Oh,” Urruah said, putting his whiskers forwardamusement,
“dogs... | wouldn’t worry about the dogs. In fact, if | vethem/)'d worry -

Could you cut out the tom stuff for a momeRftiow said silently
“Actually,” she said aloud, “though your concelmes you credit, you
needn’t worry: no one’s going to see us unlessvamet them to.”

You mean you can vanish or something?

“Urruah?” Rhiow said.

Urruah, his whiskers forward, jumped down from dlesk, turned
around to face the Silent Man, and then took a stégways, sidling as he
did so. He took his time about it, and went sadazontrol the effect that his
face, set in what an ehhif used for a grin, lindes#ghtly longer than the
rest of him before it disappeared.

The Silent Man didn’t even blinlNow | know some people who'd
find that talent a whole lot too handye said, as Urruah slipped back into
visibility again. Probably better that the technique stays undemsra

“So you see,” Hwaith said, “we’ll have no pramle@voiding notice.”

Sure the Silent Man saidbut that has to take some effort.

“Well, it does,” Urruah said, “but—"*

And why should you bother? Everybody around heosvke Sheba.
She goes out with me all the time. Why wouldn'tshey some of her
chums along for a stroll on the Boulevard? NobodWidk twice. This is
Hollywood, and you’re with me.

Urruah began to purr so loudly that Rhiow was sseol the windows
didn’t rattle. “Cousin,” she said, “you’re kind tvant to save us trouble.”
She put her whiskers forward. “And | confess, h&fun...”

The Silent Man glanced at his watdiome on,he said.We’'ll go
down there, have a look around at the first cougslgour places, grab an
early lunch.

“But you've been out all night,” Rhiow said.

Couldn’t sleep now if | triedthe Silent Man saidBesides, now
you’'ve got me wondering about some things | miaséidst glance.
Wouldn’t mind asking a few more questions myseli. ¢an tell Sheba what
we’re planning, | take it?

“Of course,” Rhiow said. “I think she’ll be dehged.”

“It'll be something of a walk down to Hollywood drHighland — “
Hwaith said.
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Walk? The Silent Man looked at Hwaith with a cockeyedresgion.
Are youfrom here? Whawalksin LA?

And that was how they wound up being driven it lheart of
Hollywood in the back seat of a sky-blue 1941 bincContinental, by the
Silent Man himself.

lau only knows what the neighbors think of thishéy’re watching,
Rhiow thought as she and Urruah and Hwaith wandéogd the pathway
to the street in Sheba’s wake.

And when we’re talkingsaid the Silent Man, as he opened the car
door,no one’s going to be able to hear us?

“No one we don’t want to,” Urruah said. “You’llasmt to make sure
your mouth doesn’t move when you’re saying somethiinat’s all. We can
hear you subvocalizing just fine.”

The Silent Man shook his heaall right, then, he said.We’'ll go
down to where | saw her, have a quick look arodieen you'll let me know
what else you need. Everybody in...

Sheba, long used to the drill, leapt up inside @mted herself down
comfortably in the front seat, opposite the drigeside. “It's so much fun to
do this and know what'’s going to happen for a ckeéingheba said. “And
it's great to go down to town: everybody’s goingntiake a big fuss over us.
Now | know that leather back there is slippery, toytnot to sink your claws
in any deeper than you need to on the curves. Yanitaave to hang on
very hard: he’s a careful driver...”

Rhiow jumped up into the broad back seat and ld@eund her with
surprise. Rhiow’s experience elihifmechanical transport until now had
been limited to the occasional New York cab, whendwnehhifhad taken
her to the vet for checkups and so forth. But tb@amy solidity took her by
surprise, and the luxury of the fittings: they wesal leather, real wood.
Rhiow was, however, also surprised by some of thisgionsNo seat
belts?she said silently to Urruah, as he and Hwaith jedpp behind her,
and the Silent Man shut the doblave they repealed the laws of physics on
the highways here?

Urruah’s tail was waving from side to side as &edown beside her.
It took theehhif a little while to wrap their brains around the amapt of
auto safetyUrruah said.Or that they would have to pay more for it. I'll
grant you, these cars aren’t as safe as the onesiiaénd of time. But
they’re handsomer...
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For her own part, Rhiow would happily enough haxehanged any
amount of handsomeness for the knowledge thatdbapants of the car she
was riding in weren’t about to be thrown all oviee place if something hit
it. But as the Silent Man got into the driver’s setarted the car up and
pulled away from his house, she felt a little re@asd: he seemed to be
driving very slowly indeed.

“Can’t be doing more than twenty-five miles an hdWJrruah said
under his breath. “Looks like we’re riding with seame who actually takes
the local speed limit seriously....”

And it seemed that he was right. After a minutemras they turned a
corner, Rhiow relaxed enough to stand up on het leigs and put her
forepaws up against the bottom of the rear windbve car slid down yet
another street lined with broad sidewalks and h®sséwell back from the
street behind well-watered green lawns, then tug@écnother corner.

Even the house-lined streets they’d been in aoiv were fairly
wide: now they had come out on a wide boulevartltdaked at least as
broad as a New York avenue. It was lined with lawdings, mostly shops
and stores and the occasional hotel or bank or offiee building.

“Oh, nowlook at this,” Urruah said, in the kind of voice oneuid
normally reserve for suddenly seeing something-eagbeauty or wonder..
He had somehow managed to get the back windowsside open; and
now he was sticking his head out of it, staringahething they were
passing. Rhiow dropped to the seat again and lookedto the other side of
the car, seeing what looked like a long red bus.

“It's a hRhed Khart’ Urruah said. “Oh, lau, thank you for letting me
see this!”

