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CHAPTER ONE

G| knewthat it was only a dream There was no reason

for her to feel fear—she knew that the danger, the chaos,

the blind, sickening nightmare terror that filled the scream
ing night were not real; this city with its dark, unfaniliar
architecture, these fleeing crowds of panic-stricken nen

and wonen who shoved her aside, unseeing, were only the
vivid dregs of an overl oaded subconscious, waiths that

woul d nmelt with daylight.

She knew all this; neverthel ess, she was afraid.

She seened to be standing at the foot of a flight of green
marbl e stairs, facing into a square courtyard surrounded

by tall peak-roofed buildings. Fleeing people were shoving
past her, jostling her back against the gigantic pedesta

of a nmalachite statue, w thout seeming to be aware of her
presence at all; gasping, wld-eyed people, terrified faces
bl eached to corpses by the brilliance of the cold quarter
nmoon. They were pouring out of the gabl ed houses, the

men cl utching chests or bags of noney, the wonen jewels,

| ap-dogs, or children crying in unconprehending terror
Their hair was wild fromsleep, for it was deep night; sone
of themwere dressed but nany were naked, or tripping

over bedclothes hastily snatched, and G| could snell the
rank terror-sweat of their bodies as they brushed agai nst
her. None of them saw her, none of them stopped; they
stunbled frantically up those vast steps of noonlit narble,
through the dark arch of the gates at the top, and out into
the clanoring streets of the stricken city beyond.

What city? G| wondered confusedly. And why am |
afraid? This is only a dream

But she knew. In her heart she knew, as things are

known in dreams, that this scene of frenzied escape was
even now being repeated, |ike the hundredfold reflections
in a doubled mrror, everywhere in the city around her.
The know edge and the horror created a chill that crept

al ong her skin, crawl ed worm i ke through her guts.

They all felt it, too. For not a man would stop to | ean
on the pillar behind her, nor a woman stunbl e on the
steps at her feet. They | ooked back with the bl ank, w de
eyes of madness, their frenzied gaze drawn as if agai nst
their will to the cyclopean doors of ancient tine-greened
bronze that dominated the wall opposite. It was fromthese
that they fled. It was behind this nonstrous trapezoida
gateway that the horror was building, as water builds be-
hi nd a weakeni ng dam a soft, shifting, bodiless evil, an
unspeakabl e eruption into the land of the living from out
of bl ack abysses of space and tine.

There was notion, and voices, in the cavern of the
arched gateway behind her, nuffled footfalls and the
thin, ringing whine of a sword as it was drawn. G| turned,
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her thick hair tangling in her eyes. The wild, junping dance
of wi nd-bent torches sil houetted crowding forns, flicker-
ing across a face, a bl ade-edge, the dull pebbled gl eam of

chain mail. Against the thinning tide of desperate civilians,
the Guards stepped into the cool pewer nmonochronme of the
moonl i ght —bl ack-uni forned, lightly mail ed, booted, nen

and wonen both, the honed bl ades of their weapons shin-

ing thinly against the play of the shadows. G| could catch
a glinpse of a nervous rabble of hastily arned civilians
massi ng up behind them whispering in dread and funbling
with unpracticed hands at the hilts of borrowed armanment,
grimfear fighting terrified bewildernent in their half-seen
faces. And striding down ahead of themall was an old

man in a brown robe, an old w zard, hawk-eyed and

bearded and bearing a sword of flane.

It was he who stopped on the top step, scanning the

court before himlike a hunting eagle while the |ast of the
fl eeing, hal f-naked popul ace streanmed raggedly up the stairs
past G|, brushing against her, unseeing, past the w zard,
past the CGuards, bare feet slapping hollowy in the black
passage of the gates. She saw himfix his gaze on the doors,

knowi ng the nature of that eldritch unseen horror, know
ing fromwhence it would conme. The battered, nondescri pt
face was serene behind the tangled chaparral of beard.
Then his gaze shifted, judging his battleground, and his
eyes net hers.

He coul d see her. She knew it instantly, even before

his eyes widened in startled surprise. The Guards and vol -
unteers, hesitating behind the old man, unwilling to go
where he was not ahead of them were |ooking around and

t hrough and past her, dubiously seeking the wi zard' s vision
in the suddenly still noonlight of the enpty court. But he
coul d see her, and she wondered confusedly why.

Across the court, fromthe cracks and hi nges of those

tunel ess doors, a thin, directionless wind had begun to

bl ow, stirring and whi spering over the silver-washed circles
of the pavenent, tugging at GI|'s coarse black hair. It
carried on it the dank, cold scent of evil, of acid and stone
and things that should never see light, of blood and dark-
ness. But the wi zard sheathed the gl eam ng bl ade he held

and cane cautiously down the steps toward her, as if he
feared to frighten her.

But that, G| thought, would not be possibl e—-and any-

way she was only dreami ng. He | ooked |ike a gentle old

man, she thought. H's eyes, blue and bright and very fierce,
held in themneither pride nor cruelty, and if he were
afraid of the shifting, sightless thing welling in darkness
behind the doors, he did not showit. He advanced to within
a few feet of where she stood shivering in the green shad-
ows of the nonstrous statue, those blue eyes puzzled and
wary, as if trying to understand what he saw. Then he held
out his hand and nade as if to speak

Abruptly, G 1 woke up—but not in her bed.
For a monment she didn't know where she was. She

threw out her hand awkwardly, startled and disoriented,

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (2 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:29 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

as those suddenly wakened are, and the cold fluted nmarble
of the pedestal's edge bit savagely into her palm The
night's danp cold knifed her bare |egs, froze her naked
feet on the pavenent. The cries of fear fromthe night-
gripped city came to her suddenly clearer on the wind, and
with themthe elusive scent of water. For an instant, the
shrieking horror of what lay behind the doors was |ike

a gripping hand at her throat, and then it sank, whirled

away like leaves in the face of shock and confusion and
even greater horror.

She had waked up.
She was no | onger dream ng.
She was still there.

Al the eyes were on her now, startled, uncertain, even
afraid. The warriors, still gathered at the top of the broad
pol i shed steps, stared in surprise at this thin young wonan,
dark-haired and scantily clad in the green pol ka-dot cow
boy shirt that she habitually wore to bed, who had so
suddenly appeared in their mdst. G| stared back, clutching
for support the sharp edge of the marble behind her, weak
with shock and frantic with bew | derment and dread, her

| egs shaking and her breath strangling in her throat

But the wizard was still there, and she realized that it
was i npossible to be truly afraid when she was with him

Quietly, he asked her, "Wo are you?"

To her own surprise she found the voice to answer.
"Gl," she said. "G | Patterson."

"How did you conme here?"

Around themthe bl ack wi nd bl ew stronger fromthe

doors, rank and cold and vibrant w th broodi ng abhuman
lusts. The Guards murmured anong thensel ves, tension
spreading along the line, visible as the hunm ng quiver of a
tautened wire—they, too, were afraid. But the w zard

didn't stir, and the nmellow, scratchy warnmh of his voice
was unshaken.

"I + was dreamng," G| stamered. "But—this—+—
it isn't a dream anynore, is it?"

"No," the old man said kindly. "But don't be afraid."

He raised his scarred fingers and nade sone novenent
inthe air with themthat she could not clearly see. "Go
back to your dreans."

The night's cold faded as the cl oying hazi ness of sleep
blurred sound and snell and fear. G| saw the Cuards

peer with startled eyes at the blue, flickering shadows that
she knew were all they could now see. Then the w zard

spoke to them and they foll owed himas he strode across
the deserted pavement of the court, facing into the bl ack

wi nds and the nanel ess nenace of the doors. He raised his
sword, a |long two-handed bl ade, and it sparked in the
darkness |ike sumer |ightning. Then, as if an expl osion
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had rocked the vaults bel ow the building, the doors burst
open, and bl ackness poured forth over themlike snoke.

G| saw what was in the darkness, and her own screans
of terror woke her

Her hands shook so badly she could barely switch on

t he bedside | amp. The cl ock on the table beside her bed
said two-thirty. Drenched in sweat and col der than death,
G| fell back against the pillow, whispering frantically to
herself that it was only a dreamenly a dream | am
twenty-four years old and a graduate student in nedi eva
history and | will have ny Ph.D. in a year and it's stupid
to be afraid of a dream And it was only a dream It's al
over now and none of it was real. It was only a dream

She told herself this, staring out fromthe fortress of
worn sheets and cheap bl ankets at the convincing fam| -
iarity of her own apartnment—the Levi's lolling out of the
hal f-cl osed dresser drawer, Rooster Cogburn gl owering

down froma poster on the wall, the absent-m nded litter of
t ext books, tissues, pennies, and dog-eared paperbacks that
strewed the threadbare shag of the rug. She thought about
the early hour of today's seminar, glanced again at the
clock and the | anmp, and consi dered seeking sl eep and
darkness. But though she was, as she had said, twenty-four
years old and alnost a Ph.D., far too old to be troubl ed
by the fears felt in a dream she rolled over after a short
time and groped Wayfaring Life in the Mddl e Ages from

the floor beside her bed. She found her place in it, and by
act of will forced herself to beconme fascinated by the

| egal status of the King's Highway in fifteenth-century
Engl and.

She did not trust herself to sleep again until it was
al nost dawn.

Qddly enough, G| renenbered nothing of the dream

until nearly a week later. And what she did renenber,

driving home fromthe university in the tawny-gol den
brilliance of a California Septenber afternoon, was the

wi zard's voi ce, wondering where she had heard it, the warm
tinmbre of it and the characteristic break in tone, the velvet
snoot hness sliding into roughness and then abruptly back

Then she renenbered the eyes, the city, the shadows,
and the fear. And she realized, turning her red VW down

Clarke Street toward her apartnent building, that it wasn't
the first tinme she'd dreaned about that city.

The odd thing about the first dream G recall ed,
maneuvering into a narrow parking space on the perenni -
ally crowmded cul -de-sac, was that, though there had been
nothing at all in it to cause her fear, she had been afraid
and had waked up chilled with a lingering sense of dread.

She had dreaned of wandering alone in a vaulted cham

ber, so huge that the lines of shadow curtained arches sup-
porting the |ow, groined ceiling had vani shed into darkness
all about her. Dust had stirred nustily beneath her bare
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feet, had coated the disused junk and dil api dat ed boxes
pi |l ed between and anong the pillars, and had fogged the

di stant glow of a yellow flame that she was following to

its source, alittle tallowdip |anmp burning beside the dark
sweep of a red porphyry Stair. Al around her, as cloaking
as the dust, as ubiquitous as the shadows, was that sense

of lurking fear, of being watched fromthe darkness by
things that had no eyes.

The pallid flane had gl eaned dully on the broad red

steps and had thrown back the hal f-seen shape of nonu-
ment al bronze doors at their top, but had drawn no refl ec-
tion fromthe | eaden bl ackness of the basalt floor, in spite
of the fact that the floor was as snooth as gl ass, polished
by the passage of countless feet; how this could be in the
deeps of the vaults she did not know, and it was clear from
the dust that fewif any cane here now. The floor was

old, far older than the walls, though how she knew this

G| was not sure—el der, she thought, than the city over

her head, or any city of mankind. In the mdst of that

dark pavenent, right before the lanplit steps, one single
slab of the floor was new, hewn of pale gray granite, its
surface rough agai nst the worn, silken snoothness of the
rest of the floor, though it, too, was covered with that
agel ong mantl e of dust.

In the darkness above her a door creaked, and |ight
wavered across the many arches. G| slipped back into the
shadow of a pillar, though she knew it was only a dream
and knew t hat people here could not see her because they
did not exist. A wonman, a servant by her dress, cane
paddi ng down the steps with a basket on her arm hol d-
ing a |lanp up above her head; at her heels |unbered a
hunchbacked sl ave, peering around himat the darkness

out of shadowed, wary eyes. The wonan | ed the way un-
concernedly down the Stair, across the snooth dark floor,
turning aside to avoid wal king on the odd granite sl ab,

al t hough her goal —a bin of dried apples—tay directly
opposite the foot of the stairs, and the odd slab was in no
way raised above the level of the rest of the floor. The
hunchback nmade an even wider circuit, noving frompillar

to pillar, woofing and cl ucking quietly to hinself and
never taking those sharp, fear-filled eyes fromthe pale

st one.

The woman | oaded her basket and handed it to the

hunchback to carry. She started back toward the steps

and paused, irresolute, clearly telling herself not to be a
silly, superstitious goose, that there was no reason to be
afraid, not of the darkness that pressed so cl ose around
her, and certainly not of six feet by twelve of pavenent
that was gray instead of black, granite instead of basalt.
But in the end, she took the I ong way around, to avoid
wal ki ng on that odd sl ab.

That's why it's rough, when the rest of the floor is so
weirdly smooth, G| thought. No one walks on it. No one
has ever wal ked on it.

Why ?
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But even the sense that the two dreans were sonmehow
connected held only a kind of passing curiosity for her,
until the third dream They did nothing to disturb the fabric
of her daily existence. She continued to spend hours in the
university library, searching scholarly articles and nol der-
ing Mddle English town records, jotting information on

i ndex cards that she later sorted out at the kitchen table
back in the Carke Street apartnment, trying to nmake sense

of what she knew. She graded under graduate papers,

sweat ed over her grant proposal, and had her dealings

with friends and | overs—the routine of her life—until she
dreaned of that bel eaguered city again.

She knew it was the sane city, though she | ooked down

on it now from above. She found herself standing in the
enbrasure of a tall window, in a tower, she thought. So
bright was the noonlight that she could discern the patterns
of the courtyard pavenent far bel ow, see the designs

worked into the wought-iron | ace of the gates, and make

out even the shadows of the fallen |eaves, like a furring of

dust on the ground. Raising her eyes, she could catch,
across the peaked nmaze of rooftrees, the glinpse of distant
water. In the other direction, the black shoul ders of noun-
tains | oomed agai nst the hem of a star-blazing sky.

In the room behind her a solitary tongue of flane stood
above the polished silver of the Ianp on the table, and by
its small, unwavering gl ow she coul d distinguish the fur-

ni shings, few and sinple, each exquisitely wought out of
dark wood and ivory. Though the design and notifs were
alien to her eyes, she could recognize in themthe creative
hei ght of a well-founded tradition, the product of a sophis-
ticated and tasteful culture.

And she saw that she was not al one.

Agai nst the chanber's far wall stood the room s | argest

pi ece of furniture, a massive ebony crib, its scrolled rail-
i ngs veined in nother-of-pearl that caught the di ml anp-
light. Above it, all but hidden in the nassed shadows, a
tall canopy |oonmed, with an enbl em pi cked out in gold:

a stylized eagle striking, beneath a tiny crown. This em

bl em was repeated, stitched in pinfire glints of bullion, on
the bl ack surcoat of the man who stood beside that crib,
head bent and silent as a statue, |ooking down at its sleep-
i ng occupant.

He was a tall man, handsonme in an austere way. Somne

silver showed in his shoulder-Iength brown hair, though Gl
woul d not have put his age nmuch above thirty-five. From

the soles of his soft |eather boots to the folds of the billow
ing robe that covered surcoat and tunic, the man's cl ot hing
was rich, of a piece with the subdued grandeur of the

room dark, plain, flaw essly tailored of the nost expensive
fabric. The gens in the hilt of his sword flickered like

stars in the lamplight with the small novenment of his

br eat h.

A sound in the corridor beyond made himraise his
head, and G| saw his face, haunted with the expectation
of terrible news. Then the door beside hi m opened.

"I thought | should find you here," the w zard said.
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For one nonment G| had the absurd notion that he was
speaking to her. But the nman in black nodded, his face
setting into lines worn by grimconcentration on a problem
beyond sol ving, and his long, slender hand continued to
stroke the inward-curling circles of the rail of the crib.

"I was on ny way down," he apol ogi zed, his voice

muf fl ed, his face turned half away. "I only wanted to see
him™"

The w zard cl osed the door. The novenent of the air

made the single |anpflame shudder, the flickering color
briefly gilding sunbursts of winkles around his eyes, show
ing that sanme expression of weariness and strain. G| saw
that he, too, wore a sword, belted over the pale honespun

of his robe. The hilt of it was not jeweled, but was worn
silky with years of use. He said, "There is no need.

doubt they will attack again tonight."

"Tonight," the man in bl ack repeated sonberly. Hi's

bitter eyes were a hard snoke-gray, |ike steel in the

dense shadows of the little room "What about tonorrow

ni ght, Ingold? And the night after? Yes, we pushed them
back toni ght, back down under the earth where they be-

| ong. W won—here. What about in the other cities of the
Real n? What have you seen in that crystal of yours,

I ngol d? What has been happeni ng el sewhere tonight? In
Penanbra in the south, where it seens now even ny gov-
ernor has been slain, and the Dark Ones haunt his pal ace

i ke foul ghosts? In the provinces along the valley of the
Yellow River to the east, where you tell ne they hold

such sway that not a man will |eave his house after the sun
goes in? In Gettlesand across the nountains, where the

fear of the Dark Ones is so great that men will stay within
their doors while the Wite Raiders ride down off the
plains to burn and | oot anong themat will?

"The Army cannot be everywhere. They're scattered in

the four corners of the Realm nost of themstill at Penam
bra. We here in Gae cannot hold out forever. W may

not even be able to hold the Pal ace, should they cone
agai n tonorrow ni ght."

"That is tonorrow," the wizard replied quietly. "W
can only do what we nust-and hope."

"Hope." He said it without scorn or irony, only as if it
were a word long unfam liar, whose very sound was awk-
ward upon his tongue. "Hope for what, Ingold? That the
Council of Wzards will break this silence of theirs and
conme out of hiding in their city at Quo? O that, if and
when they do, they will have an answer?"

"You narrow hope when you define it, Eldor."
"God knows it's narrow enough as it is." El dor turned
away, to pace like a restless lion to the w ndow and back,

taking the roomin three of his long strides. He passed
within a foot of G| wthout seeing her, but Ingold the
wi zard | ooked up, and his eyes rested briefly, curiously,
on her. Eldor swng around, his sleeve brushing Gl's
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hand on the windowsill. "It's the hel plessness | can't
stand," he burst out angrily. "They are ny people, |ngold.
The Real mand all of civilization, if what you tell nme is
true—+s falling to pieces around ne, and you and | together
cannot so nmuch as offer it a shield to hide behind. You
can tell ne what the Dark Ones are, and where they cone
from but all your powers cannot touch them You can't

tell us what we can do to defeat them You can only fight
them as we all nust, with a sword."

"It may be, there is nothing we can do," Ingold said,
settling back in his chair. He folded his hands, but his
eyes were alert.

"I won't accept that."
"You nmay have to."
"I't's not true. You knowit's not true."

"Humanki nd di d defeat the Dark, all those thousands of
years ago," the wizard said quietly, the flickering of the
light doing curious things to the scar-seanmed contours of
his weathered face. "As to how they did it—perhaps they
thensel ves were not certain how it cane about; in any case,
we have found no record of it. My power cannot touch

the Dark Ones because | do not know them do not under-
stand either their being or their nature. They have a power
of their own, Eldor, very different from m ne—beyond

the conprehension of any human wi zard, except, perhaps,
Lohiro, the Master of the Council of Quo. O what hap-
pened in the Tine of the Dark, three thousand years ago,
when they rose for the first tinme to devastate the earth—
you know it all as well as I."

"Know it?" The King |laughed bitterly, facing the w z-

ard |i ke a beast brought to bay, his eyes dark with the
menory of ancient outrage. "I renmenber it. | renmenber

it as clearly as if it had happened to nme, instead of to ny
however - many-ti mes-great-grandfather." He strode to stand
over the wizard, shadowing himlike a blighted tree, the
single lanmp flinging the great distorted shape of himto
blend with the crowdi ng di mess of the room "And he
remenbers, too." Hs hand noved toward the crib, the

vast shadow hand on the wall its dark echo, toward the

child asleep within. "Deep in his baby mnd those nenor-
ies are buried. He's barely six nmonths ol d—six nonths, yet
he' Il wake up screaming, rigid with fear. Wat can a
child that young dream of, Ingold? He dreanms of the

Dark. | know. "

"Yes," the wizard agreed, "you dreaned of it, too. Your
father never did—n fact, | doubt your father ever feared
or inmagined anything in his Iife. Those nenories were
buried too deep in himer perhaps there was sinply no
need for himto remenber. But you dreaned of them and
feared them although you did not know what they were."

Standing in the cool draft of the window, G| felt that
bond between them pal pable as a word or a touch: the
menory of a gawky, dark-haired boy waked scream ng
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from nanel ess nightmares, and the confort given himby a
vagabond wi zard. Sone of the harshness left Eldor's face,
and the grimess faded fromhis voice, leaving it only sad.

"Wbuld | had remai ned ignorant,"” he said. "W of our
line are never entirely young, you know. The menories
that we carry are the curse of our race."

"They may be the saving of it," Ingold replied. "And
of us all."

El dor sighed and noved back to the crib in reflective
silence, his slim strong hands clasped lightly behind his
back. But he was not now | ooking down at the child

asl eep. His eyes, brooding away into the shadows, | ost
their sharpness, focusing on tinmes beyond his lifetine, on
experi ence beyond his own.

After a while he said, "WII you do nme one | ast service,
I ngol d?"

The old man's eyes slid sharply over to him "There is
no |ast."

The lines of Eldor's face creased briefly deeper with

his tired smle. He was evidently long famliar with the
wi zard' s stubbornness. "In the end," he said, "there is
always a last. | know," he went on, "that your power
cannot touch the Dark Ones. But it can elude them 1've
seen you do it. Wen the night comes that they rise again,
your power will allow you to escape, when the rest of us
must die fighting. No— He raised his hand to forestal

the wizard's next words. "I know what you're going to

say. But | want you to leave. If it conmes to that, as your

King, | order you to. Wen they cone—and they will—+
want you to take my son Altir. Take himand flee."

The wi zard sat silent, but his beard bristled with the set
of his jaw. At |last he said, "For one thing, you are not ny
Ki ng."

"Then as your friend, | ask it," the King said, and his
voice was very low. "You couldn't save us. Not all of us.
You're a great swordsman, |ngold, perhaps the greatest

alive, but the touch of the Dark is death, to a wi zard as
well as to any other. Qur doomis surely upon us here,

for they will come again, as sure as the ice in the north,
and there can be no escape. But you can save Tir. He's

the last of ny line, the last of Dare of Renweth's |ine—
the last of the lineage of the Kings of Darwath. He's the
only one in the Real m now who will remenber the Tine

of the Dark. History itself has all but forgotten; no record
at all exists of that time, bar a nention in the ol dest of
chronicles. My father renenbered nothing of it-ny

own nenories are sketchy. But the need is greater now.

Maybe that has sonmething to do with it—+ don't know.

"But | know, and you know, that three thousand years

ago the Dark Ones canme and virtually w ped humanki nd
fromthe face of the earth. And they departed away again.
Why, Ingold, did they depart?”
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The wi zard shook his head.

"He knows," Eldor said softly. "He knows. My neno-
ries are inconplete. You know that; 1've told you a dozen
times. He's a promise, Ingold. I"'monly a failed hope, a

guttered candl e. Sonewhere in his nenory, the heritage of
the line of Dare, is the clue that all the rest of us have
forgotten, that will lead to the undoing of the Dark. If I
ever had it, it's buried too deeply; and he's the only other
one. H myou nmust save."

The wi zard said nothing. The quiet Same of the |anp,

pure and snmall as a gold com reflected in his thinking
eyes. In the stillness of the room that tiny gl eamwas
unnovi ng, the pool of waxy gold that lay around the

| amp on the polished surface of the table as steady and
sharply defined as a spotlight. At length he said, "And what
about you?"

"A King has the right," Eldor replied, "to die with his
kingdom | will not |eave the final battle. Indeed, | do
not see how | could. But for all the |ove you have ever

borne nme, do this thing for ne now Take Mm and see
himto a place of safety. | charge you with it—t is in
your hands."

I ngol d sighed and bent his head, as if to receive a yoke,
the gold of the lamplight Iiming his silver hair. "I wll
save him" he said. "That | promise you. But | will not
desert you until the cause is hopel ess."

"Do not trouble yourself," the King said harshly. "The
cause i s hopel ess already."

Deep bel ow the dark foundati ons of the Palace a hol |l ow

boom ng resounded, |ike the stroke of a gigantic drum

and G| felt the sound vibrate through the marble of the
floor. Eldor's head jerked up and around, his long nouth
hardening in the snpboth gold and shadows, his hand flinch-
ing automatically to the hilt of his jeweled sword, but In-
gold only sat, a statue of stone and darkness. A second
boomi ng shivered the weight of the Palace on its deep-

found piers, as if struck by a great fist. Breathless in the
cl oseness of that peaceful room three people waited for

the third stroke. But no third stroke fell; only a cold,
creeping horror that prickled Gl's hair seened to seep into
the silence frombel ow, the wordl ess threat of unknown
peril.

Finally Ingold said, "They will not come tonight."
Through his weariness, his tone was certain. "Go to the
Queen and confort her."

El dor sighed; like a man rel eased froma spell that had
turned himto stone, he shifted broad, rawboned shoul ders
to relax the tension fromhis back. "The I andchiefs of the
Real m meet in an hour," he excused hinself tiredly, and
rubbed at his eyes, his fingers grinding the dark srudges
that ringed them "And | should speak with the CGuards

bef ore then about noving provisions out of the old vaults
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under the Prefecture, in case our supply lines are cut. But
you're right, | should go to see her . . . though first |
shoul d speak with the Bi shop about bringing Church troops
into the city." He began to pace again, the restless nove-
ment of an active man whose nind forever outran his

body. Ingold renained seated in the carved ivory chair

with its little gilded deer-hoof feet, and the flane before
himnmoved with Eldor's notion, as if it, too, were drawn

by the restless vitality of the man. "WII| you be at the
counci | ?"

"l have given all the help and advice | can," 1ngold
replied. "I shall remain here, | think, and try again to
get in touch with the wizards at Quo. Tir may not be our
only answer. There are records in the Library at Quo,
and traditions handed down from master to pupil over

m || enni a; know edge and the search for know edge are
the key and the heart of wi zardry. Tir is an infant. By
the time he learns to speak, it may be too |late for what
he has to tell us."

"It may already be too late.” The flanme bowed with
the soft closing of the door behind El dor

Ingold sat for a tune after he had gone, brooding si-
lently on that pure small slip of fire. The glow of it played
across his shadowed eyes, touched the knuckles of his

f ol ded hands—bl unt - fi ngered, powerful hands, nicked all
over with the scars of old sword cuts and narked on one
heavy wist with an age-whitened shackle gall. Then he
rubbed his eyes tiredly and | ooked straight into the deep
hol | ow of shadow where G| stood, framed by the intri-
cately screened filigree of the pillars beside the w ndow.
He beckoned to her. "Cone here," he said gently, "and

tell me about yourself. Don't be afraid."

"I"'mnot afraid.” But as she took a hesitating step for-
ward, the |amplight darkened, and the whole room was
lost to her sight in the foggy mazes of sleep

G| told no one about the third dream She had spoken

of the second one to a woman friend who had |istened sym
pat hetically but hadn't, she felt, understood. |ndeed, she
didn't understand it herself. But the third dream she

menti oned to no one, because she knew that it had been

no dream The certainty troubled her. Maybe, she told
hersel f, she would tell her friend about it one day, when
enough tine had passed so that it was no | onger im
portant. But for now she |locked it away, with several other
irrelevant matters, in her secret heart.

Then one night she woke froma sound sleep standi ng

up. She saw, as her eyes cleared, that she was in a sunken
courtyard in that deserted city. The great houses sur-
rounded her like lightless cliffs, and noonlight drenched
the square, throw ng her shadow clearly on nuddy and
unwashed fl agstones under her bare feet. The place was
deserted, like a courtyard of the dead. Were the ghastly

silver light blanched the facade of the east-facing house,
she saw that its great doors had been blown off their
hinges fromwithin and lay in scattered pi eces about her
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f eet.

From out of that enpty doorway, a sudden little w nd
stirred, restless and wi thout direction, turning back on
itself in a small scritching eddy of fallen | eaves. She
sensed beyond the blind wi ndows and vacant doors of

that house a sound, a funbling nmovenment, as if dark
shifted through dark, bunbling eyelessly at the inner walls,
seeking a way out. She swall owed hard, her breath quick-
ening in fear, and she gl anced behind her at the arched
gateway that led out into the deserted street beyond. But
the gate was dark, and she felt a clamry, unreasoning
terror of wal king beneath the clustered shadows in the
hi gh vault of the encl osed passage.

The wind fromthe house increased, chilling her. She
edged her way back toward the dark gate, feeling herself
begi nning to shiver, her feet icy on the nmarble pavenent.
The silence of the place was terrible; even the scream ng
flight of that first night woul d have been nore wel cone.
Then she had been in a crowd, though unseen; then she had
not been alone. Silent and terrible, the lurker waited on
the threshol d of that dark house, and she knew that she
must flee for her life. She would not be able to waken
out of this dream she knew that she was al ready awake

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she had the brief im
pressi on of sonmething noving, lowto the ground, in the
shadows by the wall. Sw nging around, she saw not hing.
But she thought that the darkness itself was reaching out
toward her, danping even the noonlight.

Turni ng, she fled, her black shadow running on the

ground before her in the ivory moonlight. Broken stone

and iron gashed her bare feet as she plunged into the black
arch of the gate, but the pain was swallowed in icy fear as
thin, aimess winds tugged at her—as she sensed, rather
than saw, something nove in the utter blackness over her
head. She stunbled into the street outside, her bleeding
feet leaving red blotches on the wet slinme of the cobbles,
runni ng, running in heart-bursting panic through the enpty
boul evards of the city that she now saw lay half in ruins,
the silent pavenents cluttered with rubble and newstri pped
human bones. Shadows, bl ack and as staring as walls of

stone, confronted her with new horrors at every turn; gar-
goyl e shapes of terror |lurked under every eave and fallen
rooftree. The only sounds in all that enpty city of freezing
night were the noist, pattering slap of her bare feet on
stone and the gasp of her l|aboring breath, the only nove-
ments her own frenzied flight and that of her jerking, |eap-
i ng shadow, and, behind her, the drifting novenent of

wi nd and dar kness pouring after her |ike snpoke. She fled
blindly down bl ack canyons, feet nunb, |egs nunb, stum
bling over she knew not what, knowi ng by instinct in which
direction the Pal ace |lay, knowi ng that Ingold the w zard
was there and that Ingold would save her

She ran until she woke, sobbing, clutching her pillowin
the dark, soaked with cold terror-sweat, her body aching

wi th exhaustion. Only gradually did the filtered noonlight
register the fanmliar things of the Carke Street apartnent,
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alien to her wondering eyes, as if both worlds were now
equal ly hers. She forced her gasping breath to slow, forced
her mind to think; her legs smarted; her feet were like ice
beneath the covers. In a confused clutching at the straws

of sanity she thought, That's why | dreaned of having cold
feet; because ny feet are cold. She groped for the light
with trenbling fingers, turned it on, and |lay there shiver-
ing, repeating to herself the desperate, unbelieving litany:
It was only a dream it was only a dream Please, God, |et
it be only a dream

But even as she whispered, she felt the sticky wetness
matting her nunmb toes. Reaching down, unwillingly, to
warm t hem she brought her fingers back streaked with
fresh bl ood, fromwhere she had cut her feet on the broken
stone in the gateway.

Five nights later, the noon was full

Its light woke G|, startling her out of sleep into a split-
second convul sion of fear, until she recogni zed the night-
mut ed patterns of famliar things and realized she was in
her place on Carke Street. Waking suddenly in the night,
she was sel dom sure anynore. She lay still for a tine,
|istening open-eyed in the darkness, waiting for the quick
fl ood of panic to subside fromher veins. Wite noonlight
lay on the bl anket beside her, pal pable as a sheet of paper

Then she thought, Dammit, | forgot to put the chain on
t he door.

This was purely a formality, a bedtime ritual; the apart-
ment had a regul ar | ock and, noreover, the nei ghborhood

was a qui et one. She al nost decided to forget the whol e
thing, roll over, and go back to sleep; but after a mnute,
she crawl ed out of bed, shivering in the cold, and groped
her peacock kinmono fromits accustomed place on the floor.
W apping it about her, she padded silently into the dark
kitchen, her feet finding their way easily. Her hand found
the light switch by touch in the darkness and flicked it up

The wi zard Ingold was sitting at the kitchen table.

Absurdly, Gl's first thought was that this was the only
time she'd seen himin decent lighting. He | ooked ol der,
wearier, the brown and white of his homespun robes faded
and stai ned and shabby, but he was essentially the sane
fierce, gentlemanly old man she knew from her dreans:

the advisor of the dark King; the man whose face she'd
seen reflected in the foxfire glow of his sword, striding
down to neet the darkness.

This is stupid, she thought. This is crazy. Not because

she was seei ng hi magai n—+or she'd known all al ong that

she woul d—but because it was in her apartment, her world.
VWhat the hell was he doing here if it wasn't a drean? And
she knew it wasn't. She glanced automatically around the

ki tchen. The supper di shes—and the previous night's sup-

per di shes—were piled unwashed on the counter, the table
top invisible under a litter of apple cores and index cards,
cups of nol dering coffee and sheets of scribbled notebook
paper. Two of her old T-shirts were dunped over the back
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of the chair on which Ingold sat. The seedy electric clock
behind his head read just past three. It was all too squalidly
depressing to be anything but real —she was definitely

nei t her asl eep nor dreaning.

"What are you doi ng here?" she asked.

The wi zard rai sed shaggy eyebrows in surprise. "I cane
to talk to you," he replied. She knew the voice. She felt
that she had al ways known it.

"I mean—how did you get here?"

"l could give you a technical explanation, of course," he
said, and the smle that briefly illumnated his face turned
it suddenly very young. "But would it matter? | crossed

the Void to find you, because | need your help."

"Huhh?"
It was not the kind of response best suited to what she'd

read of dealing with wi zards, but Ingold s eyes tw nkled
with fleeting amusenent. "I would not have sought you
out," he told her gently, "if | didn"t."

"Uh— G| said profoundly. "I don't understand." She
started to sit down opposite him which involved clearing
two textbooks and the cal endar section of the Tines off
the chair, then paused in a tardy outburst of hospitality.
"Wbul d you |ike a beer?"

"Thank you." He sniled, and gravely studied the open-
ing instructions inscribed on the top of the can. For a first
time, he didn't do badly.

"How coul d you see ne?" she asked, sliding into her
chair as he shook the foamoff his fingers. "Even when it
was a dream even when no one el se coul d—XKing El dor
and the Guards at the gate—you coul d. Wiy was that?"

"I't's because | understand the nature of the Void," the

wi zard said gravely. He folded his hands on the table, the
blunt, scarred fingers idly caressing the gaudy al um num
of the can, as if nenorizing its shape and feel. "You un-
derstand, G|, that there exists an infinite nunber of
paral | el universes, neshed in the matrix of the Void. In
my world, inm time, | amthe only one who understands
the nature of the Void—ene of a bare handful who even
suspects its existence."

"And how did you learn about it, much I ess howto
cross it, if no one else in your world knows?" G| asked
curiously.

The wi zard sniled again. "That, G, is a story that

woul d take all night to do justice to, w thout advancing the
present situation. Suffice it to say that | amthe only nman
in perhaps five hundred years who has been able to cross

the curtain that separates universe from uni ver se—and

havi ng done so, | was able to recognize the inprint of your
t houghts, your personality, that had been drawn across the
Void by the mass vibration of worldw de panic and terror.
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| believe there are a very few others in your world who, for
what ever reason, be it psychic or physical or purest coinci-
dence, have felt, fromacross the Void, the com ng of the
Dark. O themall, you are the only one with whom| have
been able to establish contact. It was seeing you, speaking
to you, and then having you nmaterialize not only in thought
but in body, that made ne understand what is happening

with regard to the Void."

Qutside, a truck runbled by on Carke Street, its sound
muffled with di stance and the night. Sonewhere in the
apartnment building, a toilet flushed, a faint echoing gur-
gle along the pipes. G| stared down at the table for a
time, her eye automatically noting her own jagged bl ack
handwiting spelling out cryptic notes with regard to the
upkeep of fourteenth-century bridges, then | ooked up again
at the wizard calmy drinking beer across fromher, his
staff | eaned against the wall at his side.

She asked, "Wat is happening with the Void?"

"When | spoke with you in Gae," Ingold went on, "I

realized that our worlds nust lie in very close conjunction

at this time—so close that, because of the psychic crisis, a
dreaner could literally walk the |ine between them and

see fromone into the next. This is both a rare and a tem
porary occurrence, a one-in-a-mllion chance for two

worlds to drift so close. But it is a situation that | can use
to ny advantage in this energency."

"But why did it happen now, at the tune of crisis?" G|
asked, the harsh electric glare rippling in the enbroidery
of her gaudy sl eeves as she | eaned forward across the table.
"And why did it happen to nme?"

He must have caught the suppressed slivers of uneasiness
and fear of being singled out in her voice; when he replied
he spoke gently. "Nothing is fortuitous. There are no ran-
dom events. But we cannot know all the reasons."

She barely hid a smle. "That's a wizard's answer if |
ever heard one."

"Meani ng that nages deal in double talk?" His grin was
i mpi sh. "That's one of our two occupational hazards."

"And what's the other one?"
He | aughed. "A depl orable tendency to neddle."

She joined himin laughter. Then after a nonment she

grew qui et and asked, "But if you're a w zard, how could
you need mny hel p? What help could | possibly give you
that you couldn't find for yourself? How could I help you
agai nst —agai nst the Dark? Who is, or what is, the Dark?"

He regarded her in silence for a nonent, judging her,
testing her, watching her out of blue eyes whose surface
bri ght ness masked a depth and pull like the ocean's. His
face had grown grave again, settled into its sun-scorched
lines. He said, "You know. "

She | ooked away, seeing in her unwilling nmind nono-
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lithic bronze doors exploding off their hinges; seeing shad-
ows that ran behind her, inescapable as ghostly wol ves. She
spoke without neeting his eyes. "I don't know what they
are. "

"Nor does anyone," he said, "unless it's Lohiro, the
Master of Quo. It's a question whose answer | wi sh | had
never been set to seek, ariddle I'msorry | have to unravel

"What can | say of the Dark, G1? What can | say that

you don't know al ready? That they are the sharks of night?

That they pull the flesh fromthe bones, or the bl ood from
the flesh, or the soul and spirit fromthe |living body and

let it stunble mndlessly to an eventual death from starva-
tion? That they ride the air in darkness, hunt in darkness,
and that fire or light or even a good bright noon will keep
them away? Wuld that tell you what they are?"

She shook her head, hypnotized by the warm roughness

of his voice, caught by the intensity of his eyes and by the
horror and the nenory of even nore appalling horrors

that she saw there. "But you know, " she whi spered.

"Whuld to God | did not." Then he sighed and | ooked

away; when he turned his head again, there was only that
matter-of-fact self-assurance in his face, w thout the doubt,
or the fear, or the | oathing of what he knew.

"I + dreaned of them" G| stunbled on the words,

finding it unexpectedly nore difficult to speak of that first
forerunning dreamto one who understood than to one who

did not "Before | ever saw them before |I ever knew what

they were. | dreanmed about a—a vault, a cellar—with
arches going in all directions. The floor was bl ack and
snooth, like glass; and in the mddle of that black floor

was a slab of granite that was new and rough, because no-
body ever wal ked on it. You said they cane fromfrom
beneath the ground."

"Indeed," the wi zard said, |ooking at her with an alert,
specul ative curiosity. "You seemto have sensed their com
ing far ahead of its tine. That nmay nean sonet hi ng,

though at the moment |I'mnot sure . .. Yes, that was the
Dark, or, rather, the blocked-up entrance to one of their
Nests. Under that granite slab—and | know the one you're
tal ki ng about—s a stairway, a stairway goi ng downward

i ncal cul abl e depths into the earth. It was with the stair-
ways, | believe, that it all began

"For the stairways were always there. You find repre-

sentations of themin the nost ancient prehistoric petro-

gl yphs: vast pavenents of black stone and, in the mdst of
them stairs descending to the deepest heart of the earth.

No one ever went down themat |east, no one who cane

back up agai n—and no one knew who built them Sone

said it was the titans of old, or the earth-gods; old records
speak of the places as being awesone, full of mmgic. For

a long tine they were considered to be |ucky, favored by

the gods—the old religion built tenples over them tenples
whi ch became the centers of the first cities of humanki nd.
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"All this was mllennia ago. Villages grewto towns and
then to great cities. The cities united; states and real ns
spread along the rich valleys of the Brown River, on the
shores of the Round Sea and the Western Ocean, and in

the jungl es and deserts of Al ketch. Civilization flowered
and bore its fruits: w zardry, art, money, |earning, war.
Records of that time are so scarce as to be al nbst non-

exi stent. Only beguiling fragments of chronicles remain,
mostly in the Library at Quo, a teasing sliver of a civiliza-
tion of great depth and richness, of subline beauty and

wi sdom and truly foul decadence, a society that parented
first wizardry and then the Church and the great codes of
civil Iaw.

"I amvirtually certain that sone kind of tradition ex-

i sted then regarding the Dark Ones, sinply because the
word for themwas in the | anguage. Sueg—dar k—+sueg—

an archaic, personalized formof the sanme word. But they
were only a vague runor of shadow on the edges of the

ol dest | egends—the m sty nmenory of hidden fear. And if
there was such a tradition, it did not connect themwth
the stairways thensel ves. So they remained, rooted in the
abysses of tinme, an ancient nmystery buried in the heart of
civilization.

"COf the destruction of the ancient world we have no co-
herent account. We know that it happened within a matter

of weeks. That what struck, struck worldw de, we al so
know-a sinmultaneous siege of horror. But the horror and

the confusion were so overwhelning that virtually no

record was preserved; and since defense agai nst the Dark
generally entail ed uncontrolled use of fire as a weapon, we
|l ost what little informati on we m ght have had about their
com ng. W know that they came—but we do not know

why.

"Unable to fight, humankind fled and retreated to forti-

fi ed Keeps, behind whose nmassive walls they |l ed a wi ndow

| ess existence, creeping forth by day to till their fields and
hi di ng when the sun went down. For three hundred years,

absol ute chaos and terror held sway on the earth, because
there was no knowi ng where or when the Dark woul d

come. Civilization crunbled, fading to a few gl owing em

bers of the great beacon light that it had once been

"And then— Ingold spread his hands, show ng them

enpty, like a sideshow nmagician. "The Dark no | onger

canme. Wet her the cessation was sudden or gradual, we
cannot be sure, for by that tine few people were literate
enough to be keeping accurate records. Little villages had
grown up outside the Keeps; intime, newlittle villages
appeared on the crunbling ruins of the ancient cities whose
very nanes had been forgotten through the intervening
years. There were wars and change and | ong spaces of tune.
A d traditions faded; the very | anguage changed. A d songs
and stories were forgotten.

"Three thousand years is a long tinme, G1l. You're an
hi stori an—an you tell ne, with any accuracy, what hap-
pened three thousand years ago?"
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"Uh— G| cast a hasty scan over her nenories of

Ancient Cvilizations 1A Mrathon? Stonehenge? Hyksos

i nvasi ons of Egypt? As a nedievalist, she had only the
foggi est inmpressions of anything prior to Constantine. What
must it be like, she wondered, for the average Joe Doakes
who hadn't been to college and didn't |ike history much
anyway? Even somet hing as hi deous as the Bl ack Death, an
event which had grossly and permanently inpacted western
civilization, was only a nane to eighty percent of the
popul ati on—and that was only six hundred years ago.

I ngol d nodded, his point made. It occurred to G| to
wonder how he had known that her subject was history, but
he went on, as she was beginning to find was his habit,
wi t hout expl aining. "For many years | was the only one
who knew anyt hi ng about even the old tales of the Dark.
knew— | earned—that the Dark Ones were not utterly

gone. Eventually | |earned that they were not even nuch
di m ni shed in numbers. And | heard things that nmade me
believe that they would return. Eldor's father had ne ban-
i shed for speaking of it, which | thought small-m nded of
him since sending me away could not reduce the danger—

but perhaps he thought that | was |ying. Eldor believed
me. Wthout his preparations, | think we would all have
perished the first night of their rising."

"And now?" G| asked softly.

"Now?" The night was far spent; the lines of weariness
etched into his scarred face seened to settle a little deeper
"W are holding out in the Palace at Gae. The mmin body

of the Arny under the command of the Chancellor of the

Realm Alwir, the Queen's brother, has been in Penanbra,
where the raids were the worst. They should return to the
city within days; but without a mracle they will be too
late to prevent catastrophe. | have tried vainly to get in
touch with the Council of Wzards in the H dden Gty of

Quo, but | fear they, too, may be besieged. They have re-

treated behind their defenses of power and illusion. Though
I still have hopes that we can hold out |ong enough for
Lohiro to send us aid of sonme kind, | would not want to

wager the lives of ny friends on that hope. The defenders
at the Pal ace need ne, GI. Though | cannot do nuch, |

will not |eave themuntil it is beyond doubt that no effort
of mne can save them

"And that," he said, "is where | need your help."

She only | ooked at him unconprehendi ng.

"You understand,” Ingold went on in that sane quiet

tone, "that by leaving it that late, | shall be cutting mny
escape very fine. In the last extremty, my only course wll
be to flee across the Void into sone other world—this
world. | can cross back and forth at will with relative

i mpunity. Normally such a crossing is a shocki ng enough
physical trauma for an adult. For an infant of six nonths,
even under ny protection, it can be injurious, and two
such crossings in a short span of tune could do the child
real harm | will therefore have to remain a day in this
world, with the child, before | can return to sone safer
spot in my own."
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The light dawned. G| smiled. "You need a place to hole
up. "

"As you say. | need an isolated spot and a few creature
conforts—a place to pass that tine in obscurity. Do you
know of such a pl ace?"

"You could cone here," G| offered.
I ngol d shook his head. "No," he said decidedly.
"Wy not ?"

The wi zard hesitated before answering. "It's too dan-
gerous," he said at last. He rose fromhis chair, noved
restlessly to the flat rectangle of the w ndow, and pushed
the curtain aside, |ooking out, down into the apart nent
courtyard bel ow. The greenish reflections of the courtyard
lights in the waters of the sw nmng pool rippled over the
old marks of alien battles on his face. "Too many things

coul d happen. | have a great mistrust of fate, GI. MW
powers are severely limted in your world. If sonething
were to go wong, | have no desire to try to explain ny

presence or that of the child to the local authorities."”

G| had a brief, disturbing picture of Ingold, |ike sone
bearded refugee fromthe Society for the Preservation of
Dungeons and Dragons in his shabby robes and killing

sword, having a close encounter with the |ocal police or
the H ghway Patrol. Despite her inpression that the Hi gh-
way Patrol would cone off second best, she realized such a
confrontation could not be risked. Not with so nuch at

st ake.

"There's a place we used to go past on trail rides," she
said, after a noment's thought.

"Yes?" He turned back fromthe wi ndow, letting the cur-
tain sw sh shut.

"Agirl | used to go to school with |lives out near Bar-
stow—+t's in the desert, way the hell east of here. | spent
a coupl e weeks out there two summers ago. She had horses,
and we used to ride all over the back-hills country. | re-

menber there was a cabin, kind of a little house, out in
the middl e of sone abandoned orange groves in the hills.
We hol ed up there one afternoon during a thunderstorm

It isn't rmuch, but there's running water and a kerosene
stove, and it's as isolated as you could want."

I ngol d nodded. "Yes," he murnured, half to hinself.

"Yes, it should do."

"I can bring you food and bl ankets," she went on. "Just

tell me when you'll be there."

"I don't know that yet," the wi zard said quietly. "But
you'll know, at the time."

"Al'l right." Though G| was normally a suspicious per-

son, it never occurred to her to question him and this did
not even surprise her about herself. She trusted him she
found, as if she had known himfor years.

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (19 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:29 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

I ngol d reached across the table and took her hand.

"Thank you," he said. "You are a stranger to our world
and you owe us nothing—+t is good of you to help."

"Hey," G| protested softly. "I"'mnot a stranger. |'ve
been in your world, and |'ve seen the Dark. | just about
met King Eldor, as a matter of fact." Then she paused,
confused at her blunder, for she renmenbered that the King
and the wizard were friends, and that El dor was al nost
certainly going to die before the week was out.

But | ngold passed over her error like the gentleman he
was. "I know El dor woul d have been pl eased to make

your acquai ntance," he said. "And you shall always have
his gratitude, and mne, for "

Sone sound in the night made hi m suddenly alert, and
he broke off, raising his head to listen

"What is it?" G| whispered.

Ingold turned back to her. "I"'mafraid | nust go," he
said politely. H's voice sel dom betrayed worry or fear—he
m ght have been making his excuses because of a prior en-
gagenent for tea with the Queen of Numenor. But G|
knew t hat sonet hi ng was happeni ng, across the Void, in
the enbattl ed Pal ace at Gae.

He rose to go, the straight dark line of his mantle break-
ing over the sword at his hip. G| thought of the danger
and of the Dark waiting on the other side of the Void.

She caught at his sleeve. In a voice snaller than she neant,
she said, "Hey, take care."