Rhiow was tempted to simply squeeze her eyesasttustop
watching: Urruah was so far beyond delight at tloen@ant that she
suspected he was on the point of letting his torfigyein the air like douff.
All she could do was put her whiskers forward at sfght of the amused
ehhif looking down at him from the “Red Car”, whithurned out was no
bus, but some sort of trolley that slid demurelgtgaem on rails. Rhiow sat
down by Hwaith and said quietly, “Cousin, you'vat ¢o forgive him: he
does believe so deeply in complete cultural imnoersi”

Hwaith’s whiskers were forward too. “Rhiow, iti®t a problem,” he
said. “Where would our tourist industry be withooirists?” The Red Car
glided away in a splendor of sunlit crimson, andudh was already craning
his neck to look at something else.
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Hwaith, for his part, was looking thoughtfullytae back of the Silent
Man’s headAbout a hundred things you didn’t say to him jusivn Hwaith
said silently.

What...about the strictly spiritual side of thingg®Bably it's wiser
to keep our conversations with the Whisperer otth@€hhif public domain
for the moment. He’s a hard-headed one, the Sitamt: but | wouldn’t
stretch that hardness too far just yet.

And what about his “Lady in Black?” You have sosaspicions
about what she might be, | think. What are you g¢mtell him about her?
Or should | say “it?”

Rhiow’s eyes widened, and her tail lashed. Hwadtti uickly
reached one of her own conclusions, one she vechmaped was more
pessimistic than the realityll bite that rat’s throat when we’ve caught it,
she saidEspecially since there are almost too many susps;iat this
point...and even the Whisperer didn’t sound as ifeeager to see the
worst of them vindicated.

But will She, though? That's the question.

The unnerved sound of Hwaith’s thought made RHamk at him
with some concernlhis part of the world Hwaith saidhas its own
peculiarities. Plenty of wizards, to be sure. Bwdre are old powers and
influences here that can bubble up without warniagd.when they do, it
can take considerable intervention to quiet themvrdagain.He looked out
the window, blinking, as if the light suddenly betad him.That's how my
predecessor on the gates went; old Fu’ahh. He skennbto a sinkhole in
the hills — a pool of old power that had gone liwngesponse to something
someehhif had stirred upHwaith’s tail was lashing now, and his eyes had
gone veiled over an expression of anger and pdenever did find out
what caused that flareup...

We might nowRhiow said,f we keep our eyes open, and watch what
we do.

Hwaith gave her such a look of naked gratitudé Rraow hardly
knew where to look, except awalhere’s something | hadn’t known. How
lonely has he been since he lost his mentor? Dedkihk it's his fault
somehow? This may complicate things...

The car slowed, stopped. Rhiow looked up and auh#arest
window, and was glad to see a distraction: a seamg shape rearing up
behind one of the buildings on the south side efttbulevard, near the
middle of the block. It made her think of the tepél of the Empire State
Building, marooned by itself on the ground and lagkrather out of place.
Urruah caught her glance. “A radio tower?” he said



THE BIG MEOW / Duane -- 12

What? That monstrosity? Not a chance. Look atiteed it. That's
the hot new thing...or so they tell us. Televisibhe Silent Man shook his
head.

Urruah staredReally? Surely it's too — oww!

He turned and looked over his shoulder at Rhiolag Wad just
reached up and stuck a claw in his butt. She nauddver eyes at hinY.ou
were just about to tell him some of the future? 'Dget carried away here!

Too what?the Silent Man said.

“Uh, sorry. Too small for a TV antenna?” Urrualdsa

The Silent Man laughed that hissing laugh agdiw”’, he said.

Cute. Too small, though? This one screws up the Ekgyline more than
somewhat as it is. Paramount had a heck of a tieteng the city to give
them permission for the thing — but finally they tp@ir way. Though
whether they’ll be glad about that in ten yearspwdows? There’s maybe
three hundred television receiver sets in LA. Mdshem belong to people
with a lot of money. What do you expect when otigeathings costs a
hundred bucks? The rest are homemade — one afatientission
companies that was trying to start up actually maibut flyers to people
with instructions on how to build their own receweDon’t know what kind
of takeup they got.

The Silent Man shrugged as the signal changed ampaited the
sedan into the intersection for a right turthink W6XYZ there is just a loss
leader: Paramount’s using it to get more attentfonits movies. They've
been trying to get a commercial license for theviserfor years now, but the
government’s had a whole lot of other things tokhabout. Now that the
war’s over, though -- You ask me, the radio pebphlee been greasing some
palms in Washington to keep things just the way #ne. Don’'t see why
they’re worried, thoughHe smiled one of those cynical smiles that Rhiow
was already getting used to the sight ¥fho’d sit home squinting at a
blurry movie on one of those little dinky tubes mwiieu can go for a night
out with your doll and see it in a beautiful gildedture palace? And the
only other thing they’re talking about doing onetakion is some kind of
program with a host interviewing people. They'rdling it a ‘talk show’.
Who's going to spend a hundred bucks on a boxtisashows people
sitting around talking?

“Who indeed,” Rhiow said. She glanced over audiragain.Are
you settled down a little, now? Can yoleaseremember what decade
you're in?

Uh, yeah. But, Rhi -Urruah climbed carefully onto the back of the
front seat, balancing there next to the brim of$ilent Man’s hat and
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peering forward through the windshield. Then h@iempwn into the front
seat beside Sheb&ur guy here is really enjoying talking to someone
without having to run it through paper first. Bigepes, or little ones...

Yes,Rhiow said| gathered thatThere was something else about his
tone that was jogging her memory. The Silent Mawise reminded her of
the way laehh sounded, some evenings, when soneagoé from work
called him: as if he wanted to keep them talkingt plae mere business at
hand — the sound of someone afraid of the sildmatewould eventually fall,
a silence that had once had another voice in W, mo longer to be heard
except in memoryAnd even memory fades...

Here we gosaid the Silent Mani/e’ll park here and walk oveHe
pulled up to the curb, killed the engine, and séepput of the car, opening
the back door on the curb side for the rear-sesdqragers.

Rhiow and Hwaith jumped down onto the sidewalk stwbd there,
glancing around them, as the Silent Man reachéd get Sheba out, and
Urruah followed. “This is where it happened?” daad.

“This is it,” said the Silent Man, settling Shetxamfortably on his
shoulder. He headed up to the corner, and stofhyeed.t

Rhiow and the others followed him, pausing to gaaward at the
astonishing structure that took up what had totbeast the next half of this
block of Hollywood Boulevard and reached well batdéng Highland.
“This,” Rhiow said to Hwaith, “...is a hotel?”

“One of the better ones,” Hwaith said.

It occurred to Rhiow that taking it all in was ggito require some
time. But then I'm used to New York hotels. Relativelglsbuildings, in
terms of the space they take up on a block...antivela sedateWhereas it
seemed that the only thing this building’s arcHitesd lacked was sedation.
The place was a complex vista of white stucco addite, with a confusion
of terraces and porticoes and awnings and cupathgeen what appeared
to be a couple of dome-topped bell towers. Theteis and balconies on
the Boulevard side were set back from the street tyuple of sidewalks’
width of plantings, and sheltered — if that waswloed for a building so
exhibitionistic — by a row of fine tall palm trees.

Quite something, huh®aid the Silent Man.

“Unique,” Rhiow said, putting her whiskers forward

“Spanish Revival, they call it,” Hwaith said toruah as they stood
there gazing up at the little tiled portico thatlséred the entry to the
Hollywood Hotel’s bar.

Revival?Rhiow thought. . .Possibly because it fainted after they woke
it up the first time, and it saw what had happeteed...? She waved her
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tail in a gesture of irony that she hoped woulddse¢ on a watchinghhif,
and regarded the portico. HOLLYWOOD HOTEL CORNERjgn above
it proclaimed, as if seriously thinking it coulddedine the nearby
Intersection in its own terms. “So this is wheogiyxame out,” Rhiow said,
“and saw the Lady in Black...”

This is the spot.

“Good,” Rhiow said, as she caught sight of tw@bmostly-white
shapes coming along toward them under the palra.tiidesy were looking
at Rhiow with interest, and slight confusioBightseeing, Rhi@ne of them
said silently. And out in the open? We done here already?

Arhu’s tone was surprisingly edgy, in marked castrto the sound of
it just a couple of hours ago. Siffha’h was walkogte close to him, a kind
of body language that Rhiow had started to rec@gagsuggesting that she
was troubled by her brother’s rattled state.

Not just yetRhiow said Granted, the situation looks unusual, but
bear with me for the moment. We've turned up sanggethteresting with
this ehhif’'s help. Some kind of apparition was out here beflanen...
possibly even a revenant. But the only ones whatsaereehhif. We need
a better look.

Arhu glanced curiously up at the Silent Man as e @iffha’h came
strolling up to the group and paused at the coff@rhis own part, the
Silent Man looked at them almost without surpridere of your people,
Blackie? he said to Rhiow.

“The younger members of our team,” Rhiow saichi§Tone, Arhu, is
gifted in a particular way that will be helpful is. He sees what's going to
be...”

“Which is useful,” Arhu said, “but sometimes rast useful as seeing
what’s been.” He looked over at Rhiow. “How londdre dawn did this
apparition turn up?”

“Maybe two hours before the Eye came up?” Rhiow saHwaith.
He waved his tail “yes.” “Four AM, ashhifreckon it. See what you can
See.”

“Got to do something about this traffic first,"iffBa’h said, and sat
down at the corner, looking out at the intersection

All the traffic lights promptly turned yellow, artten red.

Nowthat'sa gift,said the Silent Man, as the traffic in all four
directions came to a halt.

Arhu sidled himself and wandered out into the sdetion. “Give me
five minutes,” he said.
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The Silent Man watched with interes, backing ujetn against one
side of the tiled portico, like orghhifcasually waiting to meet another. On
his shoulder, Sheba settled herself down with barsgpressed together, and
closed her eyefon't think you'll have that longsaid the Silent Man,
shaking his head as he looked for any sign of whAene had goneThey’ll
start jumping the lights...

“l wouldn’t bet on it,” Siffha’h said, and closdukr eyes.

A sudden odd silence fell over the intersectioalbthe cars’
electrical systems failed in unison, for perhapsila in every direction.

The silence didn’t last more than a few momerit@raund the traffic
lights, drivers started getting out of their cguglling the vehicles’ hoods
open, staring into the complex innards in compbeteusement, and (in
some cases) exercising their vocabularies mostiveéa But Arhu paid
them no mind. In mid-intersection, he sat himselivd, curled his tail
around his toes, and stared in an unfocused-lookagat the cracked
concrete there.

Rhiow didn’t have anything of the Eye herself, tua watching
wizard, the influences involved in its use couldalrely be glimpsed. For
a few seconds, the imagery of previous hours whha®und Arhu as he felt
about with his mind for the specific moments oftgase that were needed.
He overshot a bit at first. Filmy cars seemed toaver or through him at
high speed, gauzy pedestrians jittered back and iothe background; the
memories of recent days and nights alternatelylighted or shadowed
Arhu. He didn’t move, not even his tail twitchiragg the imagery faded,
went unchangingly dark around him. And then he é&mblap, gazing down
Hollywood Boulevard.