Hs smile was |like the coming of the sun. "Thank you,

my dear. | always do." Then he wal ked a few paces to the
center of the kitchen and put out his hand to push the

fabric of the universe aside like a curtain. As he did so, he
drew his sword, and G| could see the cold |ight that burned
up off the blade as he stepped into the mist and fire beyond.

CHAPTER TWO
It was the goddam not herl ess fuel punp!

Rudy Solis identified immediately the gasp and drag of

the old Chevy's engine, autonatically checked his rear-
vision mirror, and scanned the dark, straight, two-I|ane

hi ghway ahead, though he knew there was nothing resem

bling alight in fifty miles. Wth all of Southern California
to choose from naturally the thing woul d decide to give up
the ghost in the dead, endless stretch of desert and hil
country that |ay between Barstow and San Bernar di no,

nmles fromanywhere in the nmddle of Sunday night.

Rudy wondered if he could nake it back to the party.

Be a |ot of sorrow and tears if | can't, he thought to him
sel f, glancing over his shoul der at the ten cases of beer
stacked am d the shredded foam old newspapers, and

greasy articles of unidentifiable clothing heaped in the
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saggi ng back seat. The engine faltered, coughed apol oget -
ically, and chugged on. Rudy cursed the owner of the car,

t he sevent h-nmagni tude rock-and-roll star at whose party

he'd been drinking and sunburning hinself into a stupor

all weekend, and the buddi es who' d volunteered himto nake
the beer run, thirty mles down the hills to Barstow, cursed
theminpersonally, and threwin a few curses at hinmself as
wel | for being euchred into going.

Well, serves '"emright. Next time they want somebody
to buy their beer for "em they can damm well lend nme a
decent car.

But the fact was that nost people had arrived at Tarot's
party on notorcycles, as Rudy hinmself had. And Tarot—

who had started out |ife as Janes Carrow and was stil
known as Ji mwhen not wearing his flanmeout stage nake-
up—wasn't about to lend his custom El dorado to anybody,
no matter how few cases of beer were |eft.

Vel l, what the hell. Rudy shook back the long hair from

his eyes and risked another glance at the unrelieved bl ack-
ness of enpty desert reflected in his rear-view mrror
Everybody up at that hundred-thousand-doll ar hi deaway

in the canyons was so drunk by this tune that it was im
possible to see what difference ten nore cases of beer could
make. |f worst canme to worst—which it |ooked like it was
going to, fromthe sound of that engi ne—he coul d al ways

find someplace in the hills to hole up in until norning and
try to hitch a ride to the nearest phone then. There was a
service road about ten mles farther on that he knew of,

whi ch woul d take himto a dil api dated shack in what re-

mai ned of an old orange grove. Hal f-plastered as he was,

he didn't relish the idea of trying to do anything about the
engi ne toni ght, nor was the thought of sleeping by the road
real appealing. Rudy took a drink fromthe hal f-enpty

bottl e of w ne propped on the seat beside himand drove

on.

Rudy had been driving and dealing with cars and
motorcycles half his |ife-not always with | egal sanctions
—but it took all his expertise to nurse the failing Chevy
the mle or two fromthe last lighted billboard to the rutted
track of the service road. The lag and jerk of the big V-8
engi ne as he maneuvered through pot hol es, gravel slides,
and the ruinous washes of old stream beds nade him

wonder if the problemwasn't sinply a blocked line. He
itched to clinb out, raise the hood, and check—except that
he had nothing resenbling a light with him and the odds
were that, once stopped, nothing short of total rebuilding
woul d get the stupid car started again. The feeble glare of
the headl i ghts picked out |andmarks he knew from his
nmotorcycle trips back this way: an oak tree twisted into
the shape of a disapproving nonk, gloonmly daming the
coupl es who cane out here to park; a rock like a sleeping
buffal o, silhouetted against the star-|um nous sky. Rudy's
hobby of hunting with bow and arrow had given hima
famliarity with half the wild country left in Southern
California, a know edge of these silent desert hills as casua
as his know edge of the inner workings of a V-8 engine or
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of the floor plan of his own sparsely furni shed apartnent.
He was as nuch at hone here as he was anywhere el se.

Sonetinmes nore so. Maybe the hunting was the reason

or maybe only the excuse. There were tinmes when he sim
ply took pleasure in being alone, a different pleasure from
what was to be had frompartying and raising hell, from
horsing around with the guys at the body shop, fromrat-
pack weekends in the desert. Never self-analytical, Rudy
only understood that he needed the solitude, needed the
touch of the empty land and the demand for slow skill and
perfect accuracy. Perhaps it was this that had kept himon
the edge of the biker crowd; he'd becone acquainted with
them at the body shop but never of them O perhaps it

was sinple cowardice

What ever his reasons, he was accepted for what he was;

and t hough not part of any notorcycle gang, as an airbrush
pai nter and pinstriper at Wld David' s body shop in Fon-
tana, he was part of that world. Hence, he understood his
inclusion in Tarot's party—not that anybody in Southern
California was excluded from Tarot's party. Tarot's loca
reputation included an apocryphal story about being a for-
mer nenber of the Hell's Angels. But, thinking the nmatter
over as he guided the thronbotic car deeper and deeper
into the blackness of the hills, Rudy couldn't inmagi ne any
gang adnmitting a nmenber as essentially chickenhearted as
Ji m Carrow.

The car's front wheels dropped suddenly into a twel ve-

inch water-cut in the road with a heart-rending scrape of
oil pan against rock. Rudy tried the engine tw ce and got
only atired whirring in response. He opened the door and
clinmbed cautiously out, boots slipping on the round stones
of the dry stream bed. Two days of continuous partying
didn't help his footing much. He ascertained at once that
pushing wouldn't help matters, for the car was nose-down
with its front bumper inches fromthe far bank of the gully.
It mght, he decided, kneeling in the soft sand, be possible
to back out if the engine could be started, but it wasn't
somet hing he'd want to try at one-thirty in the norning.

Di sgusted, he straightened up

Starlight showed himthe shape and roll of the hills, the
shal |l ow val |l ey opening out to his right, with a dark cluster-
ing of dry, black-leaved citrus trees. The shack—-a cabin,

real | y—aoul d be over there in the dense shadow of the hill,
a hundred yards farther on.

Made it, he thought. Thank God for small favors.

It was surprising how silent the night was. There was
little silence in the world; even away from people, there
was usually street noise, airplanes, air conditioning. The
cooling netal of the car's engine ticked softly in the dark-
ness; now and then, dried grass sighed at the nenory of

wi nd. Rudy's eyes, adjusting to the wan gl ow of the MIKky
Way, slowy nmade out the edges of the cabin's roof I|ine,

the shapes of long grass and twisted trees. His footfalls
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seenmed very loud in that world of darkness.

Wal king carefully, if not precisely staggering, he col -

| ected two six-packs of beer fromthe back seat and the
remai nder of his bottle of nuscatel fromthe front. His
head was begi nning to ache. Just what | need. A busted
fuel punp and a hangover to fix it with. They'll probably
figure | took the beer noney and headed for Mexico.

He made his way up to the shack

It stood solitary against the dark of the hills, the Iong
grass around its peeling walls concealing the fossilized re-
mai ns of dead farm equi pmrent and broken bottles, the

shabby asphalt tile of the roof sagging under the weight of
accunul ated | eaves. He mounted the crazy front steps and

set down his burdens on the narrow front porch, the mld
chill of the sweet-scented ni ght maki ng hi mshiver as he
stripped off his greasy denimjacket, wapped it around his
hand, and punched out a pane of the wi ndow beside the

door to let hinself in.

The lights worked, surprisingly. Hookup to the power

tines in the grove, he decided, taking a quick |ook around
the dingy kitchen. So did the sink, giving cold water but not
hot. Well, you can't have everything. In the cupboard un-

der the sink he found three cans of pork and beans with
prices stanped on themthat were at |east four years old,

and a kerosene stove with half a can of kerosene.

Not bad, he reflected, if | had anything to cook. Further

expl oration reveal ed a m nuscul e bathroomand a cell-1like
bedroom at the end of a narrow hall, with a saggi ng cot
whose t hreadbare mattress woul d have been thrown out of
any jail in the state as cruel and unusual

Nothing to wite honme about, he thought, returning to
the kitchen and thence to the star-limed silence of the

front porch. He donned his jacket, on which the faded bl ue
denimwas rather gaudily illumnated with a flam ng skul
with roses in its eyes, and settled back agai nst the door-
janb to polish off the nuscatel and watch the night in
peace. As the dark quiet of the hills soaked into his soul
he deci ded that there was, after all, something to be said
for the place, a perfection of solitude in many ways supe-
rior to all the beer busts thrown by all the rock stars of
Cal i f orni a.

After a long tinme of silence he returned inside to sleep

He woke up wondering what he'd done to annoy the

little man with the sl edgehammer who |ived inside his head.
He rolled over, to his instant regret, and wondered if he
was going to die.

The roomwas barely light. He lay for a time staring at

the shadows of the dry, cobwebby rafters, nenories of
yesterday and | ast night |eaking back to his protesting con-
sci ousness: Tarot's party; the fact that it was Mnday and
he was supposed to be back at work at the body shop,

pai nting flam ng sunsets on custom vans; |ast night's beer
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run to Barstow, and that pig of a Chevy. It night be just
the fuel lines, he told himself, his m nd backtracking
creakily through the obstacle course of a splitting head-
ache and assorted other synptons of the i nmpderate con-
sunption of nuscatel. If that was the case, he could be
under way in a few hours. If it was the punp, he was in
for a |l ong wal k.

Rudy nade his way out of the house and down the steps,
blinking in the pallid Iight of dawn. He was soon cursing
the owner of the car. There wasn't anything resenbling a
tool in all the bushels of trash in the trunk or on the back
seat .

There was a shed half-buried in the weeds farther back

in the groves behind the cottage, and he spent ten griny

m nut es picking through spider-infested debris there in
search of tools. The result was hardly satisfactory: a rusted
Phillips screwdriver with a dog-chewed handl e; a couple of

bl ades with the business ends tw sted; and an adj ustabl e

end wench so corroded that he doubted it could be used.

The sun was just clearing the hills as he stepped out
again, wiping his hands on his jeans; all around himthe
clear magic colors of day were energing fromthe dawn's
grayed pastels. The house, fornerly a nanel ess bul k of

shadow, ripened into warmrussets and weat hered sepi as,

its windows blazing with the sun's reflected glory like the
dazzle of molten electrum As Rudy stood there in the
shadow of the shed, he thought for a nmonment that it was
this burning glare that was playing tricks on his eyes.

Then he saw that this was not so, but for a nonent he

didn't know what it was. He shaded his eyes agai nst the
blinding silvery shinmrer that hung in the air like a tw sting
slit of fire, blinking in the alnobst painful brilliance that
stabbed forth as the slit, or line of brightness, w dened
scarcely a dozen yards in front of him He had the nonen-
tary inpression that space and reality were splitting apart,
that the three dinmensions of this world were nerely painted
on a curtain, and that air and ground and cabin and hills
were being folded aside, to reveal a nore piercing |light,

bl i ndi ng darkness, and sw rling nanel ess col ors beyond.

Then, through that gap, a dark form stunbl ed, robed and
hooded in brown, a drawn sword gl eamng in one hand

and a trailing bundle of black velvet gripped tightly in the
crook of the other arm The sword bl ade was bright, as if

it reflected searing light, and it snoked.

Blinded by the intensity of the Iight, Rudy turned his
face away, confused, disoriented, and shocked. \Wen he
turned back, the blazing vision was gone. There remai ned
only an old man in a brown robe, an old man who held a
sword in one hand and a wailing baby in the other arm

Rudy blinked. "What in hell was | drinking |ast night?"
he asked al oud. "And who the hell are you?"

The ol d nman sheathed the sword in one snooth, com

petent gesture, and Rudy found hinself thinking that who-
ever this was, he nust be very quick on the draw with that
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thing. It |ooked real, too, balanced and razor-sharp. The
old man replied, in a scratchy baritone, "I amcalled In-
gold Inglorion. This is Prince Altir Endorion, last Prince of
t he House of Dare."

"Hunh?"

The ol d man drew back the hood fromhis face, reveal -
ing a countenance whol |y nondescript except for the re-
mar kabl e bl ueness of the heavy-lidded eyes and for its
expressi on of awesone serenity. Rudy had never seen a
face like that, gentle, charnming, and suprenely in com
mand. It was the face of a saint, a wizard, or a nut.

Rudy rubbed his aching eyes. "How d you get here?"

"l came through the Void that separates your universe
frommne," Ingold explained reasonably. "You coul d hard-
ly have missed it."

He's a nut.

Curious, Rudy wal ked slowy around him keeping his

di stance. The guy was arned, after all, and sonmething in
the way he'd handl ed the sword nmade Rudy sure he knew

how to use it. He |ooked like a harm ess old buffer, except
for the Francis of Assisi get-up, but years of association
with the brotherhood of the road had gi ven Rudy an in-
stinctive caution of anybody who was arned, no natter

how harm ess he | ooked. Besi des, anybody runni ng around
dressed like that was obviously certifiable.

The old man watched himin return, |ooking rather

anused, one thick-muscled hand absently caressing the
child he held into nuffl ed whi npers, then silence. Rudy
noticed that the old man's dark robes and the child's

bl ankets were rank with snoke. He supposed they could
have conme out of the shadows around the corner of the
house in the nonent the reflected sunlight had blinded
him giving the inpression they'd stepped out of a kind of
flam ng aura, but that explanation still didn't tell him
where they'd come from or how the old man had happened
to acquire the kid.

After a long nonent's silence Rudy asked, "Are you for
real ?"

The old man smiled, a |eaping webwork of |ines spring-
ing into being anong the tangle of white beard. "Are you?"

"l mean, are you supposed to be sonme kind of w zard
or somet hi ng?"

"Not in this universe." Ingold surveyed the young man
before himfor a nonment, then smled again. "lIt's a |l ong
story," he explained, turned, and strolled back toward the

house as if he owned the place, with Rudy tagging along in
his wake. "Wbuld it be possible for ne to remain here unti
my contact in this world can reach ne? It shouldn't be

| ong. "

What the hell? "Yeah, sure, go ahead." Rudy sighed.
"I'"'monly here nyself because ny car died on ne—
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mean, it's not really ny car—and | have to check out the
punp and see if | can get it running again." Seeing Ingold's
puzzl ed frown, he renenbered the guy was supposed to

be from anot her universe where, since they used swords—

and he'd still like to know where the old nan had pi cked
that one up—the internal conbustion engi ne hadn't been
i nvented. "You do know what a car is?"

"I"'mfamliar with the concept. W don't have themin mny
worl d, of course.”

"Of course."

Ingold led the way calmy up the steps and into the

house. He proceeded straight on down the hall to the bed-
room where he placed the child on the stained, |unpy
mattress of the cot. The baby inmmedi ately began worki ng
hinsel f free of his blankets, with the apparently fixed in-
tention of rolling off and braining hinself on the cenent
floor.

"But who are you?" Rudy persisted, leaning in the door-
way.

"I told you, nmy nane is Ingold. Here, enough of

that . . ." He reached down and stopped Prince Tir from
worm ng hinmsel f over the edge. Then he gl anced back over
bi s shoul der. "You haven't told nme your nanme," he added.

"Uh—Rudy Solis. Wiere'd you get the kid?"

"I"mrescuing himfrom enem es,'
of -factly.

Ingold stated matter-

Wonder ful, Rudy thought. First the fuel punp and now
t hi s.

Unt angl ed, the kid was revealed to be a craw er of six
months or so, with a pink rosebud of a face, fuzzy bl ack
hair, and eyes that were the deep unearthly blue of the
heart of a nmorning glory. Ingold set the kid back in the
m ddl e of the bed, where he pronmptly started for the edge
again. The old man renoved his dark, snoke-snelling
mant|l e and spread it out |ike a groundcloth on the fl oor
Under it he wore a white wool robe, nuch patched and
stained, a worn leather belt, and a | owslung sword belt
that supported the sword and a short dagger in beat-up
scabbards. The whol e setup | ooked authentic as hell

I ngol d picked up the child again and put hi m down on

the mantle on the floor. "There," he said. "Now wi |l you
stay where you are put and fall asleep like a sensible per-
son?"

Prince Altir Endorion nade a definite but unintelligible
reply.

"Good," Ingold said, and turned toward the door

"Whose kid is he?" Rudy asked, folding his arnms and
wat ching the old man and the chil d.
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For the first tine that | ook of self-comuand broke, and
grief, or the conceal nent of grief, tightened into the nus-
cles of the old man's face. Hi s voice remained perfectly
steady. "He is the child of a friend of nmine," he replied
quietly, "who is now dead." There was a nonent's sil ence,
the old man concentrating on turning back the cuffs of his
faded robe, revealing a road map of old scars striping the
hard, heavy nuscle of his forearns. Wien he | ooked up
agai n, that expression of gentle anmusenent was back in his
eyes. "Not that you believe ne, of course.”

"Wl l, now that you nention it, | don't."

"Good." Ingold smiled, stepping past Rudy into the nar-
row hall. "It's better that you shouldn't. C ose the door
behi nd you, would you, please?"

"Because, for one thing," Rudy said, follow ng him

down the hall to the kitchen, "if you' re froma whol e other
uni verse, |ike you say, how cone you are speaki ng En-
glish?"

"Ch, I'mnot." Ingold |ocated one of the six-packs of

beer on the kitchen counter and extricated a can for him
self and one for Rudy. "Speaking English, that is. You
only hear it as English in your mnd. If you were to cone
to ny world, I could arrange the same spell to cover you."

Oh, yeah? Rudy thought cynically. And | suppose you
figured out how to operate push-tab beer cans the sane
way ?

"Unfortunately, there's no way | can prove this to you,"
Ingold went on placidly, seating hinmself on the corner of
the griny formica table top, the butter-col ored norning
sunlight gilding the worn hilt of his sword with an edge
like fire. "Different universes obey different physical |aws,
and yours, despite its present close conjunction with ny
own, is very far fromthe heart and source of Power. The

| aws of physics here are very heavy, very certain and irre-
versi bl e, and unaffected by ... certain other considera-
tions." He glanced out the window to his right, scanning
the fall of the |and beyond, judging the angle of the sun,
the time of day. The expression of calculation in his eyes,
addi ng up pieces of information that had nothing to do
with Rudy or with maintaining a role, troubled Rudy with

a di squieting sense that the old man was too cal m about it,

too matter-of-fact. He'd met nasqueraders before; living in
Sout hern California, you could hardly help it. And, young

or old, all those would-be Brothers of Atlantis had the sane
air of being in costume, no matter how cool they were

about it. They all knew you were noticing them

This old croaker didn't seemto be thinking about Rudy
at all, except as a man to be dealt with in the course of
sonet hi ng el se

Rudy found hinself thinking, He's either what he says
he is, or so far out in left field he's never com ng back

And hi s indignant outrage at being beguiled into admt-
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ting two possibilities at all was al npst imredi ately super-
i mposed on the uneasy nenory of that gap of light and the
colors he'd thought he'd seen beyond.

Watch it, kiddo, he told hinmself. The old guy's not hit-
ting on all his cylinders. If you' re not careful, he'll have
you doing it next. So he asked, "But you are a wi zard in
your own worl d?" Because the outfit couldn't be for any-
thing el se.

Ingold hesitated, his attention returning to Rudy; then
he nodded. "Yes," he said slowy.

Rudy | eaned back agai nst the counter and took a pull at
his beer. "You pretty good?"

I ngol d shrugged and seened to relax, as if reassured by
the disbelief in Rudy's tone. "I'msaid to be."

"But you can't do any nmmgic here." A foregone concl u-
sion—the ersatz Merlins of the world did not often operate
outside a friendly environnent.

But the ersatz Merlins of the world didn't usually snile,
then hide the smile, at the suggestion of fraud. "No. That
isn't possible."

Rudy sinply couldn't figure the guy. But something in

that serene self-assurance pronmpted himto ask, "Yeah, but
how can you be a wi zard wi thout magi c?" He finished his
beer, crunpled the alum numw th one hand, and tossed it
into the corner of the bare room

"Ch, wizardry has really very little to do with magic."

Taken of f-bal ance, Rudy paused, the old nman's voice

and words touching sone feeling in his soul that echoed,
like the distant note of a long-forgotten guitar. "Yeah,
but — he began, and stopped again. "Wat is w zardry?"
he asked quietly. "Wat is nmagic?"

"What isn't?"

There was silence for the space of about two | ong-drawn
breaths, Rudy fighting the sudden, illogical, and over-
whel mi ng notion that that was the reply of a man who un-
derstood nagi c. Then he shook bis head, as if to clear it
of the webs of the old man's crazy fantasies. "I don't un-
derstand you."

I ngold's voice was soft. "I think you do."
He really did step out of that |ight.
In another mnute you'll be as crazy as he is.

Confusi on made Rudy's voice rough. "All | understand
is that you' re crazier than a loon..."

"Am | really?" The white eyebrows lifted in nmock of -
fense. "And just how do you define crazy?"

"Crazy is sonebody who doesn't know the difference be-
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tween what's real and what's just in his imagination."

"Ah," Ingold said, all things nmade clear. "You nmean if
| disbelieved something that I saw with nmy own eyes, just
because | imagined it to be inmpossible, | would be crazy?"

"I did not either see it!" Rudy yelled

"You know you did," the wizard said reasonably. "Come
now, Rudy, you believe in thousands of things you' ve never
seen with your own eyes."

"l do not!"
"You believe in the ruler of your country."
"Well, I've seen him |'ve seen himon tel evision."

"And have you not al so seen people materializing out of
showers of silver light on this television?" Ingold asked.

"Damit, don't argue that way! You know as well as
do..."

"But | don't, Rudy. If you choose deliberately to disre-
gard the evidence of your own senses, it's your problem
not mne. I amwhat I am.."

"You are not!"

Slowy, in an absent-m nded imtation of Rudy's can-
squashing ritual, Ingold crushed his enpty beer can into a
wad slightly smaller than his own fist. "Really, you're one
of the nobst prejudiced young nen |'ve ever net," he de-
clared. "For an artist you have singularly little scope."

Rudy drew in his breath to reply to that one, then let it
out again. "How did you know |'man artist?"

Amused bl ue eyes challenged him "A wild guess.” In
his heart Rudy knew it had been nothing of the kind. "You
are, aren't you?"

"Uh—wen, | paint airbrush pictures on the sides of cus-
tomvans, and pinstripe notorcycle fuel tanks, that kind of
stuff." Seeing Ingold s puzzled frown, he conceded, "Yeah,
I guess you could call it art."

There was anot her silence, the old man | ooki ng down at

his scarred hands in the sunlight on the table top, the iso-
|ated cabin utterly silent but for the fault creaking insect
noi ses in the long grasses outside. Then he | ooked up and
smiled. "And is it beneath your dignity to have friends
with, | think you call it, nonstandard reality?"

Rudy thought about sone of the people who hung

around W1l d David' s bi ke shop. Nonstandard was one way

of putting it. He laughed. "Hell, if |I felt that way |'d have
maybe about two friends. Ckay, you win."

The old man | ooked startled and just a little worried,
"You nean you believe ne?"

"No—but it doesn't bother ne if it doesn't bother you."
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If he's schizo, Rudy found himself thinking later in the
nmorning, he's got it all down. Wzardry, the nythica
Real m of Darwath, the Hidden City of Quo on the Wst-

ern Ccean where the garnered | earning of a hundred gen-
erations of nmages was stored in the dark |abyrinths of
Forn's Tower—ngold had it all, seened to know it as
intimately as Rudy knew his own world of bars and bikes
and body shops, of smpbg and steel. Through the |long, warm
nmor ni ng, Rudy nmessed with the Chevy's engine, |Ingold

| endi ng a hand occasional |y when one was needed and stay-
ing out of the way when it wasn't, and their talk drifted
over nmagic, the Void, engines, and painting. Ingold never
sl i pped up.

Not only was he totally familiar with his own fantasy
worl d, but Rudy noticed he had the | apses of know edge
that a man inperfectly acquainted with this world would
have. He seenmed totally fascinated with Rudy's world, with
the wonders of radio and television, the complexities of the
wel fare system and the nysteries of the internal conbus-
tion engine. He had the insatiable curiosity that, he had
said, was the hall mark of w zards: the lust for know edge,
al most any kind of know edge, that superseded even the
nmost el ementary consi derati ons of physical confort or
safety.

If it wasn't for the kid, Rudy thought, glancing from

the tangl ed shadows of the car toward the w zard, who was
seated in the long grass, thoughtfully dissecting and exam
ining a seed pod, | wouldn't care. Hell, the guy could
claimto be Napoleon and it'd be no business of mne. But
he's got no business with a kid that young, wandering
around a million miles from nopl ace.

And hi s hangover hal lucination of their stepping out of

the burning air returned to him the absolute reality of the
vision, far clearer than anything nuscatel or anything el se
had ever done for him Something about it troubled him

somet hing he coul d not yet define.

Then the rusted nut he was worki ng on gave way, and

other matters clained his attention. Ten minutes |ater he
crawl ed out fromunder the car, grease-snudged, hot, and

di sgusted. Ingold set aside the seed pod and raised his eye-
brows inquiringly.

Rudy flung the wench he was holding violently into the
dirt. "Goddam fuel punp," he sighed, and dropped cross-
| egged to the ground at the wi zard' s side.

"It is the punp, then, and not the |ine?" Rudy had
briefed himon the probl em

"Yeah." He cursed, and el aborated on the car, its owner,
and things in general. He finished with, "So | guess the
only thing to do is walk to the highway and hitch."

"Well," Ingold said confortably, "my contact in this
worl d should be here very shortly. You could always get a
ride back to civilization with her."

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (30 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

Rudy paused in wiping his oily hands on a rag he'd
fi shed out of the back seat. "Your what?"

"My contact in this world." Seeing Rudy's surprise, I|n-
gol d explained. "I shall be stranded the night in your
wor | d and, though on occasion |'ve starved, | see no reason
todoit if it can be avoided."

"So you're just passing through, is that it?" Rudy won-
dered if there was, in fact, such a contact, or if this was
yet one nore strange fignent of the old nman's peculi ar

i magi nat i on.

"I'n a manner of speaking," Ingold said slowy.

"But if you're a wizard in your own world, how cone

you' d starve?" Rudy asked, nore out of lazy curiosity than
anything el se. "How cone you can't just nake food appear
if you' re hungry?"

"Because it doesn't work that way," Ingold said sinply.

"Creating the illusion of food is relatively sinple. To nake
a piece of grass like this one convincingly resenble bread
requires only that in taste, texture, and appearance, | con-
vince you that you are eating bread. But if you ate it, it
woul d provide you no nore nourishment than the grass,

and on a steady diet of such things you would quickly
starve. But literally to transformthe inner nature of the
grass would be to alter reality itself, to tanper with the
fabric of the entire universe."

"Lot of trouble to go through for a crummy pi ece of
bread. "

"Well, nmore than that, it's potentially dangerous. Any
tanmpering, no matter how small, with the fabric of the
universe is perilous. That is why shape-changing is sel dom
done. Mdst high-ranking w zards understand the principle
behind turning oneself into a beast—wi th the nmind and

heart of a beast—but very, very few would dare to put it

into practice. An archmage might do it, in peril of his life.

But . . ." He raised his head suddenly, and Rudy caught
the far-off chugging of an engine in the still, pale air of
af t er noon.

"My friend," Ingold explained. He got up, brushing dry
grass and twigs off his robe. Rudy scranbled |ikew se to
his feet as a dusty red Vol kswagen beetle crept into view
around the shoul der of the hill.

"This | gotta see."

The bug's tires surrounded it in a light cloud of dust as

it made its sl ow approach, bunping cautiously over every

rut and pothole of the treacherous road. It cane to a stop a
few yards away, the door opened, and a girl got out

She took one | ook at Rudy and stopped, her eyes filled
wi th suspicion and distrust. Then Ingold stepped down the
bank toward her, both hands held out in welcone. "GI,"
he said. "This is Rudy Solis. He thinks |I'mcrazy. Rudy—
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G| Patterson. My contact in this world."
They regarded each other in silent aninobsity.

G| would al nost have preferred the H ghway Patrol

This character had "biker" witten on himin letters a foot
tall: greasy jeans, grubby white T-shirt, scarred boots.

Dark hair faintly tinged with red fell |oosely on either side
of a long widow s peak alnost to his shoul ders; cocky dark-

bl ue eyes under sharply backsl anted bl ack brows gave her

an arrogant once-over and di sm ssed her. She noted the

bunp of an old break on his nose. RUDY was tattooed on
a banner across a flaming torch on his left wist. Ared
prize.

Kind of tall and scrawny, but not bad-Iooking, Rudy de-

ci ded, checking her out. Bitchy, though, | bet. A rea
spook. Beyond that he noted the worn jeans, blue check-
ered shirt, lack of make-up, unworked hands and bitten
nails, and cool, pale, forbidding eyes. Wiere' d Ingold dig
her up?

I ngold went on, "Rudy's been stranded here with car
trouble. Could you take himback with you as far as he
needs to go when you |l eave, G|, as a favor to nme?"

Her eyes went warily fromlngold to Rudy, then back

to the wizard' s face. Ingold rested a hand briefly on her

shoul der and said quietly, "It's all right. He doesn't have to
believe me, G1I1."

She sighed and forced herself to relax. "All right," she
agr eed.

Rudy had watched all this with curiosity bordering on
annoyance. "Well, don't do ne any favors."

Those pal e gray eyes grew col der. But Ingold' s hand
ti ghtened al nost inperceptibly on G1's bony shoul der, and
she said, in a nore natural voice, "No, it's all right."

Rudy, in turn, relaxed and nmeant it when he said,

"Thank you. Uh—ean | give you a hand with that?" for

G| had turned back to the car and was fetching out as-
sorted provisions, including canned beef stew and diapers,
fromthe back seat. He dropped back a pace to wal k beside
her as they followed Ingold up to the cabin, however, and
as soon as the old man was out of earshot Rudy asked
softly, "Who is he?"

She regarded himwi th those pal e school marm eyes—
old-maid eyes in the face of a girl his own age. "Wat did
he tell you?"

"That he was sone kind of a wizard from anot her uni -
verse."

VWen G| was enbarrassed, she becane brusque. "That's
his story."

Rudy refused to be put off. "Were'd you neet hinP"
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G| sighed. "It's a long story," she said, falling back on
Ingold' s usual explanation. "And it doesn't matter, not
really."

"It matters to me," Rudy said, and gl anced up ahead of

themto where Ingold was just vanishing into the shadows

of the little house. "You see, | like the old guy, | really do,
even if heisn't playing with a full deck. I"'mjust worried
sone |land of harmwll come to the kid."

They stopped at the foot of the rickety steps, and G|

| ooked carefully for the first tine at the young nan's face.
It was sun-bronzed and sensual, but not a crass face, nor a
stupid one. "Do you think he'd | et any harmcone to Tir?"

Rudy remenbered the old man and the child together,
Ingol d' s gentle conpetence and the protectiveness in his
voi ce when he spoke to the baby. "No," he said slowy.
"No—but what are they doing out here? And what's gonna
happen when he goes wandering back to civilization like
t hat ?"

There was genuine concern in his voice, which G| found
rat her touching. Besides, she thought, if | hadn't had the
dreans, |'d probably think the sane,

She shifted her burden fromone hand to the other. "It
wi Il be okay," she assured himquietly.

"You know what's goi ng on?"
She nodded.

Rudy | ooked down at her doubtfully, not quite satisfied

and sensing sonething amss. Still, in one real sense this girl
was Ingold' s contact with reality, which in spite of his ob-
vious shrewdness and charmthe old man sorely needed.

And yet —and yet —Troubl ed visions of the old nan stum

bling out of a blazing aura of silver light returned to him

as he started up the steps, G| clinbing at his heels. He
swung around on her abruptly, to ask, "Do you believe

hi n?"

But before G| could answer, the cabin door opened

again, and Ingold re-energed onto the narrow porch, a
flushed, sleepy infant in his arns. "This is Prince Atir
Endorion," he introduced.

G| and Rudy cane up the last few steps to join him

the question | eft unanswered. On the whole, G| disliked
children, but, |ike npost hard-hearted wonen, she had a
soft spot for the very young and hel pl ess. She touched the
round pink cheek with gingerly reverence, as if afraid

the child would shatter on contact. "He's very beautiful,"
she whi sper ed.

"And very wet,'
into the house.

Ingold replied, and | ed the way back

It was Rudy who ended up doi ng the changing as the
only one with experience in the task, while G| nade a
lunch of beef stew and coffee on the kerosene stove, and
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Ingold investigated the light switches to see how electricity
wor ked. Rudy noticed that, anong other things, G| had
brought an extra can of kerosene; though, if he recalled,

the little stove had been out of sight beneath a counter

when he'd first conme in, and there had been no signs that

the house had been entered in years.

How had 1 ngol d known?

G| canme over to himand set a styrofoamcup of steam

ing black liquid on the floor at his side. She watched Rudy
playing tickle-ne with Tir for sone nonents, smling,

then said, "You know, you're probably the first nman |'ve
ever seen who'd volunteer for diaper duty.”

"Hell," Rudy told her, grinning. "Wth six younger
brothers and sisters, you get used to it."

"l suppose so." She tested one of the wobbly chairs,

then sat in it, her armresting over the back. "I only had
the one sister, and she's just two years younger than I

am so | never knew. "

Rudy gl anced up at her. "Is she |like you?" he asked.

G| shook her head ruefully. "No. She's pretty. She's
twenty-two and al ready getting her second divorce."

"Yeah, ny next-next younger sister's like that," Rudy

said thoughtfully, fishing in the pocket of his discarded
jacket for his notorcycle keys, which Tir received with
blissful fascination and proceeded to try to eat. "She's
sevent een years old, and she's been around nore than

have." He caught G 1's raised eyebrow and askance | ook,

and foll owed her eye to the decoration on the back of

his jacket—skulls, roses, black flames, and all. "Aah, that,6"
he said, a little enbarrassed at it "Picasso had a Bl ue
Period. | had ny Pachuco Period."

"Ch," G| said distastefully, not believing him "Are
you in a gang?"

Rudy sat back on his heels, hearing the tone in her
voi ce. "What the hell do you think I do, live in Fontana
and go out on raids?"

Since that was exactly what she thought he did, she
said, "No. | nean—= She broke off in confusion. "You
mean you painted that yourself?"

"Sure," Rudy said, reaching over to spread out the

of fending garnment with its el aborate synbol ogy and nulti -

pl e grease stains. "l'd do it better now+'d have different
lettering, and no fire; the fire makes it | ook kind of trashy.
That is, if I didit at all. It's kind of tacky," he admitted.

"But it's good advertising."
"You mean you nake your living at that?"

"Ch, yeah. For now, anyway. | work at WIld David
Wl de's Paint and Body Shop in Berdoo, and painting's
a hell of a lot easier than body work, let nme tell you."
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G| contenplated the jacket for a monent |onger, her

chin resting on her folded hands on the back of the chair.
Though norbid, violent, and weird, the design was well -
executed and argued a certain ability and sensitivity of
style. "Then you're not a bi ker yourself?"

"I ride a notorcycle," Rudy said. "I like bikes, work on
them 1'mnot in a gang, though. You can run yourself
into real trouble that way." He shrugged. "Those guys are
really heavy-duty. | couldn't do it."

I ngol d canme back in, having traced the power cables

to their sources and explored the land around the little
house as if seeking sonmething in the dusty silence of the
groves. G| dished up canned beef stew and bread. As they
ate, Rudy listened to the girl and the wi zard tal k and
wonder ed agai n how nuch this thin, spooky-I|ooking wom

an believed the old man, and how nuch of her conversa-
tion was tactful hunoring of an old, well-loved, and
totally crazy friend.

It was inpossible to tell. That she was fond of himwas
obvi ous; her guarded stiffness rel axed, and with liveliness
her face was al nost pretty. But it was Ingold who dom -
nated and | ed, she who followed, and there were tunes

when Rudy wondered if she was as crazy as the old nman.

"1 never understood that about the nenories,” G| was
sayi ng, blowi ng on her coffee to cool it. "You and El dor
tal ked about it, but |I don't understand."”

"No one really understands it," Ingold said. "It's a

rare phenonmenon, far rarer than wizardry. To nmy know -

edge, in all the history of the Realmit has appeared in
only three noble houses and two peasant ones. W don't

know what it is or why it works, why a son will suddenly
recall events that happened to his grandfather, when the
grandf at her never exhibited such a talent in his life, why
it seems to descend only in the male line, why it skips one

generation, or two, or five, why sone sons wll renenber
certain events and be ignorant of others that their brothers
recall with exacting clarity."

"I could be Iike a doubl e-recessive gene," G| began
t hought ful ly.

"A what ?"

"A genetic trait She stopped. "Jeez, you people
don't understand genetics, do you?"

"As in horse breeding?" Ingold asked with a snile.

She nodded. "Sort of. It's how you breed for a trait,
how you get throwbacks, the nore you inbreed. I'Il ex-
plain it sonetine."

"You mean," Rudy said, drawn into the conversation in
spite of hinmself, "Pugsley here is supposed to renenber
stuff that happened to his dad and his grandpa and stuff
like that?" He jiggled the baby sitting in his |lap
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"He should,” Ingold said. "But it's a ganble, for we do
not know for certain if—and what—-he will renmenber. Hi s
fat her remenber s—+enenbered— There was a slight

shift, alnpst a crack, in the wizard' s rusty voice as he
changed the tense. "—things that happened at the tine

of their nost renote ancestor, Dare of Renweth. And,

Gl, it was Dare of Renweth who was King at the time

of the rising of the Dark Ones."

"The who?" Rudy asked.

"The Dark Ones." The touch of that heavy-Ilidded, blue
gaze gave Rudy the unconfortable feeling of having his
mnd read. "The eneny whomwe flee." H s eyes shifted
back to G1, the light fromthe western w ndow sl anting
strong and yell ow on the sharp bones of her face. "Un-
fortunately, | fear the Dark Ones know it. They know
many things—their power is different fromnine, of a dif-
ferent nature, as if froma different source. | believe their
attacks were concentrated on the Pal ace at Gae because
they knew that Eldor and Tir were dangerous to them

that the nmenories the King and Prince held were the

clue to their ultimte defeat. They have—el i m nat ed—
Eldor. Now only Tir is left."

G| cocked her head and gl anced across at the pink-

cheeked baby, gravely mani pul ati ng a bunch of motorcycle
keys in Rudy's lap, then at the wi zard, profiled against the
cracked and grimy glass of the w ndow t hrough which the
hills could be seen, desolate, isolated, dyed gold by the

deep slant of the light. Her voice was quiet. "Could they
have fol |l owed you here?"

I ngol d | ooked up at her quickly, his azure-crystal eyes
nmeeting hers, then shifting away. "Ch, | don't think so,"
he said mldly. "They have no notion that the Void exists,
much |l ess how to cross it."

"How do you know?" she insisted. "You said yourself

you don't understand their powers, or their know edge.
You have no power at all in this world. If they crossed
the Void, would they have power?"

He shook his head. "I doubt they could even exist in
this world," he told her. "The material |aws here are
very different. Wiich, incidentally, is what nakes nmmgic
possi bl e—a change in the ways the | aws of physics op-
erate ..."

As the conversation turned to a discussion of theoretica
magic and its relation to the martial arts, Rudy |istened,
puzzled; if Ingold had his end of the script down pat, G|
sure as hell had hers.

After a time, Ingold took charge of Tir to feed him

and G| made her way quietly out onto the porch, seeking
the silence of the last of the westering sunlight. She sat
on the edge of the high platform her booted feet dangling
in space, leaning her arnms along the bottomrail of the
crazy old banister and watching the hills go fromtawny
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gold to crystal, |ike chanpagne in the changi ng sl ant of
the light, the air lumnous with sunlit dust one noment,
then suddenly overlaid with the cool of the hills' shadow.
The evening wind slurred softly through the Ilion-col ored
grass of the wastelands all around. Each rock and stunted
tree was i nmbued by the light with a unique and private
beauty. The |ight even | ent sonething resenbling dis-
tinction to the sunken weck of the blue Inpala and the
nondescri pt VW hal f-hidden by the screen of whispering
weeds.

She heard the door open and shut behind her then and
snel l ed the dark scent of tallow and wool perneated with
snoke as Ingold settled down beside her, once nore wear-
ing his dark mantl e over the pal e honespun of his robe. For

some minutes they didn't speak at all, only watched the
sunset in warm and conpani onabl e sil ence, and she was
content.

Finally he said, "Thank you for conmng, GI. Your help
has been inval uable."

She shook her head. "No trouble."

"Do you mnd very much taking Rudy back?" She coul d
tell by his voice he'd sensed her dislike and was troubl ed
by it.

"I don't mind." She turned her head, her cheek resting

on her armon the rail. "He's okay. If | didn't know you,
| probably wouldn't believe a word of it nyself." She
noticed in the gol den haze of the light that, though his
hair was white, his eyelashes were still the sane fairish
gingery red that nust have been his whole coloring at

one tinme. She went on. "But I'mgoing to drop himoff

at the main highway and cone back. | don't |ike |eaving
you here al one."

"I shall be quite all right," the wizard said gently.

"l don't care," she replied

He gl anced sideways at her. "You couldn't possibly help,
you know, if anything did happen."”

"You have no magic here," she said softly, "and your
back's to the wall. I'"mnot going to | eave you."

Ingold folded his arms along the rail, his chin on his
crossed wists, seeming for a tune only to contenplate the
rippling tracks of the wind in the long grass bel ow the
porch, the rime of sun-fire like a halo on the distant hills.
"l appreciate your loyalty," he said at |ast, "m sguided

though it is. But the situation will not arise. You see, |
have decided to risk going back tonight, before it grows
fully dark."

G| was startled, both relieved and uneasy. "WII Tir
be okay?"

"I can put a spell of protection over us both that should
shield himfromthe worst of the shock." The sun had
touched the edges of the hills already; the evening breeze
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wore the thin chill of coming night. "There should be a
good two hours of daylight left in ny owm world when

Tir and | return—there seens to be a disjunction of tine
involved in the Void, your world and mine not quite in
synch. We should be able to cone to cover before dark."

"Wn't that be an awful risk?"

"Maybe." He turned his head a little to neet her eyes,
and in the dimmng evening |ight she thought he | ooked
tired, the shadows of the porch railings barring his face

but unable to hide the deepened |ines around his nouth

and eyes. His fingers idled with the splinters of the wood,
casually, as if he were not speaking of danger into which
he woul d wal k. "But | would rather take that risk than

i mperil your world, your civilization, should the Dark
prove able to follow ne through the Void."

Then he sighed and stood up, as if disnissing the whole
subject fromhis nind. He hel ped her to her feet, his hand
rough and warm and powerful, but as |ight and deft as a
jeweler's. The last glow of the day surrounded them sil-
houett ed agai nst the burning windows. "I amentitled to

risk my own life, G1I|," he said. "But whenever | can,

draw the line at risking the lives of others, especially those
who are loyal to nme, as you are. So don't be concer ned.

We shall be quite safe.”

CHAPTER THREE

"Where you headed?" G| carefully guided the VWin a

small circle, bunping slowy over stones and uneven

ground, and eased it back onto the road again. The road,
the hills, the dark trees of the grove had turned gray-bl ue
and colorless in the twilight. In her rear-viewnmrror, Gl
saw I ngold's sword bl ade held high in salute. She could see
hi mon the cabin porch, straight and sturdy in his billow ng
dark mantle, and her heart ached with fear at the sight.
Rudy, chew ng on a grass bl ade, one sunburned arm hang-

ing out of the open wi ndow, was about as conforting as
reruns of The Crawling Eye on a dark and storny night.

"San Bernardino," Rudy said, glancing back also at the
dark formof the wizard in the shadows of the house

"I can take you there," G| said, negotiating a gravel slide
and the deep-cut spoor of last winter's rains. "I'm heading
on into Los Angeles so it's not out of ny way."

"Thank you" Rudy said. "It's harder than hell to get
rides at night."

G| grinned in spite of herself. "In that jacket it would
be. "

Rudy | aughed. "You from L. A ?"

"Not originally. 1 goto UCLA; I'min the Ph.D. pro-

gramin nedieval history there." Qut of the corner of her

eye she glinpsed his start of surprise, a typical reaction in
men, she had found. "Originally I'mfrom San Marino."
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"Ah," Rudy said wi sely, recognizing the nanme of that
weal t hy suburb. "Rich kid."

"Not really.” G| objected nore to the label than to the

facts. "Well—+ guess you could say that My father's a
doctor."

"Specialist?" Rudy inquired, half-teasing.

"Child psychiatrist,” G| said, with a faint grin at how
well the label fitted her.

"Yow. "

"They' ve di sowned ne," she added with a shrug. "So

it doesn't matter." Her voice was of fhand, al nost apol o-
getic. She turned on the headlights, and dust plunmed
whitely in their feeble glare. By their reflection Rudy
could see that her face wore the shut, wary | ook again,
a fortress defended against all coners.

"Way the hell would they di sown you?" He was indig-

nant in spite of hinself for her sake. "Christ, ny nother
woul d forgive any one of ny sisters for nurder if she'd
just finish high school."

G| chuckled bitterly. "lIt's the Ph.D. mine objects to,"
she told him "Wat up-and-com ng young doctor or

dentist is going to marry a research scholar in nedieva
hi story? She doesn't say that, but mat's what she neans."
And G| drove on for a tinme in silence.

The dark shapes of the hills | ooned cl oser around the

little car, the stars energing in the |um nous blue of the
eveni ng sky, small and bright with di stance. Staring out
into the mlky darkness, Rudy identified the |andnmarks of
his trip into the hills, rock and tree and the round, snopoth
shapes of the |and. The green eyes of sone tiny anim
flashed briefly in the gloom then vanished as a furry shape
whi pped across the dark surface of the road.

"So they kicked you out just because you want to get

a Ph.D.?"

She shrugged. "They didn't really kick me out. | just
don't go hone anynore. | don't miss it," she added truth-
fully.

"Really? 1'd miss it like hell." Rudy slouched back

agai nst the door, one armdraped out the w ndow, the

wi nd cool against wist and throat. "I mean, yeah, ny

mom s house is |ike a bus stop, with the younger Kkids al
over the place, and the cats, and her sisters, and dirty

di shes all over the house, and ny sisters' boyfriends hang-
ing out in the back yard—but it's soneplace to go, you
know? Someplace |I'll always be wel cone, even if | do

have to shout to nmake nyself heard. I'd go crazy if | had

to live there, but it's nice to go back."
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G| grinned at the picture he painted, nmentally contrast-
ing it with the frigid good taste of her nother's hone.

"And you left your famly just to go to school ?" He
sounded wondering, unbelieving that she coul d have done
such a thing.

"There was nothing there for ne," G| said. "And
want to be a scholar. They can't understand that |'ve
never wanted to do or be or have anything else."

Anot her long silence. Up ahead, yellow headlights flick-

ered in the dark. Long and |ow, the cenent bridge of the
freeway overpass bul ked agai nst the pal er background of

the hills; like a glittering fortress of red and anber flame,
a seni roared by, the runble of its engine |ike distant thun-
der. The VWwhined up the overpass; Rudy settled back

in his seat, considering her sharp-boned, rather delicate
face, the generosity belying the tautness of the nmouth, the
sentimentalismlurking in the depths of those hard, intelli-
gent eyes. "That's funny," he said at |ast.

"That anybody woul d |ike school that much?" Her voice
held a trace of sarcasm but he let it go by.

"That you'd want anything that nuch," he said quietly.
"Me, |I've never really wanted to have or do or be any-
thing. I mean, not so nmuch that I'd dunp everything el se
for it. Sounds rough."

"It is," G| said, and returned her attention to the road.
"WAs that where you ran into |Ingol d?"

She shook her head. Though it hadn't seened to bother
the wizard that Rudy thought hima candidate for the soft
room she didn't want to discuss Ingold with Rudy.

Rudy, however, persisted. "Can you tell me what the
hell that was all about? Is he really as cracked as he
seens?”

"No," G| said evasively. She tried to think up a reason-
abl e expl anation for the whole thing that she could palm

of f on Rudy to keep himfrom asking further questions.

At the noment a queer uneasiness haunted her, and she

didn't feel much in the nmood for questions, |et al one obvi-
ous disbelief. In spite of the occasional lights on the high-
way, she was conscious as she had never been before of

the wei ght and depth of the night, of darkness pressing

down all around them She found herself w shing vaguely

that Rudy would roll up his w ndow instead of |eaning
against the frame, letting the night-scented desert w nds
brush through the car.

Bill boards fleeted garishly by them prinmitive colors bril-
liant in the darkness; now and then a car woul d swoosh
past, with yellow eyes staring wildly into the night. Her
mnd traced the long road hone, the road she'd seen in

| ast night's aching dream of restlessness that had told her
where she nmust cone, then had framed awkwardly the

next chapter of her thesis, which had to be worked on
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tonight if she were going to nake her sem nar deadl i ne.

But her mnd noved uncontrolledly fromthing to thing,
returning again and again to that silent, isolated cabin, the
salute fromthe blade of an uprai sed sword...