“There,” Arhu said.

They watched her come, moving through and padbtieé here-and-
now traffic jam as if it wasn't there: but thenaag last night, it hadn’t
been. Down the white line she came, exactly asridbest The revenant was
a thin, pale apparition in the broad sunlight of,dand hard to see; but there
was no mistaking her. She was tall and elegandgsrd and empty-eyed,
walking with a stately and icy precision, her egesming fixed on some
goal that the people around her had given up thgt to see. The
expression of cold-set scorn on the quekhH’sface, and the feeling of
revulsion and rejection that flowed from her, g&reow a chill down her
back.

She glanced up and saw with some surprise thaitblet Man'’s eyes
were fixed, not on Arhu or the traffic jam, but tleemembered vision of the
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night before.But then he was herd&hiow thought.That alone could make
it possible for him to see an induced recurrence.

Possibly feeling Rhiow’s regard on him, the Silstatn glanced
down at herThat's a good trickhe said softly.

“We’ll see if it's going to be good enough,” Rhimsaid. Closer and
closer the vision came, straight down the white,lwalking right through
one of the liveehhifwho was standing with his hands on his hips aadngt
at his stalled car in disgust. He got an odd ldle&tehhif and he shivered
all over: in the mid-morning warmth, he took of Inat and mopped his
brow as if suddenly sweating cold.

On the Lady in Black came, and stepped out intarttezsection.
Another second or three and she would walk rigldugh Arhu. But he
looked up, catching her eyes with his: and in mepshe froze where she
was.

In that instant the vision went sharp, clear antt.daround her the
pavement went black and wet; beyond her, nightsamgbtlights could be
seen. Rhiow didn’t move, for fear of distractinghér But she looked
closely at the Lady in Black. Ashhifwent, Rhiow suspected that this
particular queen would be considered extremely tifeduy et there was
also something strange about her, a sense thphyfsécal form she wore
was as relatively unimportant as some item of ahgth

Rhiow looked harder, as Arhu was doing. He hadegadpp now and
stretched himself, and was walking around the cueddrif. Perhaps Rhiow
caught a touch of his examination more directlyynfor as she looked at
theehhif'sshape, inside it, only half-seen, some odd foessr®d to twist
and writhe. What's going on thereRhiow wondered, her ears starting to
go backlt's as if —

She’s not really thereArhu said silently, pausing to look up at the
woman-shape from behind. He was bristling, the diaihis back all spiked
up, and his tail was starting to flufsood guess. No scent, Rhi. She’s a
shell. She’s been soulsplit.

Rhiow growled softly in her throat, angry and urveel to have her
and Hwaith’s suspicions independently confirmedew ways did exist to
denature a body’s connection to its soul whileltbdy was still living — not
exactly a severance, but the next best thing, eliegthe soul from passing
along the consequences of its actions to the boghich it belonged. All
these methods were dangerous, and except undespecific
circumstances, all of them were illegal for wizatdsise, either on other
beings or on themselves. There were, of coursee sways besides wizardry
to produce the same effects. Either way, the hagesctitioners tended not
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to stay alive long enough to spread informationualloe techniques very
widely. But where soulsplitting was being employ#tire were also usually
other closely affiliated abuses of power to be thand all of them were
favorite tools of Sa’'rrahh’s, when the Lone Oneutflat she could trick
some poor mortal creature into using them.

Is her body still alive, do you think?waith said.

Don’t know,Arhu said. Shesure doesn’t care. This soul's completely
taken up with thoughts of what she’s warning us fystanders aboutHis
tail was lashingAnd she’s enjoying the thoughts, let me tell ybe. 1gally
hates everyone and everything here, and she judtwait to see this whole
state fall right off into the Pacific.

Rhiow hardly found that surprising. Many beings wimgerwent
soulsplitting did so because they thought thatréibeg the soul from the
body while still scheduled to be alive would allttvem access to some
“higher”, purer, less emotion-dominated state ohgeBut all too often
matters went the other way entirely, usually beedhs creature initiating
the split didn’t fully understand the deeper reacbkthe relationship
between soul and body -- the way the physical sfdxistence acted as a
check on the less safe or sane urges of a splirt@tnected, however
tenuously, to physical timeflow and its consequenéehu, Rhiow said, is
it safe to query her? For us, and for her connattm her body? Whatever
state that might be in...

Arhu walked back around in front of the Lady in &8tawatching her
closely, and sat down agalim holding this revenance out of the timeflow
for the momenthe saidlt’'s probably safe enough to ask her a few
guestions. But | can't keep Seeing her this waydiog: and even if | could,
it might not be smart. Something else is watchegtdo, Rhi. Whatever it
IS, it's inside time, and shouldn’t have any peto@pof this frozen moment.
But I'd rather not press my luck.

All right. Ask her: who is the Great Old One?

Arhu said nothing aloud, merely looked at the queleinif's
apparition. She spoke no word in response, movedtrall. But at a long
chilly remove, as if it were being bounced baclktigh several stages of
some immaterial relay, the answer caie:is the one from outside, older
than all Gods: their inverse, dwelling in the Vokde is the darkness before
any word, and the silence into which all words sgokust die. He is the
End.

Rhiow licked her nose. Urruah, now sitting by heoked out at
Arhu. Ask her, Urruah saidyho is the Black Leopard?
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Another long silence: longer this time, Rhiow thbtgHe is
Tepeyollotl Night-Eater, Lord of the Beasts of fr&k, the answer came
back,who is called into time to devour all things: amcdthe darkness
beyond time and timelessness he will return whieis devoured. He is the
Herald of the End.

Rhiow and Urruah looked at each other. Each ahtbeuld feel the
Whisperer, silent for the moment, listening throdigéir ears and minds: and
they could feel the tension in Her as if it wereitltown.

Rhi, Arhu said, can you feel something in this neighborhood watghin
this? Not that close by. Not actually taking arenetst as yet. But it might —

Urruah looked out at the intersection, his tail imgwsiowly from side
to side, his ears dowAsk her, what is the meaning of the sacrifice ezt
been made?

An even longer pause this tim#.is the opening of the way into the
realities that are fouled with life. It is life dl@d out to enable the entry of
the Great Old One into the worlds he will rule ahestroy. It is the
beginning of the End.

Rhiow stared at Urruah, the fur going up on hekbaas, on some
other level of reality, the Whisperer’'s was doirdnd Hwaith, standing by
Rhiow and Urruah now, looked out at Arh&sk her, he said: where did
you die?

Rhiow looked at Hwaith in shock. And this timerd&vas no delay
whatever in the answet.have not died. | can never die! Yet | am doné& wit
the world of bodies, one with the Black One forgsafe in His darknesslt
was almost a shout of triumph, the first answedimgl any passion that this
image of the Lady in Black had produced. Yet — thase fear in that voice,
too?

-- and beneath it, so faint that Rhiow’s ears tiett forward as if to
hear it better, a faint desperate cry like the mafvd kitten trapped down a
sewer: Laurel —

And the fur abruptly stood up all over Arhithat's enoughhe said,
hurriedly backing away from the Lady in Black. @ instant, the rainy
night that had seemed to cling about her was ¢geine was a ghost again,
pale in the hot sunlight, and moving again, wallalogvn the centerline of
Hollywood Boulevard, past them, around the coraed up Highland past
the Silent Man’s blue car. And then she was gone.

Arhu made his way back to the sidewalk and sat dibere, still
sidled. He started washing, and it was very muelcttmposure-washing of
someone eager to put himself to rights before #tdif guest could see
him.
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What happened thereRwaith said.

Arhu paused in his washing and shook his heafisasrieone had
clouted him upside the edihatever was listening...all of a sudden started
listening a whole lot harder. If it'’d heard much rapit could have realized
who was looking at it, and from when. Not sometkvwegvant anyone to
know right now, I'd think.

He was unnerved. Rhiow put her head down, bumpadswith him,
though she was unsure how much reassurance shetadyloffer Arhu in a
situation like this: she was unnerved enough her&&u did right,she said.
There’s another spot we need to look at, down titeets but it can wait a
little.

No, Arhu said.No, I'm all right. He shook his head hard, so that his
ears rattled: when he looked up, a little of tbenmal insouciance was back.

This soulsplitHwaith said. How long ago would you say it
happened?

Arhu’s tail twitched with uncertaintydard to say. That soul could
last have been in a body as long as...two, maybe theeks back —

Around the time the earthquakes started, perhags/ith said.

Arhu looked at him thoughtfullyCould be said Arhu.lt'll take a
little more checking to find out. We’ll need tolggck up the hill and have
another look at that spot where the gate’s tryiagdot. | didn’t have any
idea, the first time, that we were going to fint ttonnection...

Rhiow sat down by Siffha’h and tried to keep hendoristling under
control. Wonderful, she thoughtAnother problem we didn’t neeBor now
the question arose: had the Lady in Black invokeslinsavory state of
existence of her own free will, or had she hadighed on her? If she had,
she had to be helped out of it. If the soulspld baen her own idea, she still
had to be offered the opportunity to remake thacghdssuming her body
Isn’t already quietly decomposing somewhere upénhills,Rhiow thought,
or being digested inside any number of coyotes. Whu's name de&hhif
seem so eager to do this kind of thing to themselve

Meanwhile, here they all stood in the sunshineh weehhifof the
past going about their business in their fat ssitiching cars, and in the big
red trolleys that passed by with a cheerful clargfdyells when pedestrians
threatened to get in its way, or some auto turredsa an intersection in a
trolley’s path. The fronds on the palm trees offtteir right rustled and
glinted in the sun, and everything nonetheless sderary unreal...
especially with the direct experience of the Whisps unease just a few
minutes before. Rhiow let out a long breath. “Cané she said to Arhu,
“get yourself unsidled: we've got to work out whatdo next. Sifftha’h — “
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Siffha’h glanced down the road. Barely a secoter Jane of the
engines in one of the cars some ways back in #ifiectjam turned over.
Other drivers, noticing, got back into their carghin moments, more and
more engines were revving all up and down the road.

Siffha’h got up then, stretched, and turned anlkedaaway from the
intersection. Behind her, the lights changed tegrand gradually traffic on
Hollywood Boulevard started moving again. Behin@ of the palm trees,
Arhu came out of invisibility and wandered out ¢mjthe others.

The Silent Man watched him as Siffha’h went owebtimp noses
with him. So would someone tell me what that was all abdgaid.

Rhiow was trying to figure out just how to do thatd how much to
tell. “Half a moment,” she said. “l still have finish debriefing our two
youngsters. Was there somewhere else we were sty

Down by the Chinese — that other address you weegdsted in. It's
only a block or so.

“Let’s head down there, then,” Rhiow said.