"You believe him"
She turned, startled, and nmet Rudy's eyes.

"You believe him" he repeated quietly, not as an accusa-
tion, but as a statenent.

"Yes," G| said. "Yes, | do."

Rudy. | ooked away from her and stared out the w ndow.
"Fantastic."

"I't sounds crazy ..." she began

He turned back to her. "Not when he says it," he con-

tradi cted, pointing his finger accusingly, as if she would
deny it. "He's the npbst goddam believable man |'ve ever
met . "

"You' ve never seen himstep through the Void," G| said
simply. "1 have."

That stopped Rudy. He couldn't bring hinself to say,
have, too

Because he knew it had just been a hallucination, born

of bright sunlight and a killing hangover. But the inmage of
it returned disturbingly—the glaring gap of light, the fold-
big air. But | didn't see it, he protested; it was all in ny
head.

And, like an echo, he heard Ingold' s voice saying, You
know you di d.

I know | did.

But if it was all a hangover hallucination, how did he
know it?

Rudy si ghed, feeling exhausted beyond words. "I don't

know what the hell to believe."
"Bel i eve what you choose,"” G| said. "It doesn't matter

He's crossing back to his own world tonight, he and Tir.
So they'll be gone.™

"That's fairy-tale stuff!" Rudy insisted. "Wy would a—
a wi zard be toting a kidnapped Prince through this world
on the way to sonepl ace el se anyway?"

G| shrugged, keeping her eyes on the hi ghway.

Annoyed, he went on. "And besides, if he was going

back tonight to sone world where he's got nmgi cal powers,
why woul d he need to bum ny matches of f nme? He

woul dn't need themthere."

"No, he wouldn't," G| agreed nmildly. Then the sense
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of what Rudy had said sank in, and she | ooked quickly
across at him "You nean, he did?"

"Just before we left,” Rudy told her, a little snug at
havi ng caught the pair of themout. "Wy would he need
mat ches?"

G| felt as if the blood in her veins had turned suddenly
toice. "Oh, ny God," she whispered.

| amentitled torisk my omn life . . . but |I draw the
line at risking the lives of others..

As if a door had opened, show ng her the room beyond,
she knew that Ingold had Iied. And she knew why he had
l'ied.

She swerved the Vol kswagen to the side of the hi ghway,
suspi ci on passing instantaneously to certainty as the thread-
bare tires jolted on the stones of the unpaved shoul der

There was only one reason for the wizard to need natches,

the wizard who, in his own world, could bring fire at his

bi ddi ng.

There was only one reason, in this world, that the w zard
woul d need fire tonight

He hadn't spoken of going back until she'd offered to
remain with him until she'd spoken of the possibility of
the Dark following himthrough the Void. He had refused
to flee Gae until all those who needed himwere utterly
past help. So he would take his own chances, alone in the
i sol ated cabin, rather than risk involving anyone el se.

"Cinb out," she said. "I'mgoing back."

"What the hell?" Rudy was staring at her as if she'd
gone crazy.

"He lied," G| said, her |ow voice suddenly trenbling
with urgency. "He lied about crossing the Void tonight.

He wanted to get rid of us both, get us out of there, be-
fore the Dark Ones cone."

"What ?"

"l don't care what you think," she went on rapidly, "but
I'"'m goi ng back. He was afraid fromthe begi nning that
they'd come after himacross the Void ..."

"Now, wait a mnute," Rudy began, al arned.

"No. You can hitch your way to where you' re going.
I"'mnot leaving himto face them al one.”

Her face was white in the glare of the headlights, her

pal e eyes burning with an intensity that was al nost fright-
ening. Crazy, Rudy thought. Both of them totally schizoid.
Why does this have to happen to ne?

"I''"l'l go with you," he said. It was a statenent, not an
of fer.
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She drew back, instantly suspi cious.

"Not that | believe you," Rudy went on, sl ouching
against the tattered upholstery. "But you two gotta have
one sane person there to |l ook after that kid. Now turn
this thing around.”

Wth scarcely a glance at the road behind her, G

jamred the accel erator, snoking across the center divider
in a hailstormof gravel, and roaring like a tin-pan thun-
derbolt into the night.

"There," Rudy said, half an hour later, as the car skidded
to a bone-jarring stop on the service road bel ow t he
groves. Ahead of themon its little rise, the cabin was
clearly visible, every wi ndow showi ng a dingy yell ow el ec-
tric glare. G| was out of the car before the choking cloud
of dust had settled, striding quickly over the rough ground
toward the porch steps. Rudy foll owed nore slowy, pick-
ing his way carefully through the weeds, wondering how

in hell he was going to get out of this situation and what
he was going to say to his boss back at the body shop

Dave, | didn't make it to work Monday because | was

hel ping a wi zard rescue a baby Prince out soneplace be-
tween Barstow and San Bernardi no? Not to nention ex-

pl ai ni ng why he never made it back to Tarot's party from

t he beer run.

He | ooked around himat the dark | andscape, distorted
by starlight, and shivered at the utter desolation of it. Cold,
aimess wind stirred his long hair, bearing a scent that was

not of dusty grass or hot sunlight—a scent he'd never
snell ed before. He hurried to catch up with G I, his boot-
heel s thunping hollowy on the board stairs.

She pounded on the door. "lIngold!" she called out. "In-
gold, let me in!"

Rudy slipped past her and reached through the pane of

gl ass he'd broken last night to unlock the door fromthe
i nside. They stepped into the bare and brightly |lighted
kitchen as Ingold cane striding down the hallway, his
drawn sword in his hand and clearly in a towering rage.

"Cet out of here!" he ordered themfuriously.
"The hell | will," G| said.

"You can't possibly be of any help to nme..."
"I"'mnot going to | eave you al one."

Rudy | ooked fromthe one to the other: the girl in her
faded jeans and denim jacket, with those pale, wild eyes;
the old man in his dark, billowing mantle, the sword

gri pped, poised, in one scarred hand. Loonies, he thought.
What the hell have | wal ked into? He headed down the hall.

Tir lay wapped in his dark velvet blankets on the bed,

bl ue eyes wide with fear. The only other thing in the bare
roomwas a pile of kindling in one corner, looking as if
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every piece of wooden furniture in the little cabin had
been broken up; next to it stood the can of kerosene. Steps
sounded behind himin the hall, and Ingold' s voice, taut

as wire, said, "Don't you understand?"

"l understand,"” G| said quietly. "That's why | cane

back. "

"Rudy," Ingold said, and the tone in his voice was one

of a man utterly used to command. "I want you to take

G|, get her in the car, and get her out of here. Now.
Instantly."

Rudy swung around. "Ch, |'m gonna get out of here al
right," he said grimy. "But |'mtaking the kid with nme. |

don't know what you guys think you're doing, but |I'm not
| eaving a six-month-old kid to be mixed up init"

"Don't be a fool," Ingold snapped.
"Look who's tal king!"

Then, as Rudy bent to pick up the child fromthe bed,
the lights went out.

In one swift novenent, Ingold turned and kicked the
door shut, the sword gleaning like foxfire in his hand.

The little starlight |eaking through the rooms single wn-
dow showed his face beaded with sweat.

Rudy set the whi npering baby down again, muttering,
"Goddam fuses." He started for the door

G| gasped. "Rudy, no!"

I ngol d caught her armas she noved to stop him There
was deceptive mldness in his voice as it canme fromthe
darkness. "You think it's the fuse?"

"Either that or a short soneplace in the box," Rudy

said. He gl anced over his shoulder at them as he opened

the hall door, seeing their indistinct outlines in the near-
total blackness; the faint touch of filtered starlight hal oed
Ingold' s white hair and pi cked out randomcorners of Gl's
angul ar franme. The edge of Ingold s drawn sword glim

mered, as if with a pallid light of its own.

The hall was bl ack, pitch, utterly black, and Rudy

groped his way blindly along it, telling hinself that his
nervousness canme frombeing trapped in a house in the

m ddl e of nowhere with a deluded scholar and a charm ng

and totally insane old geezer armed with a razor-sharp
sword, a book of matches, and a can and a half of kero-

sene. After that stygian gloom the dark kitchen seemned

al most bright; he could make out the indistinct forns of the
table, the counter; the thread-silver gleamon the hooked
neck of the faucet; the pale, distinct glow of the w ndows
by the door; the single one in the left with the broken pane.

Then he saw what was conming in through the broken
pane.
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He never knew how he got back to the bedroom

t hough | ater he found bruises on his body where he'd

bl undered against the walls in his flight. It seenmed that
one instant he was standing in the darkness of the tiny
ki tchen, seeing that hideous shape crawling through the
wi ndow, and that next he was falling agai nst the bedroom
door to slamit shut, sobbing. "It's out there! It's out
there!™

I ngol d, standing over himin the gloom scarred face out-
lined in the msty gleamof his sword bl ade, said softly,
"What did you expect, Rudy? Humans?"

Firelight flared. G| had nade a kind of canpfire out of
splintered kindling in the mddle of the cenent floor and
was coughing in the rank snoke. Lying on the sagging
mattress, Tir was staring at the darkness with eyes huge

with terror, whinpering |ike a beaten puppy afraid to bark.
Anot her child woul d have been scream ng; but, whatever
atavistic nenories crowded his infant brain, they warned
himthat to cry al oud was death.

Rudy got slowy to his feet, shaking in every linmb with
shock. "What are we gonna do?" he whispered. "W
could get out the back, make it down to the car

"You think the car would start?" In the snoldery orange
glare, the old man's eyes never |eft the door. Even as he
was speaki ng, Rudy could see that both his hands were on
the long hilt of the sword, poised to strike. "I doubt we
would make it to the car in any case. And—the house
limts its size."

Rudy gul ped, cold with shock, seeing that thing again,
smal | and hi deous and yet rife with unspeakable terror
"You nmean—t can change its size?"

"Ch, yes." Sword in hand, Ingold noved cat-footedly to
the door. "The Dark are not material, as we understand
material. They are only inconpletely visible, and not al-
ways of the same—eonposition. | have seen them go from
the size of your two hands to larger than this house in a
matter of seconds.”

Rudy wi ped sweating palns on his jeans, sickened with
horror and totally disoriented. "But if—f they're not
material," he stamered, "what can we do? How can we
fight?"

"There are ways." Firelight played redly over Ingold's

pat ched mantl e as he stood, one hand resting on the door-
knob, the other holding ready the gleaming witchfire of the
bl ade, his head bowed, listening for sone sound. After a
nmoment he spoke again, his voice barely a whisper. "G1,"
he said, "I want you to take Tir and get between the bed
and the wall. Rudy, how nuch of a fire do we have | eft?"

"Not much. That wood was dry as grass. It's going
qui ck. "

I ngol d stepped back fromthe door, though he never
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took his attention fromit. The little roomwas filled with
smoke, the flaring fire already sinking, feebly holding at
bay the encroaching ring of shadows. W thout | ooking back,
he held out his hand. "G ve ne the kerosene, Rudy."

Wordl essly, Rudy obeyed.

Moving swiftly now, Ingold sheathed his sword in a
single fluid gesture, took the can, and set to work, un-

screwing the filler-cap and throwing a great swatch of

the clear liquid over the dry wood of the door. It glittered
inthe yellow firelight, its throat-catching smell mxing with
the gritty foul ness of the snoke, nearly choking G1, who
stood with her back pressed to the icy concrete of the

wal |, the nmuffl ed baby notionless in her arms. The fire's
Iight had gone fromyellow to nurky orange, the brown
shadows of the w zard's quick, sure novenents waveri ng,

vast and distorted, over the inprisoning walls. Ingold cane
hack toward her and saturated the mattress with the | ast

of the kerosene, its stink nearly suffocating her at close
range. Then he set the enpty can down softly, turned

and drew his sword again, all in one snmooth nove; all
told, he had had his sword sheathed for |ess than forty
seconds.

He returned to the center of the room a few feet in

front of the dying fire, which had fallen in on itself to a
fadi ng heap of ash and crawling enbers. As the darkness
grew around him the pallid light that seemed to burn up
off the blade grew brighter, bright enough to highlight

his scarred face. He said softly, "Don't be afraid.” Whether
it was a spell he cast, or nmerely the strength of his per-
sonality alone, G| did not know, but she felt her appre-
hensi on | essen, her fear give place to a queer, cold
nunbness. Rudy noved out of his frozen immobility, took

the last stick of unburned kindling, and lit it fromthe
remai ns of the bl aze.

Dar kness seened to fill the room and, heavier than the
darkness, a silence that breathed. In that silence G| heard
the faint blundering sounds in the hall, a kind of chitinous

scratching, as if dark funbl ed eyel essly through dark
Agai nst her own heart, she could feel the baby's heart

hamrering with small violence, and a chill w nd began to
seep through the cracks in the door, touching her sweating
face with feathers of cold. She could snell it, the harsh

aci d bl ood-snel| of the Dark.

Ingold' s rusty voice canme very calnmy out of the shadows.
"Rudy," he said, "take that torch and stand next to the

door. Don't be afraid, but when the creature comes in, |

want you to close the door behind it and |ight the kero-
sene. WIIl you do that?"

Empty, cold, keyed up long past the point of feeling
anyt hi ng, Rudy whi spered, "Yeah, sure." He sidled cau-

tiously past the wizard, the flam ng wood flickering in his
hand. As he took his post by the door, he could feel the
presence of the thing, a nightmare aura of fear. He felt
it bunp the door, softly, a testing tap, far above his own
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eye level, and his flesh craw ed at the touch. The thing
woul d pass him+f it did pass himand didn't turn on the
nearest person to it as it came through the door—waithin
touchi ng di stance. But on the other hand, the thought
crossed his nind that if it did pass him there was nothing
to prevent himfromslipping out that open door and

making a run for the car.

If the car would start. If, having polished off Ingold and
G|, the Dark didn't cone after himanyway. No! The

need was to finish it nowthe Dark One, the Eneny, the
thing fromacross the Void, the obscene intruder into the
warm soft world of the California night..

Groping for the shattered ends of his world-view, Rudy
could only stand in darkness beside the door, torch in
hand, and wait.

The last glow of the enbers was fading, the only |ight

ha the room now Rudy's snoldering torch and the gl eam ng
chal l enge of the blade that Ingold held upright before him
his eyes glittering in the reflected witchlight like the eyes
of an old wolf. There was a sibilant rustle of robes as

he stirred, bracing hinmself, a whispering sigh as the dying
ashes col | apsed and scattered. The wind that ruffled so
coldly through the cracks in the door seened to drop and

fail

In the same instant that the door exploded inward, In-

gold was striding forward, blade flashing dowm in an arc

of fire to neet the bursting tidal wave of darkness. Rudy
got a hideous glinpse of the fanning canopy of shadow

and the endl ess, engulfing nouth, fringed in sloppy tenta-
cl es whose withings splattered the floor with snoking
slime. As if released froma spell, Tir began to scream the
high, thin, terrified sound going through Rudy's brain |ike
a needle. The sword flashed, scattering fire; the creature
drew back, unbelievably agile for that soft floating bulk,
the slack of its serpentlike tail brushing Rudy's shoul ders
as it uncoiled in a whip of darkness. The thing filled the
roomlike a cloud, its darkness covering them seem

ing to swell and pulse as if its whole bl oated, obscene
body were a single slinmy organ. The whip-tail slashed out,

cutting at Ingold' s throat, and the w zard ducked and
shifted inward for position with the split-second refl exes of
a far younger man. In his dark robes, he was barely to be
seen in the darkness; nesnerized, Rudy watched, hypno-

tized by the burning arc of the wizard's blade and the

thing that snatched at himlike a giant hand of shadow.

G| was screamng, "The fire! The fire!l" The sound was

meani ngless to his ears; it was the heat of his touchlight
burni ng down al nost to his hands that nade himrenmem

ber. As if awakened froma dream he started, Kkicked the
door shut, and hit the greasy snear of the kerosene with
the last burning stunp. The door exploded into fire, scorch-
ing Rudy as he | eaped back

The Dark One, thrown into crinmson visibility, withed
and twisted as if in pain, changing size again and shooting
up toward the ceiling. But streaks of fire were already
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rushing up the walls to the tinder-dry rafters. Sparks stung
Rudy' s exposed hands and face as he ducked across the

open space of the floor and threw hinself over the bed to
crash against the wall at G1l's side. Mre sparks rained,
sizzling, on the wet, tw sting shadow of the Dark.

The room was a furnace, blinding and snotheri ng.

Bl eeding light silhouetted the creature, which fled this way
and that, seeking a way out. Trapped by the fire, it turned
like a cat and fell on Ingold, the whiplike tail elongating
into spiny wire, slashing at his hands, his eyes, its claws
catching at his body. The bl ade carved snoking slivers
fromthe soft tissue, but the thing | ooned too big, noved
too swiftly in the cramped space, for Ingold to get in for a
killing blow. Flattened against the wall, suffocating in the
heat, and burned by the rain of falling sparks, G| and

Rudy both could see that Ingold was being pushed stead-

ily back toward the corner where they crouched behind

the filthy bed, hanpered fatally by his need to renmain at

all costs between the creature and the Prince. He fell back,
a step at atine, until G| could have stretched her arns
across the bed and touched his shoul der. Now, along with

the sparks, they were burned by the flying droplets of acid
that scattered like sweat fromthe creature's tw sting body.

Then the Dark One feinted with claws and tail, eluding

the slash of the blade by fractions of an inch and throw ng
itself past the wizard with a rush. In the sanme split second
Ingold flung hinself over the mattress to the wall, between

G| and Rudy. As he did so, whether by accident or by

desi gn, the kerosene-saturated cotton went up in a wall of
fire that singed the hemof his cloak and engul fed the Dark
One in a roaring wave of scarlet heat. For one second

G| was conscious only of the wild, terrified screaning of
the child in her arns, of the howing inferno only feet from
her body, and of the heat of the hol ocaust that swall owed
her. Then the wall of fire bulged inward, and the black
shape appeared, distorted and buckling, blazing as it hurled
itself, burning and dying, upon themall. G| screaned as
hot wi nd and darkness covered her

Then all things vanished in a sudden, blinding firefal
of light and col or and col d.

CHAPTER FOUR

There was only wind, and darkness. G| stirred, her body
one undifferentiated ache, frozen to the bone. The notion
brought her stonmach up into her throat. She felt as if
she had swma | ong way in rough cold water after a

heavy neal, sickened and exhausted and weak. There

seened to be a weight of warm velvet clutched in her
tired arns, a taste of earth and grass in her nouth, and
the rankness of snoke in her jacket and hair.

Al'l around her, there was no sound but the w nd.

Pai nfully, she sat up. The child in her arns was silent.

Under wi spy starlight, she could make out bl eak, rounded
foothills stretching away in all directions around her, stony
and forsaken, and conbed incessantly by the ice-w nds out
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of the north. C ose beside her lay Ingold, face down, al
but invisible in the darkness save for the faint edge of
starlight on his drawn sword. Alittle farther away Rudy
Was sitting, curled in a senifetal position with his head
cl asped between his hands.

She asked, "You okay?"

His voice was nuffled. "Okay? |'mstill trying to figure

out if I"'malive." He raised his head, his dark, slanting eye-
brows black in the starlight against the whiteness of his
face. "Did you—were you—=2"

She nodded.

He dropped his head back to his hands. "Christ, | was
hoping it was all a hallucination. Are we—wherever In-
gol d comes fronP"

He still won't say it out loud, G| thought. She | ooked

around her at the ghostly pewter |andscape, indistinct under
the starlight, and said, "W're sure not in California."

Rudy got up, stunmbling as he cane over to coll apse
besi de her. "The kid okay?"

"I don't know. | can't wake him He's breathi ng— She
pressed her fingers to the child' s waxy cheek, brought her
lips close to the little rosebud nouth, and felt the thin
trickle of breath. "lIngold said two crossings in twenty-four
hours could do hima lot of harm™

"The way | feel now, | don't think I could survive an-
other one no matter when | did it. Let's see." He took the
child fromher, joggled himgently, and felt how cold his
face was. "We'd better wake Ingold. Does this place have a
nmoon?"

"It should," G| said. "Look, the constellations are the
same. There's the Big Dipper. That's Orion there."

"Weird," Rudy said, and brushed the | ong hair back
fromhis face. He turned to scan the barren | andscape.
Shoul der upon shoul der, the hills nmassed up to a | ow
range of nountains in the north, a black wall of rock
edged with a starlit knife blade of snow. Southward, the
rolling land closed themin, except for a dark gap through
whi ch could be glinpsed the renpte glimer of a distant
river. "Werever the hell we are, we'd better get sone-
place fast. If any nore of those things show up, we're in
deep yoghurt. Hey!" he called to Ingold, who stirred and
flung out one groping hand to catch the hilt of his sword.
"Stay with us, man."

“I''1'l be all right," Ingold said quietly.

Lying, G| thought. She touched his shoul der, found his
mant| e splotched all over with great patches of charred
slime that brushed off in a kind of flaky, blackish dust. Her
own right sleeve was covered with it, the back of her

hand and wist smarting and scorched. The Dark One, in

dyi ng, had come very close to taking themall
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Ingold half-rolled over, brought his hand up, and rubbed
his eyes. "lIs the Prince all right?"

"I don't know. He's out cold,” G| said worriedly.

The wi zard sighed, dragged hinself to a sitting position,
and reached out to take the baby from Rudy's arns. He
listened to Tir's breath and stroked the tiny face gently
with one scarred hand. Then he closed his eyes; for a
long tine he seened to be neditating. Only the thin npan-

ing of the wind broke the silence, but all around them
the night was alive with danger. G| and Rudy were both
aware of the depth of the darkness as they had never
been, back in the world of Southern California, where
there was always a glow in the sky from sonewhere, com
peting with noon and star. Here the stars seemed huge,
intent, staring down with great, watchful eyes fromthe
void of night. Darkness covered the |land, and their one
brief contact with the Dark was all Rudy and G| had
needed to make t hem consci ous of how unprotected they
were, how uneasy with the ancient fear of being in open
ground at night.

At length Tir gave a little sob and began to cry, the
weak, persistent cry of an exhausted baby. I|ngold rocked
hi m agai nst his chest and nmurnured unintelligible words

to himuntil he grew silent again, then held him [ ooking
for a nonent into the dark distance, idly stroking the
fuzzy black hair. For a nonent G| saw, not a w zard
rescuing the Prince and heir of the Realm but only an old
man cradling the child of his dead friend.

Finally he | ooked up. "Conme. W had best nove on."

Rudy got stiffly to his feet and gave first G|, then Ingold,
a hand up. "Yeah, | wanted to ask you about that," he

said as the wizard handed G| the child and proceeded to

wi pe his sword bl ade on the corner of his nmantle and

sheathe it "Just where can we go to, clear the hell out

her e?"

"I think," the wizard said slowy, "that we had best
make for Karst, the old sumrer capital of the Realm

sone fifteen mles fromhere in the hills. Refugees from
Gae have gone there; we can get shelter, and food, and
news, if nothing else.”

Rudy obj ected uneasily. "That's a helluva long way to
go truckin' around in the nmiddle of the night."

"Wl l, you may stay here, of course,” the old man

agreed magnani nously.
"Thanks a lot."

The rising noon edged the hills in a thin flane of silver
as they noved off, the shadows of the rolling I and profound
and terrible in the icy night. Ingold s dark mantl e whis-
pered |ike a ghost across the silver grass.

"Uh, Ingold?" Rudy said hesitantly as they started down
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the long slope of the land. "I'msorry | said you were a
nut."

I ngold gl anced back at him a glint of the old m schi ef
in his eyes. Gravely, he said, "Apology accepted, Rudy.
I"monly pleased we were able to convince you—

"Hey— Rudy bristled, and the wi zard | aughed softly.

"I admit it was not a very likely story. Another tine |
shall do better."

Rudy picked his way down the stony trail after him
dusting black crud off the gaudy sl eeves of his patched

jacket. "I hope you don't plan to do much of this," he
said. "lIt's too damm hard on your friends."
They were on the nove until just before dawn. Though

the night was profoundly silent and col d, nothing worse
was seen or heard. |If the Dark Ones hunted, they did
not hunt these hills.

After several nmiles Ingold left the w nd-combed sil ver

sl opes of the foothills, and they began working their way
up a steep wooded valley that seened to | ead straight
back into the heart of the nountains, with the scent of
the crackling mat of autumm | eaves under their feet and
fromsomewhere the far-off trickling sounds of water.
Only once in the woods did Ingold break the silence, to
say, "I'mavoiding the main road up fromthe plains and

| eadi ng you into Karst by the back way. The road woul d
make wal ki ng easier, but it will be crowded wi th refugees
and consequently in greater danger fromthe Dark Ones.

| personally have no desire for further swordplay tonight."

G|, weary already fromstunbling over broken ground

with fifteen pounds of sleeping infant in her arns, won-
dered how I ngold had managed this far, after the origina
battle at the Palace of Gae, no sleep, and the fight with
the Dark in the isolated shack in the orange groves. D d
all w zards have that kind of reserve strength to draw on,
she wondered, or was Ingold sinply incredibly tough and
enduring? In the shadows of his hood, his face was white
and tired, his eyes circled by dark snudges of weari ness.
Red welts marked where the thing's whiplike tail had cut
his face, and the shoul ders of his mantle were scattered
wi th spark-hol es; dappled with the wan starlight, he noved
t hrough the darkness of the woods as strai ght and serene
as sone old gentleman out for an afternoon promenade in
the park.

They stepped fromthe dark beneath the trees into the
clearer area of second growmh along the stream and the
musi ¢ of the water grew suddenly |ouder to their ears. After
t he darkness of the woods, even the shifting noonlight
seened bright. It illum nated a ghostly dreanscape of black
and pewter, of deep patches of river sand and water-

snoot hed rocks. Before them up the stream bed, |ooned

the black wall of the mountain's flank, featurel ess against
the nmuted gl ow of the sky, save for one spot of orange, a
distant glimrer of fire in the night.
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"There," Ingold said, pointing. "That will be Karst.
There we should find what is left of the government of the
Real m of Darwath. "

Karst, when they reached the town, rem nded G| of

every weal thy nountain resort town she had ever seen
beautiful with a self-consciously rustic el egance of roony,
spl endi d houses mingled with ancient trees. As they passed
the dark mansions, |ocked up tight in |eafy shadows, she
coul d nake out variations of the architecture which she
had never before seen, but which were eerily faniliar to
her—the clusters of smooth, narrow pilasters, the tw ning
plant notifs of the capitals, and, here and there, pierced
stone nolding in an el aborate geonetrical design. As they
came toward the center of town she saw sheep and cows
tethered or in folds close around sone of the buildings,
their staring eyes gleaning in fright in the darkness. As
they passed out of the woods, the path they wal ked turned
to cobbl estones, the nossy pavenent down the center of

the lane sporting a thin, silver trickle of water. For a no-
ment, walls enclosed themin sinister shadow, then they
energed into firelight as brilliant as day.

The town square was deserted. Huge bonfires had been

kindl ed there, the flames reaching fifteen feet toward the
cool, watching stars, the light gleam ng redly on the bl ack
waters of the great town fountain with its w de |ichen-

ri nmed bowl and dark, obscure statuary. In the flickering
shadows surroundi ng the square, G| could distinguish the
wal |l s and turrets of several opulent villas, the fortresslike
towers of what she guessed was a church, and the massive
foursquare bul k of what was undoubtedly the G and Mar-

ket and Town Hall, three and a half storeys of geniike

hal f-tinbering, |ike black and white lace in the dark. It
was for this edifice that Ingold nade.

The doubl e doors of the hall were ten feet high and

wi de enough to adnit a cart and team with a little nman-

size postern door cut in one corner. Ingold tested it; it was
bolted fromwi thin. Since his body interposed between

them and the door, G| didn't see what he did, but a no-

ment | ater he pushed it open and slipped through into the
light and the clanoring noise beyond.

The entire lower floor of the building, one i mense
pillared market hall, was janmed to bursting with people.

It was deafening with the unceasi ng chaos of voices, rank
with grease and urine and unwashed bodi es, snelly clothes
and fried fish. A blue fog of woodsnoke hid the groined
ceiling, stung the eyes, and limted visibility to a few yards
in any direction. It must have been close to five in the
mor ni ng, but peopl e wandered around, talking, arguing,
fetching water froma couple of half-enpty butts over in
one corner of the room Children dashed aim essly be-

tween the serried pillars and endl ess junbl ed nmounds of
personal bel ongi ngs; men stood in clusters, gesturing, curs-
i ng, sharpening swords. Mdthers called to children; grand-
mot her s and grandfathers huddl ed next to pitiful bundles

of possessions, elbowto el bow with one another in hope-
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| ess confusion. Sone people had brought crated ducks,

chi ckens, and geese; the gabble of fow and stink of guano
mngled with the rest of the sensory onslaught. G| glinpsed
a girl of about ten in the honespun dress of a peasant,
sitting on a pile of bedding, cradling a sleek brown cat in
her arns; somewhere else, a worman in yellow satin, her

el aborately coiffed hair falling in haglike disarray around
her face, rocked back and forth on her heels next to a

chi cken crate and prayed at the top of her voice. The fire-
light threw a glaring orange cast over everything, turning
the crowmd and encl osure into a scene fromthe anteroom

of Hell.

Smoke stung G 1's eyes and made them water as she

pi cked her way in Ingold s wake through the cl ose-packed
ranks of people, sidestepping pots, pans, water buckets,
bundl es of cl othes and bedding, small children and nmen's
feet, heading toward the massive stairway that curved up-
ward fromthe roonmis center to the floor above, and the
table at the foot of those stairs.

Soneone recogni zed Ingold and called out in surprise.

H s name was repeated, back and back, washing like

ripples of neaningless sound to the far corners of that
shadow muf fl ed room And that sound was of awe and

wonder and fear. People edged away fromthe w zard's

feet to |l et himpass by. Soneone snatched a sleeping child
back; someone el se raked a bundle of clothes and a
nmoney-bag out of his path. Magically, an aisle opened be-
fore him an aisle lined with obscure fornms and the glitter
of watching eyes, a path to the table at the foot of the
stairs and the small group of people assenbled about it.

Except for the soft clucking of sone chickens and one
infant crying, the hall had fallen silent. Expectant eyes
pi nned them the hooded formof the w zard in his singed
brown robe, the man and woman, strangers in outlandish
garb of scuffed blue denim the bundle of dirty black

bl ankets the wonman carried in her arms. G| had never felt
so conspicuous in her life.

"Ingold!" A big man in the black uniform G|l recog-

ni zed at once fromher dreans canme striding fromthe
group to neet them caught Ingold, and crushed himin a
bear-hug that could easily have broken ribs. "W gave you
up for dead, man!"

"Gving me up for dead is always unw se, Janus," In-
gold replied a little breathlessly. "Especially when .

But the big man's eyes had al ready shifted past him
taking in Rudy, GI, and the grinmy bundle in G1's arns,
the grubby gold of the enblens enbroidered there. Hs
expressi on changed fromdelight and relief to a kind of
awe- struck wonder, and he rel eased the w zard nunbly,

as if he had half-forgotten him "You saved him" he

whi spered. "You saved himafter all."

I ngol d nodded. Janus | ooked fromthe child back to the
sturdy old man at his side, as if he expected Ingold to
vani sh or change shape before his eyes. The murnuring

voi ces of the multitude swelled again, like the swell of the
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sea, and washed to the far corners of the crowded room
But around the table, there was still that island of silence.

Into that silence Ingold said, perfectly calmy, "This is
GIl, and this is Rudy. They were kind enough to aid me

in the Prince's rescue. They are strangers from anot her

| and and know nothing of the Realmor its customs, but
they are both Ioyal and valiant."

Rudy ducked his head, enbarrassed at the description

G|, for her part, had subconsciously avoi ded thinking any-
thing positive about herself for the |ast fifteen years and
bl ushed hotly. Undisturbed, Ingold continued. "G |, Rudy—
Janus of Weg, Commander of the City Guards of Gae."

Hi s gesture included the two still seated at the table.
"Bektis, Court Wzard of the House of Dare; Govannin

Nar menl i on, Bishop of Gae."

Startled that Ingold did not hold the title, G| |ooked
at Bektis, a self-consciously haughty nan with the signs
of the Zodiac worked into the borders of his gray vel vet
cl oak. Because of the shaven head that gave the Bishop
of Gae the | ook of sonme ancient Egyptian scribe, and be-
cause of the vol umi nous scarlet robes that hid the thin,
straight body, it took GI a nmonment to realize that this
was a worman, but there was not a second of doubt that
she was a Bi shop. That harsh ascetic face would tolerate
not hi ng I ess than spiritual comuand and would trust no
one else to guard sufficiently the honor of her God.

As proper acknow edgrments were made and the Bi shop
ext ended her dark anethyst ring to be kissed, G| heard
behi nd her the | ow murmur of Janus' deep voi ce speaking

to Ingold. ". . . fight in the hall,” he was saying. "Alwir's
set up refugee canps here .. . sent patrols into the city ..
convoying food . . . bringing people to safety here . "

"My lord Alwir has taken command, then?" Ingold asked
sharply.

Janus nodded. "He is the Chancellor of the Realm and
the Queen's brother."

"And El dor?"

Janus si ghed and shook his head. "lIngold, it was like a
sl aught erhouse. W reached Gae just before dawn. The
ashes were still hot—parts of the Palace were still in

flanes. It was burned—
"I know," Ingold said quietly.

"I"'msorry. | forgot you were there. The roof of the

hal | had caved in. The place was |like a furnace. Bones

and bodi es were buried under the rubble. It was too hot

to do nmuch searching. But we found this, back by the

door of that little retiring roombehind the throne. It was
in the hand of a skeleton, buried under the fallen rafters.™
He pointed to something on the table.

Wth the practiced grip of one |long accustoned to

handl i ng such things, the Bishop picked up the |ong,
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straight, two-handed sword and offered it hilt-first to Ingold.
Though it was badly fire-blackened, G| could recognize

the pattern of rubies on the hilt. Once in a dream she'd

seen those gens gleamin lanplight with the novenent

of the breath of the man who'd worn them |Ingold sighed,

and bowed hi s head.

"I"'msorry," Janus said again. H s tough, square face

was marked with weariness and grief under the reddish
stubbl e of beard; he had lost a friend he val ued, as well
as a King. G| renenbered a lanplit room a tall nman in
bl ack saying, " as your friend, | ask you . . ." She
grieved with the old man's gri ef.

"And the Queen?" The tone of his voice indicated that
I ngol d knew what answer to expect.

"Ch," Janus said, startled, raising his head. "She was
taken prisoner."

Ingol d started, shocked. "Prisoner?" Shaggy eyebrows
drew down over his nose. "Then | was right."

Janus nodded. "W finally caught themat it. They can

carry weight; those tails of theirs are |like cable. The Ice-
fal con and a dozen of the boys were trapped in the main
vault. They'd been guarding the Stair since the slab was

br oken—

"Yes, yes," Ingold said inpatiently. "I thought they were
killed in the first rush. | discounted them It doesn't do,"
he added, with the quick ghost of a grin, "to discount

the I cefal con—but go on."

"Well, the fire in the hall spread throughout the Pal ace—
anyone who was trapped anywhere started burning things

for the light. The Dark Ones canme back down to the

vaults like a river of night, draggi ng what nust have been
hal f a hundred captives, nostly wonen and sone of the
dooi ¢ sl aves, yamering and screaning |ike beasts. The

I cefal con and the boys had the sense not to fire the vault
and they put up a hell of a fight. In the end, half the pris-
oners got |eft aboveground, and the Dark fled back down
the Stair. Five of the women and sone of the dooic died,

of shock, we think—

"And the Queen?"

Janus shifted fromfoot to foot unconfortably, his eyes
troubl ed. "She was—badly shocked."

The wi zard regarded himnarrowWy for a nonment, sifting

the sound of his voice, the evasion of his stance. "Has she
spoken?"

Bektis the Court Wzard broke in officiously, his voice

low. "It is ny owm fear that the Dark Ones devoured her

m nd, as so often happens to their victinms. She has lain
raving in a kind of nadness, and with all the arts at ny
command | have been unable to sumon her back."

"Has she spoken?" |ngold repeated, glancing from Janus
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to Bektis, seeking sonething; G| could not tell what.

"She called for her brother," Janus said quietly. "He
arrived with his nen and a great part of the Arny a few
hours after daylight."

I ngol d nodded, and seened satisfied. "And this?" He
gestured around him at the silent sea of people crowded
in the smoky hall.

Janus shook his head wearily. "They've been coning up

the nmountain all day," he said. "A great train of them
formed around us when we | eft the Pal ace. They've been
pouring up the road ever since. And three-quarters of them
are without food. It isn't entirely fear of the Dark that
makes them | eave Gae—even with all the Guards and

Alwir's reginents, Gae is broken. There's a madness in

the town, even by daylight. Al lawis gone. W rode in

just after dawn, to the relief of the Palace, and people were
already looting it. Every farmwithin ten mles of the city
has been abandoned-harvests rotting in the fields while
refugees starve on the roads. Karst's a snall town, and
they're fighting over food here already, and over water, and
for space in every building. W may be safe here fromthe
Dark, but by tonorrow I'lIl wager we're not safe from one
anot her."

"And what," Ingold asked quietly, "nakes you think
you're safe here fromthe Dark?"

Shocked, the big man started to protest, then fell silent.

The Bishop slid her eyes sideways at Ingold, like a cat, and
purred, "And what, ny lord Ingold, know you of the
Dar k?"

"Only what we all know," a new voice said. Such was

the quality of it, deep and regal, like a fine-tuned wood-
wi nd played by a master, that all eyes turned toward the
speaker, the man who stood |ike a dark king, gilded by the
glare of the torches. H's shadow ri ppl ed down before him

Ii ke water as he descended; |ike a second shadow, the w ngs

of his black velvet cloak belled behind him H s pale face
was col dly handsonme, the regular fleshly features narked

wi th thought and wi sdomas with a carefully wielded grav-
ing tool. The wavy raven-black hair that framed his face

hal f - obscured the chain of gold and sapphires that glittered
over his shoulders and breast like a ring of cold blue eyes.
"There is a certain anmount of profit and prestige attendant
upon warni ngs of disaster, as we all have seen."

"There is profit only for those who will heed them ny

lord Alwir," Ingold replied nmildly, and his gesture took in
t he snoke-foul ed shadows of the room behind them the
grubby mob that had for the nmpst part gone back to chat-
tering anong thensel ves, chasing children, arguing over
space and water. "And sonetimes even that is not enough."

"As ny lord Eldor found." The Chancellor Alwr stood
for a nonent, his height and el egance dom nating the
smal |, shabby formof the wizard. H's face, naturally
rat her sensual, was controlled into a cool nask of immo-
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bility, but G| sensed in the posture of his big, powerful
body the tension and di strust between the two nen that

| ooked to be of |ong standing. Alwir was annoyed, |ngold
wary. "lndeed," the Chancellor went on, "his warning was

the first; the stirring of the nmenories of the House of Dare
long buried in his fanmily. Yet that did not save him W
surm sed that you had taken the Prince and fled the battle,
when we did not find your sword in the rubble of the hal
—though indeed there were enough of the fighters, toward

the end, who snatched up the weapons of the fallen to

make that not a sure clue. Was it possible, then, for you to
assunme the formof the Dark and so escape their notice?"

"No," Ingold replied, wthout elaboration. But a mnur-

muring went through those nearest the table—for the hal

was crowded to the bursting-point, and the conference be-
tween wi zard and Chancel | or, though conducted in | ow

tones, had at |east two hundred onl ookers besides the five
who stood closest to them G, standing half-forgotten with
the sleeping child in her arnms and her back to the non-
strous newel post of the granite stair, could see the gl ances
men gave to Ingold. Fear, awe, and distrust; he was un-
canny, an alien even in the Realm A maverick-w zard, she
realized suddenly, and subject to neither king nor |aw.
Peopl e coul d believe of him and evidently did, that he could
take the formof the Dark,

"And yet you contrived it sonmehow," Alwir went on
"And for that we thank you. WIIl you be remaining in
Kar st ?"

"Way did you | eave Gae?"

Dark, graceful brows lifted, startled and anmused at the
question. "My dear Ingold, had you been there—=

"I was there," Ingold said quietly. "In Gae at |east there
was water, food, and buildings in which to hide sufficient
for all. At least there one could be reasonably safe from

one's fellow man. "

"Karst is certainly smaller," Alwir conceded, glancing
deprecatingly about himat the jamred, airless cavern of

the snmoky hall. "But ny nen and the City Guards under

the abl e | eadershi p of Commander Janus can control the
people nore easily than in that crazy hal f-burned | aby-
rinth that is all that remains of the nost beautiful city in
the West of the World. The Dark haunt the river valleys,"

he went on, "like the marsh sickness of the south; but, like
the marsh sickness, they shun the high ground. It nmay be
possible to nake a pact with them such as the nmountain
sheep nake with the lions of the plain. To avoid the |ion,
one stays clear of his runs."

"To avoid the hunter,"” Ingold replied in that sane quiet
tone, "the deer shun the towns of men, but nmen seek them

in the forest. The Dark never stal ked the high country be-
cause there was no profit init. Wen their prey flee there,
thither they will come, to take themin open ground, scat-
tered broadcast halfway to Gettlesand, without wall or fire,
believing thensel ves safe."

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (57 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

The sapphires flashed in the torchlight as the Chancell or
shifted his weight, and his cornfl ower-blue eyes were as
hard as the jewels. "Two days ago there was a King at
Gae," he said. "And now there is none. This situation is
temporary. Believe nme, Ingold Inglorion, a city of people
cannot cone and go as lightly as you do yourself. W obvi -
ously could not remain in Gae ..."

"Why not?" the wizard bit at him

The slipping tenper showed in the steel that suddenly
edged his voice. "It was chaos there. W . . ."

"That will be as nothing," Ingold said slowy, "to the
chaos you will find when the Dark Ones cone here."

In the silence that followed, G| was conscious of the
rustling presence of the onl ookers and eavesdroppers,

chance-canped around the parchnent-littered table that

was all the headquarters the Real m of Gae now had—aen

and wonen, with their children or bereft of them sitting

or curled unconfortably on their blankets, drawn agai nst

their will into the vortex around the tall, elegant Chancell or
and t his shabby pil gri mwhose only possession seened to be
the killing sword at his hip. Though all around themin the
obscure, pillared fastnesses of the hot, murky hall there was
subdued tal k and novenent, here there was none. The

duel was fought perforce in the presence of w tnesses.

Alwir seenmed to renmenber them for the tension in him

eased perceptibly, and his voice was lighter, with just a
trace of anmusenent, as he said, "You run ahead of your-

self, ny lord wi zard. The Dark have not cone to Karst—

of all the cities in this part of the Realm it is without trace
of their Nests. As | have said, this state of affairs is tem
porary; it takes tinme to relocate and reorgani ze. Those who
have refugeed here have nothing to fear. W shall make of
Karst the new heart of the Realm away fromthe danger

of the Dark; it is here that we shall assenble an arny of

the allies of mankind. W have sent already to Quo, to the
Archmage Lohiro, for his advice and aid, and south for

help, to the Enpire of Al ketch."

"You've what?" It was Ingold' s turn to be shocked and
as angry as G| had ever seen him

"My dear Ingold,” Alwir said patronizingly, "surely you
don't expect us to sit on our hands. Wth the aid of the
arm es of the Enpire of Al ketch, we can carry the fight
into the Nests of the Dark. Wth such aid and that of the
Council of Wzards, we can attack the Dark in their own
territory, burn themout, and rid the earth once and for al
of that foul pestilence.”

"That's nonsense!"

Alwi r hooked his thunbs in his jeweled belt, clearly

sati sfied that he had taken the wi zard off his usual bal ance.
"And what woul d you propose, ny lord w zard?" he asked
silkily. "Returning to Gae, to be devoured by the Dark?"
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Ingold recovered hinself, but GI could see, from her

post by the stairs, how shaken he had been by the Chan-
cellor's suggestion. Wien he spoke, his voice was very quiet.
"l propose that we go to ground," he said, "at Renweth."

"Renwet h?" Alwir threw back his head, as if uncertain
whet her to explode into rage or laughter. "Renweth? That

frozen hellhole? It's ten days' journey fromthe end of the
world, the junping-off place of Hell. W might as well dig
our graves and bury ourselves in them Renweth! You

aren't serious!"

The Bi shop shifted her black, |izard' s gaze to Ingold
curiously and spoke for the first time. "The nonastery there
cl osed twenty years ago, during the Bad Wnter. | doubt
there's even a village there anynore." Her voice was a dry,
thin whisper, Iike the wind whistling through bl eached

bones in the desert. "Surely it is too isolated fromthe heart
of the Realmto establish as its capital ?"

"Isolated!" Alwir barked. "That's |like saying Hell has an
unseasonabl e climate. A backwater pit in the heart of the
nmount ai ns! "

"I amnot concerned with the Realm" Ingold said, his
scratchy voice uninflected now, but his eyes glittering in
the murky torchlight. "There is no Real manynore, only
peopl e in danger. You deceive yourself to think politica
power will hold together when every nan's thoughts are on
refuge al one."” The Chancellor made no reply to this, but

al ong his cheekbones G| saw the flush of anger redden

the white skin. Ingold went on. "Renweth Vale is the site of
the old Keep of Dare. Fromthe Keep, whatever else you
choose to do, you can hold off the Dark."

"Ch, | suppose we could, if the Keep's still standing,"

the Chancellor admitted brusquely. "W could al so hold
themoff if we lived in the wilds like the dooic, hiding in
caves and living on bugs and snails, if you wanted to go
that far. But you're not going to fit the entire popul ation
of the Realminto the Keep of Dare, for all your vaunted
magi c. "

"There are ot her Keeps," the Bishop put in suddenly, and
Alwir shot her a | ook black with anger. She ignored it, re-
fol ding her 1ong, bony fingers, her parchment-dry whisper
of a voice thoughtful. "There is a Keep in Gettlesand that
they still use as a fortress against the incursions of the
VWhite Raiders; there are others in the north ..."

"That they've been using to cure hides in for the |ast
three thousand years," Alwir snapped, really angry now.
"The Church mght not suffer much, ny lady Bishop, in

the breakup of human civilization; your, organization was
made to hold sway in scattered places. And you, ny lord

wi zard, think your own kind woul dn't be hurt—wanderers

and brothers to the birds. But it's a long trek to Renweth."
He jerked his head at all those watching eyes, that blur of
faces in the blue fog of snoke-the girl with the cat, the
old man with his crates of chickens, the fat woman in her
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nest of sleeping children. "How many of these would sur-
vive a half-nmonth of nights in the open, journeying through
the river valleys where the road runs down to Renweth

Val e? W are safe here, | tell you-safer than we'd be on
the way."

There was a nurmuring among them a shoal - whi sper

of agreement and fear. They had fled once fromconfort-
abl e homes and pleasant lives in a city now deteriorating
into | awl essness by day and nightnmare terror by dark—a
weary clinb up nuddy roads, burdened by all they could
carry away with them Frightened and confused, they had
no desire to flee farther, and there was not one of them
who, by hope of Heaven or fear of Hell, could have been

i nduced to spend the night in the open

Alwir went on, his voice dropping to exclude all but

those closest in the snoky glare that surrounded the foot
of the stairs. "My lord Ingold,"” he said quietly, "you held
a great deal of power under King Eldor, power based on

the trust he had in you fromthe time he was a child under
your tutel age. How you used that power was your own

affair and his; for you had your secrets that even those of
Eldor's famly were not privy to. But Eldor is dead; his
Queen lies raving. Sonmeone nmust command, el se the Realm
will destroy itself, like a horse running mad over a cliff.
Your nmmgi ¢ cannot touch the Dark—your power in the

Real mis over."

Their gazes net and | ocked, |ike sword blades held im
mobil e by the matched strength of their w elders. The
tensi on between them concentrated to a core of silence un-
broken save by the sound of their breathing; blue eyes

| ooking into blue, framed in darkness and the snol dery
glare of jumping torchlight.

Wthout taking his eyes fromAwir's, Ingold said, "King
El dor is dead. But | swore to see his son to a place of
safety, and that place is not Karst."

Alwir smled, a thin change of his lips that neither
touched nor shifted his eyes. "It will have to be, won't it,

my lord wizard? For | am his Regent now. He is under ny
care, not yours." Only then did his eyes nove, the entire
stance of his body changing, and his voice |ightened, |ike
that of an actor stepping out of a role—er into one. His
smle was genuine then, and deprecating. "Cone, ny lord,"

he sai d pleasantly. "You must understand that there are
condi tions under which life is definitely not worth preserv-
ing, and |'mafraid you' ve named one of them Now~*

He held up his hand against the wizard's next words. "I'm
sure we will get off with less drastic consequences than the
conplete dismantling of civilization. | admit we are hard-

pressed for certain things here, and | do not doubt that
there are nore refugees from Gae and the surrounding
countryside com ng up the nountain tonorrow. W're send-
ing a convoy of the Guards down to the storehouses under
the Prefecture Building at the Palace of Gae as soon as it
grows light. As for getting in touch with the Archmage
Lohiro, I'mafraid your coll eagues seemto be in hiding,
and it is beyond even Bektis' powers to get through to
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them "

"There is a glamur thrown over the City of Quo,"

Bektis said stiffly, |ooking down his high, hooked nose at
Ingold. "Wth all ny spells and the nmagic of fire and jewel,
| have been unable to pierce it."

"I"'mnot surprised,” Ingold said mldly.

The Bishop's flat black gaze rested briefly upon them
both. "The Devil guards his own."

Ingold inclined his head toward her politely. "As does

the Straight God, ny lady. But we wi zards are of neither
worl d and so nust protect ourselves as best we can. As the
stronghol d of the teachings of w zardry, Quo has al ways
been guarded agai nst invasion and destruction. | doubt that
any w zard, however skilled, could pierce the town's de-
fenses now. "

"But that is what you propose to do?" Alwir asked, a

note of genuine curiosity stealing into his trained nel odi ous
voi ce. He had won his battle—er at least this particul ar
ganmbit. He could afford now to drop pose and pl oy that

G| sensed were habitual with him

"It is what | propose to try. As soon, as | said, as | have
seen the Prince to a place of safety. But first, nmy lord
Alwir, | need rest, for nyself and nmy two young friends.

They have journeyed far fromtheir homes, and will set out
on their return before today's sun sets. And, by your | eave,
I would like to see the Queen.”

There was a stirring in the hall beyond; soneone opened
the postern door, and the sudden, sharp draft of fresh,
biting air threw snoke over them making the Bishop

cough, a dry, rasping sound. Beyond the door, the darkness
was stained with paler gray.

As if the opening of that small door had let in an unfelt
wind that stirred the crowded nultitude |ike | eaves, ripples
of nmovenent eddi ed restlessly throughout the dim snoky
chanber. Sone people settled down to sleep at |ast, secure
for the first tine in the long night; others got up and began
to nove about, the rise in their talk Iike the voice of the
sea when the tide turns. The draft fromthe door caused

the torchlight to flicker jerkily over stone arches and
haggard faces. Men and wonen who had hitherto kept

their distance fromthe red-lit circle of power and danger
surroundi ng the great of the Real medged stealthily closer,
and G| could hear the nurnuring whisper in the shadows
behi nd her as she stood against the banister with the flushed,
sleeping child in her arnms. "That's his Little Majesty him

self? . . . That's his little lordship, and a sweeter child there
never was . . . Praise God he be safe . . . They say old

Ingold stole himclean away fromthe Dark—he's a cauti on,

ain't he? . . . Tricky old bastard, | say. Mrror of Satan,

like all themw zards . . . He has his uses, and he did save

the Prince that woul d have been dead, sure as the ice in

the north . . . King, now, Lord Eldor's only child . "
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The great unwashed, G| thought, and strai ghtened her
cricked back agai nst hours of standing and the accu-
mul at ed wei ght of the sleeping child in her arns. People
canme as near as they dared—for she, too, was an out-
wor | der and uncanny. She could snell on themthe stench
of old sweat and the grine of travel. At her novenent
Tir woke, grasped at a handful of her hair, and began to
whi nper fretfully.

Rudy, who had been sl unped, dozing, on the granite

steps at her feet, glanced up at her, then stood up stiffly
and held out his arms. "Here," he said, "I'll hold himfor a
while. Poor little bugger's probably starving."

G| started to hand himover, then stopped in md-notion

as Alwir turned toward them The cl ose-crowdi ng peopl e

fell back. "I shall take the child," he said, speaking to G|
and Rudy as if they had been servants, "and give himto
his nurse."

"Let the Queen see himfirst," Ingold said, materializing
quietly at his elbow "That, | think, will help her nore
than any medicine.”

Al wi r nodded absently. "It nmay be that you are right.
Cone." He turned away and noved up the stairs into the
shadows, the child beginning to fret and cry weakly in his
arns. Ingold started to follow him but Janus caught the
sl eeve of his brown mantle and hel d hi m back.

"I ngol d—an | ask a favor of you?" Hi s voice was

pitched I ow to exclude all but those nearest hi m&ovan-

nin had already gone to speak to a couple of shaven-headed
nmonks in scarlet, and Bektis was ascending the stairs in
Alwir's wake, his long hands tucked in his fur-lined sleeves
and a | ook of pious despair on his narrow face. Ordinarily,
G| thought, the Conmmander of the Guards would be a

big, roaring man, like an Irish cop; but strain and worry
had qui eted him aging his square pug face. "W're riding
for Gae in half an hour. The Icefal con's already roundi ng
up the troops. W've got as nany of the Guards as we can
spare and Alwir's private soldiers. The woods are full of
bandits, refugees, people who'd kill for food, nowit's so
short, and in Gae it will be worse. The |aw s destroyed,
what ever Alwir says about hol ding the Real mtoget her—

you know that, and so do |, and so does he, | think."

I ngol d nodded, folding his arns against the cold that was
blowing in fromoutside. Wth that cold came the grow ng

mur nur of voices, the rattle of cart wheels on cobbl estones,
and the far-off creaking of |eather.

"I knowit's hell to ask you," Janus went on, "after al

you' ve done. God knows, whatever Alwir says, you've done

a hero's part. But will you ride with us to Gae? The storage
vaul ts are underground, and we may need you, Ingold, to

get the food clear safely. You can't touch the Dark but you
can call the light and you're the finest swordsman in the
West of the World besides. W need every sword we can

get. | asked Bektis to come, as a wi zard, but he won't."

The Commander chuckled wyly. "He says he won't risk
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| eaving the Real mwi thout a wizard to council its rulers."

Ingold snorted with laughter or indignation, then was
silent. Qutside could be heard the voices of CGuards and
the sound of people comng into the square, new refugees
already arriving in the town. In the corners of the snoky
hall could be heard the muted rattle of cook pots, a man's
compl ai ni ng voi ce, young children crying.

The wi zard si ghed deeply, but nodded. "All right. | can
sleep in one of the carts on the way down—+ nust see the
Queen first, though. Get as nmany carts and as nmany swords
as you can." He turned toward the stairs, his white hair
mat ching the gold of the torchlight as he noved. G| took
a step after him uncertain whether to call his nane, and
he stopped, as if he had heard her speak. He cane back
down to her. "I shall be back before night falls,"” he said
quietly. "By day you two should be safe enough, but don't
wander about al one. As Janus says, the town isn't safe.
Before sunset |I'Il return to send you back through the
Void. "

"I'sn't that a little soon?" Rudy asked doubtfully. "I
mean, you were right about the Void crossing being rough,
and that will be only—= He cal cul ated on his fingers.
"—fifteen or sixteen hours."

"l understand the risk," Ingold said. "You' re both young
and strong and shoul d take no permanent harmfromit.

And consider the alternative. By daylight, you' re safe in
Karst; so far Alwir seens to be right, and the Dark do not
haunt these hills. But | have no surety what another night

will bring. Qur worlds lie very close; the Dark foll owed
me across the Void once, and it would be too easy for one
to do so again. | said once that | was the only one who

under stands the Void, and as such | have a responsibility.

I cannot let them contam nate other worlds. Surely not one
as popul ous and as undefended as yours. Another night

could trap you here," he finished bluntly. "For if the Dark
are anywhere near, | will not send you back."

"So you don't believe Alwir," Rudy said, folding his
arns and sl ouchi ng agai nst the great granite newel post.

"No. It's only a matter of time until the Dark Ones cone
to Karst, and | want you well away from here before it
happens. "

"Hey, affirmative, nman. \Wen you get back to town, |I'm
gonna be right here on the front steps waiting for you."

Ingold smled. "You're wise," he said. "You two al one
have the option to |l eave this world. Wth what will cone,
believe nme, you are to be envied." And he was gone, nov-
ing up the long stairway as lightly as if he hadn't been
wi thout sleep for two nights, and was swal | owed by the
shadows at the top.

CHAPTER FI VE

The first sensation in GI's mnd, as she stepped fromthe
dark slot of the postern door into soft pearl daylight and
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bone-chilling nmorning cold, was relief. She had made it,
sonmehow, through the bizarre terrors of the night; she had
lived to see dawn. She could not renenber when she had
ever taken such conscious pleasure in sinple daylight.

The second sensation was di smay. As she canme out on

the top step, the noise and stink hit her like a wall. People
were quarreling, arguing, yelling at the tops of their voices,
demandi ng where food coul d be found, squabbling over

the possession of ragged and frightened animals, and cl us-
tering in an armwavi ng group around the doorways of

buil dings already jammed to the rafters with refugees de-
mandi ng adnittance; others were mlling around the half-

drai ned town fountain, bickering over water in voices sharp
with the anger bred of fear. The growi ng |ight showed G|
faces pale and taut, wary eyes shifting |ike those of rats.
They were physically and nentally angling for a toehold

of position in this slipping world. The ice-breeze of the
mount ai ns bore on its cold breath the drifting stench of

unt ended wast e.

Jesus, G| thought, appalled, they' re setting thenselves
up for cholera, plague . . . you nane it. How nuch do
t hese peopl e know about sanitation and di sease anyway?

And her third sensation, as she stood shivering at the
top of the steps in the biting cold, was ravenous hunger
She gave the matter sone thought. The Commander of the
Guards seenmed to be on Ingold s side, and coul d probably

be tal ked into giving her sonething to eat on the basis of
her connection with the wi zard. She nade her way down

the steps, having to pick her path around a m ddl e- aged
man in soiled broadcl oth who seemed to have set up canp

on the lowest step with every intention of staying there, to
where half a dozen nmen and wonen in the black uniform

of the City Guards were readying the transport carts to
join the convoy to Gae. They were evidently under the
command of a tall young man with ivory-blond braids that
hung to his wai st, who was currently engaged in a heated
argunent with a knot of civilians in dirty honespun. The
chief of the civilians was shaking his head enphatically,
the Guard gesturing to the mob in the square. As she cane
cl ose, he dism ssed the nen in disgust and swung around

to face her, regarding her fromunder colorless brows wth
eyes as light and cold as pol ar ice.

"Can you drive?" he denanded
"A horse?" G| asked, startled, her mind going to cars.

"l don't nean geese. If you can't drive, will you lead on
foot? O ride the bloody thing. | don't care."

"I can ride," G| told him suddenly aware of why she
was being asked. "And | don't fear the Dark."

"You're a fool, then." The captain stared down at her,

t hose haughty white-blond brows drawi ng slightly together
as he took in her alien clothes. But he said nothing of it,
only turned to call to a grizzle-haired woman i n a shabby
bl ack uniform "Seya! Get this one a cart with riding
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reins.” He turned back to GI. "She'll take care of you."
Then, as G| started to go with Seya, he asked, "Can you
fight?"

G| stopped. "I've never used a sword."

"Then if we're anbushed, for God's sake stay out of the
way of those who can." He turned away, calling out orders
to soneone el se, as concise and cold as a hunting cat. The
worman Seya cane up to G|, wy anusenent on her deep-
lined face, her sword slapping at her soft booted feet.

"Don't let himfret you," she said, glancing after his

slim retreating figure. "He'd put the Hi gh King hinmself to
driving a cart if we were short, with never a by-your-Ieave.
There, |ook."

G| followed the gesture of the woman's hand and saw
Janus and Ingold standing in the mddle of the ruckus at
the foot of the steps, surrounded by quarreling drivers,

gesturing Guards, and rickety carts. The tall captain was
talking to them gazing down the length of his aristocratic
nose. Janus | ooked shocked, 1ngold anmused. The w zard

swung hinmself up into the nearest cart, settled down on the
driver's seat, and gathered the reins into his hands as deftly
as a coachman.

The sun cleared the spiky peaks in the east as they were

| eaving the | ast houses of Karst behind them brightening
the scene without dispersing the white nmist lying so thickly
among the trees. G| was mounted unconfortably on the
narrow harness-saddl e of a fat roan, drawing a cart close
to the head of the convoy. She could see that nost of the
vehicles in town had been comuandeered, far nore than

coul d be provided with civilian drivers who were willing to
return to the haunted city of Gae. Many were driven by
Guards, and a thin, straggling Iine of them wal ked on either
side of the trai n—aen and wonmen both, she saw, nostly

young, though there were gray or bal di ng heads visible up
and down the line as well. They noved restlessly, and she
coul d see the marks of strain and exhaustion clearly on
their faces. These were the fighters who had borne the

brunt of the defense of Gae.

As the light grew, G| could nake out little canps of
refugees in the woods, straggling out along the road and
far back anmong the trees. There were refugees on the road,
too, nmen and worren in winkled and dirty clothes, carry-

i ng awkward bundl es of bl ankets and cooking pots on their
backs, pushing nakeshift wheel barrows, or draggi ng crude
travois. Now and then a nan woul d be | eadi ng a donkey,

or a woman drawi ng an unwilling cow at the end of a rope.
Mostly they did not stop and gave only scant attention to
the winding file of carts and their ragged |ine of escorts.
They were too weary with flight and fear to have any

t hought but for the refuge ahead.

Eventual |y, the road di pped and bent. Beyond the thin
screen of brown-leaved trees, G| felt the wind freshen
and change. She | ooked up to see the land fall away on
one side of the road, to show her the city of Gae.
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Recogni ti on caught at her heart. It lay in the distance,
surrounded by its many walls, held in the crook of the
river's arm facing out across a plain turned tawny gold
with autum and latticed with the white of the city roads.
It was alnmost as if she had lived there, wal ked those cl ose-

angl ed streets, and known from chil dhood that skyline of
turrets and branches. Against the norning sky, six spires of
stone rose up, flying buttresses bereft of the walls they had
supported, stretching |ike the bony fingers of a skeleton
hand into the whiteness of the air.

"The trees are bare," a man's |light, breathless voice said
beside her. "In sumer it was a garden."”

She | ooked down. By her knee, pacing with the jogging
of the cart, wal ked the pale-haired captain, his eyes reflect-
ing the flat white light of the sky. She said, "I know"

The light eyes shifted back to her face. "You're Ingold's
far traveler."

She nodded. "But |'ve been in Gae."

Again there were no questions, only a docketing of in-
formation in his mnd. He was spare and | oose-boned; in the
m ngli ng shadows of the trees, she saw that he was younger
than she'd first supposed—n his early twenties, possibly a
few years younger than she was. It was the toughness, the
sheat h of self-sufficiency, that aged hi mthat and the |ong
wri nkl es scored by weather around his pale eyes. After a
moment he said, "I amcalled the Icefal con of the CGuards."

"My nane is G1|," she said, ducking as they passed be-
neath the overhangi ng branches of a huge oak. Gae was

| ost to themonce nore behind the woods of rust and silver
and opal mist. The sound of the cart wheels nmingled with
the crackle of the dead | eaves underf oot.

"I'n the old | anguage of the Wath, gil neans ice," he said
absently. "G |-shahs—a spear of ice, an icicle. | had a
hunti ng hawk by that nane once."

G| |ooked down at himcuriously. "Then your own nane
woul d be—&G | - sonet hi ng-or-ot her."

He shook his head. "In the | anguage of ny people, we
call the icefalcon Nyagchilios, Pilgrimof the Sky. Wy did
you conme with us?"

"Because you ordered nme to," G| replied.

The I cefal con rai sed col orl ess eyebrows. But he did not
ask further, and she could not have answered if he had
done so. She only knew that she had felt drawn to these
cal m and conpetent warriors; asked to join them she could
not have stayed away.

They broke fromthe woods and cane down out of the
foothills, riding through the lion-colored grasses of the plain
as if swnmng in a | ake of soft, blown gold, the sun snall
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and renote in a colorless norning sky. They passed nore
refugees, straggling fanm |y or nei ghborhood groups,

wr et ched single men and wonmen carrying the last of their
possessions on their backs, confused gangs of children, the
ol der herdi ng the younger |ike geese. The edges of the road
were scattered with the flotsam of flight—-books, bedding,

and in one place a silver bird cage, dainty as |ace, on whose
open door-frame a pink, ornamental finch sat chirping
fearfully in the sky-wi de freedom of the winds. The Ice-
falcon pointed out Trad's Hill, the round pronontory in

the middle of the golden plain, crowed with its |ichened
cross, but Gl's eyes went past it to the walls of Gae. She
saw towers nounting spire on shattered spire, arch and

corbel and crenelations as fine as hand-tool ed niniatures,
with woven trellises of bare branches, and above it all, the
broken, arching ribs of the buttresses that were all that re-
mai ned of the Pal ace.

And as surely as she knew her nanme, G| knew that

somewhere in that city there was a square whose steps were
guarded by statues of nalachite, where bronze doors |ay
broken anmong the rubble. Somewhere was a vault with the

red porphyry Stair, an odd slab in the snmooth basalt of the
floor, and a shadow crowded archway into an enpty and
ruined street. Cold wi nd stung her chapped hands on the
duty leather of the riding reins; the jog of the slow noving
cob between her knees and the squeal of cart wheels came
like elements of waking into an uncertain world of drearns;
and with them canme the nmellow, rusty voice that floated
back along the line of march, like a breath of m st on the
wi nd, talking with the Commander of the Guards.

Gae stank of death. G| had not been prepared for it,

and it took her by the throat like a strangler's hand. Her
otherworld |life had enconpassed enough bus stations, rock
concerts, and weekends in the desert to have in sone
measure inured her to the stench of Karst, but the fetor
that hung like a cloud over the ruined city was the m asm
of rot, dead rot that her world was wont to hide or incin-
erate.

The streets lay enpty to the sunlight, the echoes of
hooves and booted feet and the creaking wheels of the
carts ringing back off bare walls. House after house bore
signs of burni ng—eaved-in upper storeys, charred tinbers

jutting like the broken ribs of picked carcasses, barricaded
doors and wi ndows with the telltale crawing of soot reach-
ing hal fway up the walls above them G| saw how sone of
the walls had been broken inward; in other places, little
slides of rubble spewed down into the street, mxed with
stripped, rat-chewed bones. The hol | ow shadows rustl ed
with the suggestion of a rodent popul ation rel eased from
its old war with man and gorged on the spoils of victory.
Fromthe tops of broken walls, wild scrawny cats wat ched
themwi th mad eyes. G| held the short riding reins of her
fat carthorse and tried not to be sick.

"Three days ago it was going," a man's soft voice said
besi de her, and she al nost junped. "And now it is gone."
I ngold had drawn up his cart next to her, blinking in the
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sharp changes of the barred and broken sunlight.

Sonet hi ng unwhol esone rustled and flicked out of sight
behind a garden wall. G 1 shivered, feeling unclean. "You
mean the city?"

"I'n a sense." A branch cracked under the wheels. The

I cefal con, scouting alongside, turned sharply at the sound.

G| could see they all felt it, all sensed the foul ness of those
buzzing, crawling streets. Wiat nust it be, she wondered,

to be com ng back now, after having known it, grown up

withit, as it was?

Her eye traveled slowy down the broken lines of a

graceful col onnade that bordered the street, picking out
sophisticated notifs of mathematics and flowers, the gaiety
and bal ance of its nultiple interwoven friezes. She remem
bered again the furnishings of Tir's nursery, nuseum pi eces
of inlaid ivory and ebony. Al that was rich and beauti ful
of this civilization, all the good things that could be had,
coul d once have been found here. She turned her horse's
head a little to avoid the black ruin of a doorway in which
the body of a wonan |lay spraw ed i n shadow, one gnawed
white armtrailing linply in the sun, dianonds sparkling

on the wist anong crawling flies.

Even for those who had survived, there was no going
back. She wondered if the people up at Karst had realized
this yet.

Ingold did. She saw it in the hard set of his nmouth, in
the line of pain that had appeared between his brows.
Janus did. The Commander of the CGuards | ooked white

and ill; but beyond that, strange on a pug face that would

| ook nmore at hone above a Coors T-shirt and a six-pack

of beer, was a | ook of a deep, quiet, and aching regret
Hi s expression was that of a nman who | ooked on tragedy
and understood the neani ng of what he saw. The Ice-
falcon—It was hard to tell. That enigmatic young man

pi cked his fastidious way through the ruins of human
civilization with the single-mnded wari ness of an ani nal,
uncaring for anything beyond his personal safety and the
acconpl i shnent of his job.

Under her, the horse let out a sudden, frightened squea
and threw up its head with white, rolling eyes. Al nost be-
neath their hooves, two shanbling, m sshappen things broke
cover froma ruined doorway and fled down the |ane at a
scranbling run. G1 had a horrified glinpse of flat, sem-
human faces under snarling manes of reddi sh hair, of
hunched bodies and trailing, apelike arns. She stared after
them shocked and breathless, until she heard Ingold say
softly, "No, let themgo." Turning, she saw that the Ice-
fal con had taken bow and arrow fromone of the carts,
preparatory to shooting the creatures down. At Ingold's
command he paused, one pal e eyebrow rai sed inquiringly,
and in those few instants the creatures, whatever they

wer e, had vani shed down the | ane.

The 1 cefal con shrugged and repl aced his weapons.
"They're only dooic," he stated, as a self-evident fact.
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Ingold's face was expressionless. "So they are."

"We' Il have themall around the carts, once we get the
food." He mi ght have been speaking of rats.

The wi zard turned back to his own business and flicked

the reins of his msnmated team "W can deal with them
then." The convoy started forward again, jostling in the
cold shadows of the narrow streets. After a nonent the

I cefal con shrugged again and slipped back, catlike, to his
place in the Guard line.

"VWhat are they?" G| asked of the Guard nearest her, a
fair-haired young man with the shining face of an ap-
prenti ce Gal ahad, wal king at her other side. "Are they—
peopl e?"

He gl anced up at her, shading his eyes agai nst the sun-
light that fell through the breaks in the buildings. "No,
they're only dooic," he repeated the Icefal con's excuse.
"Don't you have dooic in your |and?"

G| shook her head.

"They do | ook |ike people,"” the Guard went on casu-
ally. "But no, they're beasts. They run wild in nost of
the wast el ands of the West—the plains beyond the noun-
tains are crawling with them"”

"Your people mght call them Neanderthal," Ingold's

soft voice said at her side. "If they're caught they're put
to work in the south cutting cane, or in the silver-mnes
of Gettlesand, but many people train themfor household
tasks as well. They're said to make useful slaves, but
evidently no one considered themworth taking when their
owners fled."

The dry distaste in his voice wasn't |ost on the young
Guard. "We could never afford to feed them" he pro-

tested. "Food's short enough in Karst." And he added

to GI, as if excusing hinself, "I never |iked themnyself."

The grain stores were in the vaults of the City Prefecture
Building, a low, solid structure that formed one side of
the great Pal ace square. As the convoy drew up before it,
G| sawthat it had been little touched by fire, though
clearly there had been | ooting going on—a trail of nuddy
tracks, torn grain sacks, and spilled corn led like a stream
up the steps fromthe sunken doorway, to be di spersed

anong the general garbage of the square. The square itself
she recogni zed, though she had |last seen it fromthe w n-
dow of a tower that had now fallen to flamng ruin: a

broad expanse of patterned marble; wi de gates of intri-
cately worked iron; and trees whose bare gray branches

were scorched fromthe inferno that had swal |l owed the

| ast battle. The nonunental shadow of the Pal ace reared

to her left, storey upon storey of sliding ruin, the gutted
belly that had been the Throne Hall of the Realmlaid open
to the day, half-buried under rubble and ash.

This, then, was the Pal ace of Gae, she thought, view ng
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it dispassionately, sane and awake and by daylight, from

the back of a fat, jittery carthorse, with her hands blistered
fromthe reins and her eyes aching fromlack of sleep. This
was what she had cone to see, the place where El dor had

di ed, the place she had known in dreans. This was where
humanki nd had fought—-and | ost—ts |ast organized battle

agai nst the Dark.

By the | ook of those blackened ruins, it was very clear
that the place had been | ooted before the ashes were col d.

More voices, angry this tine, rang agai nst the stone

wal I s of the square in faint derisive echoes. Turning from
her silent contenplation, G| sawthat a little group of
carters and Guards had forned before the w de, shall ow

steps that | ed down to the broken doors of the Prefecture,
centering on Conmmander Janus and a big, brawny man in
homespun whom G | renenbered vaguely as having driven

the lead cart. The nan was saying, "Well, this driver's not
going down to fetch no grain. If the top |l evel of the vaults
has been cleared out |ike you say, that neans goi ng down

the subcellar, and that's death, sure as the ice in the north.

Soneone el se chimed in over the general din of agree-
ment. "The vaults is haunted, haunted by the Dark. | said
I'"d drive a cart, but going against the Dark ain't init."

A Quard shouted back, "Well, who in hell did you
think was goi ng down for the stuff?"

Janus, red-faced with anger, spoke quietly, his brown

eyes cold. "Every man knows the value of his own cour-

age. Those drivers brave enough to do so can help us

fetch the food out. | have no use for cowards. |cefalcon
I"mleaving you in charge on top. Pick twelve Guards and
shoot anyone or anything that cones near the food once

we get it up here. Get it |oaded and be ready to nove out."

From the back of the cart he had been driving, Ingold
handed down a bundl e of cold pitch torches, then stepped
down hinself, bringing with hima six-foot wal king staff
on which he leaned tiredly.

The Commander di sengaged a torch fromthe bundl e

and went on. "Gae isn't enpty, by any neans. It's dead,

but every corpse has its nmaggots. There's danger above the
ground as well as below " He turned and wal ked, torch in
hand, toward the steps. Wthout a glance at him Ingold

made a slight gesture with his fingers; the cold torch in the
Commander's hand burst into flane with a | oud whoof! The

ot her Guards, and over half the drivers, clustered around

to get their own torches and |ight themfromhis.

As G| was picking up a torch fromthe bundl e on the
ground, Ingold stepped over to her and laid a hand on her
shoul der. "That didn't apply to you, GIl. This is none

of your affair.”

She | ooked up at him then straightened to bring her
eyes level with his. "You don't have to | ook after ne spe-
cially," she said. "I'll stay with the Guards."
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He gl anced back over his shoul der at the small group

al ready descending to the vaults, then at the long train
of enpty carts that would have to be filled by afternoon
"l brought you here against your will," he said quietly.
"You are in nmy charge. I won't demand that you put your-
self in danger of death in another universe, when you're
goi ng back to your own tonight. This is no dream G1l. To
die here is to die."

The ice-winds fromthe north pierced her thin jacket

like a knife, and the heatless sun glared in her eyes with-
out power to warmher. Fromthe steps a wonman's voi ce—
Seya's, she thought—ealled out. "G I-shal os! You staying

or com ng?"

She yel |l ed back, "Com ng!" Ingold caught her arm as
she started to move off. To himshe said, "I won't get in
your hair", | promse."

He smiled, the weary lines of his face lightening with a
brief illusion of youth. "Like a bat, eh? As you will. But
as you love your life, stay close to the others."” And he
wal ked with her to join the Guards.

They worked swiftly in the darkness of the vaults,

soundl essly, with drawn swords, their efficiency unpaired
by the need to keep together. Follow ng the bobbing chain
of weak yellow lights, G| found herself alnobst afraid to
breat he, straining every nerve for the glinpse of some
anomal ous notion in the bl ackness, the breath of alien
wind. In the deeper vaults where the food was stored,

the endl ess darkness was all a whisper of tiny pattering
feet and a sea of glaring little red eyes, gray bodies swarm
i ng soundl essly away fromthe |ight of the torches; but
beside the fear of the Dark, that was of no nore nonent
than a cockroach on the wall m ght have been. They

carried burden after burden back toward the |ight, sacks of
grain, cured neats, great waxed wheel s of cheese, treading
the swiftest path they could under their |oads, with Ingold
flitting beside themlike a will-0'-the-wi sp, sword in one
hand, the tip of his upraised staff throwing clear white
Iight that dispelled the crowdi ng shadows.

It was hard | abor, and they kept it up all the forenoon
Gl's arms ached; her blistered hands were smarting, her
nerves hummng |ike a plucked bowstring every tune she
dumped a burden of corn or dried fruit or an unw el dy
slab of cheese onto the pile at the top of the steps and
turned back down to the waiting darkness. Her head

t hrobbed with hunger and fatigue. Toward afternoon she
was trenbling uncontrollably, the stairs, the vaults, and
the men and wonen around her blurring before her eyes.

She stopped, | eaning against the carved pilasters of the
great doorway, trying to get her breath; soneone passed
her in a black uniform bearing a torch, and laid a |ight,
conpani onabl e hand briefly on her shoulder. Blindly, she
foll owed himback into the vaults.

It was well into afternoon when the job was done after
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a last, sweating hour of loading the carts. Lightheaded and
sick with weariness, G| wondered if it were only a hallu-
cination on her part or if they were really watched from
every bl ack wi ndow by unseen eyes—f the prickling on

the back of her neck were sone prenonition of real danger
or only the result of fatigue whose |ike she had never be-
fore known. That |ast hour she had noticed no one and
not hi ng, only the pain that throbbed with every novenent

of her tired arns.

When soneone said that |Ingold was gone, she could
not remenber when she had seen himl ast.

"He was with us on the final trip out of the vaults,
think," Seya was saying to the Icefal con, w ping sweat from
her brow with the sl eeve of her danp undertunic.

"But not after?"
The wonman shook her head. "I really don't remenber."
"Di d anyone see hi mabove the ground?”

A ances were exchanged, heads were shaken. No one

could recall. The fat carter in brow said, "Wll, he's a
wi zard, and he's got his tricks, to be sure. Likely he'l
meet us halfway up the nountains. Let's go, | say, if we're

to make Karst in the daylight."

The remark evidently didn't merit reply—Guards were

al ready picking up the snol dered ends of doused torches
and rekindling themfroma little fire someone had lit

in a corner of the court for warmth. G I joined themas

a matter of course, though she knew that there was no
question of staying together for this search. Janus saw her
as she was going down the steps and called out. "G -

shal os!'" But before he could go to her, the fat carter
caught himby the armand started a | ong expostul ati on,
about reaching Karst before night. Quietly, GI slipped into
t he shadows.

It was different, entering the vaults alone. Her single

torch called forth | eaping, distorted shapes on the | ow
groinings of the ceiling, her ow footfalls multiplied eerily
in the darkness, as if she were being stal ked by a | egion

of goblins. The red gleans of wicked little eyes blinked
monentarily fromthe inpenetrabl e gl oom around her,

then were gone. Al the stillness seened to breathe. Sone
instinct warned her not to call out, and she continued al one
in silence, scanning the naze of dark pillars for sonme sign
of that bobbing white light or the soft tread of booted

f eet though now that she thought of it, Ingold was a

man who coul d nove as noisel essly as a shadow. She | eft

the tranpl ed way the sal vagers had taken and turned

toward the deeper vaults, wandering down identical aisles

of dark stone pillars, granite trees in a symetrical forest,
her torchlight calling no reflection fromthe snooth bl ack
basalt of the floor.

She felt it grow upon her gradually, inperceptibly; a
sense of having passed this way before, a lingering sense
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of unnamed dread, an uneasy feeling of being watched from
the dark by things that had no eyes.

How she coul d have hel ped Ingold she could not have

said, for she was unarned and less fam liar than he with
the haunts of the Dark. But she knew he had to be found
and she knew that he was exhausted, pushed far past the
limts of his endurance; she knew that, w zard or not, in
such a state mistakes were fatally easy to nake.

She had al nost given up the hope of finding himwhen

she saw the faint reflection of white |ight against the dark
granite of the pillars. She hurried toward the light, com
ing at last to a cleared space in that stone forest, where
her torchlight gleamed on the dark sweep of the red por-
phyry Stair that curved upward to the bl own-out ruin of
cycl opean bronze doors, with nothing but darkness beyond
them Anong the rubble of disused furniture and dusty

ol d boxes, she could nmake out the shapes of skel etons,
bones scattered anong the pillars, stripped of their flesh
by the Dark. Al nobst at her feet, a sword-split box had

di sgorged its contents, and dried apples |ay strewn anobng
the skulls.

She knew the place; the familiarity of it made her heart
pound and the blood din in her ears. But no granite slab
broke the ancient regularity of the snooth basalt of the
floor. Only a great rectangular hol e gaped where it had

| ai n, black and yawni ng, the bl asphenpbus gate of the
abyss. And down fromthe pavenent black stairs |led, un-
speakably ancient, cold with the ruinous horror of un-
counted mllennia, |ooking as she knew they woul d | ook,
even in her dreams—as they had | ooked since the begin-
ning of time. The danp chill that breathed out of that
dar kness brushed her cheek |ike the echo of prinordia
chaos, an evil beyond conprehensi on by humanki nd.

And up fromthat unspeakable chasm |ike the distant

glow of a far-off |lanp, shone the soft white |light she had
been seeking. It picked out the curves of the ceiling arches,
echoed in the lines of a skull and the delicate roundness of
the bone over the eye socket. Hands shaking, G| stooped

and picked up a long sword that lay on the floor amd a
tunmbl e of aci d-eaten handbones. Wth the bal anced wei ght

of the hilt in her hand she felt better, steadier, and |ess
afraid. She held the torch aloft and wal ked to the edge

of the abyss.

Far down the stairs, outlined by the soft brightness of

his staff's white radiance, she could see Ingold. He stood
as unnoving as a statue sone fifty steps bel ow her, just

at the point where the stairs curved and were lost to sight
in the black throat of the earth. His face was intent, as if
listening for some sound which G1 could not hear. He

had sheat hed his sword, and his right hand hung enpty at
his side. As she watched, he nobved with the sl ow hesitance
of one hypnotized, down one step, and then another, like

a man in a trance follow ng enchanted nusic. She knew

that after another step or two she would [ ose sight of him
utterly, unless she chose to follow himdown. He took the
next step, the shadows cl osing hi m around.
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"Ingold!'" she called out in despair.

He turned and | ooked Inquiringly up at her. "Yes, ny

dear?" H's voice echoed softly, ringing against the dark-
ness of the overarching walls. He stared around him at

the stairway and the walls, and frowned, as if a little sur-
prised to find he had conme that far down. Then he turned
thoughtfully to | ook at the deeper chasm bel ow hi m agai n,
and G| renenbered with a shiver that he had once told

her that curiosity was the | eading characteristic of any w z-
ard, and that a mage would pursue a riddle to the brink

of his own grave. For a noment she had the terrible im
pression that he was toying with the notion of descending

that eldritch stairs, of walking willingly into the trap to see
of what it consisted.

But he turned away and canme up toward her, the dark-
ness seenming to fall back at the advent of his light. He
energed to stand beside her on the top step and asked
quite calmy, "Do you hear it?"

G| shook her head, nute and frightened. "Hear what?"

Hi s blue gaze rested on her face for a nonent, then

moved away, back toward that endl ess dark. There was

a slight frown between his white brows, as if his mnd
worried at a riddle, oblivious to the danger in which they
stood. She sensed that danger all around them watching
and waiting in the shadows, pressing behind themas if

it would drive theminto the accursed pit. But when he
spoke, his rusty voice was calm "You don't hear any-

t hi ng?"

"No," G| said softly. "Wat do you hear?"

He hesitated, then shook his head. "Nothing," he |lied.

"I must be nore tired than |I thought. |I—+ thought—+
didn't think | had descended the stairs quite that far. |
hadn't meant to>."

That, nore than anything el se, shocked her—the note

of exhaustion in his voice, the adm ssion of how cl ose he
had cone to being trapped. He frowned again, | ooking

down at the darkness that gaped bel ow his feet, puzzling

at sone new know edge, disconcerted, not by the darkness,
but by sonething el se.

Then he sighed and |l et the natter go>. "You canme al one?"
he asked.

She nodded, a curiously forlorn figure in her grubby
jeans, with her guttering torch and the borrowed sword
heavy in her hand. "The others are searching, too," she
expl ai ned—o expl anation, really, as to why she had come

al one.

"Thank you," he said quietly, and laid a hand on her
shoulder. "It's extrenely likely that you just saved ny life.
I+ feel as if | have been under a spell, as if— He broke

of f, and shook his head as if to clear it. "Come," he said
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at last. "This way out is quicker. Keep the sword," he
added as she noved to lay it down where she had found
it. "You may need it. Its owner never will again."

* * *

By the tinme the convoy reached Karst the air was cold,
and the late, weary day was drawi ng down to evening.

They traveled slowy, for the underfed horses were dead-
beat and the road steep and foully nmuddy. The cl oser they
got to the town, the nore often they were stopped by

men and wonen who had been canping in the woods

and who cane hurrying down the steep banks to them
begging for sonmething to eat. Only a little—+t was al ways
only alittle.

Janus, riding in the |ead, shook his head. "There'll be
shares given out at Karst."

"Bah!" A woman in a torn purple gown spat. "Karst—
if you can get into the town! And themas are there'll be
sure they get first pickings!”

The Commander only | ooked down with stony eyes.
"Move aside." He kneed his sweat-darkened horse forward,
past her. The wagons had not even stopped.

"Pig!" the woman yelled at him and bent to pick up
a stone fromthe roadway. It struck his back hard enough.
to raise dust. He didn't turn. "All of you, pigs!!"

It wasn't what G| had expected. WAl king beside her

horse's head, hanging grimy onto the cheekpi ece of the
bridle to keep from staggering, she'd hal f-expected to be
cheered into town. But, she thought cynically, people are
peopl e—Aobody cheers the | unchwagon unl ess he gets

first dibs on the food. She | ooked back along the |ine of
the convoy and saw none of her own feeling reflected in

the strained and dusty faces of the other Guards. It's a
hell of a thing, she thought, to risk your life to feed some-
one and have himpelt you with mud on your way into

town. But she supposed the Guards had seen too much of

human nature in this crisis ever to be surprised by anything
agai n.

They wal ked quietly along the blue evening road with

a tirel essness and an endurance she bhitterly envied. The
civilians noved dully with fatigue, |eading the over-
burdened horses in silence. The sun had al ready vani shed
behind the tips of the surroundi ng nmountains, and the
evening grew cold. It would soon be night. Soneone had
scrounged a heavy, hooded cloak for her fromthe ruins

of the Palace, and it flapped awkwardly around her ankl es,
the folds of it catching on her sword; the rhythmc slap
of the scabbarded weapon agai nst her calf was curious,

but sonehow conforting. She would take the sword back to
California with her along with the nmenory of this strange
and terrifying place.

VWhere in hell are all these people coning fron? she
wondered, as a dozen or nore canme scranbling down the
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ferns of the roadside and into the way of the carts. She
strai ghtened up and scanned the woods, picking out the
hundreds of trashy little canpsites that strewed the sl opes
all around Karst. Sweet Mdther of God, do they think
there's a magic force-field around the place? Did they
really buy that line of Alwir's about how safe they all are?
The refugees tacked themsel ves onto the train, keeping

pace with exhausted horses and their Guards, tagging them
through the blue rivers of shadow between the first out-

I ying buildings. Sone of the Guards drew their swords,

but no nove was made agai nst them the people sinmply

foll owed, crowding one another but not the warriors, only
maki ng sure of being at the distribution point when share-
outs began. G| heard the murnmur of voices thrown back

by the nbss-grown walls, a restless tension and discontent.
So many people, so few wagons, so little food!

And then they noved into the twilit square. G| paused

in shock, stiffening as if against a physical blow, and cold
apprehension fisted in her chest. The square was nearly
solid with people, all ages, both sexes, dirty, in rags or

cl ot hes soil ed enough to be rags, and watchful as wol ves.
The great bonfires of last night had been kindled at the
four corners of the square, and the |eaping scarlet |ight
repeated itself a millionfold in their glittering eyes, like
the eyes of the rats in the vaults. The ugly tension was

pal pable; even G1|'s horse, drooping with weariness, sensed
it and threwup its head with a snort of fear.

At the head of the convoy, Janus noved his horse

toward the nob that was headed for the villa across the
square where the food was to be stored. There was a slight
nmovenent, an uneasy convection current in the dark nmass

of eyes and faces, but no one stepped aside. The Com
mander's war horse fidgeted and sidestepped fromthat

wal | of hatred. Janus drew his sword

Then G| felt the cart she was | eading creak with a

sudden notion, and Ingold, who had been dozing in the

back, swung hinmself up onto the driver's seat. In the fire-
light, he was visible to everyone in the square, the hood

falling back fromhis head to reveal his craggy face with
its rough chaparral of white beard and his eyes as cold
and hard as the storm sky. He said nothing, did nothing,
only stood | eaning on his staff, |ooking down at the nob
in the square.

After a long nonent of silence, nen shifted away from
the doors of the villa. A pathway wi dened before the
Guards, their convoy, and the wi zard.

Janus' voice was crisp on the chilly air. "Start unl oadi ng.
Get the stuff indoors, under triple guard."” But he hinself
did not dismount. Other CGuards energed fromthe villa,
mxed with Alwir's red-liveried private troops and the

war rior-monks of the Church, also in red, the bl ood-

troops of God. G| |eaned against the shoul der of the
carthorse, feeling the sweat cold on her face, the warnth
of the beast through cloak and jacket and shirt agai nst her
arm tired and glad it was over. The npb in the square

had fallen back, crowding one another around the bon-

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (76 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

fires, but they watched the noving |ines of arnmed nen
stowi ng the food, and that restless murnuring never ceased.

G| heard soneone call out. "My lord Ingold!" Turning,
she saw soneone beckoning urgently fromthe Town Hal
steps. She saw the wi zard scan the crowd, judging it, but
few of the people were watching himnow, all eyes were
riveted, as by enchantnment, on the food. He swung hinself
lightly down fromthe cart, and the crowd rippl ed back
fromwhere he | anded on his feet. They noved, not in
dread or fear, exactly, but in awe of something they did
not and could not comprehend. He did not have to push
his way through themto the steps.

If G| hadn't been watching him following his path with
her eyes, she would have completely m ssed what happened
next. A man, cloaked and hooded in red, stood waiting
for himon the steps of the Town Hall, holding a rolled
parchment in one hand, flat and colorless in the deep
shadows thrown by the fires. He handed Ingold the parch-
ment and drew his sword.

G| saw Ingold read what was witten there and | ook

up. She could feel, even at that distance, the fury and in-
dignation that tautened every line of his body, the wath
that snoked off him A dozen nen in red energed quietly
fromthe shadows and surrounded him They all carried
drawn swords.

For one instant, she thought he would fight. And she

t hought, Oh, ny God, there'll be a riot, and queer, cold
fury put fire-ice into her veins. Several of the red troops
evidently thought so, too, for they flinched back from him
G| remenbered that, in addition to being a wi zard, Ingold
was supposed to be one hell of a swordsnman. Then he held
his hands up to show that they were enpty, and the nen
closed himin. One of themtook his staff, another his
sword, and they all vanished into the shadows of the

Town Hal | doors.

Stunned, G| turned to see if Janus had w tnessed this,

but the Commander's back was to her, his attention held

by the nob. The Guards were still working, carrying grain,
si des of bacon, and sacks of potatoes and corn up the
steps of the villa and through the guarded darkness of the
doors. She doubted anyone besides herself had seen the
arrest. They timed that, she thought suddenly. And they
counted on his going quietly, rather than triggering a riot
by resistance.

Rage swept her then, leaving no roomfor fear. She

| ooked back at the steps, splotched by shadow and fire-
light. They were enpty, as if nothing had happened. The
wi zard m ght sinmply have di sappeared

CHAPTER SI X

A dying civilization. Aland |ocked in fear. A world go-
ing down in a welter of hopel ess chaos before an eneny
that could not be fought. And, Rudy thought, strolling
down the nobssy cobbl ed streets of Karst through the coo
sunshi ne of that nellow afternoon, one hell of a |ot of
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peopl e standi ng nose-deep in the sewer, with the tide com
ing in.

If it weren't jamred to the ceilings with people, Karst
woul d be a pretty town, he reflected. That is, if you had
i ndoor plunbing and sone kind of central heating and
streets you weren't likely to break your ankle on. This

| ane was relatively uncrowded and qui et, w ndi ng away
fromthe town square to lose itself in the woods; it was
paved in lunpy, fist-size cobbles that were high and dry
along the walls on both sides and heavily uphol stered with
bright green nmoss down the center, through which a

thread of silver water reflected the sky. Rudy had sl ept—
badly—+n a stuffy and flea-infested closet on the third
floor of the Town Hall, and had spent what was |eft of

the morning and nost of the afternoon poking around

Karst, trying to scrounge food and water, scraping acquain-
tance with refugees and Guards and sone of the Bishop's
peopl e, and checking out the town. He'd come to the
conclusion that if Alwir didn't get his act together fast,
they'd all be dead in short order.

There were sinply too many people. G| and Ingold were
right, whatever the Chancellor liked to say. Contrary to
the assertions of nobst of his teachers in public school,

Rudy was not stupid, nerely lacking in appreciation for

the public school system He'd listened to the council | ast
night—with as little roomas there was in the hall, it
woul d have been hard to hel p eavesdroppi ng—and had

seen today what was happening in Karst. He'd wal ked
through the canps in the woods, trashy, filthy, |aw ess.
He'd wi t nessed seven fights—three over allegations of

food theft, two over water, and two for no discernible
reason at all. He'd heard the stunp preachers and soapbox
orators propounding different solutions to the problem
fromsuicide to salvation, and had seen one ugly old man
stoned by a pack of children and several of their elders
because he was supposed to be in | eague with the Dark—

as if anyone could get anywhere near the Dark Ones to

be in league with them Mstly Rudy sensed the tension
that underlay the town like a drawmn wire and had felt, with
an uneasy shock, that closeness to that |ine that divided
a land of law froma land without it. He'd seen the handfu
of Guards left in town trying to keep sone kind of order
anong far too nmany people. Though it was a new sensa-

tion for himto have synpathy for the fuzz, he found he
did. He wouldn't have wanted to play cop to that mad-
house.

The snoke of cook fires turned the air into a stage-

three snog alert, wherever he wandered in the town or in
the woods. Now, as he headed back toward the square,
shadows began to nove up the rock walls of the little

| ane, and the distant clanor of voices in the square was
muffled by the walls, nuted to a neaningless murnur |ike
the far-off sounding of church bells. In spite of hunger,
the crowds, the threat of plague, and the fear of the Dark,
Rudy found hinself oddly at peace with the world and

with his own soul
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Beyond the wall to his right he heard voices, a wonan's
and a girl's. The woman was sayi ng, "And don't you go
let himbe putting things in his little nmouth.”

The girl's voice, gentle and denure, replied, "No, ma'am?"

"And don't you be letting himwander away and hurt
hi ssel f; you keep a sharp eye on him ny girl."

Rudy recogni zed the enbl emon the hal f-open grille of

rusty iron at the gap in the wall, the three black stars that
someone had said bel onged to the House of Bes, the

House rul ed by Chancellor Alwir. Rudy paused in the

gate. If this was Alwir's villa, then the wonmen were probably tal king about Tir.

Beyond the gap in the wall he could see the sloping
garden, brown with cold and conmi ng frost, and beyond

that the rock wall of a terrace that backed the massive,
gray shape of a splendid nmansion. He was right; two

worren stood in the huge arched door of the house, spread-
ing out, of all things, a bearskin rug in the last of the
pal e gol den sun. The fat wonman in red was doing this,
with nuch bustle and huffing, while the slender girl in
white stood, in the classic pose of wonen everywhere,
with the baby riding her hinp.

The fat wonan continued to scold. "You see he doesn't
get chilled."

"Yes, Medda."

"And don't you get chilled, neither!" The fat wonan's
voi ce was fierce and commandi ng. Then she went bustling
back into the dark shadows of the door and was gone.

Rudy ducked through the gateway and made his way up
silent paths fringed with sere brown hedges. Overhead,
arthritic yellow | eaves trenbled in the watery blue of
the air. Even noribund with autumm, the garden was

i macul ate. Rudy, pausing in its nazes to orient hinself
toward the haughty bulk of the villa, wondered whom they
got to trimthe hedges every day.

The baby sitter had settled herself down on the corner

of the bearskin next to the Prince. She | ooked up, startled,
as Rudy swung hinmsel f over the balustrade to join them
"Hello," she said, alittle timdly.

Rudy gave her his nost charming snmile. "H," he said.
"I'mglad to see you've got himout here—+ was afraid
I'"d have to ask permission fromevery Guard in the house
to see how he is.'

The girl relaxed and returned his smle. "I should be
taking himin before |long," she apol ogi zed, "but it's prob-
ably one of the last warmdays we'll have." She had a

| ow voice and an air of shyness; Rudy put her age at
somewher e between ei ghteen and twenty. Her crow bl ack
hair was brai ded down past her hips.

"Warn?" Li ke nost Californians, Rudy was thin-
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bl ooded. "1've been freezing to death all afternoon. What
do you peopl e consi der col d?"

Startled, she raised her eyes to his; hers were dark,

| um nous blue, like Crater Lake on a midsunmer afternoon
"Ch!" She smiled. "You' re the conpani on of Ingold, one
who hel ped himrescue Tir."

And, indeed, Tir was naking his way purposefully over

to Rudy across the bearskin, tangling hinself in the black
and white silk of his gown. Rudy folded up to sit cross-

| egged beside the girl and gathered the child into his |ap.

"Wel | — he said, alittle enbarrassed by that awe and
gratitude in her eyes. "I just kind of stunbled into that.
mean, it was either cone with himor die, | guess—we

didn't have nmuch choice."

"But still, you had the choice to be with himin the first
pl ace, didn't you?" she rem nded him

"Wl | -yeah," he agreed. "But believe nme, if |I'd known
what it was all about, I'd still be running.”