They walked down Hollywood Boulevard, past thenfege of the
hotel. It was a pleasant stroll in the sunshind,@mnusing enough because
of theehhifthey passed, who looked with utter fascinatiometimes with
laughter, at the procession: the little man inpaygray with a white cat
riding on his shoulder, surrounded by a bodygué&rfdur more — the gray
tabby in the lead, two black cats and a small wtaleco-patched tom
strolling on either side of him, and another caliaiched white bringing up
the rear. Cars on the Boulevard, having been gigiill for the better part of
fifteen minutes, now actually slowed down agaimvedch them all pass by.
Rhiow flirted her tail in wry comment as they matbeir way along the
Hollywood Hotel’'s palm-lined front terraces. To Arkhe saidNow tell me:
what did you find up by Laurel and Highland Trdikt left you so on edge?

The gate’s sunk a root there, all righfrhu said, silentBut not deep:
not yet. He sounded unusually grim.

Then what'’s the trouble?

Someone died there, Rhi. Amhif. Not long ago.

Siffha’h came up alongside her twin and put hdraaer his back as
they walked.The gate-root was tunneling straight down into vehtinat life
spilled,she said,sure as a seedling drilling down for water.

Spilled? Rhiow said Actual bloodshed?

Siffha’h wrinkled her nose in disgust and distré¢s.question. A
Person with no nose could have smelled it.

And a Person with the EyArhu said,could see it.
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That explained Arhu’s grimness well enough. Nearlyrdered with
his littermates when hardly more than a few wed#sArhu’s relationship
with death was a thorny one, and probably woultbbsome lives yet: that
kind of trauma could take a good while to move tigte. And --

Laurel, Rhiow said. She said “Laurel” --

Arhu looked at her, both angry and confusBib, he said.No matter
what she says, I'm not sure the Lady in Black adlyadead. And anyway,
she’s not the one | saw killed.

Rhiow stared at himAre you sure?

The Eye doesn’t lie: not when it's looking backrkard’'s another
story. The deadhhifup on Laurel was a tom But he still looked
confusedTrouble is, Rhi...what we all saw, just now, stiledisito me of
that death up the hill.

They all walked on to the next intersection, whtwesidewalk bent
around a gardeny area marking the end of the lsgtedperty.l could make
the predictable joke about tongussjd the Silent Man, glancing down
Orchid Street to see if any traffic was comiBgt you’d probably thank me
not to. What did Patches here find?

“We think,” Rhiow said, “perhaps a murder.”

Is that so.

Rhiow looked up in surprise at the sudden intemszest in the Silent
Man’s voice. His eyes were on her, and they wedelenly much more alert
than they had been.

“It's early to tell, yet,” Urruah said from whehe'd fallen in beside
Rhiow. “Always a mistake to start theorizing b&fgou’ve finished
examining the evidence carefully....”

The Silent Man smiledAnother student of the Mastehe said.Well,
this makes the spot we’re about to visit a littlereninteresting.

“Why?” Rhiow said.

But the Silent Man just shook his head as thegsad Orchid. Rhiow
wasn’t given much time to press the issue, fohag tame up onto the curb
of the far corner, Urruah stood stock still for ament at something he
saw...then broke into a run. Tourists and businesplpamd casual strollers
on that sidewalk looked with surprise or amusera¢ftite big gray tabby
that ran helter-skelter down among them, stopprfgant of what seemed
from this end of the street to be some kind ofdrgpty plaza. Urruah stood
staring into that space as intently as if it weyee kind of delicatessen.

The Silent Man glanced down at Rhiow, a wry lodlell me he’s a
film fan, he said, in the tone of @mhifnow prepared to believe just about
anything.
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“There are a fair number of us,” Hwaith said. ‘dddhan you might
suspect...”

The Silent Man reached up to rub Sheba behinddheas they
walked after UrruahNow why in the world would you be interested in the
movies?

“Because we appreciate a good story as much adgdidwaith
said. “Even when it’s full of all that boring humatuft.”

The Silent Man looked just briefly nonplussed. Ahd glance
Hwaith threw Rhiow then was so wicked that, despé@econcerned mood,
she still had to stifle a laugh. She was still wiogkat retaining her
composure by the time they all caught up with Ungua rather, with the
spot where he had been standing.

There before them lay a wide space filled witlarsgye differently-
colored patches of concrete. Curved walls deconatédfanciful-looking
flowery sculptures embraced this forecourt on eiiiée, ending in two
archways peaked with odd prickly-topped towers;heaas sheathed in
greened copper, and flared up into peculiar sprkyaos. At the rear of the
concrete-filled plaza were bronze doors guarded byguple of huge statues
of what Rhiow at first took to bleouiff -- though there was something
leonine about them as well, so that she was sthang®inded of the statues
of Hhu'au and Sef outside the New York Public LilgraAbove the doors,
done on a huge plaque of gray stone, was a magsilneg carving of some
kind of fireworm; and above it all, borne up onalecolored columns, rose
yet another high sloping copper roof with yet mgpey ironmongery
cornices at the corners.

Rhiow looked around for Urruah, expecting to see daimongst the
ehhiftourists, dawdling among the footprints he'd tbkt about earlier. But
he was out of sight.

“Sidled,” Hwaith said over her shoulder. He waghti a moment
later, Rhiow caught sight of Urruah under one efltige dog-beasts, the
one on the left-hand side of the doors. He hathéal down, sniffing at the
concrete, and his striped tail jerked once or tvaiedf in distaste. Then
Urruah straightened, sneezed, and turned to walk tmethe waiting group.

“Blood,” Urruah said to Rhiow, and looked up tigbtfully at the
Silent Man. Ehhif blood. Absolutely no mistaking it.”

The Silent Man nodded slowhAbout two weeks agdie saidlt was
the middle of the night when they found the bdtig. management were
keen to cover it up. They were worried it'd be badbusiness.