The girl laughed. "Betrayed into heroism" she nocked
his assertion gently.

"Honey, you don't even know." Rudy extricated Tir's

expl oring hands fromhis collar and dug in his pocket for
his key ring, which the child, in blissful fascination, pro-
ceeded to try to eat. "You know," he went on after a few

m nutes, "what floors me about this whole thing is that

the kid's fine. After all he's been through fromthe tine

I ngold got himout of Gae until we got him back here,

you' d think he'd be in shock. Is he? Hardly! Babies are

so little, you' d think they'd break in your hands, |ike—
like kittens, or flowers."

"They're tough." The girl smled. "The human race

woul d have perished long ago if babies were as fragile as
they look. Oten they're tougher than their parents." Her
fingers made absent-nminded ringlets of the black, downy
hair on Tir's tiny pink neck

Rudy renmenbered things said in the hall and other talk
t hroughout the day. "How s his nmon?" he asked. "I heard
she—the Queen—was sick. WII she be okay?"

The girl hesitated, an expression of —what? Al nost
grief—altering the delicate |ine of her cheek. "They say
the Queen will recover," she answered. himslowy. "But

I don't know. | doubt she will ever be as she was." The
girl shifted her position on the rug and put the Iong braid
of her hair back over her shoulder. Rudy stopped, another
question unspoken on his |Iips, wondering suddenly how

and under what circunstances this girl had nade her own
escape from Gae.

"And your friend?" The girl made an effort, and with-
drew her nmind fromsonmething within her that she would
rat her not have | ooked at. "lIngold' s other conpani on?"
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"G 1?" Rudy asked. "I guess she went with the Guards to
Gae this norning. That's what they tell me, anyway. You
woul dn't get ne within a hundred niles of that place."

"You're within ten,” the girl said quietly.

Rudy shivered. "Well, | can tell you I'll be farther away
bef ore sundown. Food or no food, you'd have to be crazy
to go back there."

"I don't know," the girl said, toying with the end of her
braid. "They say the Guards are crazy, that you have to

be crazy, to be a Guard. And | believe that. | would never
go back, not for anything, but the Guards—they're a rare
breed. They're the best, the finest corps in the Wst of the
Wrld. It's their life, fighting and training to fight. The
Guards say it's like nothing else, and for themthere is
nothing else. | don't understand it. But then, nobody does.
Only other Guards."

Pro ball pl ayers woul d, Rudy thought. Heavy-duty martia
artists woul d. He renmenbered sonme of the karate bl ack
belts he knew back home. Al oud, he said, "God help
anyone or anything that takes on a bunch of people |ike
that. Ingold s with them too."

"Ch," the girl said quietly.
"Do you know I ngol d?"

"Not —ot really. I+'ve met him of course."” She

frowned slightly. "1've always been a little bit afraid of
him He's said to be tricky and dangerous, all the nore
so because he appears so—-so harm ess. And, of course,

wi zards—there are those who believe that w zards are

the agents of evil."

"Evil? Ingold?" Rudy was startled and a |ittle shocked.
A nore harm ess old man he coul d never hope to find.

"Wl | —= She hesitated, twining the end of her braid
through her fingers. Tir, having msplaced or forgotten
the keys, caught at the soft black rope with tiny hands.
"The Church teaches us that the Devil is the Lord of
Il'lusion, the Prince of Mrrors. Illusion is the w zards
stock in trade; they trade their souls for the Power, when
they go to that school in Quo. The Council of W zards

owes all egiance to no one. There is no check on what
they m ght do."

So that explained the Bishop, Rudy thought, and her

wat chful dark gaze that slid so disapprovingly over the

wi zard at that hurried council last night. A wtch hunter,
no error.

The girl went on. "OF course he was a friend and
counsel or of —ef the King—

There was sonet hing, some catch, in her voice that

made Rudy | ook over at her quickly, and it occurred to
himto wonder what the |ate, great King El dor had had

to do with his son's nanny on the sly. Not that he bl amed
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El dor, he thought.

"But I ngold had hi s—purposes,"” she continued quietly.

"I'f he saved Tir, it was because of the—the inherited neno-
ries of the Kings of Darwath, the store of know edge within
hi mthat may one day be used agai nst the Dark. Not be-
cause Tir was only a child, helpless and in danger." Her
eyes were down, considering the bent head of the child
nuzzling around on the bearskin before her. Her voice was
shaky.

She really cares for Pugsley, Rudy thought suddenly.

Hel I, since Queens—at least in his nuzzy denocratic
understandi ng of the matter—don't take care of their own
babi es, she probably raised the little rug-rat. She woul dn't
see himas a Prince—er even as King of Darwath, since

El dor had di ed—but only as a child she |oved, as Rudy

| oved his baby brother. It changed her in his eyes.

"You really believe that?" he asked softly. She didn't
answer, nor did she ook at him "Hell, when you cone

right down to it, it's his job. If he's the resident w zard,
he's got to do stuff like that. But |I think you' re wong."

For a tinme she didn't speak, and the silence cane over

the garden again, a contented silence, bred of the Iong
afternoon light and what night be the | ast gol den day of
autumm. The sun had already slipped through a nmlky film

of cloud on the western peaks; the blue shadow of the villa
mar ked off the cracks in the terrace pavenent |ike a sun-
dial, creeping steadily up on the bearskin and its three
occupants. Looking out over the austere brown and pew er

pat chwork of the frost-rusted garden beds, Rudy felt the
peace of the place stealing over his spirit, an archaic,
heart br eaki ng beauty, a silence of old stone and sunlight, of

sonet hing seen |l ong ago and far away, like a |ost nenory
of what had never been, sonething as distant as the re-
flections in still water, yet clear, clear as crystal. Every

pal e stone of the terrace, every silken grass bl ade thrust
bet ween them and turned gold now with the year's turn-

ing, contained and preserved that magic light |ike the fina
echo of dying nusic. It was a world that yesterday he

had never known and, after tomorrow, would never see

again, but the present nonent seenmed to have been

wai ting for himsince the day of his birth.

"Al de!'" A sharp voice cut that silver peace, and the

girl whirled, startled and guilty as a child with her hand
in the cookies. The fat woman in red stood in the door-
way, hands on her broad hips fisted and face | unpy and

red with annoyance. Rudy scranbled to his feet as she

baw ed out, "Sitting on the cold pavenent! You'll catch
your death! And his Little Majesty, to be sure!" She cane
bustling out, clucking and scolding |ike a nmother hen with
one chick. "Take himinside, child, and yourself—the air's

grown ni ppy ..."

But for all that she flustered around himas if he weren't
there, Rudy knew the real problemwas that Al de wasn't
supposed to be wasting her tinme talking with sone

stranger instead of watching the baby as she was supposed
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to. The girl gave him a hel pl ess, hal f-amused shrug of her
eyebrows, and Rudy gallantly stooped to gather the bear-
skin in his arns. The thing weighed a ton

"What's she think I'm gonna do, kidnap hin?" he asked
in a whisper as the ol der nurse waddl ed back into the
house, baby in arms.

Alde snmiled ruefully. "She worries," she explai ned un-
necessarily. She bent to retrieve the notorcycle keys, which
had fallen fromthe folds of the rug. She wi ped the sl obber
off themwith a corner of her skirt and tucked them back

in his pocket for him

"She boss you around like that all the time?" he asked.
"I thought for a minute she was gonna spank you."

Al de's smile widened, and she ducked her head. She was
| aughi ng. "Medda just thinks of Tir as her baby. Nobody
can |l ook after himthe way she can, not even his own
nmot her . "

Rudy had to snile, too. "Yeah, ny aunt Felice is |ike

that. To hear her carry on with ny nother, you'd never
think Mom had rai sed seven kids all by herself. But you
just got to let themdo it."

"Well, you certainly can't change them" Al de agreed.
"Here—+ can take that rug. Medda would faint if you
cane inside. She knows what's due to the House of Bes ..
No, it's all right, I'"ve got it."

They paused, arns nutually entwi ned in the noth-eaten
red fur. "Your nane's Al de?" he asked.

She nodded. "Short for M nal de," she expl ai ned. "Sone-
one told ne yours. If "

"Alde!" Medda's shout canme fromwithin the villa.
"Take care of yourself,"” Rudy whispered. "And Pugsley."

She sniled at the nickname and ducked her head again

as if to hide the smle. "You also." Then she turned and
hurried through the great doors, the claws of the bearskin
clinking softly on the polished floor.

The sky overhead had | ost the pal eness of day. The sun
was | ong gone past the nmountain's rim and swift twlight
had come down. Al that afternoon's peace and beauty

not wi t hst andi ng, Rudy had no intention of spending an-
other night in this world. Besides which, he realized he
was pai nfully hungry, and food was notoriously hard to
come by. He made his way down the dead garden and
through the rusted gate. He found the | ane beyond al nost
totally dark, though the sky above still held a little of the
day, like the sky above a canyon. As the shadows noved
up the nountain toward Karst, he began his hunt for the
wi zard and the way hone.

"Rudy!" He turned, startled to see G| materialize out
of the gloom striding quickly toward him foll owed by
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a tall young man with white Vi king braids who wore the
already-fam liar uniformof the City Guards. He noticed
that G 1 had scrounged a cl oak from sonmewhere and wore

a sword belted over her Levi's. The outfit made himgrin.
This was a long way fromthe | ady and schol ar of yesterday
afternoon ..

"Were's Ingold?" he asked as they drew near.
G| answered shortly. "He's been busted.”

"Busted?" For a mnute he couldn't take it in. "You
mean arrested?"

"I sawit," Gl said tightly.

Cl ose up now, Rudy saw that she | ooked exhausted,

drawn, those cold gray-blue eyes sunk in purple snudges
in a face that had gotten pointy and white. It didn't do
much for her | ooks, he thought. But there was a hardness
in her eyes now that he wouldn't have wanted to tangle
Wit h.

She went on. "A bunch of troops came and got himon
the Town Hall steps while the Guards were busy unl oading
the supplies.”

"And he just went with then?" Rudy asked, aghast and
di sbel i evi ng.

The tall Guard nodded. "He knew that it was go or
fight. The fight would trigger a riot."

The light, spare voice was uninflected, unexplaining, but
the scenario sprang to Rudy's mind. The Guards backed

I ngold and woul d have rushed to hel p; the people in the
square would go after the food; all the pent-up violence
of the day woul d condense in rage and fear and terror of
the night. The town would go up |ike gunpowder. He'd

been in enough snall-scale riots at the Shanrock Bar in
Fontana to know how that went. But what was all right

in the safety of a steel-m |l town on Friday night would be
death and worse than death on a |arge scale, played for
keeps out of hunger and fury and frustration. Bitterly, he
remarked, "They sure knew their man. Who nailed him do
you know?"

"Church troops, fromG|1's description," the Icefal con
sai d. "The Red Monks. The Bishop's nen, but they could
have acted on anyone's orders."

"Wi ch anyone?" Rudy denmanded, his glance shifting
fromG1| to the Icefalcon in the di mess of the shadowy
| ane. "Alwir? Wien he couldn't push himout at the coun-
cil last night?"

"Alwir always feared Ingold s power over the King,"
the Guard said thoughtfully.

"H's men wear red, too," G| added.
The I cefal con shrugged. "And the Bishop certainly

doesn't relish the thought of an agent of Satan that cl ose
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to the throne."

"A what?" G| demanded angrily, and Rudy briefed
her on the local Church stand on wizardry. GI|'s coment
was neither scholarly nor |adylike.

"The Bishop is very strong in her faith," the Icefal con

said in his soft neutral voice, the tone as colorless as his
eyes. "Or—the Queen could have put out the order for

his arrest. Fromall accounts she has never trusted I|ngold,
either."

"Yeah, but the Queen's out on a Section Eight these
days," Rudy said unkindly. "And whoever popped him
we've got to find where they're keeping him if we don't
want to end up spendi ng anot her ni ght here."

"Not to nmention the next fifty years, if they decide to
wall himup in some dungeon and forget about him" G|
added, her voice sharp with fear.

"Yeah," Rudy agreed. "Though | personally woul dn't
want to be the one in charge of putting that old duffer
out of the way pernmanently."”

"Look," the Icefalcon said, "Karst isn't that big a town.
They will have put himin the Towmn Hall jail, in the vaults
below Alwir's villa, or in the Bishop's sumrer pal ace
sonewhere. Divided, we can find himw thin the hour. Then
you can do—whatever you will do."

The shift in inflection of that soft, breathless voice mde
Rudy's nerves prickle with the sudden prenonition of dis-
aster, but the inscrutable frost-white eyes chall enged him
to read neaning into the words. Alde had said that the
Guards were all crazy. Crazy enough to jail break a w zard
out from under the noses of the Powers That Be? They

were | ngol d s—and now, by the look of it, GIl's—allies.
Rudy wondered if he wanted to nmess with the whol e thing.

On the other hand, he realized he didn't have much

choice. It was a jailbreak in the dark or spending the night
and God al one knew how many ot her nights besides in this
worl d. Even standing in the quiet of the dark |ane, Rudy
had begun to feel nervous. "Ckay," he said, with as nuch
cheerful ness as he could nuster under the circunstances.
"Meet you back at the Town Hall in an hour."

They parted, Rudy hurrying back toward Alwir's garden
gate, running over in his mnd how he'd go about getting
on the right side of Alde and, nore inportantly, Medda,
in order to get in and search the villa.

G| and the lcefal con headed in the other direction,
instinctively hugging the wall for protection, guided by
the reddish reflection of the fires in the town square. It

was fully dark, a bitter overcast night, and G| shivered,
feeling the trap of the |ane, aware of how restricted it was
on the sides and how open from above. C oak and sword
tangl ed around her feet, and she had to hurry her steps to
catch up with the long strides of the young nman before her
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They were within sight of the firelit crowds in the

square when the Icefal con stopped and raised his head to
listen like a startled beast. "Do you hear it?" H s voice was
a whisper in the darkness, his face and pale hair a blur
edged in the rosy reflection of the bonfires. G| stopped

al so, listening to the cool quiet of the night. Pine-scented
wi nds bl ew the sounds from beyond the town, far-off

sounds changed by the darkness, but unm stakable. From

the dark woods that ringed the town, the wind carried up

the sounds of screani ng.

The Dark Ones had cone to Karst!

There was no battle at Karst—enly a thousand rear-

guard actions fought in the haunted woods by conpanies

of Quards, of Church troops, and of the private troops of

t he househol ds of noble and | andchief. Patrols nmade sorties
fromthe blazing central fortress of the red-lit town square
and brought in huddled clusters of terrified refugees, the
scattered stragglers who had survived that first onslaught.

G|, who found herself, sword in hand, hunting with the

I cefal con's company, renenbered that first chaotic night-
mare in Gae and wondered that she had thought it
frightening. At |east then she had known where the danger
lay; in Gae there had been torchlight and walls and
peopl e. But here the nightmare drifted silently through

wi nd-touched woods, appearing, killing, and departing with
a kind of hideous |eisure. Here there was no warning, only
a vast floating darkness that fell upon the torches between
one eyeblink and the next; soft nouths gaping w de, like
canopi es of acid-fringed parachutes; claws reaching to
tear and to hold. Here there were the victinms; a pile

of stripped, bloody bones anong the sticks of a half-built
campfire or the bl ood-dewed shrunken mummy of a nman

sucked dry while a yard away his wife knelt screamng in
hel pl ess horror at the sight.

Natural ly col dhearted, G| was nade neither hel pl ess
nor, after the first fewvictins, sick. Rather, she was filled

with a kind of cool and |ightheaded rage, |ike a cat that
kills with neither fear nor renorse.

In those first chaotic minutes, she and the Icefal con
doubl ed back to the Guards' Court at a run. There they
found a wild confusion of men arm ng, conpanies form ng,
Janus' deep boom ng voice cutting through the hol ocaust

of sound, demandi ng volunteers. Since she was wearing a
sword, sonebody shoved her into a company—they were

hal fway out of town, arned with torches and pitifully few
to neet the Dark, when she fought her way up to the

front of the patrol and yelled to the Icefal con, "But I
don't know how to use a sword!"

He gave her a cold stare. "Then you shoul dn't wear
one," he retorted.

Soneone el se caught her by the shoul der—+he wonan
Seya she'd nmet that norning by the carts—and drew her
back. "Aimat the mdline of the body," she instructed G|
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hastily. "Cut straight down, or straight sideways. There's a
snap to the wists, see? Hilt in both hands—ot |ike that,
you' || break both thunbs. You have to go in close to kill

if they're bigger than you are, which they will be, outside
like this. Got that? You can pick up the rest later. Stay in
the center of the group and don't take on anything you

can't handle."

Wat chword for the night, G| thought wyly. But it was
surprising, the first time those dark, silent bulks material -
i zed out of the misty darkness between the trees, how

much of that hasty |esson she could put into practice. And
she learned the first principle of any martial art—hat
surviving or not surviving an encounter is the ultimate test
of any system |esson, or technique.

In one sense it was easy, for those nebul ous bodi es of -
fered little resistance to the razor-sharp nmetal. Precision
and speed counted rather than strength; for all their soft
bul k, the Dark Ones nobved fast. But Seya had not nen-
tioned that the Dark Ones stank of rotting blood, nor

had she described the way the cut pieces folded and
trailed and spattered everything with hunan bl ood and

bl ackish liquid as they disintegrated. This G| found out
in that crinmson pandenonium of fire and dark trees, death
and flight and war. And she found out, too, that there was
|l ess fear in the attack than in the defense and that, no

matter how little sleep or food you have had in the | ast
forty-eight hours, you could always fight for your life. She
fought shoul der to shoulder with the black-uniforned

Guards of Gae and ragged vol unteers in honespun. She

ran in the wake of the fighters as they noved through the
woods |ike a wol fpack, gathering lost and terrified fugi-

ti ves and shepherdi ng them back toward Karst. The cold
electricity of battle-lust filled her Iike fire and drove out
weari ness or fear.

In time, the dozen or so warriors of the Icefalcon's com
pany rounded up some fifty refugees. They circled them

in a | oose cordon and gave torches to as many of them

as were capable of carrying such things; nost persisted in
hol di ng to possessions, money, and food, and a good thirty
were woren carrying children in their arnms. For the third
time that night, they started back for Karst. Wods and
sky were utterly black, the dark trees threshing in the

wi nd. All around them could be heard scream ng and
wailing. It was a Dantean scene, lit by the jerky gl are of
t or ches.

Soneone behind her cried out. Looking up, G| saw the

Dark materializing in the inky air, with a sudden drop

of sl obbering wings and the slash of a thorned wire tail.
She stepped into it, sword whining as she swung, aware of
Seya on her right, sonmeone el se on her left. Then she was
engul fed in darkness, wind, and fire, cutting blindly. The
fugitives behind her were packing closer and cl oser to-
gether |ike sheep, the children shrieking, the nmen crying
out. Shredded veils of disintegrating protoplasmslithered
to the ground all around her. She saw the man on her |eft
buckl e awkwardly to his knees, dry and white and dewed
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all over with blood as the Dark One rose off himlike sone
giant, flopping, airborne blob. Wave after wave of dark-
ness cane pouring fromthe woods.

The I cefalcon raised his light voice to a harsh rasp

"This will be the last trip, nmy sisters and brothers. There
are nore now than there were. We'l|l have to hold the

town. "

In the nonentary lull, as the Dark Ones gathered |ike

a lightless roof of stormoverhead, a Guard's voice cried
bitterly, "Hold that town? That collection of wall-Iess
chi cken-runs?"

"It's the only town we have. Now, run!"

And they ran, through the black nightmare of alien pur-
suit, with the winds stirring after themlike the breath of
some unspeakabl e abyss. It was a nightmare of woods,

dar kness, sinuous half-seen fornms, flame, and stunbling
terror. They ran toward the refuge of Karst, and the Dark
Ones fol | owed.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Hel | of a joke on Alwir! Rudy slunped back agai nst the
clustered pilasters fram ng the open archway fromthe
villa's main reception-hall out to its entryway and shut his
eyes. But nothing could block out the wild glare of the
torches, the screaming that went through his head like a
hacksaw, and the dizzy sickness of fatigue. That whole

sal es pitch about everything being hunky-dory and let's

make Karst capital of the new Real m had gone down the

tubes. And Ingold, whatever the hell they did with him

was right all along.

He opened his eyes again, the sensory burn-out of the

hal I stabbing body and brain Iike crimson knives. It was
like the waiting roomof Judgment Day. The hall and
entryway on either side of the fluted arch were nobbed

wall to wall with people, refugees driven in fromthe woods
and the town square who had taken shelter here when the
defense lines around the town had caved in. People were
weepi ng, praying, cursing, all at the tops of their |ungs;
they were mlling like panic-stricken sheep when the wol f
was in the fold. The jackhamrer din was like the final set
of a rock concert, so deafening that no single sound was
audi bl e, and the faces illum nated by the bl eeding torch-
Iight seemed to nmouth sensel essly. The packed heat of the
roomwas snothering, the air foul with smoke and hunman
fear. Detachedly, Rudy wondered if he were involved in

one of GIl's nightmares. But he was too hungry to be

asl eep for one thing; and for another, it |ooked as if he'd
started at the wong end of the dream and coul dn't renem

ber going to bed. He wondered if the end of the world was
going to be this noisy. He hoped not.

Li ke Satan in the chaos of the fire, Alwir stood in the

nm ddl e of the room blood fromhis cut cheek nmaking a

red track in the sweaty slinme of his face. One hand rested
on the ponmmel of his sword, the other gestured, black and
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el oquent —he was speaki ng wi th Commander Janus and

Bi shop Govanni n, who stood | eaning on her drawn sword,

her robe girded up for fighting. Under the marks of battle,
that thin skull-face of hers was calm Rudy reflected dryly
to hinself that it |ooked as if everybody in town knew how
to handl e a sword except him Alwr suggested something,
and the Bi shop shook her head in sonmber denial. The angry,

i nsistent sweep of the Chancellor's gesture took in all the
room Rudy had a bad feeling that he knew what the prob-

| em was.

The villa was indefensible.

It was obvious. They'd been driven there when the de-
fenses around the square had crunbl ed, when darkness |ike

a fog had sapped the light of the fires. One mnute, it
seened, Rudy had been standing in the Iine of arned nen,
awkwardly gripping the hilt of a sword sonebody had

shoved into his hands, backed by the wi nd-whi pped, flaring
bl aze of dozens of bonfires and the yamrering cries of the
unarnmed civilians who were crowding in the square for
protection and watching with uneasy terror the restless
stirrings in the darkness beyond the light. Then the dark-
ness had begun to draw cl oser, the shifting suggestion of
nebul ous bodi es growi ng increasingly clear. Looking be-
hind him Rudy had seen the bonfires pal e and weaken, the
flanes robbed of their light. And then he'd been caught in
the blind stanpede for walls to hide behind, for any shelter
agai nst that encroaching terror. He'd been one of the | ucky
ones. The square and the streets outside were littered with
t he unl ucky.

And the irony of it was, Rudy thought, surveying the
scarl et confusion before him that this place which they'd
tranpl ed over each other to reach was about as defensible
as a bird cage.

It was a sumrer palace. A nman didn't have to study
architecture to guess that one. The whol e place was de-
signed to let in light and air and sumer breezes. Col on-
nades joined to open galleries; dainty, trefoiled arches

opened into long vistas of w de-wi ndowed roons; and the

| ong double stairway rising fromthe entry-hall to his left
termnated in a balcony gallery that communi cated with the
rest of the villa by a series of airy, unwall ed breezeways.
The whol e thing would be as nmuch use as a | ace table-

cloth in a hurricane. If he hadn't been half-blind with ex-
haustion and wi thin kissing distance of a horribl e death,
Rudy coul d have | aughed.

Janus offered sone other plan. Alwir shook his head.

Ni x on anything that neans goi ng outside, Rudy thought.

Bl ackness seemed to press like a bodiless entity against the
I ong wi ndows that ran the length of one wall. A few mn-
utes ago, the orange reflection of firelight had been visible
through them Now there was only darkness. The nulti -

voi ced baying of the fugitives had begun to fade, nen and
worren naking little forays into the nmurky di mess of the
entry-hall beyond the arch, as if seeking a safer roomfor
their hiding, but unwilling to | eave the main crowd to do
so. Alwir pointed downward, to the floor or, Rudy guessed,
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to the cellars of the villa. The Bi shop asked hi m sonet hi ng
that made his eyes flash with anger

But before he could reply, a rending crash sounded from
somewhere in the deeps of the house, the violence of it
shaki ng the stone walls on their foundations.

In the hush that foll owed, Janus' voice could be heard
to the far corners of the hall. "East gallery,"” he said briefly.

A wonman began to scream a steady, unwavering note.

A few feet fromhim Rudy saw a young wonan of about

his own age tighten her clutch on a gaggle of smaller chil-
dren who clung to her skirts for courage.. Afat man with
a garden rake for a weapon hopped to his feet and began

to glare around, as if expecting the Dark to cone rushing
down fromthe throbbing air. The nmob in the room packed
tighter, as if they could conceal thenselves fromthe Dark
by doi ng so.

Their voices clinbed to a crescendo of wild terror
through which Alwir's trained bass battle voice cut like a
cleaver. "Wth ne! W can defend the vaults!"

Soneone began how i ng. "Not the vaults! Not under-
ground!"

Rudy scranbled to his feet, cursing, narrowy m ssing
cutting off his own fingers with the sword he still held. He
personally didn't care where they holed up, as long as it

had nice thick walls and only one door. People were yell-
ing, swaying, surging after Alwir through the arched door-
way at the far end of the tall. Torches were being pulled
down fromthe walls, the flailing red |light throw ng the
roominto a mael strom of jerking shadow.

Soneone shoved agai nst Rudy in the nmob, fighting
against the current to go the other way, and he caught at a
famliar arm

"Where the hell are you goi ng?"

M nal de's hair had cone unbrai ded and hung agai nst her

torn and dirty white gowmn. "Tir's up there," she said fierce-
ly. "I thought Medda had brought hi mdown." Shoul ders

jostled them throwi ng them close together. In the white-

ness of her face, her eyes were iris-colored in the torchlight.

"Well, you can't go up there nowm" As she pulled an-
grily at his grip, Rudy added, "Look, if the door's | ocked

and there's sone kind of light in the room they' Il mss him
he'll be fine. There's a zillion people down here for them
to get."

"They know who he is," she whispered desperately. "It's

himthey want." Wth a swift jerk she freed her arm and

pl unged toward the stairs, slipping between the crowdi ng
bodies like an eel

"You crazy fermale, you' re gonna get killed!'" Rudy
shoved his way after her, his larger size hanpering him
the crowd draggi ng hi minexorably al ong. He saw Al de
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stop by the foot of the stairs and take a torch fromits
hol der. El bowi ng and struggling frantically, he reached the
pl ace nmonents | ater, snatched another torch, and dashed

up after her into the darkness. He caught her at the top
and grabbed her armin a grip that would | eave brui ses.

"You let ne go!"

"The hell 1 will!" he yelled back at her. "Now you
listen..."

Wth an inarticul ate sob of fury she thrust her torch

into his face. He | eaped back, barely catching hinself from
goi ng backward down the stairs, and she was gone, a

flicker of white fluttering down the wi nd-searched gallery,
her torch streaming in her wake |ike a banner. Rudy fol-

| owed profanely.

In spite of the Dark, she left the nursery door open for
him He stunmbled through and slamred it shut behind him
gasping with exertion and terror and rage.

"You' re insane, do you know t hat?" he shouted at her.
"You could get the both of us killed! You didn't even know
if the kid was still alive—=

She wasn't listening. She bent over the gil ded cradle and
gathered the child in her arnms. Tir was awake, but silent,
as he had been in that dil api dated shack in the orange
groves of California, dark-blue eyes wide with under-
standing fear. The girl shook back the waves of hair from
her face and snoothed the child's round cheek w th her
fingers. Rudy coul d see that her hands were shaki ng.

"Here," he said roughly, and pulled a shawl fromthe

tabl e beside the crib. "Make a sling and tie the kid to you
You' re gonna need your hands free to carry the torches."
She obeyed silently, not neeting his eyes. "I don't know
whet her | shouldn't brain you nyself. It might knock sone
sense into your head."

She took her torch fromthe wall hol der where she'd

placed it and turned back to him her eyes defiant. Rudy
grunted in an unwilling and inarticul ate concession to her
courage, if not to her brains. "You re gonna have to tell nme
how to find these vaults they're tal king about."

"Down the stairs, through the arch at the end of the big
hall, down the steps to the right," she said in a small voice
"I't will be the main vault, where they store the w ne.

That's the only room | arge enough."”

He took up his own torch again and gl anced briefly

around that small octagonal roomwth its dull gold hang-
ings and filigreed ebony fixtures. Then he | ooked back at
the girl, her face as white as her gown in the flickering
shadows. "Yeah, well, if we get killed . " he began to
threaten, then stopped. "Aah," he growed. "I still think
you're crazy." He handed her his torch and edged to the
door of the room gripping the sword hilt in both hands, as
he had seen Ingold do. Al de stood back from himw thout

a word.

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (91 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

"You ready?"

"Yes," she said softly.

He muttered, "Here goes nuthin', sweetheart," and took

a step forward. In one quick nmovenent, he kicked the

door open and sl ashed. The Dark One that dropped

through like an inky stormof protoplasmsplit itself on the
bri ght ness of the blade, splattering the three of themwth
stinking liquid; the second, inmmediately followi ng the first,

wi thdrew al nost instantly on an aimess swirl of wi nd. No
shapes were visible in the dark corridor stretching before
themenly a restless sense of movenent down at the -far
end. He caught Alde by the armand ran

Fluttering shadows pursued them down the hall, nonster
shapes of hinself, the girl, and the child. The torchlight
briefly illumnated the open arches to their left; but beyond,

sight failed in an endl ess abyss of bl asphenbus ni ght. Rudy
could sense the Dark all around them watching themwth

a queer, horrible intelligence, waiting only for the un-
guarded nmonent to pounce. Fromthe top of the stairs they

| ooked down at the chasm of the hall, where a dropped
torch, burning itself out on the floor, revealed a ruin of
filth, torn clothes, discarded shoes, and smashed furniture
tranpled in the flight. Around the far archway and dinmy
visible in the hall beyond, a straggle of bones and bl ood-

| ess, crunpl ed bodi es showed what had happened nonents
after he'd followed Al de up the stairs; and beyond that
archway, slipping over the bodies, a gliding shifting dark-
ness seemed to flow

Rudy's breath strangled in his throat. Exposed as they

were at the top of the stairs, nothing could have induced
himto descend to that hall, to try to cross that floor. Be-
side him Al de gasped, and he | ooked where she pointed.

Four or five things like black snail shells clung to the great
arched ceiling of the room |ong tails hangi ng down, waver-
ing in the noving air. The dimtorchlight played over the
chitinous gl eam of their shiny backs, and picked out claws
and spines and the glittering drool of acid that ran from
their tucked nouths down the stone ribbing of the wall

Then, one by one, they released their hold, dropping down
into the air, changing shape—hangi ng size—snelting into

t he shadows. Though he'd watched them as they |let go,

Rudy had no idea where they'd gone.

Al de whi spered, "There's another way into the vaults.
It's back this way. Hurry!"

Needl ess waste of words, Rudy thought, striding beside

her down the gallery, the soft evil winds stirring in his |ong
hair. How many of the things did it take to kill the light

of a fire? A dozen? Half a dozen? Four? Hs T-shirt and

deni mjacket were clamy with sweat; his hand ached on

the hilt of the sword. The shadows all around them seened

to be noving, pressing closer upon them The torchlight

reflected darkly in Tir's watching eyes. A doorway opened
on a corridor, wnd-searched and snelling of the Dark.
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There was a sense of sonething that foll owed, soft-breath-
ing and always out of sight. Alde's breath canme like a

swi ft-breaking series of sobs; his own footsteps seened
eerily loud. A small black doorway |led to the sudden, tw st-
ing spiral of a lightless corkscrew stair, down and down,
steep as a | adder and perilously slippery; the anber flicker
of the torches gilded stone walls barely a yard apart.

Then they reached the bottom and snelled all around
them t he danp, nitrous odor of underground.

"Where the hell are we?" Rudy whispered. "The dun-
geons?" Danpness gl eaned |i ke phosphorus on the rough
wal | s and pool ed anong the | unpy stones of the fl oor

Al de nodded and poi nted down the corridor. "That way."

Rudy took one of the torches fromher and held it | ow,
so as not to brush the stone ceiling with the flame. "These
were really the dungeons?"

"Ch, yes," the girl said softly. "Well, way back in fornmer
days, of course. Every great House of the Real mkept its
own troops and had | aw over its own people. The High

Ki ngs, the Kings at Gae, changed all that; any nan can
appeal froma |andchief's or a lord's court to the King's
now. That's for civil crinmes, of course; the Church stil
judges its own." She hesitated at a branching of the ways.
The dungeons were a black |abyrinth of cranped wet pas-
sageways; Rudy wondered how she could be so confident.
"Down here, | think."

They passed al ong the narrow way, the light of their

torches touching briefly on shut doors, hewn heavy oak
strapped in bronze and iron, sonetines on a level with the
crude flagstones of the passage, sonetinmes sunk severa
nmoss-slippery steps belowit. Mst of the doors were bolted,
a few sealed with ribbon and | ead. One or two were bricked
up, with a hideous finality of judgment that nade Rudy's
pal s clamy. It was brought back to himthat he was in

anot her universe, a world totally alien to his own, with its
own society, its own justice, and its own sumary ways of
dealing with those who tried to buck the system

Al de stunbled, catching at his armfor support. Stop-
ping to let her steady herself, Rudy felt the shifting, the
movement of the air, the snell that breathed on his face,

He coul d see nothing in the corridor ahead. The cl ose-

hemred walls narrowed to a rectangl e of darkness that the
torchlight seemed unable to pierce, a darkness stirred by
wind and filled with a terrible waiting. Wnd licked at the
flanes of his torch, and he becane suddenly aware of the
darkness filling the passage at his unprotected back. It

nm ght have been only the overstretched tension of his
nerves, the strain of keeping his senses at fever-pitch for
endl ess ni ght mare hours—but he thought that he could see
nmovenent in the darkness before him

Hal f - paral yzed, he was surprised he could even whi sper.
"We've got no business here, Alde," he murrmured. "See if
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you can find one of those doors that isn't |ocked."

He never took his eyes fromthe shadows. By the change

in the torchlight behind him he knew she was edgi ng
backward, checking door after door. The light of his own
torch seemed pitifully feeble agai nst the pressing wei ght of
the darkness all around him Then he heard her whi sper,
"This one's bolted, not |ocked," and he noved back slowy
to join her.

The door stood at the bottom of three worn steps, nar-

row and forbidding, its nmassive bolts inbedded in six inches
of stone. Rudy handed Alde his torch and stepped down to

it, his soul shrinking fromthe trap of that narrow niche,
and used his sword to cut the ribbons that bound the great

| ead seals to the iron. The metal was disused and stiff,
scraping in shrill, rusty protest as he worked back the bolt;
the hinges of the narrow door screaked horribly as he

pushed it ajar.

From what he could see in the diffuse glow from Al de's
torches, the place was enpty, little nore than a round hol e
of darkness with a bl ack, enpty-eyed niche let into the far
wall and a small pile of noldy straw and bare, dusty bones.
The queer, sterile snmell of the air repelled him and he
stepped inside cautiously, straining his eyes to pierce the
i ntense gl oom

But even half-ready as he was, the rush of darkness

struck too swiftly for himto nake a sound. Between one
heartbeat and the next, he was seized by the throat, and a
wei ght like the armof death hurled himagai nst the wall,
driving the breath fromhis body. Hi s head hit the stone,
his yell of warning strangling under the crushing pressure
of a powerful forearm he felt the sword wrenched from

his hand and the point of it prick his jugular. Fromthe

darkness that closed himin, a voice whispered, "Don't
make a sound."

He knew that voice. He managed to croak, "Ingol d?"

The strangling arm | essened its force against his w nd-

pi pe. He could see nothing in the darkness, but the texture
of the robe that brushed his hand was fanmiliar. He swal -

|l owed, trying to get his breath. "Wat are you doing here,
man?"

The wi zard snorted. "At the risk of belaboring the ob-

vious, | ambreaking jail, as your friends would so vulgarly
put it," the rusty, incisive voice snapped. "Is G| wth
you?"

"G 1?" He couldn't renmenber when he'd | ast seen G 1.
"No, |-Jesus, Ingold," Rudy whispered, feeling suddenly
very | ost and al one.

Strengthening light shifted in the dark arch of the door,
shadows fleeing crazily over the uneven stone of the walls.
M nal de stepped through the door and stopped, her eyes

wi dening with surprise at the sight of the wizard. Then she
| onered her gaze, and a slow flush of shane scal ded her
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face, turning it pink to the hairline. She wavered, as if she
woul d flee into the corridor again, though she obviously
could not. In her confusion, she | ooked about to drop one

or both torches and plunge themall in darkness.

Rudy was still recovering fromhis surprise at this reac-
tion when the old man crossed the roomto her and gently
took one of the flares fromher hand. "My child," he said
to her softly, "a gentleman never renmenbers anything a

|l ady says to himin the heat of anger—er any other passion,
for that matter. Consider it forgotten.”

This only served to make her blush redder. She tried to
turn away fromhim but he caught her armgently and
brushed aside the black cloak of her hair that half-hid the
silent infant slung at her breast. He touched the child's
head tenderly and | ooked back into the girl's eyes. There
was no tone of question in his voice when he said, "So they
have cone, after all."

She nodded, and Ingold's |ips tightened under the

scrubby forest of unkenpt beard. As if reminded of their
danger, Al de slipped fromhis grasp, her hand going to the
door to close it.

Ingold said sharply, "Don't."

Her eyes went from himto Rudy, questioning, seeking
confirmation.

Ingold went on. "If you close that door it will disappear,

and we may all be locked in here forever." He gestured

toward the foot of the little wall-niche, where a skull stared
mournfully fromthe shadows. "There are spells laid on this
cell that even | could not work through."

"But the Dark are out there, Ingold," Rudy whispered.
"There must be hundreds of people dead in the villa up-
stairs—thousands in the square, in the woods. They're
everywhere, |like ghosts. It's hopeless, we'll never

"There is always hope," the wizard said quietly. "Wth

the seals on the door of this cell, there was no way | could
have left it—but | knew that soneone would come whom

I could overpower, if necessary. And soneone did."

"Yeah, but that was just a— Rudy hesitated over the
word. "A coincidence."

Ingold' s eyes glinted with an echo of their old inpish
light. "Don't tell me you still believe in coincidence,
Rudy." He handed back the sword. "You'll find a seal of
some ki nd hung over the bolts of the door. Renove it

and place it there in the niche for the time being. |I'll shut
you in when | |eave. Here, at least, in all the town of Karst,
you will be safe until | can return for you or send sorme-

one to get you out. It's drastic,"” he went on, seeing M n-
al de's eyes widen with fear, "but at least | can be sure the
Dark will not come here. WIIl you stay?"

Rudy gl anced uneasily at Alde and at the skull in the
dark niche. "You nean," he asked warily, "once that door
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is shut, we can't get out?"
"Precisely. The door is invisible fromthe inside."

Qpen, the door |ooked perfectly ordinary; it was the
shadow haunt ed dar kness of the corridor beyond that wor-
ried Rudy. The dimyellow torchlight edged the nassive
iron of its bindings and reveal ed the roughness of the
anci ent snpke-stained oak slabs. Wnd stirring down the
corridor nade the | ead seal hanging fromthe bolts nove,
as if with a restless life of its own. Rudy noticed that,
t hough I ngol d stood close to the door, his torch upraised
in one hand, he would not touch it.

"Quickly," the wizard said. "W haven't nuch tinme."

"Rudy." Alde's voice was tim d, her eyes huge in the
torchlight. "If I will be safe here—as safe as anywhere in

this town toni ght—+ would rather you went with Ingold.
I n case sonet hi ng—happened—+'d feel better if two peo-
pl e knew where we were, instead of only one."

Rudy shivered at the inplications of that thought. "You
won't be afraid here al one?"

"Not any nore afraid than |'ve been."
"Get the seal, then," Ingold said, "and |l et us go."

Rudy stepped gingerly to the door, the snoldering yel -

low light fromwi thin the cell illum nating the narrow sl ot
of the opening and no farther. The seal still dangled from
its cut black ribbons, a round plaque of dull |ead that

seemed to absorb, rather than reflect, the light. It was
marked on either side with a letter of the Darwath al pha-
bet; as he reached to touch it, he found hinself repelled by
a | oathing he could put no nane to. There was sonething
deeply frightening about the thing. "Can't we just |eave it
her e?"

"l cannot pass it," Ingold said sinply.

The horror, the irrational vileness, concentrated in that
small gray bulla were such that Rudy never thought to
question him He sinply lifted the thing by its black rib-
bons and carried it at armis length to throw deep into the
shadows of the niche. He noticed Al de had stepped back

as he'd passed with it, as if the aura radiated fromit was
like the smell of evil.

Alde fitted the end of her torch into a crack in the stone-
work of the wall and turned back to him cradling the child
in both arns.

"We'll send soneone back for you,"” Rudy pronised
softly. "Don't worry."

She shook her head and evaded Ingol d' s glance; the |ast
Rudy saw of her was a slender white figure cloaked in her
tangled hair, the child in her arns. The darkness of the
doorway franmed themlike a gilded votive in a shrine. Then
he shut the door and worked honme the rusty iron of the

file:/lIG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (96 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt
bol t s.

"VWhat was that thing?" he whispered, finding hinself
unwi | ling even to touch the bolts where it had hung.

"It is the Rune of the Chain," Ingold said quietly, stand-
ing on the top of the worn steps to scan the corridor be-
yond. "The cell itself has Power worked into its walls, so
that no one within may find or open the door. Wth the
Rune of the Chain spelled against ne, even if | could have

found the door, | could not have gone through. Presum
ably | would have been left here until | could be formally
bani shed—er, just possibly, until | starved."

"They—oul dn't do that, could they?" Rudy asked
queasily.

I ngol d shrugged. "Who woul d have stopped then? O di-

narily, the w zards | ook out for their own, but the Arch-
mage has vani shed, and the City of Wzards lies sunk in

the rings of its own enchantnents. | amvery nmuch on ny
own." Seeing the ook on Rudy's face, conpounded of hor-
ror and shocked proprieties, Ingold sniled, and sone of the
grimess left his eyes. "But, as you see, | would have gotten
out, magic or no nagic. | amglad that you brought Al de

and the baby with you. It was by far the best thing you
could have done. Here, at least, they will be safe fromthe
Dark."

He raised his torch, the sickly glow of it barely penetrat-
ing the obscurity of the passage. "This way," he deci ded,
indicating the direction in which Rudy and Al de had been
headed before.

"Hey," Rudy said softly as they started down that dark
and wi nd-stirred corridor. The w zard gl anced back over
hi s shoul der. "What was that all about with her?"

I ngol d shrugged. "At our |ast neeting the young | ady

threatened to kill nme—the reason isn't inportant. She may
repent the sentinents or nerely the social gaffe. If one is
going to ..."

And then a sound rocked the vaults, a deep, hollow

boornming, like the blow of a nonster fist, and the shock of

it shivered in the very walls. Ingold paused in his stride, his
eyes narrowing to a burning glitter of concentration as he
|listened; then he was striding down the corridor, Rudy fol-

| owi ng behind with drawn sword. As they turned the corner,
Rudy saw the wi zard shift the torch in his hands, and the
rough wood seened to elongate into a six-foot staff, the fire
at its tip swelling and whitening to the dianond brilliance
of a magnesiumtorch, searing like a crystal vibration into
every crack of those stained and ancient walls. Holding

the blazing staff half like a lanp, half |ike a weapon, the
wi zard noved ahead of him shabby cloak billowing in his

wake |ike wings. Rudy hurried after, the darkness falling
back all around them and cl osing in behind.

Sonewhere very close to them a second bl ow resounded,
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shaki ng the stone under their feet |ike the smash of a piston
driven by an insanely giant machine. Cold and hollow with
hunger and fatigue, Rudy wondered shakily if they'd be
killed, but the thought of it was strangely inpersonal. Cor-
ridors converged, w dening the darkness where they trod;

he coul d now snell water and nold, and all around them

the stone-acid stink of the dark. Sonmewhere, all that was
left of the mob who had taken refuge in Alwir's villa—the
handf ul of Guards and the scarlet Church troops, the fat

man with his garden rake and the young wonan wth her
attendant nmob of children, and all the other faces that had
swmin the glaring nmael strom abovestairs—were cowering

in the dark, junping shadows of the vaults, watching with
horrified eyes the mght of the Dark Ones hamrering the
barred iron doors, the only Iine of defense, fromtheir nas-
si ve hinges.

The nmight of the Dark! Rudy felt it, like a blowin the

face, as the third expl osion rocked the foundations of the
villa; he felt the contraction of the air, and the evil intel-
i gence wat ching them as they passed. The w nds had begun

to whip through the passageways |like the rising forerun-

ners of a gale, fluttering in Ingold s mantle and tw sting at
his own long hair. The light fromthe staff in the w zard's
hand broadened to a blaze |ike hot noon, scorching out the
secrets of the darkness, and in its blinding glare they turned
a corner into a major thoroughfare and saw t hrough the

heavy shadows that blotted the air |ike snmoke the great

doors that lay at the end.

Though Rudy coul d see no single form no shape in the
darkness, he sensed the nal evol ence that beat the air with
the novenent of a thousand threshing wi ngs. Their power
seened to stretch across the corridor like a wall; beyond it,
barely visible in the clotted shadows, he could see the broad
line of torchlight under the barred doors. There were no
sounds fromthe peopl e behind those doors. Those who

had nmade it to that last covert in the vaults faced the Dark
in silence.

He felt the change in the Dark, the sudden surge of that
terrible alien power, and the thunder of that explosive
sound roared in his ears as he saw the doors buckle and
col l apse, breaking inward in a flying hurricane of splinter-
ing wood. Sickly failing torchlight showed himfaces beyond

the broken doors and sil houetted snoky forns taking sud-
den shape in the darkness.

Into that darkness Ingold flung hinself wthout so nuch

as breaking stride, the cold light hurling around himlike
the explosion of a bursting star. Rudy followed, clinging to
the light as to a mantle, and for one brief, terrible instant
it seenmed that the darkness streanmed back on them cover-

ing and snothering that brilliant burning |light.

Whet her it was exhaustion playing tricks on his nmind or
sonme nmagi ¢ of the Dark, Rudy did not know. He did not
think he had shifted or closed his eyes and knew he hadn't
| ooked away. But for one instant, there was the darkness,
pouring down over the light. And the next nonment, there
was only light, white and chill, surrounding the strong,
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shabby formof the old man who stal ked down that enpty
corridor. Stream ng through the broken doors, the white
light fell on waxy, pinched faces, was reflected fromterri-
fied eyes, and edged the steel in the hands of the thin |Iine
of troops stretched between the packed nob of surviving
refugees and the doors. Then the |ight faded, shrinking
naturally fromthe blinding glow to the yell ow splotch of
sinmple torch flane.

Rudy knew that the Dark were gone. He sensed it in

sonme way he could not be sure of. There were none in the
vaults, none left in the villa over their heads. Follow ng
Ingold down toward the doors, their footfalls echoing hol -
lowy in the enpty shadows of the corridor, he could fee
the enptiness stretching around and behind himinto the
darkness. Wether the Dark had drawn off before the w z-
ard's wath or sinply faded away, sated with their night's
kill, he didn't know. In a way it didn't nmatter. Al that
mattered was that they were gone. He was safe. He had
survived the night.

At the realization of it, a weariness cane over him as
if all strength had been suddenly drained fromhis body.
He stumbl ed and caught the wall for support. Ingold noved
on to the broken threshold, where three figures had de-
tached thensel ves fromthe Iine of Guards and stood
franed in the ruin of wood and iron. Under the filth and
slime of battle, Rudy recognized Alwir, Janus, and Bi shop
Govanni n.

Wthout a word, the Comrander of the Guards of Gae
st epped forward, dropped to one knee before the w zard,

and kissed his scarred hand. At this gesture of fealty the
Chancel | or and the Bi shop exchanged a gl ance of enig-
mati c distrust and di sapproval over the Guard's bowed
back. The echoes of the enpty corridor murnured back

the Conmander's words: "W thought you'd gone."

I ngol d touched the man's bent red head, then raised

him his eyes on Alwir's. "I swore | would see Tir to a
pl ace of safety," he replied calmy, "and so | will No, I
had not gone. | was nerel y—nprisoned."”

"I nmprisoned?" Janus' thick brows net over russet, an-
i mal eyes. "On whose orders?"

"The detention order was unsigned," the wizard said in
his mldest voice. "Merely sealed with the King s mark.
Anyone who had access to it could have done so." The |ight
of the guttered torch in his hand flared in the holl ows of
exhausti on- shadowed eyes. "The cell was sealed with the
Rune of the Chain."

"The use of such things is illegal,"” Govannin com

mented, folding thin arns |ike a skeleton's, her black, lizard
eyes expressionless. "And it would have been a fool's act

to order such a thing at such a tine."

Alwir shook his head. "I certainly sealed no such order,"
he said in a puzzled voice. "As for the Rune—There was
said to be one sonewhere in the treasuries of the Pal ace at
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Gae, but | always thought it nerely a legend. | amonly

t hankful that you seemto have effected your escape in
time to come to our aid. Your arrest was obviously a m s-
take on soneone's part."

The wi zard's gaze went fromthe Chancellor's face to
the Bishop's, but all he said was, "Cbviously."

Much later in the norning, Rudy backtracked their steps

to the doorless cell, enpty now and standi ng open, wth
the intention of taking that dark seal and dropping it quietly
down a well. But, though he found the place all right, and

searched through the dusty bones of the niche, sonmeone
el se had clearly been there before him for he could find
no trace of it anywhere.

CHAPTER EI GHT
"WIIl she be all right?"
"If the armdoesn't fester."

The voices cane distinctly to G, |ike sonething heard
in adream as in a dream she could identify them w thout
being clearly able to say why. As if she lay at the bottom

of a well, she could | ook up and see, a |long way away, the
tall shape of Alwir, blotting the sun Ilike a cloud; beside
hi mwas the Icefalcon, |ight and cool as wi nd. But the water
of the well she lay in was pain; crystal-clear, shinmering,
acid pain.

Alwi r's nel odi ous voice went on. "If it festers she'll |ose

it."
And the Icefal con asked, "Where's I|ngol d?"
"Who knows? His talent is for tinely disappearances."”

Curse him G| thought blindly. Curse him curse him

curse him. . . Alwir noved away, and a bar of sunlight
fell on her eyes, like the stab of a knife. She twi sted her
head convul sively aside, and the nmovenment wrenched at

the sodden nass of pain wapped around the bones of her
left arm She wept in agony and despair.

In her deliriumshe dreaned, and in her dream she saw

him Fromthe dark place where she stood, she could | ook
into her lighted kitchen, back in the apartnent on d arke
Street; a stale litter of old coffee cups and papers was on
the table, and the hal f-finished research was strewn about
the roomlike blown |eaves in autum. It seened as if she
had only to step down to reach it, as if a few strides would
take her fromthis place to honme, to the university, to the

quiet life of scholarship and the friends and security of
her own tinme and place. Dinly she heard the phone ring-
ing there and knew it was one of her wonen friends call -
ing, as they had been calling for two days now. They woul d
be worried—soon they would begin to search. The thought

of their pain and fear for her hurt G I alnpbst as nuch as
her injured arm and she tried to go into the kitchen to
answer the phone, but she found that Ingold stood in her
way. Hooded, his sword gleanming |ike foxfire, he rose be-
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fore her, a dark shape blown and wavering on the w nd.

No matter how she turned and shifted, he was always in

her way, always turning her back. She began to cry, "Let
me go! Let nme go!" in helpless fury. Then wi nd caught at
him swirling his brown mantle into a black cl oud of shad-
ow, and in his place a Dark One rode the twisting air. She
tried to run, and it was upon her; she tried to fight with the
sword she suddenly found in her hands, but as she cut at
it, its huge, slobbering nouth snatched at her, leaving a
trail of acid down her armthat seared into the flesh unti
she cried out in pain.

She saw her arm bone and torn flesh, then. She saw the
hand that touched it, nolding and kneading at the ripped
ruin of muscle. In her dream ng, she was rem nded of a

man nol di ng putty or seaning together colored clays. It
was | ngold' s hand, nicked and marked with old scars, and
calloused fromthe grip of a sword—and there he was, tired
and shabby, eyes bright in circles of black exhaustion. She
struck at himw th her good hand, sobbing weak obscen-
ities at himbecause he wouldn't | et her go back, because
he had trapped her here, cursing himand fighting agai nst
his strong, sure touch. Then that part of the dream faded
al so, and utter darkness took her

Fromthe Town Hall steps, Rudy watched what re-

mai ned of the powers in the Realmconing to council. It

was early afternoon now, and bl eak cl ouds had begun to

gray the light of the day, piling heavily over the noun-
tains like the threat of doom He had eaten, slept, and

hel ped the Guards and those survivors of |ast night's hor-
rors who were still capable of directed action in the grue-
some task of cleaning the bl oodl ess corpses and stripped
bones out of the gory nmud of the square. Now he was cold,
weary, and sickened in his soul. Even with the worst of the

mess—the hopel ess, tw sted wecks that had once been

living peopl e—out of the way, the square wore a | ook of

absol ute desolation. Strewn and tranpled in the nud were

the pitiful remains of flight—elothes, cook pots, books torn
and sodden with nmud, sal vage from Gae whose owners

woul d have no further use for it. During burial detail that
nor ni ng, Rudy had found what he judged to be a snall

fortune in jewels, nmxed with the churned slush in the

squar e—preci ous things dropped unheeded in last night's
desperate, futile scranble for refuge

Karst was a town of the dead. People noved about its
streets blindly, stunmbling with weariness or shock or grief.
Hal f - heard through the town, the nuffled wailing of sobs
was as preval ent today as the woodsnoke and stench had

been yesterday. The places that had been so crowded were
three-quarters enpty. People passed in the streets on their
blind errands and | ooked at one another, but did not ask,
because they did not dare, \What now?

Good question, Rudy thought dryly.

What now, when the Dark Ones were everywhere, when
he was an exile in an alien universe, hiding and dodgi ng
until sonething—the Dark, the cold, starvation, the plague,

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (101 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:30 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

or what ever—got himbefore he could nmake it back to the
safety of his own? And who knew how | ong that was going

to be? Maybe even Ingold didn't. Anyway, what if somne-

body jailed Ingold again, and this tinme nobody came? O
what if sonebody jailed hin? It was possi bl e—-he was a
stranger, unfamliar with the custons, ignorant of the | aws
that could get him dunped into one of those bricked-up
slammers he'd passed last night. Hell, he didn't even know
the | anguage, if anyone wanted to get technical about it.

Rudy was well aware that he hadn't spoken a word of

English since he'd been here. How he understood, |et alone
spoke, the Wathe, the comon tongue of the Realm he
wasn't even prepared to guess. But Ingold had said some-
thing about arranging it, back in California when he'd stil
regarded the old man as a harm ess lunatic. Rudy guessed
that was damm big medicine for sonmebody Alwir tal ked

about as a kind of conjuring tranp.

He saw Ingold and Alwir crossing the square together,

an uneasy partnership for sure. The Chancellor was strid-
ing amd the swirl of his flame-cut crinson cloak, rubies
glittering like blood on the doeskin of his gloves; Ingold

wal ked beside him leaning on his staff like a tired old
man. God knew how, but the wi zard had reacquired both
staff and sword.

Hi s voice, strong and raspy with that characteristic

vel vet break in its tone, drifted to Rudy as the two nmen
mounted the steps. " staring us in the face, all of us.
Qur way of life, our entire world, is changed, and we

woul d be fools to deny it. Al the structures of power

are altered, and by no kind of machinations, magic, mght,
or faith can we keep what we have hel d."

Alwir's deep, nellow tones replied. "And you, ny friend.
W zardry has failed, too. Were is your Archmage now?
And the Council of Quo? That boasted magic . . ."

They passed within, the crimson shape and the brown.

He's got a point there, Rudy thought tiredly. | nay be

i gnorant, but |'mnot dunb. As a refugee canp or a rally-
ing-point for civilization, this burg has had it. He surveyed
the silent square. Yesterday real estate could have been

sold here at fifty dollars a square foot. It was a bust nar-
ket now, the mud conmpounded of earth, rain and spent

bl ood.

He recogni zed sone of the others comi ng across the
square, making for the council meeting. They were the
nobl es or notabl es of the Real m whom peopl e had poi nt ed
out to him<christ, was it only yesterday?—as he'd

bunmed around Karst, not a care in the world, checking
out the lay of the land. He recognized a couple of the

| andchi efs of the Realmwho'd ridden up to Gae to aid

the late King and subsequently refugeed to Karst-a

young bl ond surfer-type and a big, scarred old buffer who
| ooked |i ke John Wayne playing the Sheriff of Notting-
hamJanus of the Guards, in a clean black uniform but
beat-up as an Irish cop after a Friday night donnybrook,
with a black eye and a red welt down the side of his face;
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t he Bi shop Govannin, |eaning on the armof an attendant
priest; and a couple of depressed-I|ooking | ocal nerchants
who' d been trading off a black market in food and water
while there was still a shortage to kick up the prices.

Rudy gl anced at the angle of the shadow cast by the
fountain. The council could | ast nost of the afternoon—
they had to figure out their next course of action before
night fell again. Rudy wondered if he could catch up with
Ingold after it was over, maybe see if there were sone way

he coul d get back without letting all the Dark Ones in

the world through the Void after him Maybe the Arch-

mage, Lohiro of Quo, would have sonme ideas on that—

he was, after all, Ingold s superior—f they could find the
guy, that is.

But then he caught sight of a famliar face across the
square, and the thought dropped fromhis nind. She wore

bl ack vel vet now i nstead of the plain white gown of yester-
day; with her hair braided and coiled in el aborate gl eam
ing | oops, she | ooked a few years ol der. She rem nded him
of a young apple tree in its first blossom delicate and
poi sed and graceful as a dancer.

He got to his feet and came down the steps to her. "I

see you're all right," he said. "I'msorry | didn't cone
back for you nyself, but at that point all | wanted to do
was find sone quiet corner and fall asleep init."

She smled shyly at him "It's all right. The nen Alwr
sent had no trouble finding the place. And after all you'd
done last night, | think I would have been ashanmed of
myself if you'd |lost sleep to cone after ne and make sure
| didn't get into any nore trouble." She | ooked tired and
strained, nore fragile than she had | ast night; Rudy felt
he coul d have picked her up in one hand. She went on

"I owe you ny life, and Tir's twi ce over."

"Yeah, well, | still say it was a crazy stunt to pull in
the first place. | ought to have ny head exam ned for
goi ng after you."

"l said once before you were brave.
"You can't deny it now. "

She sm | ed, teasing.

"Like hell." Rudy grinned.

The corners of the girl's blue-violet eyes crinkled with
| aughi ng skepticism "Even when you foll owed me up the
stairs?"

"Ch, hell, | couldn't let you go by yourself." He | ooked
down at her gravely for a nonent, renenbering the terror

of that wi nd-searched open gallery and the stygi an nazes

of the vaults. "You nust care a lot for the kid, to go back
for himthat way."

She took his hand, her fingers slimand warmin the

brief touch. "I do," she said sinmply. "Tir is ny son. If |
al one had died last night, it nmight have nmade no difference
to anyone, anynore. But | shall always thank you for sav-
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ing him"

She turned and nounted the steps, nmoving with a

dancer's quicksilver |ightness. The Guards at the door
bowed to her in an el aborate salute as she passed between
them and she vani shed into the shadows of the great doors,
| eavi ng Rudy standi ng open-nout hed wi th astoni shnment

in the nud of the square.

The Guards' Court at the back of the town had once

been the stabl eyard of sone great villa. To Gl's trained
eye, the overly intricate coats of arms over gatehouse and
wi ndow enbr asur e whi spered of new noney and the vast
inferiority conplex of the parvenu. In the cold afternoon
light, nost of the court was visible fromwhere she [ay on
a scratchy bed of hay and borrowed cl oaks, aching with
weariness and the aftermath of pain, |ooking out from

the di m bl ue shadows of the makeshift barracks.

Daylight wasn't kind to the place. The |lean-to that ran
around three sides of the stone courtyard wall had been
roughly converted into barracks, and the nail, weapons,
and bedrolls of sone seventy Guards were heaped hap-
hazardly anong the bales of. fodder. The nmud in the
center of the court was slippery and rank. In a corner

by a fountain, soneone was cooking oatneal, and the drift
of snoke on the wind cut at GIl's eyes. In the nucky
space of open ground, thirty or so Guards were engaged
in practice, nmuddy to the eyebrows.

But they were good. Even to G l's inexperienced eye,

their qui ckness and bal ance were obvi ous; they were pro-
fessional warriors, an elite corps. Lying here, as she had
| ai n nost of the day, she had seen themcome in from

duty; she knew that all of them had fought |ast night and,
|ike her, bore the wounds of it. She had noticed in the
confusion of last night that very few of the dead were
Guards, and now she saw why; the speed, stam na, and

unt hi nki ng reactions were trained into themuntil the
downwar d sl ash-duck-parry notion of attack and defense

was as autonatic as jerking a burned finger fromflane.
They trained with split wood bl ades |ike the Japanese
shinai, weapons that would neither cut nor mai m but

whi ch | eft appalling brui ses—nrobody was arnored and

there wasn't a shield in the place. G| watched themw th an
awe that came fromthe glinmmerings of understandi ng.

"What do you think?" a cool voice asked. Looking up,
she saw the Icefal con standing beside her, indistinct in the
mur ky shade.

"About that?" She gestured toward the nmoving figures

and the distant clacking of wooden bl ade on bl ade. He
nodded, pale eyes aloof. "You need it, don't you, to be
perfect,"” she said, watching the quick grace of the warriors
that was al nost a dance. "And that's what it is. Perfect."”

The 1 cefal con shrugged, but his eyes had a specul ative
gleamin their silvery depths. "If you have only one bl ow, "
he remarked, "it had better be perfect. How s your arn®"
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She shook her head wearily, not wanting to think about

the pain. "It was stupid," she said. The bandages showed

a kind of grubby brown through the torn, ruined sleeve

of the shirt that had been part of a corpse's gown. "I was
tired; it shouldn't have happened.”

The tall young man | eaned agai nst the wall and hooked

his thunbs in his swordbelt in a gesture comon to the
Guards. "You didn't do badly," he told her. "You have

a knack, a talent that way. | personally didn't think you'd
make it past the first fight. Novices don't. You have the
instinct to kill."

"What ?" she exclainmed, nore startled than horrified,
t hough on refl ecti on she supposed she shoul d have been
nmore horrified than she was.

"I mean it," the lcefalcon said in that colorless, breathy

voi ce. "Among ny people that is a conplinent. To kil

is to survive the fight. To kill is to want very nuch to live."
He gl anced out into the gray afternoon, his long, thin

hands fol ding over his propped knee. "In the Real mthey

consi der that such ideas are crazy. Perhaps your people do,
too. So they say that the Guards are crazy; and by their
lights, perhaps they are right."

Per haps, G| thought. Perhaps.

It would | ook that way fromthe outside, certainly. That
striving, that need, was sel dom understood, any nore than
Rudy had understood why she would turn away from her

hone and famly for the sake of the terrible and abstract
joys of scholarship. Inits way, it was the sane kind of
crazi ness.

Alittle, bald-headed man was movi ng t hrough the mazes
of the conbatants, watching everything with beady, elf-
bri ght brown eyes. He stopped just behind Seya, scratching
his cl ose-clipped brown beard and observing her efforts

agai nst anot her Guard of about her size and wei ght. She
cut and parried; as she noved forward for another bl ow,
he stepped in lightly and hooked both her |egs from
under her, dunping her uncerenoniously in the nud.
"Stronger stance," he cautioned her, then turned and
wal ked away. Seya clinbed slowy to her feet, w ped the
goop from her face, and went back to her bout.

"There are very few," the Icefalcon's soft voice went on
"who understand this. Very few who have this instinct for
life, this understanding for the fire of perfection. Perhaps
that is why there have al ways been very few Guards." He

gl anced down at her, the light shifting across the narrow
bones of his face. "Wuld you be a Guard?"

G| felt the slow flush of blood rise to her face and the
qui ckeni ng of her pulse. She waited a long time before
she answered him "You mean, stay here and be a Guard?"

"W are very short of Guards

She was silent again, though a kind of eager tension
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wired its way into her nmuscles and a confusion into her
heart. She watched the little, bearded, bald man in the
square step unconcernedly between swi nging blades to
double up a tall Guard with a blowin nmd-stroke, step
lightly back with alnbst preternatural timng, and go on
to correct his next victim Finally she said, "I can't."

"I ndeed," was all the Icefal con said.
"1'"m goi ng back. To nmy own | and."
He | ooked down at her and rai sed one col orl ess brow.

"I'"'msorry," she nuttered

"Gnift will also be sorry, to hear that," the Icefal con

sai d.
"Gni ft?"

He gestured toward the bald man in the square. "He is
the instructor of the Guards. He watched you in the
vaults at Gae and last night. He says you could be good."

She shook her head. "If | stayed," she said, "it would
only be a matter of tine until | died."

"It is always," the Icefalcon remarked, "only a matter
of tinme. But you are right." He | ooked up as anot her
shadow | ooned beneath the | ow, shingled roof.

"Hey, G1." Rudy took a seat on the hay bal e beside
her. "They said you were hurt. Are you okay?"

She shrugged, the novenment making her wince in spite
of herself. "I'Il live." In the dimess Rudy | ooked shabby

and seedy, his painted jacket a ruin of nud and charred

slime, his long hair grubby with sweat, though he'd man-
aged to come up with a razor from sonmepl ace and was no

| onger as unshaven as he'd been yesterday. Still, she re-
flected, she couldn't | ook nuch better.

"Their council meeting' s broken up,"” he informed her,
scanning the wet, dreary court before himwth interested
eyes. "I figure Ingold should be around sonepl ace, and
it's high tine we tal ked to hi mabout going back."

Across the court a small group energed fromthe shad-

ows of the tall gatehouse. Alwir, Govannin of Gae, Janus

of the Guards, and the big, scarred | andchi ef soneone

had sai d was Tonmec Tirkenson, |andchief of Gettlesand in
the southwest. The Chancellor's cl oak nade a great bl oody
snmear of crinson agai nst the grayness of the nmurky day,

and his rich voice carried clearly to the three in the shad-
ows of the barracks: " worman wi || bel i eve anyt hing,
rather than that she left her own child to die. | amnot say-
ing that he did substitute another child for the Prince, if
the Prince were killed by the Dark—enly that he coul d

have done so easily."

"To what end?" the Bishop asked, in that voice like the
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bones of sone aninal, bleached by desert sun. Under the
white of the bandage, Janus' face reddened. Even at that
di stance, G| could catch the dangerous gleamin that
ruf ous bear-nman's eyes.

Alwi r shrugged. "Wat end i ndeed?" he said casually.

"But the man who saved the Prince would have far

greater prestige than the man who failed to save him
especially since it is becom ng obvious that his magi c has
little effect upon the Dark. A Queen's gratitude can go
far in establishing a man's position in a new governnent.
Counsel or of the Realmis quite a step for a man who
started life as a slave in Al ketch."

Anger flaring clearly in his face, Janus began to speak,
but at that instant the Icefal con, who had detached hinself
fromthe shed and made his way unhurriedly over to the
group, touched the Commuander's sl eeve and turned his
attention fromwhat could have been a dangerous nonent.
They spoke quietly, Alwir and Govannin listening with

mld curiosity. G| saw the Icefalcon's |long, thin hand
nmove in her direction.

Alwir raised graceful eyebrows. "Going back?" he asked,

surprised, his deep, nelodious voice carrying clearly across
the open court. "This is not what | have been told."

There was no need to ask of whomthey spoke. G| felt
hersel f grow cold with shock. She threw off the cl oaks
under which she lay and got to her feet, crossing the court
to themstiffly, her armthrobbing at every step. Alwir saw
her and waited, a | ook of thoughtful calculation in the
cornfl ower depths of his eyes.

"What have you been tol d?" G| asked.

The eyebrows lifted again, and the cool gaze took her in,
shabby and dirty and bedraggl ed beside his i mmcul ate

hei ght, wordl essly expressing regret at the type of people
Ingold chose as friends. "That Ingold cannot, or will not,
let you return to your own |land. Surely he spoke to you of
it."

"Way not?" Rudy denmanded. He had cone hurrying,
unnoticed, in GIl's wake.

Alwir shrugged. "Ask him If he is still in Karst, that

i s—sudden arrivals and departures are his specialty. | have
seen nothing of himsince he left the neeting, quite sone
tune ago."

"VWhere is he?" G| asked quietly. It was the first tinme
she had spoken with Alwir, the first time, in fact, that
she coul d renenber the tall Chancellor taking even a pass-
ing notice of her, though there was an uneasi ness in her
m nd associated with him quite apart from her suspicions
about who had ordered Ingold' s arrest.

"My child, | haven't the slightest idea."

"He's been staying in the gatehouse,"” | andchief Tirken-
son grunted, his big, griny hand gesturing toward the
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narrow fortification that overspanned the court gate. "I
haven't heard he's left town yet."

G| turned on her heel, making for the tiny door of the
gat ehouse stair without a word.

"Gl-shalos!™ Alwir's voice called her back. In spite of
hersel f, she stopped, conpelled by the command in his
tone. She found she was breathing fast, as if she had been
running. Wnd stirred the tall man's cl oak, and the bl ood
rubies glittered on his hands. "No doubt he will have good
reasons for what he does—he always does, ny child. But
beware of him What he does, he does for his own pur-
poses. "

Gl net Alwir's eyes for the first tine, as if she had never

before seen his face clearly, studying the proud, sensua
features as if she would nenorize them the droop of the
carved lips that showed his disdain for those beneath him

the arrogance in the set of the jaw, and the ruthl ess selfish-
ness in the glint of the eyes. She found hersel f shivering
with a pent-up rage, and her hands renenbered their grip

on the hilt of a sword. "All nmen have their purposes, ny

lord Alwir," she said quietly. She swung about and | eft

him wth Rudy follow ng.

Al wi r watched them go, vanishing into the black slit
of the gatehouse door. He recognized G1's hatred for what
it was, but he was used to the hatred of his inferiors. He
shook his head sadly and di sm ssed her fromhis m nd.

Neither G| nor Rudy spoke as they clinbed the black,
twisting stair. It led themto a room hardly w der than a
hal | way, situated over the gate itself; warped w ndows of
bull's-eye glass admitted only the cool whiteness of the
light and blurred sw mm ng inpressions of color and shape.
The place had been built as the quarters for the gate
porter, but was now used for the storage of the Cuards
food. Sacks of flour and oatneal lined the walls |ike sand-
bags on a levee, alternating with wax-covered wheel s of
scarl et cheese. Over a low pile of such provisions at the
far end of the rooma blanket and a fur rug had been
thrown; a snall bundl e of oddnents, including a clean

robe, a book, and a pair of knitted blue mttens, was rolled
up at the foot of this crude bed. Ingold sat in the roonis
single chair next to the south w ndow, as unnoving as
stone. The cold white wi ndowl ight made himl ook |ike a

bl ack and white photograph, etched nercilessly the deep
lines of age and wear that ran back fromthe corners of

hi s heavy-lidded eyes to his shaggy tenples, and nmarked
with little nicks of shadow the scars on his hands.

G| started to speak, then saw that he was l[ooking into
a jewel that he had set down on the windowsill, staring
into the gems central facet as if seeking sonme inmage in
the heart of the crystal

He | ooked up at themand smled. "Cone in," he invited.

They picked their way cautiously through the clutter of
the roomto the small patch of clear floor space by the
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wi zard's bed. They found seats on sacks and firkins.
Gl said, "Alwir tells ne you're not sending us back."
I ngol d sighed but did not |ook away fromthe bitter
challenge in her face. "I'mafraid he's right."

She drew in a deep breath, pain, fear, and dread tw sting
together within her. Crushing enotion under an inner

silence that she could not afford to break, she asked quietly,
"Ever?"

"Not for sonme nmobnths,"” the w zard said

Her breath | eaked out again, the slow release of it
easi ng nothing. "Ckay." She rose to go.

Hi s hand cl osed over her wist |ike a snake striking.

"Sit down," he said softly. She tried to pull her arm away,
wi t hout replying, but his hand was very strong. "Pl ease."
She turned back, cold and angry; then | ooking down she

saw sonething in his blue eyes that she'd never expected to
see—that he was hurt by her anger. It shook her to the
heart. "Please, G1I."

She stood apart fromhimfor a nonent, drawn back

to the length of her arm Hs fingers were | ocked around
her wist as if he feared that if he rel eased her, he m ght
never see her again. And maybe, G| thought, he'd be

right. She saw again the vision of her delirium warm
bright images of sone other life, another world, friends
and t he schol arship she had hoped to nmake her life, dis-
tant from her and guarded by sone dark, terrible formthat
m ght have been the Dark and m ght have been |ngold; she
saw projects, plans, research, and relationships falling into
a chasm of absence, beyond her power to repair. Rage filled
her like dry, silent heat.

Behi nd her, Rudy said uneasily, "Months is a long tine
to play tag with the Dark, man."

"I"'msorry," Ingold said, but his eyes were on GI.

Trenbling with the effort, she let go of the rage. Wth-
out it to sustain her, all the tension left her body. In-
gol d drew her gently to sit on the bed beside him She did

not resist.

"l shoul d have spoken to you before the council," In-
gold said quietly. "I was afraid that this woul d happen."
Gl still could say nothing, but Rudy ventured, "You

sai d sonet hi ng about that yesterday norning, when you
were taking off for Gae with the Guards. About how, if
the Dark showed up, we maybe coul dn't get back."

"I did," Ingold said. "I feared this all along. | told
you once before, GI, that our worlds lie very close. O ose-

enough for a dreaner to step inadvertently across the |ine,
as you did. C ose enough for nme to step quickly from one
world to the next, like a man stepping behind the folds
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of a curtain. In time this closeness will becone |ess, as
the conjunction between worlds cones to its end. At that
tune, Dark or no Dark, it will be safe enough for ne to
send you back through.

"I am aware of the Void, always and sublimnally, as

am aware of the weather. The first time | crossed it, to
speak to you in your apartnment, | was aware of a weaken-
ing all through its fabric in the vicinity of the gate, that
I had made. Even then, | began to fear. The Dark Ones do
not understand the Void, but | think then they were first
aware that it exists. And after that, they watched. The
second tine | crossed, escaping the battle in the Pal ace at
Gae, | felt the single Dark One follow ne across. The
opening that | made caused a whol e series of breaks in the
Voi d. Most of them would not have admitted a human, but

the Dark, with their different material being, were able
to use at least one. That was why | tried to get you away
fromthe cabin, GI. But naturally, you were both too
stubborn to go."

"I was stubborn?" G| began indignantly. "You were the
one who was stubborn ..."

"Hey, if you'd told nme the truth, man

"I did tell you the truth,"” the wizard said to Rudy. "You
simply didn't believe ne."

"Yeah, well. His grunbles trailed off into silence.

Ingold went on. "I felt that sending you back yesterday
woul d be marginally safe, with the Dark Ones fifteen niles
off in Gae. But nowit's out of the question. The single
Dark One who crossed with ne increased their awareness

of the Void. And they know, now, that hunans exist in the
world on the other side."

"How do you figure that?" The barrel staves creaked as

Rudy changed position, bringing his feet up to sit cross-

| egged, |eaning acid-stained el bows on his knees. "The

one that followed you got fried on the other side. He never
made it back to report.”

"He didn't have to." Ingold turned to GI. "You saw

| ast night how the Dark Ones fight, the speed with which
their bodi es maneuver and change position. How the com
muni cati on between them works |'m not sure, but what

one learns, | believe, they all then know. |If we weaken the
fabric of the Void, so that several of them pass through
behi nd you and Rudy—f, as | suspect it may be, their

know edge of events is sinultaneous rather than cumul a-
tive—+t would be only a natter of tinme before they |earned
to operate the gates through the Void thensel ves.

"As GQuardian of the Void, | amresponsible. At this
time, | cannot endanger your world by sending you back."

In the silence that followed his words, the drift of
Janus' voice fromthe court below was faintly audible,
along with the clear netallic tap of hooves on cobbl es.
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Somewhere a dog barked. The light in the roomfaded as
twilight drew down on the stricken town.

Rudy asked, "So what can we do?"

"Wait," Ingold said. "Wait until the turn of the winter,
when our worlds will have drawn apart far enough to per-
mt safe crossing. O wait until | can speak with the Arch-

mage Lohiro."
G| |ooked up. "You' ve tal ked about himbefore."

The w zard nodded. "He is the Master of the Council of
Quo, the leader of all the world' s wi zardry. Hi s under-
standing is different fromm ne and his power greater.
I f anyone can hel p us, he can

"Before the Dark Ones broke forth at Gae, before the

night | spoke with you, GI, | spoke with Lohiro. He told

me that the Council of Wzards, and indeed all the mages

of the West of the Wirld, were com ng together at Quo.

W zardry is know edge. Piecing together all wi zardry, all
know edge, all power, we mght cone to a way to defeat

the Dark. And until that time, he said, 'l shall ring Quo
inthe walls of air, and nmake of it a fortress that no dark-
ness can pierce. Here we shall be safe, and fromthis
fortress, ny friend, we shall cone in light." " As he quoted
these words, Ingold s eyes |ost sone of their sharpness, and
his voice shifted, picking up the inflection and tone of
anot her man's voi ce.

"And since that tune, ny children, |I have heard not h-
ing. | have sought " He touched the crystal that |ay
on the sill next to his elbow, and its facets flashed dimy

inthe light. "At times | think | can nake out the shape

of the hills above the town, or the outlines of Forn's Tower
rising through the msts. But | have had no word, not from
Lohiro nor fromany of the w zards. They are surrounded

in spells, ringed in illusion. And so they rmust be sought—
and only a wi zard can seek them"
G| said softly, "Then you'll be |eaving us?"

Ingold' s eyes flickered back to her, grow ng brighter

and nore present again. "Not at once," he said. "But we

will be leaving Karst. At dawn tonorrow, Alwir is |eading
the people south to the old Keep of Dare at Renweth on
Sarda Pass. You may have heard us speak of it in council —
it was the old fortress-hold built against the Dark by the
men of the O d Real ms, many thousands of years ago, at

the time of the Dark's first rising. It will be a long trek,
and a hard one. But at Renweth you will be safe, as safe

as you woul d be anywhere in this world.

"l shall be going with the train to Renweth. Though

am no | onger considered a nenber of the Regents, | am

still held to the vow | made El dor before his death. | prom
ised to see Prince Tir to a place of safety and that | wll
and nust do, whether Alwir wishes ne to or not. | am

afraid, my children, that you have | eagued yourselves wth
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an outcast."
"Alwir can go to hell,"” G| said shortly.

I ngol d shook his head. "The man has his uses,"” he
said. "But he finds nme—unbi ddable. On the road to Ren-
weth, Tir will be in constant danger fromthe Dark. |
cannot | eave him But Renweth will be, for ne, only a
stopping place, the first stage of a greater journey."

"Well, look," Rudy said after a nmonent's thought. "If

we went with you to Quo, couldn't you send us back from
there? If it's so safe, it would be the one place where the
Dark Ones couldn't get through.”

"True," Ingold agreed. "If you made it to Quo. | wouldn't
recomrend the trip. In the height of the Real ms power,

few people would venture to cross the plain and the desert
inwinter. It's close to two thousand mles, through desol ate
lands. In addition to the Dark, we would be in danger from
the Wiite Raiders, the barbarian tribesmen who have

waged bl oody war on the outposts of the Real mfor cen-
turies.”

"But you're going," Rudy pointed out.

Ingold' s blunt, scarred fingers toyed with the crystal on
the windowsill. "And you night be safe, traveling with ne.
But believe nme, your chances of seeing your own world

again are far greater if you remain in the Keep of Dare."

G| was silent, her bony hands fol ded on her knee,

staring into the nurky gl oom of the gatehouse. She tried

to picture that fortress anong the mountains, tried to pic-
ture weeks and nonths there al one, know ng no one,

i sol ated as she had al ways been isolated. Her jaw tightened.
"You will conme back for us, though, won't you?"

"l brought you into this world against your will," Ingold
said quietly. He laid his hands over hers, the warnth of
his touch going through her, warm ng her, as it always did,
by its vitality. "If for no other reason than that, | am
responsi ble for you. Lohiro nay have a better answer than

I can give you. It may even be that he will be able to re-
turn with me to the Keep."

"Yeah," Rudy said dubiously. "But what if you can't

find the wizards? What if they're |ocked up so tight even
you can't get in? What if—Suppose the Archmage is

dead?" He hadn't wanted to say it, since Ingold seened to
be operating on the assunption that Lohiro was alive, but
Ingold' s frown was one of consideration rather than of
anxi ety or annoyance.

"It's a possibility,"” Ingold said slowy. "I had thought

of it, yes, but—+ would know if Lohiro were dead." The

last of the twilight glinted on his bristling white eyebrows
as they drew down over his nose. 'The spells that surround
Qo m ght mask it—but | think I would know. | know I

woul d. "

"How?" Rudy asked curiously.
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"l just woul d. Because he is the Archmage, and | am a
wi zard."

"I's that why Alwir kicked you out of the council?" Gl
asked, renenbering the cold eyes of the Bishop and the
way Alwir had spoken of Ingold at the gate bel ow. "Be-
cause you're a w zard?"

Ingold sniled and shook his head. "No," he said. "Alwr

and | are enemes of |ong standing. He never approved of

my friendship with Eldor. And | fear he will never forgive

me for being right about the dangers of coming to Karst.

Alwir, as you nmay have guessed, has never thought nuch

of the idea of retreating to the Keeps. The Keeps are

fortresses, safe for the nost part fromthe Dark, but |lim

ited in scope. To retreat into themw |l fracture the Realm
beyond hope of repair and destroy thousands of years of

human civilization. Such a fate is inevitable, in an isolated so-

ciety, where transportation and comunication are limted
to the duration of the daylight; culture will wane, narrow
m ndedness set in; the human outlook will shrink from
urbane tol erance of all human needs to a kind of petty
parochi alismthat cannot see beyond the bounds of its

own fields. As you know fromyour own studies, G,

private | aw begets a host of its own abuses. Decentrali zed,
the Church will degenerate, its priests and theol ogi ans de-
graded into sanctified scribes and passers-out of the sacra-
ments to a squabbling, superstitious peasantry. | fear that
wi zardry, too, will suffer, becom ng nore and nore pol -
luted with little magics, |osing sight of the nainstream of
its teachings. Anything that requires an organi zed body of
know edge wi ||l vani sh—the universities, medicine, train-
ing in any formof the arts.

"El dor was a scholar, and saw this; he knew what had
happened before, through his own nenories of the |ong

years of superstition and darkness and the mean-n nded
fears of men to whomthe unknown was al ways threaten-

ing. Alwir and Govannin see it com ng, and know t hat

once they let their hold on centralized power slip, nothing
can get it back.

"And so, Quo could be our only hope."

Rudy cocked his head curiously. "Didn't Alwir talk
about some plan—about getting allies to invade the Nests
of the Dark? Is that still com ng of f?"

"It is," Ingold said thinly. "He has sent south, to the
great Enpire of Al ketch, for help in this endeavor, and
do not doubt he shall get it."

The flat, repressive note in his voice startled Rudy, who

| ooked up fromidly turning the crystal in his fingers, an-
gling it to what remai ned of the waning light. "Sounds |ike
not a bad idea,"” he adnitted.

I ngol d shrugged. "It would not be," he said, "but for
two things. The first is that, deny it though we m ght, our
civilization is all but broken. Even if we drive back the
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Dark, to what new world of Light will we cone? | have

seen in the crystal, and by other neans, that the depreda-
tions of the Dark are far lighter in the south than they are
here. The Enpire of Alketch is a strong realmstill. They
can help us in Alwir's invasion; and then, when the renains
of the forces of the Real mhave taken the brunt of the
casualties, they will be on the spot, ready to take the |and

| eft depopul ated and defenseless in the aftermath. Alwir

wi || have exchanged death for slavery—and there are vary-
ing opinions on which is the worse fate."

The blue eyes glittered under the heavy brows. "I know
Al ketch, you see," the wi zard went on quietly. "The south-
ern Enpire has | ong coveted these northern |ands. | know

Al ketch—and | know t he Dark.

"Alwir finds a great deal to say about the number of

things for which mne is the only word. He is right. About
the Dark, mne is the only word, now that Eldor is gone

and the sole male heir of the House of Dare is too young to
speak. And | know that an invasionary force to the Nests
will surely fail.

"l have been to a Nest. | have seen the Dark in their
cities beneath the ground."

The wi zard | eaned back agai nst the wall behind him The
roomwas sinking in shadow all around. H s voice was

qui et, distant, leading his |isteners to another place and
tinme.

"Along time ago | was the |ocal spell-weaver for a vil-

| age, oh, way over in Cettlesand. It was a good-sized vill age,
but not so large that the Lord of Gettlesand woul d think

to look for me there. I was, in fact, hiding out, but that is
part of another tale.

"The dooic run wild in tribes in that part of the country.
They prefer the enpty plains, but they do hide in the hills,
and t hey have sonetinmes been known to carry off snall
children. One of the children of the mayor of ny village
had vani shed, and |I tracked her and her tribe of kidnap-
pers for a night and a day, back into the hills. It was in a
cave, in aridge of foothills beneath a desert nountain
range, that | first saw one of the Dark Ones. It was night.
The creature dropped fromthe ceiling of the cave where it
had been clinging and devoured an old rmal e dooi ¢ which

had taken shelter there. It was not aware of mny presence.

"Now | had | earned about Dark Ones in old books that

I had read, and fromthe ancient | egends handed down to
me, like this jewel, frommny master Rath. | realized this
must be a surviving Dark One, and it occurred to ne that

i sol ated groups of these creatures, which had once over-
whel med nmanki nd and then vani shed fromthe face of the
earth, mght still be hiding in the fastnesses of nmountain
and desert. And because | am and al ways have been, in-

curably inquisitive, | followed it back through the darkness,
down tunnels so steep | had to cling to the walls and fl oor
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to keep nyself fromsliding headlong into the blackness. |
renenber thinking to nmyself at the time that the nunbers
of the Dark Ones had shrunk so badly that they lived thus
for their own protection; a wetched remant of a force
that had once dom nated the face of the world and changed
the courses of civilization

"I followed the little Dark One—for it was crawing

along the floor, and only about so big— He gestured with
hi s hands. "—deeper and deeper into the heart of the earth,
crawing and clinmbing and scranbling to keep up with it.
And do you know, at that point | was alnost sorry for the
vani shed Dark Ones in what | supposed to be their exile.
Then | saw the tunnel wi den ahead of ne and | | ooked out
into their—ity."

The quality of the old man's voi ce was hypnotic, and his
eyes had the faraway | ook of seeing nothing in that snmall
twilit room "It was conpletely dark, of course,"” he went

on. "I do see clearly in the dark. The cavern bel ow ne

must have run on for alnost a mle, stretching downward

and back and farther down into the earth. The tunnel in
which | lay overlooked it, and | could scarcely see the other
end of the cave, lost as it was in shadows. The stalactites
of the ceiling, as far back as | could see, were crawing with
the Dark, covered with them black with their bodies; the
rattle of their claws on the |linestone was |ike the sound of
hail. And down the wall to my right, at floor level, there
was an entrance to another passageway, about as high as a
man coul d wal k through. There was a stream of them

com ng and going from deeper underground. | knew that

under that cavern there was another one, as |large or |arger;
and bel ow that, possibly another. That was only one city,
situated mles fromanywhere, in the mdst of the deserts,
probably not even their largest city." Menory of the horror
deepened the lines that age and hard living had scraw ed in
his face; he |ooked |like sone Od Testanent prophet, gifted
with the sure know edge of civilization's downfall and hel p-
|l ess to prevent it. Rudy knew that he saw, not them not
this room but the endl ess cavern of darkness, and felt
afresh the inpact of that first realization that unguessably
vast hordes of the Dark Ones still l|ived beneath the surface

of the earth—ot in exile, not out of necessity, hut because
it was their chosen habitat. And there was nothing to pre-
vent themfromrising, as they had risen once before.

Rudy's voice broke the quiet that had foll owed the
wi zard's account. "You say they were all across the ceiling
of the place," he said. "Wat was on the floor?"

Ingold' s eyes net his, darkened with the nenory and

al nrost angry that Rudy shoul d have asked—angry that he'd

al ready hal f-guessed. "They have their—fl|ocks and herds,"

he said unwillingly, and would have left it at that, but the
young nman's eyes challenged himto say it. "Mitated,

adapted, inbred after countless generations of living in the
dark. | knew then, you see, that hunman beings were their
natural prey."

"That's why the stairways," Rudy said thoughtfully.
The Dark don't need stairs—they haven't got any feet.
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They coul d drive dooic

"These weren't dooic," Ingold said. "They were human

—of a sort." He shuddered, repelled by the nmenory. "But
you see, my children, all the arnies in the world would be
hardly enough for what Alwir proposes. Al that an inva-
sion will do is cripple the existing fighting force of the
Real m and | eave too few nmen to guard the doors of their
hones agai nst the Enpire of Al ketch—er against the Dark.

"The alternative, retreating to the Keeps and letting
civilization die around us in the hopes that one day the
Dark will pass, is hardly a nore appealing proposition; but
at this point |I literally cannot see a third course. Even
Alwir has been forced to recogni ze that we cannot sinply
flee them and it is not likely that the Dark Ones will spon-
taneously beconme vegetari ans.

"So you see," he concluded quietly, "I nmust find Lohiro
and find himquickly. If I do not, we are faced with a
choi ce of disasters. Wzardry has long garnered its know -
edge in an isolated tower on the shores of the Wstern
Ccean, apart fromthe world, teaching, experinenting, bal-
ancing itself in the still center of the nobving cosnbs—
power working for the perfection of power, know edge for
the perfection of know edge. Nothing is fortuitous—there
are no randomevents. It nmay be that the whole history of
wi zardry from Forn on was for this end only: to save us
fromthe Dark."

"I'f it can," Rudy said softly, and handed hi m back his
j ewel .

"If it can," Ingold agreed.

Dar kness had fallen. Thin gray rain slanted down on the

wr eckage of the town of Karst, flurrying the dark slickness
of the puddles in the soupy nmud of the court, staining the
tinmber and thatch of the |ean-to sheds. Bitter w nds bl ew
down of f the nmountains, whipping GI's wet cloak around

her ankl es as she and Rudy crossed the court.

"Three nonths," Rudy murnured, raising his head un-

der the downpour to survey the ruin of the town, the ruin
of the civilization that had built it. "Christ, if the Dark
don't get us, we'll freeze to death in that tinme."

D stant thunder boomed, |ike far-off artillery. G| sought
shelter fromthe rain in the darkness of the |ean-to bar-
racks, watching Rudy as he crossed the court to where the
glow of a sheltered fire marked the common pot. Guards
were noving around it, dark ghostly shapes, the brother-
hood of the sword, their stained black tunics marked with
the white quatrefoil enblem of their conpany. The sounds
of men talking drifted through the sodden drunm ng of

the rain.

Strong hands slipped over her shoul ders from behind. A
colorless voice purred, "G |-shal os?" She glanced at the
hands, close by her cheek; long and thin, the fingers cal-
| oused and knotted fromthe discipline of the sword. Past
the bl ack shape of a tunic and the tasseled ends of white
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braids, she saw a thin face and cool, disinterested eyes. In
a flanki ng maneuver, two other forns appeared and nade
t hensel ves at honme on either side of her

The swordnaster Ghift took her hand and pressed it to

his breast in a good imtation of passion. "O Pearl of ny
Heart," he greeted her, and she | aughed and pull ed her
hand away. She had never spoken to the instructor, and

i ndeed had been rat her awed, watching hi mcoach the
Guards. But his teasing took away her shyness and eased
the bitterness in her heart. On her other side, Seya was
silent, but the woman's thin, lined face sm|ed. She was
evidently long fanmiliar with Grift's nock flirtations.

"What do you want?" G| asked, still grinning, shy with
them and yet feeling strangely at hone. In the brief tine
she had known them Seya and the Icefal con—and now,

evidently, Grift as well —-had accepted her for what she
was. She had rarely felt so confortable, even anpng the
ot her scholars at the university.

Distant firelight reddened the smooth dome of Grift's
head—hi s bal dness was |ike a tonsure, the hair around the
sides growing thickly down alnmost to his collar. Under the
overhanging jut of his brows, his brown eyes were bright,
qui ck, very alive. He said quietly in answer, "You."

And with a flourish he produced the bundle he'd been

hal f-hiding at his side. Unwapping it, G| found a faded

bl ack tunic, honespun shirt and breeches, a surcoat, and a
belt with a dagger. Al were marked with the white quatre-
foil sign of the Guards

CHAPTER NI NE

Though menbers of the various nilitary companies

mounted guard in the town throughout the night, no sound
battered the outer walls but the steady drummi ng of rain.
After a rationed supper of porridge and cheese, G| took
her position with the Guards of the first watch in the Town
Hal I . The refugees huddled in the shelter of that great,

hal f-enmpty cavern bowed to her in respect, as they did to
all the Guards.

Rudy saw the change in her when he hinself strolled

into the snoky dimess of the hall later; it puzzled him
for his experience with wonen, though extensive, had been
within a very narrow range. "Tal k about hiding out on the
front lines," he remarked.

G| grinned. She was finding that Rudy's opinion of her
mattered nmuch less than it had earlier. "We're all on the
front lines," she replied equably. "If I'mout there, at |east
it will be with a weapon in ny hands."

"Have you seen the way they train?" He shuddered deli -
cately.

"The insurance is cheap at the price."

But they both knew that this was not the reason she had
accepted Grift's offer of inclusion in that elite corps,
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though neither G| nor Rudy was quite clear about the true
reason.

In the early part of the evening the great hall was wake-
ful, though without the boisterous quarrel soneness that
had characterized the previous days. The nassacre at Kar st
had broken the spirits of those who had survived it, had

brought hone to them as well as to their rulers, that there
was no escape and nowhere to hide.

Still, Rudy was surprised to see how many had survived.
Sone of them he even recogni zed: that was the fat man

with the garden rake of |ast night, and the pair of tough old
broads he'd talked to in the woods yesterday; over in the
corner he could see the little gang of tow headed ki ds,
keepi ng wat ch over the sl eeping woman they seened to

have taken for their guardian. Stragglers who had hi dden
in the woods all day cane into the hall by ones and twos,
as well as people lost fromtheir fanmlies who had taken
refuge in other buildings in the town. FromG|'s post by
the doors, G| and Rudy saw thementer the hall, all ages,
fromyoung teen-agers to creeping oldsters; they would
enter and nove slowy through the little groups engaged in
bundl i ng up their niserable bel ongi ngs, searching the
faces of the people. Sonetines, rarely, the searcher woul d
find the one he sought, and there would be tears and anx-

i ous words, some questions and usually nore tears. Mre
often the seeker would | eave again. One stout nman in his
forties, in the nuddy renains of a respectable black broad-
cloth tunic and hose, hunted through the hall for the better
part of two hours, then sat on one of the piles of snashed
and di scarded utensils and rags by the door and cried as if
his heart woul d break

Rudy was thoroughly cold and depressed by the tinme the
gray-haired Guard, Seya, cane over to themfromthe
shadows of the great stairway, her face drawn and grim
"Do either of you know where Ingold mght be found?" she
asked themquietly. "There's a man sick upstairs—we need
hi s advice."

"He should still be at the gatehouse," G| surnised.

Rudy said, "I'Il see." He crossed the main square where

the torchlight fitfully gilded the rain-pocked nud. The old
fountain brimed with water, slopping in ebony wavel ets
over its leeward edge. Icy wind bit into his | egs bel ow the
wet, flapping hem of the cloak he'd scrounged. Not even

the Dark Ones, he decided, would be abroad in a down-

pour |ike this.

A gleamof gold led himtoward the gate into the CGuards
Court. Soneone sheltering in the old stables was playing a
stringed instrument and singing:

"My love is like a norn in spring,

A falcon fleet when he takes to w ng;
And |, a dove, behind will fly,
To ride the roads of the sumrer sky..."
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It was a sinple | ove song, with words of hope and bri ght-
ness, but the tune was filled with nelancholy and an aching
grief, the singer's voice all but drowned in the pounding

of the rain. Rudy entered the dark slit of the doorway and
groped his way up the treacherous stair, guided by the faint
Iight that came down from above. He found Ingold al one

in the narrow room A dim bluish glow of ball Iightning
hung over his head, touching the angles of brow and nose
and flattened triangul ar cheekbone with light, and plungi ng
all the rest into shadow. Before himthe crystal lay on the
wi ndowsill, its colored refractions encircling it in a ring of
fire.

Si | ence and peace coal esced in that room For a nonent

Rudy hesitated on the threshold, unwilling to break into
Ingold' s neditations. He saw the wi zard's eyes and knew

that the old man saw sonething in the heart of the crystal,
bright and clear as tiny flane; he knew that his own voi ce,
his own intrusion, would shatter the deep, welling silence
that made that concentration possible. So he waited, and

the silence of the roomseeped into his heart, |like the deep
peace of sl eep.

After a time Ingold raised his head. "Did you want me?"

The |ight above his face grew stronger, brightening to silver
the shaggy hair and the beard where it surged over the

angle of his jutting chin; it broadened to take in the obscure
shapes of sacks and firkins, of scattered rushes and sawdust
on the floor, and the random pattern of the stone ceiling' s
cracks and shadows, |ike inconprehensible runes overhead.

Rudy nodded, releasing the rooms silence with regret.
"There's sickness over at the hall,"” he said quietly. "Bad,
t hi nk."