“Two weeks would match the dating on the merelygitsl scent,”
Urruah said. He looked at Arhu.
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Arhu, though, had his ears back in what for hins waather uneasy
expression: and he looked over at Rhiow. “Rhi,réither not do an in-
depth search here right now. I'd be nervous thatteker was starting to pay
attention to me a few minutes ago might have mbies attention drawn
here. That could make trouble for us later.”

“And he’s tired,” Siffha’h said, and bristled @truah. “Leave it till
later.”

“Wait a minute, I'm nothattired! It’s just that — *

Siffha’h cuffed Arhu in the head, claws in. “Dogitve me that!

Didn’t you just tell me that — “

“Never mind what | told you, would you just stop mmying me?”

“It's not mommying to —

The yowling, quiet as it was, was beginning to deamused looks
from some of thehhifaround. “Arhu,” Rhiow said. “SifEnough.”

Fortunately they knew that tone of voice, and seapBoth of them
immediately sat down and started washing, thoughffarent directions.

Maybe we need a breatke Silent Man said.promised you folks
lunch. How about it, babeMe reached up again to rub Sheba behind the
ears.

Sheba reached out and patted his cheek with ome“Pad he just say
the food word?” she said. “Tell him we shouldtgdhe place with the
wooden back room and the table with the window!”

Rhiow passed this on. The Silent Man grinn8te’s got tastehe
said.Let’s go back the way we came. It's a few blockhiéun on: we don't
need the car.

He led the way at a brisk walk: and all the Pedgll in behind him
at a trot, amused by the attention of ¢éifthey passed, but refusing to
acknowledge it. Rhiow, behind the Silent Man, githover at Urruah as he
caught up with her. “Don’t say it,” he said.

“What?”

“I was fanboying.”

“For the ten seconds you spent over it,” Rhiow sé&not Aaurh
Herself could have chastised you. So | was hardigggto start.” She
glanced down Orchid as they crossed it and madewlg past the
Hollywood Hotel again. “Besides, | felt sorry fooy.”

He looked at her in surprise. “What? Why?”

“Well, the circumstances weren’t exactly optimaére they? The
first time you see this place in the flesh, and lzaue to be all business?
You'd have liked to get right down and roll arounrd that concrete, all over
those famoughhifs’ pawprints. Don’t deny it.”
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His whiskers were twitching. “Well...” he said.

Hwaith had come up on Rhiow’s other side: he gtéanaver at
Urruah. “When we’ve got our business sorted olig’said, “we’ll come
back here and I'll introduce you to the backstagsvd.” He put his
whiskers forward. “And the queens.”

Urruah gave him a sidelong lookTHoughtl caught a few ladies’
scents up front...”

Rhiow walked a little slower and let the two todigt ahead together
to talk shop: though she didn’'t miss the glance idwtirew her way as she
dropped backA nice young tomshe thought, mulling over again what he’'d
mentioned about the loss of his mentbguess | see why he might have
seemed a little nervous to start with...especiall Wie circumstances
being, again, not exactly optimal. But he’s workingll right. She paused,
as the others did, at the corner of Highland antiyiwood: in front of them,
as Siffha’h’s tall flirted idly, the lights changedth near-unseemly haste.

Across the road they started passing more noroakitig buildings
than the concrete-forecourted theater and thadmstrhotel. Shops and
stores, the occasional granite-faced bank; andgtédenly, without
warning, the smell of roasted meat occurred as ¢heye up to a wooden
storefront with square-paned windows. Rhiow’s rmduggan to water as
the Silent Man opened the door and held it forRkeple to walk in.

| will not run, I will notrun, Rhiow thought: but she didn't loiter,
either. Inside the door it was very dark and cooimpared to the rapidly
warming day outside: and everything smelled of mead fish, and smoke.
The floor was of wood, and all the walls were padelvith rows of tables
and benches covered in red leather, and a couniter the right-hand side.
Just in front of where the Silent Man stood wascaden podium, and
behind it stood a tall baldinghhifin a suit.

“And who'’s this functionary?” Rhiow said.

“It's a maitre d’,;” Urruah said. “He tells thehhifwhere to sit.”

Theehhif'sexpression didn’t look like that of anyone whoreed
about to issue orders, though, once he set eydsedilent Man. “Well,
good afternoon, Mr. Runyon!” theaitre d’ said. “And the lovely Miss
Sheba as well. So nice to have you.”

“It's so nice to be recognized,” Sheba said todthers, over the
Silent Man’s back. “Once they get to know you hiey’re very good. Wait
till you see — “

“—But we don’t often have the pleasure for seating for lunch,”
said themaitre d* “it’s just as well you got here early. Would yptefer to
be at the counter today, or your usual table?”
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The Silent Man shook his head, reached into hi&kgioand came out
with a small notepad and pen. On the pad he sedbddmething quickly,
held it up. Rhiow craned her neck to see.

GOT MORE COMPANY TODAY. SIDE TABLE BACK ROOM?

The maitre d’ peered to either side of the SiMan, briefly confused.
Down by his feet, though, Rhiow looked up and spusk, loudly enough to
attract arehhif’'sattention, “Meow.”

The maitre d’ looked down in great surprise atd®hi- then saw,
behind her, Urruah and Hwaith and Arhu and Siffhalhsitting around the
Silent Man’s feet, looking absently in various ditens and wearing the
universal expression of bored people waiting ie.lin

“Well, my goodness,” the maitre d’ said. “This vidgpossibly be
Miss Sheba’s fan club?”

The Silent Man grinned, scribbled on the pad aggped the page,
held it up. VISITING TALENT FROM OUT OF TOWN. GOTNEOUGH
CHAIRS?