I ngol d sighed and rose, shaking his volum nous robes out
around him "I feared that," he said. He collected the
crystal and stowed it sonmewhere about his person, shrugged
into his dark mantle, drew the hood up over his head, and
started for the door, the light drifting after him

"I ngol d?"
The wi zard raised his brows inquiringly.
Rudy hesitated, feeling the question to be foolish, but

driven nevertheless to ask it. "How do you do that?" He
gestured toward the slimfeather of light. "How do you cal
l'i ght?"

The old man hel d out his open hand; slowy the gl ow of

light grew up fromhis palm "You know what it is, and

summn it," he replied, his voice |low and cl ear and

scratchy in the room The brightness in his hand intensified,
white and pure, stronger and stronger, until Rudy could no

|l onger look at it and had to turn his eyes away. Even then

he saw his own shadow cast huge and bl ack agai nst the
stonework of the wall. "You know its true name and what

it is," the wizard went on, "and by its true name you cal

it. It is as sinple as picking a fl ower that grows on the other
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side of a fence." Against the white brilliance, shadows
shifted, and Rudy | ooked back, to see the old nan's strong
fingers close over the light. For an instant its beans stabbed
out from between his knuckles; then the brightness of it

di mmred and was gone.

The vagrant gl owmorm of the witchlight that had been
over I ngold s head wandered before them down the inky
stairwell, toillunminate their feet. "No dice with Quo?"
Rudy asked after a monent.

Ingold snmled at his words. "As you say, no dice."

Rudy, | ooking back at the sturdy, white-haired old w z-

ard, remenbered that it was this man who had wor ked

that subtle enchantnment of the |anguages; he saw Ingold
agai n going against the Dark in the vaults, unarned but for
t he noonday bl aze of his power. "Are they all |ike you?" he
asked suddenly. "The wi zards? O her w zards?"

I ngol d | ooked like an overage inp when he smiled |ike
that. "No, thank God. No. Wzards are really a very indi-
vidualistic crew W are formed by what we are, |ike
warriors or bards or farners—but we're hardly alike."

"What's Lohiro |ike?" The Archmage, Master of the

Council of Quo—Rudy found it difficult to picture a man
whom I ngol d woul d call master. He wondered just how this
tough old maverick got along with the | eader of the world's
Wi zardry.

"Ah." Ingold smled. "That's a good question. No two
peopl e who have known hi m have the sanme answer. They

say he is like a dragon, in that he is the bol dest and nost
guil eful, the bravest and the npbst cal cul ati ng—and that,

Ii ke a dragon, he seems to those who neet himto be made
of light and fire. |I hope one day that you will have the
opportunity to judge for yourself."

They paused in the doorway. Beyond themlay the court

of the Guards, drowned under the drenching rain; to their
| eft, the shadow of the gateway, and the broken street be-
yond. The gutter down its center was roaring like a mll-
race. The ground in the square woul d be nothing but suck-
ing ooze. Rudy asked, "Do you like hin®P"

"I would trust himwith ny life Ingold said quietly.

"I love himas if he were ny son." Then he turned away

and vani shed into the shadows of the street, a stooped,
weary formin his hooded robe. Rudy watched hi m di sap-
pear into the sodden darkness, and it occurred to himthat
this was the first tine Ingold had cone out with a straight
answer about his personal feelings. Shining wetness picked
out the peak of the old man's hood as he passed under the
glow of a lighted window far down the | ane. The |ight was
dim the soft glow of a single candle or a shaded | anp.
Rudy's eyes were drawn to the wi ndow, and he saw a
waveri ng shadow pass across the nullioned panes within.

He knew t hat w ndow.
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After a nonment he thought, Wat the hell? Wiy not?

He stepped fromthe shelter of the gate and hurried
down the black lane in the rain.

Al de | ooked up, startled, as he tapped at her open cham
ber door. Then she recognized him and her violet eyes
darkened with pleasure. "Hello."

"Hi." He stepped hesitantly into the room made uneasy

by the dead stillness of the house bel ow. The roomitself
was in wild disorder, curtained in shadow, bed, chairs, and
floor were strewn with cl othes, books, and mi scell aneous
equi prent; dusky bl ood-rubies glittered on a pair of conbs
in the shadow, and white gauntlets lay nearby, |ike win-

kl ed upturned hands. M nal de hersel f was wearing the

white gown in which he'd first nmet her; it was evidently a

favorite, like an old pair of jeans. Her black hair, un-
braided, lay in great crinkled swatches over her slimshoul -
ders. "I cane to see if you mght like a hand with your
packi ng. "

"That was kind of you." She smiled. "I don't need a

hand so nuch as an extra brain, I'mafraid. This—

chaos . " She gestured el oquently at the confusion all
around her.

There was a clicking tap of hard-heel ed shoes in the hal
behind him and the short, stout woman Rudy renenbered
fromthe terrace—christ, was that only yesterday eveni ng?
—eane bustling in, dragging a small chest behind her and
carrying a pile of enpty sacks thrown over her arm She
bestowed a gl ance of w thering contenpt upon him but

didn't deign to speak. To Al de she said, "This was all

could find, your Majesty, and bless ne if | don't think it's
all we'll have roomfor in the cart. That and the great
chest of ny lord Alwir's."

"That's fine, Medda." Alde smled, taking the sacks from
her. "It's a miracle you could come up with this, in all this
confusi on. Thank you."

The ol der worman | ooked nmollified. "Well, it's truth that
the house is like a shanbles, and | could barely find this.
What you're comng to, your Majesty, | don't know—

forced toride in a cart, and hardly the cl othes on your
back and all. How we'll reach Renweth alive |'msure

can't think."

"We'll make it," the girl said. "Alwir will get us there."

Wthout a word or a second gl ance for Rudy, Medda

scurried to the corner of the room where she began fol d-

i ng bl ankets and sheets, packing themfirmy into one of

the sacks. Alde returned to her own packing, folding the
great mass of flanme-cut crinson velvet that Rudy recog-

ni zed as the cloak Alwir had worn that afternoon. "Mst

of this is Alwir's," she said to Rudy, nodding to the tunble
of cloaks, tunics, and robes that half-covered the big bed.
"He asked me to sort bis things for him It's hard to know
what to take and what to | eave behind." She packed away
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the cloak and picked up a quilt of star-enbroidered silk,
the colors of it changing and rippling as it noved. Rudy
cane over to give her a hand with it, being well-versed in
the ways of |aundromats, and she snmiled her thanks.

"Wl |, packing was an easy one for ne," he said. "Al
I"ve got is a blanket and a spoon and what |'ve got on. For
a Queen, you're traveling awfully light."

She sniled at him and shook back the dark hair from

her face. "Have you seen the cart I'mgoing to be riding

in? It's about the size of that bed. I'mnot usually this un-
encunbered; anywhere | go | always seemto end up taking

carts and carts of things, books and clothes and spare

cl oaks and tennis rackets and a chess gane. My maid

takes— Her voi ce caught suddenly on the words, as if

she had physically stunbled in a swift run. It was thin and
shaky when she finished the sentence. "My naid used to

take nore than this." Then, with a forced |ightness, she
continued. "On longer trips |I'd have furniture and beddi ng
and di nner service and wi ndows..."

"W ndows?"
"OF course." She looked at himin genuine surprise, for-
getting nmonentarily, as the Icefal con forgot when speaking
to GIl, that he was an outworlder and a stranger in the

| and. "Have you any idea how nuch gl ass costs? Even we
quality fol ks have to bring our own w ndows wth us when
we travel. One could never afford to glaze all the w ndows
in all of one's houses." She smiled at his expression of
dawni ng conprehension. Alittle ruefully, she went on

"But | don't think we'll need the windows in the Keep of
Dare."

"What's it |ike?" Rudy asked. "The Keep, | nmean."

She shook her head. "I really don't know. 1've never

been there. The Kings of the Real m abandoned Renweth

so long ago; there was never even a hunting | odge there.
Until —El dor— Again there was that hesitation, alnost

an unwi | lingness to speak his nane. "Until the King went
there sone years ago, to have it regarrisoned, | don't think
a King of Darwath had visited it in generations. But he
renmenbered it. My grandfather remenbered it, too.'

"Your grandfat her?"

"Ch, yes. Qur House, the House of Bes, is descended
fromDare of Renweth, a side descent. Now and then the
menori es show up in our people, sonetines hundreds of
years apart. G andfather said he remenbered nostly the
darkness inside the Keep and the snoke and the snell. He
sai d he had nenories of tw sting passageways |lit by grease
| anps, and rickety old nakeshift stairways going up and
down into darkness. He renenbered hinsel f—er Dare, or

some ancest or—wal ki ng through the corridors of the Keep
and not knowi ng whether it was day or night, summer or

Wi nter, because it was always |anplight there. Wen he'd
speak of it," she went on, her hands pausing, still and white
agai nst the colors of the gown she was holding, "I could
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al nbst see it, it was so close to him | could see the stairs,

going up like scaffolding, and the fitful gleam of the |anps

on the stone. | could snell it, damp and murky like old
bl ankets and dirty clothes, and could feel the darkness sur-
rounding me. It will be hard to live always by torchlight."

"Always is a long time," Rudy said, and M nal de | ooked
away.

They tal ked a while | onger of the Keep, of the Pal ace

at Gae, of the small doings that had nade up the life of

the Queen of the Real mof Darwath. The fire sank in the

open brazier that warned the room the flanes playing in

a smal |, steady anber gl ow over withing scarlet coals; the
soft snells of canphorwood and | enon sachet drifted from
the folded clothes. "Alot of this will have to be left, I'm
afraid," Alde sighed. "W have only three carts, and one

of those has to be for the records, the archives of the

Real m" She was sitting on the floor now, turning over in
her hands book after book fromthe small pile beside her

The firelight sparkled off their jeweled bindings and spread
gold, like a warm suntan, on the soft flesh of her chin and
throat. "1'd wanted to take all of these, but sone of them
are terribly frivol ous. Books are so heavy, and the ones we
take really ought to be serious, philosophy and theol ogy.
These may very well be the only books they'Il have in the
Keep for years."

Behi nd the gentle run of her voice Rudy heard the echo

of another voice, GIl's voice, saying, Do you realize how
many of the great works of ancient literature didn't sur-
vive? All because some Christian nmonk didn't think they
were inportant enough to preserve? He'd forgotten the
context and the conversation, but the words cane back to
him and he ventured, "Probably a | ot of people are going
to hang onto the phil osophy and theol ogy." And, God

knows, | wouldn't want to be shut up for years w th nothing
to read but the Bible:

"That's true," she nused, weighing the two books in her
hands, as if neasuring pleasure and enotional truths against
fine-spun scholastic hairsplitting. Then she turned her head,
the dark sheet of her hair brushing his knee where he sat

on the edge of the bed behind her. "Medda?"

The stout servant, who all this tinme had worked in silent
di sapproval in the darker corners of the room cane for-
ward now, and her manner softened inperceptibly. "Yes,

ny | ady?"
"Could you go up to the box roomand see if you can
| ocate another trunk? A small one?"

The wonman bobbed a curtsy. "Yes, ny lady." Her heavy
tread with its clicking heels dinmnished down the dark hall.
Rudy thought to hinself, Score one for G| and ancient |it.

Al de sniled at himacross the genmed fire-glint of the
gi |l ded bi ndi ngs. "She doesn't approve of you. O of any-
body, really, who isn't sufficiently inpressed by my being
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Queen. She was ny nurse when | was snall and she puts a
ot of store in being the Queen's Nurse. She isn't |ike that
when we're alone. Don't |et her worry you."

Rudy grinned back at her. "I know. The first time | saw
the two of you together, | thought you were sone kind of
junior servant, the way she bossed you around."

The fine, dark eyebrows raised, and there was a teasing
light in her eyes. "If you'd known | was the Queen of Dar-
wat h, woul d you have spoken to nme?"

"Sure. Well, | mean— Rudy hesitated, wondering. "Uh

—+ don't know. If sonmebody had said, 'Look, that's the
Queen,' maybe | wouldn't even have seen you, woul dn't
really have | ooked at you." He shrugged. "W don't have
ki ngs and queens where | conme from"

"Truly?" She frowned, puzzled at the inconprehensible

t hought. "Who rul es you, then? Whom can your people

| ove and honor? And who will |ove and guard the honor of
your peopl e?"

To Rudy, this question was equally inconprehensible,

and since his nmajor area of success in school had been
evasi on of classes, he had only a sketchy notion of how the
United States Governnent worked. But he gave her his
perceptions of it, perhaps nore informative than politica
theory, and Al de listened gravely, her arnms w apped

around her drawn-up knees. Finally she said, "I don't think
| could stand it. Not because |'m Queen—but it all sounds
so inpersonal. And |'mnot really a Queen anynore."

She | eaned her back agai nst the carved post of the bed
frame, her head close by his knee. Profiled against the am
ber glow of the fire, her face seemed very young, though
worn and fragile and tired. "GCh—they honor me, they bow
tone. It's all in ny nane. And Tir's. But—+t's all gone.
There's nothing of it left." Her voice was small and tight
suddenly, as if struggling to be cal magai nst sone sup-

pressed enotion. He saw the quick shine of tears in her
vi ol et eyes.

"And it all happened so suddenly. It's not the honor,
Rudy, not having servants who wait on nme. It's the people.
| don't care about having to pack my own things, when all
my life servants have done it for ne. But those servants,
the househol d at the Pal ace—they'd been around ne for
years. Some of them were from our House, from when

was a girl; they'd been with ne since | was born. People
i ke the Guards who stood outside my bedroom door—+

didn't know themwell, but they were like part of ny life,
a part | never really thought about. And they're all dead
now. "

Her voice flinched fromit, then steadied. "You know,
there was one ol d dooic slave who scrubbed the floors in
the hall at the Pal ace. Probably he'd done so for his whole
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life, and he nmust have been twenty years old, which is very
old for them He knew ne. He'd grunt and sort of smile at
me when | went past. In the last battle in the Throne Hall
at Gae, he grabbed up a torch and went with it agai nst the
Dark Ones, swinging it like the nen sw nging their swords.

| saw himdie. | saw so many people | knew die." One tear
slid down the curve of her cheek, those |obelia-dark eyes
turning to neet his, seeking in them some confort, sone

bul wark against the fear and grief she'd | ocked in.

"I't wasn't being Queen or not being Queen," she went

on, wiping at her cheek with fingers that shook. "It's the
whole life, everything. Tir is all | have left. And in the
last fight, I left him too. W locked himin a little room
behind the throne, ny maid and |I. They needed every

sword in the hall, though neither of us had ever handl ed
one before. It was |like a nightmare, some—some insane

dream all fire and darkness, | think | nust have been hal f-
crazy. | thought | was going to die, and that didn't matter,
really, but | was terrified they'd get Tir. And | left him

al one." She repeated the words in a kind of despairing
wonder. "I left himalone. I+ told Ingold I'd kill himif

he didn't take Tir and go. He was going to stay and fight to
the last. | had a sword. | told himlI'd kill him. . ." For a

monent her eyes seenmed to see nothing of the shadowy
gol den warnth of the curtai ned chanmber, reflecting only
relived horror.

Rudy said gently, "Well, he probably didn't believe you,"

and was rewarded to his joy with a tiny snile of self-
nmockery and the return to the present of those haunted
eyes. "And anyhow, | don't think you could have hurt him?"

"No." She laughed softly, shakily, as people do when

they remenber any desperate passion which has lost its

i mportance. "But how enbarrassing to nmeet himafter-

ward." And whether, as Ingold had said, it was the senti-
ments or the social gaffe that made her snmile, it was enough
to break the grip of the horror and let its raw nenory fade.

The rain had al nost ceased, its persistent drunm ng

dimmed to a soft pattering rustle on the heavy gl ass of the
wi ndow. Coals settled in the brazier, the glow of themlike
the last heart of a dying sunset. M nal de stood and noved

t hrough the di mess of the roomto kindle a taper from

the enbers and transfer the flame to the trio of candles in
the silver holder on the table. She blew out the touchlight,
and snoke fol ded around her face as she laid it aside.

"That was what | couldn't endure," she went on, her

voice quiet, as if she spoke now of someone other than
herself. "That I'd left ny child to die. Until Ingold cane to
me, the night before last—until he brought Tir back to ne
—+ never even knew if they'd survived or not. All the rest
of it, the Dark Ones surgi ng dowmn on us over the torches,
the—the touch of it, the grip of it, like an iron rope—the
Icefalcon's face when he picked me up off the floor of the
vaults—t doesn't even seemreal. Only that I'd left ny
child, the one person, the one thing that remrained out of
everything else inny life . "
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Her hands and her voice had begun to shake again.

Rudy canme over to her in the halo of the candles, took her
hands to still them and felt the fragile bones in his own
rough grip. His touch seened to bring her back, for she
sm |l ed, half-apologetically, and | ooked down, away from
his face.

"Alwir tells me | was delirious with shock," she said

softly. "I"'mglad | don't remenber |eaving Gae. They tel
me the city was ruined. Now I'll always remenmber it inits
beauty." She | ooked up at himagain, that soft little smle

of self-nockery reappearing in one corner of her sensitive
mout h. "That's why nost of the things here are Alwir's and
not mne. They're not the things | would have brought

with me if I'd left Gae under ny own power."

"Don't worry about it."

"But last night," Alde went on, "I think |I would have
killed you if you'd tried to stop nme from goi ng back for
Tir. | wasn't going to |l eave himagain. |I'll always thank

you for going with ne, for staying with ne through the
vaults, for keeping us both safe. But | think I would have
gone al one."

"I still think you were crazy," Rudy said gently.
She smiled. "I never said | wasn't."

Qutside, the rain had ceased entirely. Beside themthe
snoot h, waxy gl ow of the candl es | engthened into slim
colums of yellow and white, the light growi ng stronger in
the still deep silence. For a time the peace of the room
surrounded them bringing thema curious, isolated no-

ment of happi ness in the confusion and weckage of all the
wor |l d. Rudy was conscious, as he had sel dom been so

acutely conscious of anything in his life, of her fingers rest-
ing lightly in his. The snell of her hair came to him a
scent of sweetgrass and bay, and with it the soft tall ow
smel |l of the candles and the richness of cedar and | avender.
Encl osed in the heart of a jewel-box of time they were

al one and at rest with each other, her eyes gazing up at

him al nost black in the shadows. Looking into them Rudy
knew—-and knew t hen that she knewwhat was inevitably

going to be. The know edge went through himlike a bolt

of lightning, but it was without any real surprise. It was as
if he had al ways known.

They stood thus for an endl ess single nonent of tine,
consumed by that shared knowl edge. The only sound in the
roomwas the soft swiftness of their breath. Then an open-
ing door downstairs stirred the air, and the flame of the
candl es di pped, making the shadows bow and tremble. On

that incomng cold draft, Alwir's voice echoed nellowy in
the unnaturally servantless hall. " poni es around to the

courtyard. It will take nost of the night to | oad them
Your things will go in the third cart." And though no
words were audi ble, they heard Bektis' |ight voice replying,

a querul ous interrogation from Medda, and the sharp, sud-
den jingle of sword belt and mail.

Al de made a nove to go, and Rudy caught at her hands
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Their eyes net again, puzzled, seeking some answer to
why what had been between them had happened. The

i king between them had changed—everyt hi ng had changed
and was col ored by what had passed. In her face Rudy saw

desire, fear of this terrible newfound intinmacy, and the re-
flection of his own bew | derment at a feeling he had never
known hi msel f capabl e of possessing. Then her cheeks

flaned suddenly pink in the candlelight, and she pulled her
hands away, stamering, "I—+ can't—= She turned to flee.

"Alde." He called her softly back, and at the sound of
his voi ce she stopped, her breath quick and uneven, as if
she had run a long way. "I'l|l see you on the road tonor-
row. "

She whi spered, "All right," and turned her eyes away.
A nmonment | ater he heard her footsteps flying lightly down
the hall.

CHAPTER TEN
A long time ago and perhaps in a previous incarnation,

Rudy recal |l ed seeing a novie called The Ten Comrand-

ment s whi ch, anmong ot her things, had contai ned a nmeno-

rabl e scene of the Children of Israel getting their butts out
of the Land of Egypt. Charlton Heston had lifted up his

staff and they'd all been organi zed and ready to go, and the
whol e cl ear-out had taken about three mnutes of screen

time, goats and granddaddi es and all, |eaving not so mnuch

as a crunpled bread wapper or a pile of dog droppings on
the tidy streets of Thebes.

Karst had been stirring since several hours before dawn.
Rudy, standing by the cart in which the rations earmarked
for the Guards woul d be haul ed, had a good vi ew of nost
of the square, and it didn't look to himas if anybody
woul d be goi ng anywhere until damm near noon, if then

It had begun to rain again, and the ground was |ike por-
ridge. The cart wheels bogged in it; people running back
and forth on aimess errands churned it to ever-deeper
ooze. Miud and rain covered everything, soaked Rudy's cl oak
and his clothing underneath, and plastered the cl unped,
dirty aggl onerations of depressed-|ooking refugees who
stood or sat around that scene of sodden chaos. Even Al -
wir, stormng his el egant way anong them was begi nni ng
to | ook shopworn and dirty.

By m dnorning, the square was a total confusion of

peopl e, goods, and makeshift transport. Children wan-

dered fromtheir parents and got |ost. Escaping pigs had to
be chased through the standing carts, pack beasts, and little

mounds of personal bel ongi ngs, upsetting everything in
their flying path. The larger fanilies and groups, and the
househol ds of minor nobles, were engaged in |ast-mnute
probl em sol vi ng sessi ons, anong nmuch cursing and the
wavi ng of arms, arguing whether to go north to the Keep

of the I andchief Harl Kinghead, south to Renweth in the
mountai ns, following Alwir and the Council of Regents, or
beyond that, over Sarda Pass, to Gettlesand, to risk the
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threat of the Wite Raiders in the nminor Keeps of the |and-
chief Tomec Tirkenson. Rudy coul d see Tirkenson, big,
scarred, and ugly, cursing his followers into line with a
vocabul ary that would have curled a bull whacker's hair.

Rudy hi nmsel f could have left town at a noment's noti ce.
Fromthe | eavings of the dead, he'd collected hinmself an
outfit of warmclothes—a brown tunic, shirt, breeches,

and boots, a hooded cloak that was too |large, and a pair of
gauntl et gloves stitched with gold and eneralds. H s Cali -
fornia clothes he carried in his pack, along with shaving
thi ngs scrounged, like everything else, fromthose who had
not survived the coming of the Dark to Karst, his Aner-

i can- made buck-knife, a horn spoon, and his big blue plas-
tic conb. The unfamliar weight of a sword dragged at his
hi p.

Leaning his shoul ders against the tall wheel of the cart,
shivering in the wind that drove the rain and tossed the
dark trees that were visible above the bl ack, gabl ed roofs,
he surveyed the m|ling chaos before him Muid-sl at hered
peopl e negotiated for space in two carts, tied dirty little
bundl es onto nul eback or into crude wheel barrows or
travoi s, and argued about what to take and what to | eave.
Watching them his face stinging in the icy wind, he re-
menbered California as if his whole Iife there had been
sonet hing that had happened to soneone el se.

"There," the cool, husky voice of the Icefalcon said at

his el bow. He turned to see the tall captain pointing out to
G| the small train of wagons drawn up outside the Bishop's
pal ace, adjacent to the Church on the opposite side of the
square. Red-robed nonks were |oading two of themwith

chests that were obviously filled with sonething heavy,

under the arrogant direction of the Bishop herself. "I find
that typical," the Guard went on. "They claimto work for
the salvation of souls, but fromall |'ve seen, they only

collect the tithe, and keep records of how nuch is owed

and what soul s have been born and baptized and confessed
and died, like a miser counting gold. Fleeing for their
lives, they will carry paper rather than food."

"They?" G| echoed curiously, and glanced up at the tal
young nman with the incongruous pale braids |ying rain-
slicked over his dark shoulders. "You' re not of the Faith?"

A disdainful sniff was all the answer she got.

Past the Church wagons, Alwir's household and the rem
nants of the government of the Real mwere hol di ng what
appeared to be a Chinese fire drill on the steps of the Town
Hal . Rudy saw Al de seated in the front of one of the carts
there, muffled in black fur, her eyes peeking fromthe
shadows of her stream ng hood. On her lap she cradled a
great bundle of dark, trailing blankets, in which no round
pi nk baby face was visible; but once he saw the bl ankets
squirm That would be Tir. Medda, her round face swollen

wi th weepi ng, clanmbered up to take her place at the

Queen's side. Alde turned her head, her gaze searching the
crowd. Across the mlling confusion she net Rudy's eyes,
then quickly | ooked away, as if ashamed to be caught seek-
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ing sight of him Beyond her, Bektis was clinbing into
anot her wagon, his narrow face franed in a great collar
of expensive marten fur, |ooking down his el egant nose at
the bedraggl ed nob in the square.

Then someone was cal ling out orders, Commander

Janus' harsh, braying battle voice rising above the sluicing
drum of the rain and the clamor of argument and prepara-
tion. Alwir appeared fromaround the corner of the Town
Hal I, mounted on a slimlegged sorrel mare. H s great cloak
flapped in the wind as he bent fromthe saddl e to exchange
last-m nute instructions with someone on the ground. The
Guards noved into line, a ragged double file on either side
of the Chancellor's wagons. Like a kettleful of oatnea
comng at last to a boil, the people in the square, alone or
by couples, famlies, or clans, caught up their few posses-
sions and jostled for a place within that doubled line, or,
failing that, as close to its protection as they could get.
Those who weren't ready to go yet redoubl ed their prepara-
tions, hastening in the hope of catching up on the road.
VWhat ever their ultimate goal, the north or Gettlesand or
Renwet h, sticking with an armed convoy was far preferable
to taking that |ong road al one.

Rudy was a little surprised at what a nob there was,

once they got out on the road. They noved al nost without
order, a vast confusion of provision wagons, transport carts
for the furniture of Alwir's household and the records of
the government of the Realm small herds of cattle and
sheep, here and there coveys of spare horses for those for-
tunate enough to be riding to Renweth, the shanbling rab-
bl e of househol d servants, and the few remnaini ng dooic

sl aves that an occasional wealthy fam |y had brought out

of the ruin of their world. Fanilies straggled behind and
around the main body of the royal wagons, with their

crated chickens and barking dogs, their pigs and their

mlk goats; it was astonishing how many fanilies had ac-
tually succeeded in hol ding together through the chaos

of the last few weeks, though many of them Rudy knew,

were m ssing nenbers. Fathers and nmothers were carrying

the bul k of the |oad, older children carrying those too
young to wal k, others |eading or driving such |livestock as
they'd been able to save or acquire. There were not a few
granni es and grandpas of startlingly venerable years, too—
Rudy wondered how sone of those old people had nan-

aged to run fast enough to escape the Dark. But they were
there, |eaning on wal king sticks or on the shoulders of their
grandchi l dren or great-grandchildren, chirping to one an-
other with the equable cal mof those who have |ong since
ceased being surprised by fate. And as they departed from
Karst, that great straggling nob passed an infinitely greater
nunber of hal f-assenbl ed househol ds, still |oading the |ast
of their bel ongi ngs onto donkey back or dog travois, or
trying to sort out the |east essential essentials, arguing and
wat chi ng with apprehensi ve eyes as the convoy sl opped

past in the driving gray rain. By the |ooks of it, Rudy

cal cul ated, people would be drifting out of Karst all day.

A mud-spattered old man with a shabby bundl e and a
stout wal king stick fell into step with Rudy as they passed
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the last outskirts of the town. The path dipped steeply in a
treacherous slide of black muck. Rudy's feet slithered on
it, and a strong hand grasped his el bow. "Cut yourself a
staff fromthe woods," a fam liar scratchy voice advised.
"The roads aren't going to get any easier, once we reach

t he nmount ai ns around Renweth."

"We're | eaving the nountains, though,"” Rudy said, pick-
ing his way nore carefully in the wizard's tracks. "Are
these the same nountains we're heading for, or different?"

"Different,” Ingold said. "W're picking up the G eat

South Road outside Gae and following it down the valley

of the Brown River, which runs through the heartl ands of

the Realm The road up to Sarda Pass crosses it, and we'll
take that up into the Big Snowi es, the great wall of noun-
tains that cuts the Realm the lands of the Wath, in two,
dividing the river valleys fromthe plains and the desert of
Gettl esand. Renweth stands above Sarda Pass. Watch the
ground. "

Rudy scranbl ed over slippery autum-yell ow grasses

around a noxi ous patch of black quicksand. The road from
Gae up to Karst had been graded and cut so as to be easily
negoti abl e in good weat her, but the constant comi ng and
goi ng of the refugees, conbined with the rains and the
steady departures that had been taking place fromthe
town since dawn, had reduced the way to a treacherous
river of slop. Those refugees who waited until the after-
noon to quit Karst would have to wade all the way to the
pl ain. Rudy | ooked around at the darkness of the misty
gray woods and pictured what the Iand would be like for
those who got bogged in the road when night began to fall.
He shi vered.

"How far is it?" he asked suddenly. "How many ni ghts
are we going to have to spend in the open?”

"Close to a hundred and seventy mles," Ingold replied,
maki ng his way through the wet brush on the firmer ground
at the edge of the roadbed. "Eight or ten nights, if the
weat her stays good and the Arrow River isn't too high to
cross when we get there.”

"You call this good?" Rudy grunbled. "I've been freez-
ing nmy tail off since | came here. | don't think I'll ever dry
out."

Ingold held out his hand, and the rain collected, a tiny

| ake, in his calloused palm "It could be far worse," he
said mldly. "W've had harsh winters these |last ten years,
with killing snows on the plains beyond the nmountains driv-

ing the Wiite Raiders, the barbarians of the plains, to
attack the settlenents out of pure famine. This w nter
promi ses to be the worst yet—=

"Fantastic."

"—but it has been noticed that the Dark Ones seemto
attack less in foul weather. Hi gh wi nds, heavy rains, or

snow seemto keep them underground. Few bl essings or
di sasters conme unni xed."
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"Great," Rudy said, wthout enthusiasm "So we've got
a choice of the Dark Ones or pneunpnia."

The old man raised his eyebrows, amused. "So which
woul d you prefer?"

They turned a corner of the road, as G| had done two

days before, and the rusty woods seenmed to part, revealing
bel ow themthe dim tawny plain and, half-hidden in the
pearl of the river mist, the ruined city of Gae. Used to the
megal opolis of Los Angeles, Rudy found the city very

smal |, but there had been a grandeur to it, a walled unity
with which the sprawing, featureless towns of his own ex-
perience could not conpare. In his mnd he pieced it
together to put roofs on the burned walls of the close-set,
hal f-ti mbered houses and | eaves on the gray |ace of bare
branches. He renenbered Mnalde's | ow, gentle voice say-
ing wistfully, "Now |I'll always renenmber it inits
beauty..."

That thought brought others, and he stood for sone tine,

| ooki ng out over the pastel vista of ochre and silver-gray,
until a dinming of the noise behind himalerted himto the
passi ng of the convoy, and he thrashed back to the road
and hurried to catch themup, plowing his way through

torn black nmud in which white chicken-feathers were

caught like flakes of fallen snow

Still nore refugees joined themon the plain by the walls

of Gae. The Karst-Gae road crossed the G eat South Road
afewmles fromthe multiple turrets of the city gates, in a
great tranpled circle amd the withered grass. Just north of
the crossroads | oomed Trad's HIl, naned for sone hero

of ancient wars, the only prom nence on that flat plate of
land, and fromthat hill a |ichenous cross of carved stone
bestowed its arcane sanction on the joining of the ways.
There they were net by a notley horde of fugitives from

Gae itself, braver, or nore foolish, or nobre conservative
soul s who had hung on in the looted ruin of the capital,
hopi ng that the danger woul d sonehow miracul ously pass.

They were far better provisioned and nore heavily bur-

dened than those who had fled to Karst earlier in the week;
better clothed, |leading carts and nul es and horses, driving
m |k cows and pigs and chickens, carrying great satchels of
books, npbney, spare bedding, and the famly silver

"Where'd they get the cows?" Rudy demanded of G I,

who happened to be wal king cl ose by himat the tine.
"They didn't keep all themanimals in the city, for CGod's
sake, "

G| said, "People in New York, Boston, and Chicago
kept cows and pigs clear up to the 1890s. How do you
think you got mlk if you lived in town?"

As the two parties converged, he heard the buzz of talk

pass down the length of the swelling caravan. "Is that really
her Majesty? Is her Majesty really well and safe? And his
Little Maj esty?" People crossed thensel ves thankfully and
craned their necks to see. As an Anmerican, and not a par-
ticularly well-informed one at that, Rudy had expected the
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subj ects of a nonarchy to fear and resent those who had
such absol ute power over them and it surprised himto see
the reverence in which they held Alde and Tir. He renem
bered what she had said |l ast night, about |ove and honor—
that people needed a ruler they could love, as well as a
|l aw they could follow O fhand, he couldn't think of any
menber of his own governnment he even respected, |let alone
one for whose survival he'd offer up prayers of joy. It
caused himto | ook with new eyes at the tall, hide-topped
cart with its drooping standards of black and red and to
think about the dark-haired girl inside.

The day wore on, and they followed the Great South

Road t hrough the drenched green farm ands al ong the

river. In contrast to the muddy track down the mountain,
the road was wi de and wel |l -drained, with deep, weed-grown
ditches on both sides and a pavenent of worn, close-fitted
hexagonal bl ocks of some kind of pale gray stone. As the
centers of the blocks were nore worn than the edges, they
caught the rain in each separate holl ow and turned the

road into a shining scarf of fish-scale silver, stretching away
into msty distance. The caravan | eft the wi de sweep of the
pl ain of Gae behind them and crossed a bridge beneath
frowning, enpty towers, to enter into the fertile bottom

| ands where the road sought its |lazy way between neadow
and farm and woods.

No countryman, Rudy was nevert hel ess inpressed by

the solid appearance of prosperity that lay over the | and.
The farnmhouses were wel |l -built, nost of them boasting

nmore than one room wth separate quarters for the aninals
—Aot always the rule in nonindustrial societies, G| re-

mar ked cynically. But the enptiness of the land was chill-
ing. They saw very few peopl e—enly the eyel ess stare of
vacant houses, the abandoned cattle, and mle after nmile
of hal f-harvested corn, rotting in the rain. Those people
they did nmeet were the farmfanilies, or the remants of
them who canme out to the road with all their worldly
goods—pl ow, seed, and poultry—and the youngest baby of

the househol d pil ed haphazardly into ox carts, to swell the
ranks of the moving arny of refugees, with children and
servants and herd dogs driving little bunches of sheep and
cows in their wake. As they passed through those desol ate
farm ands, the Guards, or the Red Mnks, or nmen and

women acting on their own left the train to forage in the
ruined fields and the oddly crushed, deserted barns for
what they could find, though Rudy noticed they sel dom

went into the houses that they passed. Sonetines they

came back w th wagonl oads of seed and grain, or |ivestock
pi gs, and bl eating sheep, or the small cobby farm horses—
beasts whose masters woul d take no further interest in

husbandry.

And still it rained. The convoy had grown to an arny,

pl oddi ng al ong the silver road in the downpour. Rudy

t hought of the sheer nunber of miles involved—Hell, that's

i ke wal king from Los Angel es to Bakersfiel d-and won-
dered what the hell he was doing there. Above the dul
overcast and slanting rain, the gray day was sickening to-
ward tw light.
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He shaded his eyes and squinted out across the wet |and-
scape; he saw, as he had seen several tines that day, a
per son—an or woman, he couldn't always tell —wander-

ing aimessly in the distance, driven by the cutting w nd.
He wondered about those people, for none of them had

made any sign that they saw t he passing convoy, and none
of the conpany on the road spoke or waved to them
Sonetimes al one, sonetines two or three together, they
moved |i ke zombies, stood staring listlessly at nothing, or
lay on the ground in the fields, |ooking blankly into the
hol | ow sky.

He grew nore and nore curious about these outcasts.

Toward eveni ng, when he saw a nman and two young

worren standing at the bottom of the drainage ditch on the
side of the road, gazing vacantly into space, he left the
pavenent and went scranbling down the side of the culvert,

slithering through weeds and nud, and waded over to
where t hey stood.

The man wore a | oose white cotton shift, plastered to his
soft, paunchy flesh by the rain. H's hands and nmouth were
nearly blue with cold, but he seened to take no notice of
the ankl e-deep ice water in which he stood. The girls wore
dripping silk rags, wilted fl owers and col ored ribbons
braided into their wet, snarled hair. Their | obotomni zed
eyes followed his notions, but none of the three made a
sound.

Rudy passed his hand cautiously across the man's line of

vi sion. The eyes tracked, but regi stered no understandi ng
of what they saw. The girls were the sane—beautiful girls,
dainty and sweet as lilies of the valley. Rudy woul d cheer-
fully have taken either or both of themto bed with him
except for the creeping horror of that enpty stare.

"This," Ingold s voice said behind him "is the other
thing that the Dark Ones do."

Rudy swung around, startled; he hadn't heard the w z-

ard approach, even through four inches of water. The old
man' s face | ooked taut and sick, barely visible in the
shadows of his drawn-up hood. "We didn't see nuch of it

at Karst; probably because the victinms were tranpl ed by
those seeking safety, or lost in the woods around the town.
But | know this from Gae. | daresay nost people know it."

"What's wong with then?" Rudy | ooked fromthe w z-
ard to the three shivering, enpty-eyed autonmatons and felt
a creeping of his flesh that, for once, had little to do with

t he col d.

"I think |I spoke of it earlier,"” Ingold said quietly. "The
Dark Ones devour the nind as well as the flesh—which

is why, | suspect, they prey upon hunman bei ngs and not

upon beasts. As well as human fl esh and human bl ood, the
Dark Ones devour the psychic energy, the intelligence—
the mind, if you will. Perhaps to themthat is the nost

i mportant of the three."
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Reaching out, Ingold shut the eyes of the nan with his
thunb and forefinger and, closing his own eyes, neditated
for a moment in silence. The man's knees buckl ed abruptly,
and I ngold stepped lightly back fromhimas he spl ashed
noisily into the rain-thrashed water and |lay face down.
Rudy was still staring, aghast, at the corpse when |Ingold
touched each of the girls in turn. They fell and lay with

their flowered hair floating around themin the dirty water

of the ditch. The w zard turned away and, |eaning on his
staff, clanbered up the bank again. Rudy foll owed him
wat er dripping soggily fromthe hemof his mantle, cold
and shivering and shocked at what he was pretty sure In-
gol d had done

They did not speak for sone tine, but trudged down the
road in silence. Then Rudy asked, "They don't get over it,
do they?"

"No." The wi zard's voice came di senbodied fromthe
shadows of his hood. A harmess old man, Rudy thought.
A charming old lunatic. No wonder people are afraid of
hi m

“No," Ingold went on. "If they are indoors they gen-
erally starve. If they are outdoors they die of exposure."

"Uh—anybody ever take care of one, to see if his mnd
m ght conme back?"

I ngol d shrugged. "Not easy when you're fleeing the Dark
yourself. Up in Twegged in the north, at the start of all
this trouble, it was tried. The victimlasted two nonths."

"What happened after two nont hs?"

"Her caretakers killed her." The wi zard added, in a
tone of explanation, "They were the victims husband and
daughter, you see."

Rudy | ooked back over his shoul der. The evening msts

were comi ng down heavily, shadow and darkness covering

the land. Still, he thought he could see in the distance the
curve of the road, the ditch, and the whitish blur against

t he dar ker ground.

The night fell, and for miles up and down the G eat

Sout h Road the refugees sought what sleep they coul d.
Watch fires threaded the darkness like a glittering neck-
| ace on both sides of the road, and all who coul d bear
arns took their turn at them In the |ow ground, the
puddl ed rain turned to ice.

Al de canme to Rudy's watch fire in the night, with Medda
escorting her like a stout, disapproving shadow. She was

shy with him and they did not speak of what had passed
between them at Karst, but Rudy felt a joy in her pres-

ence he had never known with any other human bei ng. As

they sat together with their backs to the fire, not touching,
talking of Tir or of the small doings of the road, the in-
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timacy between themwas as close and warmas if they
shared a cl oak.

The norni ng dawned cl ear and freezing cold. The w nd

had broken the overcast and piled the clouds in the south,
i ke the inmeasurabl e slopes of achingly white nountains
agai nst the soaring blue of the norning sky. Wrd came
down the line that wol ves had attacked the horse herd

bel onging to the Church and had been driven off by the
Red Monks; four night guards had been found dead by

their watch fires, bloodless victinms of the Dark. Never-

t hel ess, Bishop Govannin gave a cart-tail service of thanks-
gi ving, and those who had survived the night thanked their
God that it had been no worse.

They came into a rolling country now, the great road

| oopi ng through the gray-green hills. To their right, the
di stant heads of the western nountains were sonetines
glinpsed, plumand blue and gray, or covered in the |our
of clouds. It was a |land of streans, ice-rimed in the norn-
ing, that flowed down toward the green, |lush bottom | ands
in the east. These streans were sonetines crossed by
narrow stone bridges, but often the road sinply led to
shal | ow fords, so that everyone was perpetually hal f-wet
and shivering. Rudy, stiff and aching in every joint, took
Ingold's advice and cut a straight sapling fromthe next
grove of trees they passed, to triminto a wal king stick
He had never been nmuch good at botany, but the Icefal con
told himthe wood was ash

Toward noon they crossed a broad saddl e of |and that

lay between two hills, and fromit a vista spread before
them of all the countryside down to the river, the |ong
grass rippling palely in the wan Iight of a heatless sun. The
red-cl othed trooper |eading the mules of Mnalde's cart
paused there to breathe them and Rudy cane up cl ose at

her side. Many peopl e stood there, having stopped to rest in
the neck of that miniature pass and | ook down on the

| ands bel ow. Al de turned to himand sniled. "How are

you?" she asked quietly, a little shy at speaking to himin
the |ight of day.

"Sore as hell." Rudy |eaned on his staff, not caring if it
made him |l ook like an old man. "How in God's nane do
you people stand it? | feel like lI'mfixing to die."

"So do nobst of these people,” Alde said. "So would I,
if I didn't have a cart to ride in because |'mthe Queen

We' ve been passing wonen all day, with children as young
as Tir. Carrying them They'll carry themclear to Renweth,
unl ess they die on the road." She tucked the bl ankets

cl oser around the child she held propped at her side. Tir
made a little noise of protest and a deternined effort to
di vest hinself of the blankets and, Rudy guessed, to rol
off the seat. The kid was going to be a real pest when he
started to wal k

"Di e?" he said uneasily. He renenbered things people
had sai d about those who straggled fromthe caravan

"OF cold,"” Alde said. "Or hunger. W're doing all right
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for food now, but when we get out of the farmcountry,
there won't be nearly enough. Not for the children or for
the ol d people or for those who are sick—=

She broke off, startled, lifting her head to stare off across
the hills, and Rudy foll owed her gaze down the snpoth,
falling curves of the gray-green land. Far off he could see
huge brown forms stal king the distant pastures, swaying

I'i ke monstrous ani mat ed haystacks—npossi bly | arge, non-
sters in the icy distance.

"What are they?" he asked, shading his eyes. Then he
gl anced back at Alde and saw the worry on her face. "Are
they..."

"Mamot hs, " Al de said, and her tone was puzzl ed and
surprised. "Mammt hs this side of the nountains . . ."

" Mammot hs?"

She gl anced down at him hearing but msinterpreting

the shock in his voice. "Wolly el ephants,"” she expl ai ned.
"They' re comon on the northern plains, of course, but
they haven't been seen in the river valleys since—eh, for
hundreds of years. And never this far south. They nust
have cone over the passes of the nmountains for sone
reason. "

But manmmoths were not the only things to cone over
t he passes of the nountains.

That night, as he and Al de sat tal king quietly under
Medda' s di sapprovi ng chaperonage by the watch fire, Rudy

t hought he heard the distant thunder of hooves, an unlikely
sound in the convoy where horses were few and precious,
guarded nore carefully than a m ser guards his hoard

After a time, the night wind brought himthe faint, danmp
drift of snoke and a sound that rem nded him of the how -
ing of wolves, although there was a difference to this

sound. In the norning he rode out with Ingold and the slim
handf ul of Guards whomthe convoy could afford to
mount to | ook for the source of the sound.

They found it |ong before the sun had nmanaged to burn

off the thick, white river mst. The charred hulk of a gutted
farmhouse | ooned in the opal fog, haunted by the gliding

bl ack shapes of spectral crows and the snell of roasted

fl esh. They found sonme of the farmfanily a little ways
fromthe house. At first Rudy didn't register that the body
staked to the ground was human; when he did, he cane as
close to fainting as he ever had in his |ife. He | ooked
away, his face clammy with sweat and the taste of vonit in
his mouth. He heard Janus' boots squishing in the nushy
grass and the faint, restless jingling of bridle-bits as the
horses tossed their heads in alarm He heard Janus say,

"Not the Dark," and Ingold, skirting on foot the tranpled
weeds beyond him reply, "No."

Faintly, another CGuard's voice drifted to him "Dooic?
Gone feral or—er mad?"
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Anot her responded. "On horses? Be serious."

Ingold returned, materializing |like a specter fromthe

m st, holding in his hand a strip of rawhide trimed with
chi ps of colored glass, fromwhich a |long feather dangl ed,
its end tipped in blood. "No," he said, his voice calmin
spite of the butchered horror lying in the grass nearby.
"No, | fear this is the work of the Wiite Raiders."

"On this side of the nmountains?" Janus asked nervously,
| ooki ng around hi m

I ngol d nodded and held out to himthe rawhi de, the

spinning feather brushing his wist and marking the flesh
with blood. "Lava Hills People," he identified briefly, and
gestured toward the grisly evidence, scattered over severa
square yards of grass. "It's a sacrifice, a—propitiation. An
offering to sonething they fear."

"The Dark?" the Commander asked. He took and ex-
am ned the rawhi de tag.

"Doubtl ess,” Ingold said slowy, and | ooked around him

at the burned trees, the scorched renmains of the outbuild-
ings, and the fallen house surrounded by a hideously sug-
gestive cloud of screeching carrion-hbirds. "Doubtless.
Though if the Dark were their principal fear—why did

they cross the nountains? The danger of the Dark is
thickest in the valleys of the river."

"Possibly they didn't know "

"Possibly." The wi zard's tone was still dubious, and he
moved restlessly along the tranpl ed verge of the grass,
scanning the flat opaque whiteness of a countryside turned
two-di nensional with fog, as if sniffing the wind for the
scent of unknown danger. "lIn any case, it puts us in a

bad position. You see, the hoof-tracks here are shod, which
means they're already short of horses, stealing what they
can find fromthe valley farms. My guess is that they're
too fewto protect their herds fromwolves. They'll be
turning on the convoy soon."

"Woul d they?" Janus asked doubtfully.

"If they thought they could get away with it, yes." In-
gol d came back to him brushing the dew from his sl eeves
He wal ked, Rudy noticed, with an instinctive cat-footed
care that left hardly a mark in the sodden grass. "The
conbi ned force of the Guards, Alwir's troops, the Church
troops, and the remains of the Arny, plus Tirkenson's
men, outnunber the Raiders at |east twenty to one. But
the convoy is nearly seven niles |ong on the nmarch; four
m | es, bunched up to canp. They could strike us like a
spear head at any point."

The Guards were mounting to go. Only Janus and I ngold
remai ned afoot, talking in | ow voices, the red-haired Com
mander of the Guards towering over the smaller form of

the wi zard. From his uneasy perch on the restl ess horse,
Rudy | ooked down at the pair of them wondering about

the friendship that was so evident, despite the Church
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strictures against wi zards. It occurred to himthat, apart
fromhinself and G I, Janus seened to be the only friend
Ingold had in the convoy. People, ordinary people foll ow
ing the road to the nyth of refuge in the south, treated the
old man with a conbinati on of awe, distrust, and out-

right fear, as sonething conpletely uncanny; even M nal de,
whose life and child he had saved from certain doom was
timd and silent in his presence. Rudy wondered what the
bond was between the w zard and the Guards.

"And how nuch danger are we in, fromthe Dark?"

In the diffuse light Ingold s face was thoughtful, his gaze
goi ng past the Conmander to scan the | andscape that was
slowy revealing itself as the msts dissolved into pale and
heat| ess daylight. Far off, a dark sense of nobvenent al ong
the bases of the round hills marked the road, with its

endl ess chain of pilgrims; closer, crows hunched in the
bare bl ack trees and watched the Guards with bright, in-
quiring eyes. Al around them north and south and west,
lay a desolation of sun-silvered grass. Rudy felt he had
never seen a |land so enpty.

"More than we think," the wizard said quietly. "W had

a good moon last night, but | could sense them far off,
masses of them There was a Nest of them at one tineg,

bl ocked | ong ago, at the foot of the nountains. The road
wWill run quite close to it."