Themaitre d’ allowed himself a slight smile as the door betihem
opened. “I'm certain we can manage. How many meénus?

“Is there room for one more?” came a female v@iom behind them.

The Silent Man turned, and his eyes widened ${igBb did those of
themaitre d’.

In through the restaurant door came undulatiradl slender figure in
red, her raven hair coiled up loosely under a viadesmed red hat that
slouched down over one eye. Rhiow, catching theragle, put her
whiskers forward, then glanced up at thaitre d’and the Silent Man as the
lady in red paused before thaitre d's podium.

“Rrrrrrowrrrr,” Urruah said, amused, and not particularly uridser
breath.

Ewwwwww! Arhu said silently. Interspeciasuff! You ardoeyond
perverse.

“I'm so sorry to be late,” Helen said to the 8&ti&an, “but | took a
wrong turn on the way here.” From those dark elfeten gave thenaitre
d’ a look that could have been described as “smaigéii it hadn’t been so
amused.

The Silent Man glanced down at Rhiow. Without nmgvhis lips, he
said,Are you going to tell me thétis lady’s in your organization too?

“Yes,” Rhiow said, amused.

Where do | join’he said. The Silent Man’s eyes went back to Helen
again: he held his hand out, smiling.
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“Since you're helping us,” Rhiow said, “I thinlogsibly you've
joined already.”

Helen took his hand. “Helen Walks Softly,” she said

And carries a big stick, | bethe Silent Man said as he shook Helen’s
hand.

“Normally,” Helen said in a demure whisper, “angBut I'm not
packing today.”

A gun, huh,said the Silent ManFunny. You smell like a cop. But
they don’t give lady cops guns in this town.

Helen didn’t even blink. “There are other plaedsere a lady can be
a cop,” she said: which was true enough, if a mestion. “As for how I
smell, | guess you missed the ‘Evening in Paris.”

A slow grin spread over the Silent Man’s facgome on, doll,he
said, as the maitre d’ left his podium and headedhfe back of the
restaurant.

They passed through the front room, followed k®/uhavoidable
stares and laughter of the ehhif already seated ththough Rhiow noted
that as many of the stares, interested or enviogsroetimes both, were
directed toward Helen’s dark good looks as towhedttail of cats behind
the Silent Man. In his wake, they all walked intsexondary room with an
arched and painted ceiling covered with autumntda@ar scenes. A bar ran
down the right side of this room, and more tableagthe left side: and
about halfway down was a door into a third roomakan and more
shadowy than either of the first two.

Themaitre d’, Helen and the Silent Man went through. This rooas
as darkly wood-panelled as the others, but was sdRhiow’s surprise,
nearly full — the front of the restaurant had ¢iden half empty. And the
tables were almost entirely occupied by men, mbathmm looked up with
great interest as Helen walked in behindrtiatre d. Helen gave them all
the kind of gracious, cool look that visiting rotgamight have bestowed on
a crowd of visiting lackeys, and then turned h&srdton to the table where
themaitre d’had pulled out a chair for her.

It was an excellent spot for them: round, with st of the table
edged into a lace-curtained bay window that looketdinto an unassuming
back yard space, more a service area than a péte .window had a high
window seat cushioned in red leather: perfecefdrifchildren, or People.
Urruah and Hwaith leapt up and seated themselwdsm&heba as she
jumped down from the Silent Man’s shoulder ontowhedow seat. Siffha’h
and Arhu jumped up next to them. Rhiow leapt oheowindow seat’s far
side, closest to Helen: and on Helen'’s other dideSilent Man seated
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himself with his back to the rest of the room, wheo one else could see
whether he was moving his mouth or not.

“| take it,” Helen said, “that back here, the mesn’t be too much
in the way?”

The Silent Man smiled at the sound of a questian itight as
logically have come from some publicity-shy starlete put his pad down,
scribbled on it briefly by way of camouflage, whdaying silently,
| wouldn’t worry about it. There’s nobody back héwa writers.

Helen smiled, laughing softly. Across the tablerudh looked over
the Silent Man’s arm as he opened the menu. “Stdak said. “Liver.
Salmon. Brook trout...” Rhiow looked away, eager mo$¢e him actually
drool.

“Your usual, sir?” said thmaitre d’.

The Silent Man nodded. The maitre d’ turned toadel'A glass of
wine, perhaps,” she said.

“And for Miss Sheba and her friends? Cream, perh&psis it too
early in the day?”

Rhiow was hard put not to laugh out loud. “Creahaedund,” Helen
said, “by all means.” She smiled at the Silent MaWould you like me to
handle the orders for the other side of the table?”

The Silent Man nodded, smiled.

Themaitre d’took himself away. Urruah was purring already. “I
foresee a very interesting afternoon...” he said.

It's already been a fairly interesting mornintpe Silent Man said.
Visited one murder site and had hints about twoanor

“Well,” Helen said, “I've just come from the livides section at the
LAPD.” She was using the Speech now, but in sualayathat no one in the
room but the People and the Silent Man could hear“lf we’re discussing
the same two murders — the ones at the Chineseharmhe up at Laurel
and Highland Trail -- then they have something walisn common with six
others that have taken place in the last month.”

Six others?said the Silent Marsince when does this town have eight
murders in a month?

“Since now. And every one of the bodies, when fqoundelen said,
“had had its heart cut out.”

Coffee arrived for the Silent Man: he ignored awSers of cream
were placed in front of all the People: they garim no mind, staring at
Helen. Helen bestowed a brooding look on the gtésane that had been
brought for her: it was red, like blood.

“Cheers,” Helen said.