Janus' gl ance cut sharply back to him but Ingold did not
el aborate. He only said, "R ght now, speed is our ally,
and the weather. We nust reach the Keep and qui ckly;
every day on the road hei ghtens our danger. It may be
that, when we reach it, we will have to hold the Keep
agai nst nore than the Dark."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

A fever of uneasiness seemed to spread down the con-

voy. The unseen presence of the Wite Raiders dogged
them by day, as the threat of the Dark dogged them by
night, and all that day and the next Rudy felt it, follow ng
the endl ess road. He heard it in the snatches of conversa-
tion he caught and picked it up, unsaid, fromthe people he
talked to during the days; he saw it in the novements of
the refugees who still clung, a vast tattered horde, to the
nucl eus of what had been the government of the greatest
Realmin the West of the Wirld. Little groups and fanilies
woul d accel erate past him a man pushing an inpossibly

pi | ed wheel barrow, cursing an exhausted worman with a

child in her arms and a goat on a frayed rope behind her

to hurry, hurry, get alittle farther down the road before
somet hi ng—the Dark, the wolves, the invisible Raiders—

got them Later Rudy would pass them sitting in a tired
huddl e on a worn mlestone, the child wailing hungrily
whil e the man and worman | ooked over their shoul ders at

the enpty | ands beyond. Tenpers shortened. At the cross-
ing of the Mabigee River, its bridge fl ooded out by unsea-
sonabl e stornms in the nountains, Alwir and Bi shop Govan-
nin came to bitter words over the cartl oads of ecclesiastica
records that the Bi shop had brought from Gae. The rec-
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ords could be | eft behind—the carts were needed for the
sick, the injured, the very old and very young whose
strength was failing them due to poor food and exhaustion

The Bishop bit back at him "Yes, and then all record
of precedent, which puts the dom nion of God above the

commands of man, may be | eft behind, too, when we
reach the Keep."

"Don't be a fool, worman!" Alwir snarled. "God would
rat her have souls than a | oad of noldy paper!"

"He has their souls," the Bishop snapped, "or should. If
it's souls that concern you, my lord Chancellor, turn out
your tame mrror of Satan, your pet conjurer, and |let your
precious sick ride in his place. A man who takes the ad-
vice of wizards should be the last to talk of souls.”

The river crossing |left the refugees soaked and ex-

haust ed, and no one traveled nore than a few m|es on-

ward after that. The main body of the convoy halted in

an abandoned village and took shelter in the stone houses
that were half-falling into ruin, scorched by the fires their
defenders had |it against the attacking Dark, or caved in

by the power of the Dark thensel ves. Those parties that

could not fit into the houses spread out |ike water across

a flood plain all around, nmaking a great tangled city of
tents and makeshift shelters, ringed in the far-flung watch
fires of its bright perineter against the com ng of the night.

Rudy's campfire was built in alittle dip in the ground a
hundred yards fromthe building farthest fromthe road.

He'd found a tiny dugout cabin nested into the side of a

kill that, in better days, had been used for a wood store

and still contained anple sticks for his fire. The hill itself,
facing away fromthe road and the canp, nmade a fair w nd-

break against the bitter, searching winds fromthe west.

Al'l that day the mountains had been visible, grow ng per-
ceptibly in the west and south. Now, in the | ast of the
sunset, they hung like a black wall against the cloud-
heaped sky of evening, their heads weathed in stornms and,
when the wind cleared the cover a little, white with the
mantl e of winter. He had been told that Sarda Pass | ay
hi gh in those nmountains. Rudy thought of snow and shiv-
ered. He had grown used to being wol f-hungry all the

time, and, to his surprise, his body seened to be adapting
to days of wal king and the weariness of night guard. But
since his conmng to the Real mof Darwath, he had al ways
been consci ous of being cold. He wondered if he would

ever get warm agai n.

When the night was fully dark, Al de and Medda ap-
peared, bringing himsonme nmulled wi ne. Rudy sipped it
thankfully, reflecting to hinself that he'd rather have had

about six cups of the foul est black truck-driver coffee

and a handful of caffeine tablets. Still, he reasoned, | ook-
ing across the gold rimof the cup at the girl's dark eyes,
it proved she cared, or at least felt something for him

Al de, M nal de, he thought despairingly, you're the goddam
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Queen of Darwath and |'m a bum passing through, and

why does this have to happen to ne? His desire for her

was pal pable, urgent, but they could not so nmuch as touch
hands. Medda sat, a stout bundl e of silent disapproval, on
the other side of his fire, far enough away so as not to
overhear their conversation, if they kept their voices | ow
For the rest, her nere presence lent thema respectability
wi t hout which Al de woul d not have been able to see him

at all.

"Wuld Alwir be mad if he knew you were com ng out

Iike this?" Rudy asked, w thout taking his eyes fromthe
darkness. It was a soldier's trick the Icefal con had taught
him not to look at the canpfire. It blinded the eyes to the
movenent s of the night.

"Ch— Her voice was unwilling. "Probably. He half-
knows. Alwir worries about ne."

"If you were ny sister, I'd want to keep an eye on you,
too. "

"Not that way, silly." She smled at him "He's con-
cerned about ny 'state.' So is Medda, for that matter."

Rudy gl anced briefly across the fire and net the fat
worman' s di sdai nful eyes. She'd given himdirty | ooks when-
ever their paths had crossed these |ast five days, and to-
ni ght he sensed the silence between Al de and Medda t hat
spoke | ouder than any words. He guessed she'd said sone-
thing to her charge, the beautiful young woman who had

once been her little girl, about going out alone at night to
see a man, a nere Guard and an outworlder at that. He

could feel in that frosty silence how that conversation had
gone; he knew that Medda had rem nded Al de of her sta-

tion in life and had had the words thrown back in her face.

"I'f it will make you trouble . he began

She shook her head, the great cloudy mass of her un-

bound hair sliding on the fur collar of her cloak. "I'd only
lie awake, nights," she said. And her eyes met his, know -
edge passing between them

So they were quiet for a tune, sitting side by side, not
too close, not touching, only confortable in each other's

presence. He watched the darkness beyond the ring of the
firelight and judged, with his ears, the noises of the night.
In the distance he saw a dark shape wal ki ng back toward

the camp along the line of the w de-spaced fires and knew

it was Ingold, Ingold who sel dom sl ept now, but divided

his nights between a solitary, silent patrol and | ong hours
of watching, staring into the heart of his enchanted crystal,
in the cold tinme before dawn.

W nd nmoved the clouds down fromthe west, obscuring

the brightness of the moon. The canp was far enough
away, behind the sheltering hill, to give thema greater
illusion of privacy than they had ever had before, while
the moon gave enough |ight between the clouds for Rudy
to be sure nothing was sneaking up on them He was |ess
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afraid of the Dark Ones than of the Wiite Raiders or the
wol ves, though in all that dimworld he saw not hi ng nove,
nor heard any how ing nearer than the far-off river. So
they drank the spiced wine Al de had brought and spoke

of everything and nothing, of their childhoods and their
past lives, trading nenories like a couple of children
tradi ng marbl es. More clouds gathered, and the darkness
surroundi ng them deepened, the firelight warm ng and
bright on their faces.

The brief downpour, when it rushed w thout warning

fromthe sky, took them conpletely unawares. Hand in

hand, they ran for the dugout cabin, with Medda grum

bl i ng behind and stopping to pick up the discarded w ne

cup and a stick fromthe fire. They fell, l|aughing, through
the door. Frominside, they could just barely see Medda,

| eani ng over the torch to protect it fromthe rain and
stunmping grunpily through the long grass. But for the
monent they were alone in the danp, earth-snelling dim
ness of the little house.

The realization that this was the first tinme they had

been al one toget her out of anyone's sight came to both

of them and their |aughter faded. In the darkness of the
shack, he could hear Al de's breathing and he sensed that
she was afraid of sonmething she had never felt before,
sonet hing to which she was not yet ready to give herself.
She did not nove when he put his hand up to push aside

her unbound hair. Her cheek was cold under his touch

He coul d feel her trenbling, feel her breath grow quick
and uneven against his face. She put her hands against his

chest, resisting as he pulled her to him and the cloak
slid fromher shoulders and fell with a soft thud around
their feet. He took her nmouth, forcing it open with his
own. Though she nmade a snall noise of denial in her throat,
she did not pull away fromhim She went |inp against

hi m shaki ng as his hands nol ded her body under the soft
texture of the gown, her arns sliding up around his shoul -
ders, his neck, uncertain at first and then clinging tighter
and tighter, as if she would never let himgo. Through the
burni ng urgency of his own desire, his compn sense

told himthat Medda woul d be there soon—that the old

nurse coul d probably see them al ready and woul d be
clucki ng her shocked di sapproval of them

Rel easing Al de's searching nouth fromhis, he raised his
head and | ooked out. The rain was easing to a gentle
shower, and a sliver of mobon had broken through a hole
in the clouds. By its light, he saw Medda.

She stood | ess than four feet away. She wasn't | ooking

at them Though her eyes were open and staring, she wasn't

| ooki ng at anything. The wi ne cup dangled forgotten from

one nervel ess hand, and the torch had gone out in a puddle

at her feet. Al this Rudy saw across Alde's shoulder in a
split second of tinme, and he felt a chill, directionless w nd
ruffle across his face from sonewhere in the darkness.

Wth a violence born of the pure reflex of terror, he
slung Alde into the back of the dugout and jerked the door
shut with a slamlike a gunshot. She fell against the wall,
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catching at it for balance, her eyes dilated with fear and,
he suspected, misinterpretation of the situation. "Get ne
one of those sticks," he commanded roughly. Warned by
sonething in his voice, she obeyed i medi ately. He used

it to bolt the door and found another to use as a wedge for
good neasure, his hands shaking with shock

"There's a Dark One out there," he told her quietly.
She said nothing, but in the dimlight of the cabin's single
wi ndow, he could see her eyes get wider. "It—got Medda."

"Ch!'" she whi spered.
"Do you have anything to make a fire with?"

She shook her head, a tiny gesture, stunned. Then sud-
denly she turned, |ooking around the al nost lightless in-
terior of the room "There's wood all along the back here,"
she said, her voice |ow and tense. "Your fire outside

"It's along way to ny fire," Rudy said shortly, "and

the rain probably put it out. I wouldn't |eave you al one
here, anyway." The ceiling of the tiny place was barely
hi gh enough for himto stand. He waited, drawn sword

in hand, before the door, trying desperately to think what
to do next. Behind him Al de gathered sticks together and
made a conpetent little arrangenment of them with dead

| eaves and twigs for tinder, working swiftly, w thout dis-
pl ay of the fear that nust have been screaning inside her
Still tensed to spring, Rudy knelt down and fingered the
wood. Soft and splintery. Did one need a special kind of
wood, to make fire by rubbing two sticks together? Any-

how for sure, this trash wouldn't work. He exam ned the

hilt of his sword. Steel. Flint and steel. Was it worth it to
try to get a spark fromthe steel blade of the sword, at

the risk of ruining the thing for fighting purposes? Anyhow,
the walls of the dugout were nade of wattl e-and-daub, not
stone, let alone flint.

The rain now drunmed lightly and steadily on the front

wal | . The nmoon nust be hidden again, since he could see
al nost nothing in the darkness. But he felt suddenly that
same chill wi nd creeping around the edges of the door. It

stirred in the tinder, made a thin, dry whispering anong
the | eaves, and closed off the breath in his throat with the
strangling grip of fear.

Flint, he thought through his panic. W' ve got to strike
a spark somehow.

"Are you wearing any jewelry? Any stones at all?"
She shook her head, her eyes w de.

What the hell, | probably wouldn't know what to do

with flint if it junped out and bit ne . . . "Well, after
this you're going to have a gold ring made with a hunk of
flint as big as a walnut set in it, and you're going to wear
it all the time, you understand?"

"Al'l right," she whispered breathlessly.
VWhat the hell am 1 tal king about? There's not going to
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be anything after this.

Al de crouched back, keeping out of his way so as not to
encunber his sword arm though her terror cried for the
confort of his touch. Hi gh up, near the top of the door,
Rudy heard a soft bunping noise, like a testing finger
tappi ng, and then a faint scratching on the heavy gl ass of
the wi ndow. Hi s heart slanmm ng sickeningly against his

ri bs, Rudy thought, Al | can do is take a swing straight

down at whatever cones through that door. Wat's stone?
What's flint? What will nake a spark? | wi sh to Christ
Ingold were here. He could nmake a fire just by | ooking
at the wood.

Wonder if | could do that?

I ngol d's words canme back to him spoken in the darkness
of the gatehouse, the light glowing up fromhis enpty

pal m You know what it is . . . by its true nane you cal
it . . . Rudy looked at the tiny pile of wood, the dried
| eaves and tinder scattered beneath. That woul d catch, he
knew it would. Its true name . . . Maybe there was sone

kind of a magic name for fire. But whatever you called it,
fire was fire. The snmell of it was the same, the brightness.
He thought how it would snmell as it caught off those twi gs,
sort of sweet and sharp. It would give off snappy, sputtery
little gold sparks, little crackly sounds . . . He called them
to mnd, the shape and snell and brightness, straining eyes
and nmind to see the tinder in the deepening darkness. He

saw only that the roomwas fading; even his consciousness

of Al de kneeling beside himand his chilled fear of the

death that waited outside the door began growing less im
portant than the fire, the fire purely for its own sake. He
could see it, hear it, snmell it; he knew how it would splutter
out of that tinder. "

The dry leaves fluttered a little in the wind. Fromfar

of f, he could see Al de press her knuckles to white I|ips,

all the while without a sound. Detachedly, he saw the fire
in his mind, inthe first instant of its sparking, and knew
exactly how it would be. He could see it, just couldn't
touch it yet. He felt his mind and body rel ax, wi thdraw ng
to sone great distance, his perspective on the world alter-
ing, narrowing to only the dry shapes of leaf and tw g

and wood that he could see, quite clearly, in the utter dark-
ness. The wood, the dry little heap of |eaves, the tiny gold
sparks like stars . . . Wthout noving, he reached his mnd
across fromwhere he was to where the fire was, as easily

as picking a flower that grew on the other side of a fence.

There was a sudden, bright crackle of little gold sparks,
and the sharp, sweet snell of dry |eaves catching. Rudy

bent forward, still detached from hinself, calm half-
wondering if it could be a hallucination, but calmy certain
that it was not, and fed one twig and then another to the
fire, real fire where no fire had been before. The |ight

spread quickly into the room threw gl eeful shadows across

his face, and danced flickering, crazy jigs of triunph that
reflected in tiny points of light in Alde's eyes as she brought
up nore and bi gger sticks w thout a word.
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And then it hit him like a blow froma club. | did that,

he thought. | did that. The warnth scorched his trenbling
fingers and seeped into the cold flesh of his pal ns and
face. The wind that had rustled so evilly at the door
faltered, then waned and ceased, and all outside the dugout
becane terribly still, except for the faint drizzling of the
| ast of the rain.

Rudy's mind echoed like a thunderclap with the shock,

and rocked wildly with surging triunph. One part of him

it seemed, was screaming, | didit! | didit! I called the fire,
and the fire came, and another was saying, | shouldn't have
been able to do that. But nore real than either, deeper

within his true heart, there was only a cal m know edge,

clear and small like a little |ight—the nenory of that

first crackle of flame in the dry | eaves and the know ng that

he could do this.

Then he | ooked up and net Alde's terrified eyes. They

were wild with fear, a fear tinged with hysteria and relief
and superstitious terror, fear of the Dark, of the fire, of
him He saw that newfound power reflected in her eyes,

saw it as others would see it, alien and terrible and un-
canny. She couldn't speak the wild question in her eyes,

nor could he have answered, and for a nonment they could
only stare at each other in the firelight, as once before they
had stared in the shocked, shared know edge of their desire.
Then, with a sob that seened to rip her soul from her

body, she threw herself into his arns, weeping wldly,

hol ding onto himas if he were her |last hope of life itself.
Magi ¢ and terror and death released him the tension break-
ing with an al nost physical shock, and he clutched the
slender girl in his arns with a grip that seened to drive
her bones into his and buried his face in her dark hair.
Desperately they took one anot her beneath their shared

cl oaks on the floor, while the fire threw its shadow dance
across the lowrafters.

Afterward Al de slept, terror exhausted in passion, and
Rudy | ay awake, sword close to his hand, watching the
fire and letting his thoughts of past and future have their

way with him until the rain outside stopped, and dawn
care.

"You think that's fighting?" Giift roared in a voice that
cut like the steel of his grip-worn sword. "Get him GCet
him" The Icefal con, arned with an ei ghteen-inch wooden
stick, feinted warily at his opponent, a nmassive Quard
wielding three feet of split banboo that could draw bl ood
like metal. The young captain was marked with it, face

and hands; Rudy, sitting on the sidelines, shuddered. G I,
he noticed, watched beside himwith an alert interest. She
| ooked as if she'd already had her turn at this ganme, and
gotten the worst of it.

St ubborn broad, he thought. They'll have to kill her be-
fore she'll give it up.

Grift yelled, "Attack him you puling coward! Don't
make |l ove to him"
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The big man swung, and the Icefal con shifted back out

of range. Exasperated, Gnift stepped forward under the

arc of the wooden bl ade, grabbed the back of the captain's
bl ack tunic, and shoved himinto the fray. The result was
bl oody, painful, and exhausting for both conbatants.

Rudy said thoughtfully, "One of these days sonebody's
gonna take a poke at that little bastard."

"Grift?" Gl raised her split eyebrow in anmused sur-

prise. "Not bloody likely." Rudy renmenbered seeing Grift
sparring with Tormec Tirkenson, the big | andchi ef of Gettle-
sand, yesterday evening about this tinme, in the |ast of the
daylight after the long march. Maybe G| was right.

They watched for a time nore, sitting side by side on

the square of groundcloth just off the makeshift training
floor. Around them the canp was settling itself down for
the night once again. It would soon be tinme to collect their
meager rations and make for the watchfires. Rudy noticed
that G| |ooked drawn and exhausted, a thin, alnpost sex-

| ess shadow with a great straggling mane of black hair.

He knew that in addition to marching and guard duty she
was training this way nightly, on starvation rations, with
the mess of her hal f-healed armwound, as if deliberately
driving herself to coll apse.

Wnd sneered down off the mountains and washed over
the canp like incomng tide. The nountains | ooned above
them now, hugely cl ose, blacking the western sky, a sheer

wal |, Iike the Rockies. That norning they had passed the
crossroads, which were watched over by a crunbling stone
cross, and set their feet on the great road that ran up
to Sarda Pass. It was colder here in the shadows of the
foothills and desolate of all habitation

In the wan twilight before them the Icefal con was hol d-

ing his own, retreating before the great sw nging strokes of
hi s opponent's sword. Sweat bathed his face, white in the
franme of ivory hair, and his pale eyes were desperate with
exhaustion. Cursing, reviling, Grift circled the fighters,
finally stepping lightly up behind the captain and hooki ng
his feet out fromunder himwith a deft sweep of one |eg.
The | cefal con went down, his opponent dropping on him

like grimdeath from above. There was a confused bl ur

of movement. The younger man came up under the arc

of the Ionger sword with a clean slash across the big
Guard's belly and turned the end of the novenent into a
circle-throw that hurled his attacker over his head and fl at
on the Guard's back in the nud. He got both swords and
scranbled to his feet, gasping. The bigger nman lay on

the ground, puffing and cursing. Grift yelled, "Wen you

get your man down, do sonething, don't just take his

sword and stand there like a fool. If you did that . . ."

Rudy, who'd been trenendously inpressed with this |ast
maneuver, whispered, "Do all warriors have to do that?
mean, Alwir's Quards and the Church troops?”

"The nmethod is nmuch the sane,” Ingold' s mld voice
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remar ked behind them "Grift is stricter than nost, and
the Guards have the reputation of having the best instruc-
tion in the Wst of the Wrld. Methods differ in different
nodes of conbat, of course. In Al ketch, for instance, they
train their famus cavalry by chaining a slave by one
wist to an iron post in the mddle of the exercise hall
putting a sword in his free hand, and having the cavalry
trainees practice their saber-charges on horseback agai nst
him ™"

"What's their budget for replacenents?" Rudy wanted to
know. "Sonebody rem nd ne never to visit Alketch."

G| glanced sideways, fromthe old shackle gall on the
wizard's wist to his serene face, and said, "Sonmebody told
me once that you used to be a slave in Al ketch."

"Did they?" Ingold s eyes twinkled. "Well, | have been
and done many things in the course of ny msspent life.

Rudy, if you could spare me a nmoment, | would like to

talk with you in private." He rose and | ed the way through
the orange-lit confusion of the settling canp with Rudy
tagging at his heels. At a distance they passed Alwir's
wagons, and Rudy recogni zed the sabl e standards of the
House of Dare and knew that M nal de was there with her
son.

He had hardly spoken to Al de during the day. She had
turned away fromhim silent and nore shy than before, as
if withdrawing herself after the shattering intinmcy of |ast
ni ght. Rudy was puzzl ed but not surprised; they had taken
each other in the passion that followed tension and terror;
such things could change drastically come norning. It

could be grief at Medda's death, though she nust have
known, after the GQuards |led the poor, stunbling zonbie

who had been her ol dest conpani on out of the canp, that
there was no way to bring her along with the train. It
coul d be shanme, either at the act of sex itself or at its
inmplicit betrayal of her dead King. Rudy wondered about
that. Al de sel dom spoke of Eldor and shied al nost visibly
at the nmention of his nane. It might be shane that she'd
lain with a commoner—though fromremarks about history

that G 1 had dropped in passing, that wasn't sonething that
seened to bother female royalty nuch—er, nore |ikely,

fear and a kind of revulsion that she'd lain with a w zard
Al de was a good daughter of the Church. Rudy renmem

bered the ook in her eyes, awe and a wild kind of horror,
staring into his across the new brightness of the flanes.

But whatever her reasons, he sensed in her no anger

toward him only a terrible enotional confusion. And he
knew, | ooking back at the square gray sil houette of the
wagon top agai nst the fading sal non of the sky, that he
must bide his time. Rudy had been around enough to know
that sl eeping with soneone once could happen to and with
literally anybody. It was the second tine, and those after,
that had neaning. Inpatient as he was to be with her again,
he was aware that to rush her would be fatal. He knew

Al de and knew t hat behi nd her deceptive gentleness lay a
core of steel. For all her quiet diffidence, she was not a
woman who could be bullied into bed.
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And that would be fine, he thought, as his breathing
suddenly constricted, if she were the only one invol ved.

He forced himself to turn his eyes away.

"Now." Ingold halted on the grassy open ground that

| ay between the edge of the canp proper and the guard

line where the watch fires were being kindled. Here they
were alone, canp and lines both fading into the feature-

| ess gray of the evening. The wind blew the cold rain-snell
down around them surging through the grass and over the
bare patches of stony ground beneath their feet. "You

told me this norning how you called fire at need | ast

ni ght. Show ne what you did."

Rudy gathered a few sticks together that had been

dropped fromthe naking of the watch fires and found a
patch of dry ground. Wth his thunbnail he peel ed enough
dry bark to nake a little tinder and sat cross-|egged beside
that small pinch of wood, his cloak wapped about him

He rel axed his body and mind, shutting out the smells of

the canp, the snoke and scent of wet grass, and the | ow

ing of the cattle. He saw only the twi gs and the bark, and
how the stuff would catch. Snokier than last night's |eaves,
he thought. A little spot, |like one nade with a nagnifying
glass inthe sun . .. a different snell fromthe | eaves

The fire came nuch nore quickly than it had cone be-
fore.

There was a hint of triunph mxed with anxiety in the

gl ance Rudy gave Ingold. The ol der wi zard watched the
new fl anes inpassively for a nonent, then w thout noving
put them out. He produced the stunp of a candle from
somewher e about his person and held it a few feet from
Rudy's eyes.

"Light the candle," he instructed.
Rudy di d.

Ingold blew it out thoughtfully and regarded himfor a
monent in silence through the whitish drift of the snoke.
Then he set it aside. Froma pouch in his belt he fished a
piece of string with a dangling bit of lead on it like a
fishing-sinker. He held the string before himand steadied
the suspended weight to stillness with his free hand.

"Make it nove."
It was like starting the fire, only different.

"Hmm " Ingold gathered the plunb weight into his hand
again and put it away wi thout speaking.

Alittle ripple of evening wind stirred the grasses beside
them Rudy fidgeted, his nmind shying fromthe inplications

of what he had done. "Wat is it?" he asked nervously. "I
mean—how can | do this?"

The wi zard strai ghtened his sleeves. "You know that,"
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he said. "Better than | do." Their eyes net and held. Be-
tween them passed the understandi ng of sonething known
only to those who had felt what it was. There were not
even words for it anobng those who did not know al ready.
"The question is the answer, Rudy. The question is always
the answer. But as to your Power, |'d say you were born
withit, as we all are."

We, Rudy thought. We. He stammered, know ng |ngold
must be right, his mnd fighting the nets of the inpossible.
"But—+ mean—+ never could do this before.”

"I'n your owmn world you couldn't,"” Ingold said. "O
possi bly you coul d—did you ever try?"

Rudy shook his head nmutely, helpless. It had never
occurred to himpast his chil dhood. But unbidden imges
i nvaded his mnd, inmages of dreans he had had as a very
small child, before he started school. Things he was not
sure whether he had done or only dreaned of doing. The
menory of the need in himstruck |ike an arrow, a need
deeper than his love for Alde, a wordl ess yearning so
deeply buried he had never sensed its loss in all his ainless
life. The need for sonething they had taken away from

hi m when he was far too young to fight back. And, |ike
the child he had been, he felt the tears choke him

"Never?" Ingold whispered, and his eye was |like a

dragon's that holds and reflects, a mrror that swallows the
soul. In it Rudy saw his own nmenory of the spark | eaping
fromthe dried | eaves, the dark, terrified gaze of deep bl ue
eyes into his. He saw the scattered pictures from chil dhood
dreans, and felt the utter grief he had felt when he had
first learned that they were inpossible. Ingold s voice held
himlike a velvet chain. "You have talent, Power. But even
your little power is dangerous. Do you understand that?"

Rudy nodded, hardly able to breathe. "WII| |—an | —
Was there sone kind of etiquette about it, sone way of
asking? "WII the Power grow, if | learn howto use it
right?"

The old man nade a slight novenent of assent, sky-blue
eyes renmpte and cool as water.

"WIIl you teach me?"

The voice was now very soft. "Wy do you want to
| earn, Rudy?"

He felt then for the first time the terrifying extent of
the old man's power. The bl ue gaze pinned his brain like

a spear, so that he could neither answer nor deny. He saw
his own thoughts, stripped before that watching power, a
mushy jumbl e of hal f-formed | ongings and a selfish, dis-
proportionate indul gence of his own passing enotions,
pettiness, indolence, sensuality, a thousand sl oppy, stupid
errors past and present, nurky shadows he had turned

hi s back on, probed by gl ass-edged light. "I don't know, "
he whi sper ed.

"That's no answer."
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Rudy tried desperately to think, to express nore to him
self than to the old man that terrible need. This, he under-
stood suddenly, was what Grift did to your courage, your
spirit, your body, naking you understand your own truth
before you could manifest it to another. He understood

then why G| trained with the Guards, understood the bond

of comm tnent and understandi ng that |ay between |ngold

and the Conmander. And he knew he had to answer and

answer right, or Ingold would never consent to be his

t eacher.

But there is no right answer! the other half of his mnd
cried. It's nothing—t's only that calm It's only know ng
that it's right, and | have to do it. It's only that | wasn't
surprised when | could call the fire. But it's different for
everyone, everything.

And suddenly Rudy knew, understood, as if sonething

had been turned within himand the truth of his own sou

had focused. Tell the truth, he told hinself. Even if it's
stupid, it is the truth. He whispered, "If | don't, nothing
will nean anything. If | don't |earn—about that—there

won't be any center. It's the center of everything, only |
didn't knowit."

The words made sense to him though they were prob-

ably utter Geek to the wizard. He felt as if sone other
person were speaking through him drawn out of his im
mobi | i zed nmind by the hypnotic power of that depthless
gaze.

"What's the center?" Ingold pressed him quiet and in-
escapabl e as deat h.

"Knowi ng—rot knowi ng somet hi ng, but just know ng.

Knowi ng the center is the center; having a key, one thing
that nakes sense, is sense. Everything has its own key,
and knowing that is nmy key."

"Ah. "

Bei ng rel eased fromthat power was |ike waking up,

but waking up into a different world. Rudy found he was
sweating, as if froma physical shock or sone great exertion
He wondered how he coul d ever have thought Ingold harm

| ess, how he coul d ever have not been hal f-afraid, awed,

|l oving the old man.

Dryly anmused fondness briefly crossed the old man's

face, and with slow illumination, Rudy cane to realize the
vast extent of Ingold s wizardry, seeing its reflection in
the potential of his own. "You understand what it is," the
wi zard said after a nonent. "Do you understand what it

means?"
Rudy shook his head. "Only that 1'll do whatever | have
to. | have to do it, Ingold."

At that, Ingold smled to hinself, as if renmenbering
anot her very earnest and extrenely young nmage. "And that
means doi ng whatever | tell you to," he said. "Wthout
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guestion, w thout argunent, to the best of your ability.
And only you know what that best is. You will have to
menori ze thousands of things that seemto have no nean-
ing, foolish things, nanes and riddl es and rhynes."

"I"mnot very good at nenorizing stuff," Rudy adnmitted
shanmef acedl y.

"Then | suggest that you get good, and quickly." The

eyes turned cold again, distant, and in the clipped, deci-
sive tone Rudy could feel once nore the flash of that ter-
rible power. "I amnot a kindergarten teacher; | have ny
own work. If you wish to learn, Rudy, you will learn as
and how and when | choose to teach you. Is that clear?"

For a split second, Rudy wondered what woul d happen

if he said, What if | can't? But if the question was the
answer, the answer would surely be. Then you can't. It was
entirely his choice. And though he would be as friendly as
before, Ingold would never nention the subject again.

Rudy saw his own future, made suddenly clear, and
what the conmitrment woul d nean: a change, enornous,
al | -enconpassing, irrevocable, and terrifying, in everything

he was, everything he would do or be. The choice was be-
ing thrust violently into his shaky, unprepared hands, a
deci sion that he nust nake, could never back out of, and
woul d never, ever be able to nake again.

How conme stuff like this always happens to nme?
The question was the answer. Because you want it.

He swal | owed hard and found his throat aching with
strain. "Ckay," he said weakly. "I'Il do it. I'lIl do the best
I can, | nean."”

Ni ght had fallen around them I|ngold folded his arnmns,

a dim cl oaked shadow agai nst the distant glitter of the
canp lights. Thin, translucent ground m st had risen, and
the sounds and snells of the canmp were obscure behind
them Rudy had the sense of being isolated in a wet, cold
wor |l d of nothingness, as if he had been kneeling there

in the danp grass for hours, westling with some terrible
angel .

And he had won. His soul felt light and enpty, without
triunmph or anxiety, as if he could drift upon the w nd.

Then I ngold smled and was nothing but a shabby little
man in a stained and rusty brown robe. "That," he said

pl easantly, "is what | shall expect of you at all tines.
Even when you are bored, and tired, and hungry; when
you're afraid of what | tell you to do; when you think it's
dangerous, or inpossible, or both; when you're angry

with me for prying into what you consider your trivia
personal life. You will always do the best you can; for
only you understand what it is. God help you!" He stood
up, shaking the danp grass and stray twi gs fromhis rough
robe. "Now get back to canp,"” he said, not unkindly. "You
still have your shift of watch to stand.”
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Cold wi nd keened down the foothills, whining in the
canyons surroundi ng the refugee canp that lay strung out
along the road. It flattened Rudy's little fire to thin yellow

streanmers that paralleled the ground and sent chill fingers
through cl oak and tunic and flesh, searching out his bones.
The first hard, nmealy, little flakes of snow had begun to fall

Al de had not cone.

Rudy knew why and was sorry. Wat had happened
| ast night had changed things between them That, too, was
irrevocable; if she was not his |lover, she could no | onger

be his friend, either. And, good daughter of the Church
that she was, she would be no w zard' s woman.

He woul d miss Mnalde. H's body hurt for her, but the

| ongi ng was deeper than that, a |loneliness, a need for her
conpany, for the sound of her soft voice. It brought hone

to himwith a painful little stab that he was now an out -
sider, as he would be an outsider for the rest of his life. In
this world, or in his ow, he had cut hinself off from al
hope of communi cation with those who did not understand.

It woul d be worse when he went home—that much he

knew al ready. But having seen the center, the focus, the

key of his own life, he knew there was no way he coul d

not pursue it. Even when he left the peril-fraught world

of the Dark and returned to the electric jungles of Southern
California, he knew he would be driven to seek it there.

And he knew that sonehow, sone way, seeking, he woul d

find.

The wind stung his face, carrying with the snow the
mour ni ng of the wol ves. Behind himhe sensed the canp
slipping into its dark sleep, and the endl ess road behind
him down the foothills and out onto the plains, nmarked on
both sides by a broken chain of watch fires.

He cast his mind back to his interview with Ingold

earlier in the evening, trying to recall that reflected glinpse
he'd had of his own mind, or soul, or the center of his

own being. The menory was hazy, like the nmenory of in-

tense pain. He could recall seeing it, but could not cal

back clearly what it had been—enly the grip, the cold, of

I ngol d's thought on his, and the clear certainty, for the

first tinme in his life, of knowi ng what he was.

He hadn't known then that it would cost him M nal de.

He hadn't known it would cost himeverything that he was,

for that was what it amounted to. But if the question is the
answer, it wouldn't have mattered if | knew or not. He

only knew that if he had turned away, he would al ways

have been sure that he'd had it within his grip and let it go.
He knew that he couldn't have let it be taken fromhima
second tine.

The fire crackl ed, the wood sighing as it broke and fell
Rudy took a stout branch and rearranged it. The shower of
ascending sparks glittered like fireworks anmong the spitting
snow. He huddl ed deeper into his cloak, then gl anced back
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in the direction of the canp. By the renewed |ight of the
fire he could see a dark figure wal king toward hi m

wr apped fromhead to heel in fur. Her black cloud of hair
bl ew about her in the wind, and the firelight, when she
drew near him |aid blue and gol den shadows across her

vi ol et eyes.

CHAPTER TVELVE

"Be still. Let your mnd be silent. See nothing but the
flanmes." The hypnotic snoot hness of Ingold' s voice filled
Rudy's mind as he stared at the brightness of the Guards
canpflre by which he sat. He tried to push aside his own
chasi ng thoughts, his fatigue and need for sleep, and

hi s wondering about the Wite Raiders he thought he'd
glinpsed, dogging the line of narch. He tried to think of
nothing but the fire, to see nothing but the little cluster of
sticks, transfigured by the flanmes and heat. He found that
the less he tried to think of sonething, the stronger it
crowded back.

"Relax," Ingold said softly. "Don't worry about anything
for the time being. Only |l ook at the fire and breathe."

The wi zard turned away to speak to a m ddl e- aged
worman who' d appeared on the edge of the Guards' en-
campnent wi th a sickly-1ooking young boy in tow

Doggedly, Rudy tried to obey his last instructions. The
col d, overcast daylight was fading out of the sky again,
the eighth day from Karst. Voices bickered distantly al ong
the line of the road as thin rations were handed out. Far off
he heard the castanet-click of wooden practice swords

and the harsh bark of Grift's sarcasmblistering his ex-
haust ed students. Sonewhere he heard Al de singing and
Tir's little crowing voice joining in, nmaking baby sounds
of joy. A feeling went through himsuch as he'd never
known before, a desperate tangle of yearning and reli ef
and affection, and it distracted hi mhopelessly fromthe
matter at hand.

He gl anced up. Ingold was sitting on his heels, |ooking
gravely into the sick youngster's dutifully opened nouth,
then into his eyes and ears. The nother wore that harried,
angry | ook so common in the refugee train now. She was

| ooki ng away, pretendi ng she hadn't brought her son

to an ol d excomuni cate wi zard; but her eyes slid back

to the child, anxious and afraid. There were doctors in the
West of the World who were not wizards, but few of them
had survived the com ng of the Dark. Those few who

moved south with the convoy had their hands full, between
si ckness and exposure, fatigue and starvation; people were
not as fastidi ous about going to a wizard for help as they
had once been.

I ngold stood up and spoke briefly to the worman, his
hand resting on the boy's dark, ruffled hair. When they had
gone, he turned back to Rudy and raised his eyebrows in-

quiringly.

Rudy shrugged hel pl essly. "What am | supposed to be
| ooking for?" he asked.
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I ngol d's eyes narrowed. "Nothing. Just |ook at the
fire. See how it shapes itself."

"l have | ooked," Rudy protested. "And all | see is fire."

"And what," Ingold asked tartly, "did you expect to
see?"

"Uh—+ nean— Rudy was conscious of having m ssed

the boat sonewhere but wasn't sure where. "I see you
watch the fire every night and | know for sure you aren't
j ust wat ching wood burn."

"No," the wi zard said. "And when you've been a w zard

for fifty years, maybe you'll see nore than that, also. You
must | ove things wholly for their own sake, Rudy, before
they will give thenselves to you."

"Sonmetimes | just don't understand," Rudy said rmuch

later to Al de, when she'd slipped away from her wagon

to sit in the warnth of their shared cloak. "I feel that I
shoul d understand all this stuff, but | don't. | don't even
know what | don't know+ feel as if |'ve been dunped

in the ocean and I'mtrying to swm but it's amllion mles
deep. | don't even know how deep it is." He shook his

head. "It's crazy. A nonth ago— He broke off, unable

to explain to this girl, who had grown up know ng ki ngs

and nages, that a nonth ago he woul d have | aughed at

anyone claimng to possess such powers.

Her body noved closer to him her breath a little white
mst in the air. Due to the narrowness of the canyons

t hrough which the road now wound, the lines of watch

fires lay only a dozen paces fromthe edges of the sl eeping
convoy, hemmed in by the shoul ders of the nountains

whose heads were hi dden behi nd towering pronontories of
granite, furred over with the black of the pine forest. Now
and then that day, Rudy had been able to catch glinpses

of the higher peaks of the Ranpart Range of the Big

Snowi es gougi ng the clouds |ike broken teeth. But nostly

he was consci ous of the forerunners of that |ooni ng

range, and the way they overl ooked the turnings of the

road and hid what |ay beyond.

Al de's voice was conforting. "If the water's a million
mles deep or only six feet, all you have to do is to keep
your head above it," she said. "For an outlander, you're
doing well." And her armtightened around his waist.

He grinned at her and returned the pressure gently. "For
an outlander, I'mdoing fantastic," he said. He shifted his
arm around her shoulders to | ook at the tattoo on his wist.

Al de noticed the novenent and | ooked, too, "Wat's
that for?" she asked

He chuckled. "Just thinking. Agirl | knew used to tease

me about ny tattoo. That's ny name on the banner there
across the torch. She used to say | got it so | could remem
ber who | was, if | ever forgot."

"And do you need to be reni nded?"
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He | ooked out for a nonment into the bitter stillness of

the alien night, then up to the great, burning stars. H's
ears caught the distant howing of wolves. Al the scents

of the | oom ng nmountains canme to him shrub and pine,

rock and water. The long hilt of the killing sword Iying
close by his right hand reflected the di msheen of firelight,
as did the braided hair of the woman curl ed, warm and
fragile as a captive bird, in the circle of his other arm He
renenbered, as if in an old | egend, a sunburned California
youth in a garish pachuco jacket, painting vans in a body
shop. About the only thing they had in comon, he re-
flected, was the tattoo.

"Yeah," he said softly. "Yeah, sonetimes | do."

"I know what you feel," she murnured. "Sonetines |
think I need rem nding nyself."

"What was it like," he asked, "to be Queen?"

She was so long silent that he was afraid he had hurt

her by asking. But | ooking over at her face, profiled against
the di mrose-anber of the fire, he saw in her eyes instead

a kind of dreany nostal gia, of menories whose beauty
overrode their pain.

"It was very beautiful,"” she said at last. "I renenber—
dancing, and the hall all lit with candles, the way the
flames would all ripple in unison with the novenent of the
| adi es' dresses. The snell of the warm ni ghts, |enon-

fl owers and spice perfunmes, comng up-river on the roya
barge and the water stairs of the Palace all lit like a jewel -
box, golden in the darkness. Having ny own household, ny
own gardens, the freedomto do what | wanted." She rested
her head agai nst his shoul der, the | ooped braids that bound
her hair as snoboth as satin under his jaw and gl eam ng

|i ke ebony. "Maybe it would have been the same, no matter
whom | narried," she went on softly. "Maybe it wasn't

so nmuch bei ng Queen as having ny own place to be."

Her voice was wistful. "I'mreally a very happy person,
you know. Al | want is to take life as it cones, to be at
peace, with small things, small joys. I'mnot really a stub-

born, bloodthirsty hellion ..

"Ch, yes, you are," he teased her, holding her close. She

rai sed her eyes to his reproachfully. "And | |ove you
anyway. Maybe | |ove you because of it. | don't know.
Sonmetimes | don't think there is any why in love. | just do."

Her arms tightened convul sively around his ribs, and
she turned her face away, burying it in his shoulder. After
a monent he realized that she was crying

"Hey . . ." He turned under the weight of the cloak and
stroked her shivering shoulders tenderly. "Hey, you can't
cry on guard duty." The cloak slithered down as he raised
hi s hands and caressed her bowed head with its gl eam ng,
twisted braids. "Hey, what is it, Al de?"

"I't's nothing," she whispered, and began wiping futilely
at her eyes with the back of her hand. "It's just that nobody
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ever said that to ne before. I'"'msorry, | won't be stupid
like this again." She fumbled at the fallen cloak, her face
averted and wet with tears.

Rudy caught her firmy under the chin, forced her head
up, and ki ssed her gently on the nouth. Her |ips tasted of
salt. "I can't believe that," he murnured.

She sniffled and swi ped at her eyes with her armin a
child s gesture. "It's true."

Rudy's voi ce was soft. "Wat about El dor?"

At that her eyes filled again, the tears maki ng them seem
fever-brilliant in the soft, glowing light of the watch fire.
For a monent she could only gaze helplessly at him un-

abl e to speak.

"I"'msorry," Rudy said. So nuch had happened, he had
forgotten how short a tine it had been

She sighed and relaxed in his hold, as if something had

gone out of her, a tension whose very pain had kept her
strong. "No," she said softly. "No, it's all right. | |oved
Eldor. | loved himfromthe tine | was a little girl. He had
a magi c that drew people, a vitality, a splendor. You no-
ticed even the sinplest things he did, as if they had a kind
of significance that no one el se could match. He becane

King when | was ten." She bowed her head, as if under

the wei ght of nenories inpossible either to accept or to

wi thstand. Wordl essly, Rudy took her back into the circle

of his armand drew the cloak up over her shoulders to

cut out the icy air of the night. In those black cliffs above
the road, the wolves were how ing again, the full-throated
chorus of the pack at the kill, distant and faint in the dark-
ness.

"I remenber standing on the bal cony of our townhouse

in Gae, the day he rode to his coronation.” The murnmur of
her voice was hardly | ouder than the soughing of the pines
above the road and the crackle of the fire. She was a
dreaner reliving a dream "He'd been in exil e-he was

al ways in and out of favor with his father. It was a hot
day in full sumrer, and the cheering in the streets was so
| oud you could barely hear the nusic of the procession. He
was |ike a god, like a shining knight out of a | egend, a
royal prince of flame and darkness. Later he came to our
house to go hunting with Alwir or to see himon sone mat-
ters of the Realm and | was so afraid of himl could
barely speak. | think | would have died for him if he had
asked. "

Rudy saw her, a shy, skinny little girl, all dark-blue eyes
and black pigtails, in the crinson gown of a daughter of the
House of Bes, hiding behind the curtains in the hall to

wat ch her tall, suave brother and that dark, brilliant King

wal kK by. He was barely aware that he spoke aloud. "So you
al ways | oved him™"

That same small snile of self-nockery folded into the
corner of her nouth. "Ch, | was always falling in and out

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (155 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

of love in those days. For six months | had a terrible crush
on Janus of Weg. But this was—different. Yes, | always

| oved him But when Alwir finally arranged the marri age,
found out that—that |oving soneone desperately doesn't

al ways mean that he'll |ove you back."

And Rudy said again, "lI'msorry." He neant it, though

he saw now that the dead King' s ghost would al ways be his
rival. She had loved so nmuch, it was nonstrous that she
shoul d be hurt by not having that |ove returned.

Silently the pressure of her hand in his thanked him

"He was so—distant," she said after a tinme, when she had

regai ned control of her voice. "So cold. After we were
married, | seldom saw hi mAot because he hated ne, |

t hi nk, but because—for weeks at a time | don't think he

even renmenbered he was married. Looking back, | suppose

I shoul d have seen that that brilliance of his was so inper-
sonal, but—t was too |ate, anyway." She shrugged, the
gesture belied by the quaver in her voice, and she w ped

her eyes again. "And the worst of it is that | still |ove him

To that there was no possible reply. There was only

physi cal tenderness, the cl oseness of another human being,
and the reassurance that he was there and would not |eave
her. Against him he felt her struggle to control her sobs
and eventually grow still, forcing living grief back into its
proper sphere of nenory. He asked, "So Alwir arranged

your marriage, too?"

"Ch, yes," she replied, in a small but perfectly steady
voice. "Alwir knew | loved him but | don't think that was
the reason. He wanted the House of Bes allied to the

Royal House; he wanted his nephew to be Hi gh King.

don't think he'd have forced me into it if there had been
someone el se, but since there wasn't—-Alwir is like that;
he's very cal cul ating. He knew he woul d be made Chan-
cellor after we were married. He's always doing things with
two intentions."

You're telling me, sweetheart.

"But for all that," she went on, "he's been very, very
good to nme. Underneath that gleam ng edifice of sartoria

spl endor," she declaimed, half-jestingly, "there really does
lurk a great deal of love."

Oh, yeah? Love of what?

He had realized that in Alwir's case, there was no such
thing as Love of whom

From her watch fire in the darkness, G| saw Al de stand

up, wap the soft bulk of her black fur cloak tighter around
her, and make her way cautiously down the stony ridge of

| and back toward the dark sil houette of her wagon agai nst
the lighted canp. G| was apprehensive, for the night

seenmed to her to prickle with evil, and she wondered how
the silly girl could ever have left her child, even with the
camp guards there, to go play pattyfingers in the dark with
Rudy Solis. G 1 was a woman who did not |ove, and her
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feelings toward those who did were a nixture of synpathy,
curiosity, and occasionally a |longing that she would not ad-
mt to. Ordinarily she woul d not have cared whet her Rudy

and the wi dowed Queen hel d hands and tal ked or engaged

in al fresco orgies. But tonight was different—oni ght she
felt the presence of the Dark, that watchful nalice she had
fell lurking in the stygian nazes of the vaults at Gae, that
chaotic, abhuman intelligence, so close to her that, despite
the fire at her back, she was always turning her head to see
if it were standing at her el bow

At m dnight one of Alwir's troopers relieved her, a big,
solid young man in a red uniform much patched and

stai ned. She saw Rudy turn his post over to one of the Red
Monks and descend the ridge toward the canp. Fromthe

dar kness where she stood, hal fway between canmp and

ridge, G| watched hi mdouble back through the shadows

of the wagons and slip quietly over the tailboard of the one
that bore the banners of the House of Dare.

G| sighed and started back for the canpfire of the
Guards. But, |ike a dog, she scented wongness in the w nd-
shifting darkness. She kept | ooking out into the night that
| ay beyond the anber glow of the canp lights, feeling, |ike
a cold and heavy hand, the threat of inpending doom

Most of the Guards were already asl eep when she re-

turned to their canp, rolled in their blankets and |l ost in the
swift, hard sleep of physical exhaustion. Only one man was
awake, sitting by the small glow of the fire |like a weathered
rock, somehow giving the inpression that he had been there

fromthe beginning of tune. She'd seen himsitting thus

ni ght after night, when he wasn't patrolling the perinmeters
of the canp. She could not renenber when she had | ast

seen him sl eep.

G| hunkered quietly down at his side. "Wat do you
see?"

The wi zard shifted his eyes fromthe blaze, light catch-
ing in the shadow seans of his face as he smiled. "Noth-
ing of any nonment." The snmall notion of his fingers took
in the louring silence of the night. "Nothing to explai n—
this."

"You feel it, too," she said softly, and he nodded.

"W should reach the Keep in as little as three days," he
said. "Last night | felt this, dimy and far off. Tonight it's
much worse. Yet for three nights now there has been no

report of the Dark anywhere along the line of march."

G| | ocked her hands around her drawn-up knees and

| ooked at the nmuted |ight flickering over her bruised and
swol Il en fingers, reddened with cold. "Is there a Nest in this
part of the nountai ns?" she asked.

"Only the one | spoke of once to Janus. It's an old Nest,

| ong ago bl ocked. Night after night, |1've sought it in the
fire and seen no sign that it has ever been touched. Yet
night after night | |ook again." He nodded toward the smal
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fire. "I can see it now It lies in a broad, shallow sided
val l ey, maybe twenty mles fromhere. | can see the foun-
dation lying at the very back of the vale, slanting upward
against the cliffs; the valley itself is cromded with foliage;
filled with heat and darkness." A log broke in the fire and
the scattering enbers threaded his face with Iight.

"The place lies always under a kind of shadow. No re-

flection of sky or stars touches that polished stone. And in
the middle of that darkness, like the mouth of a tonb,

there is the deeper darkness of the entrance itself. But | can
see that it is blocked, and the heaped earth and rock there
are covered over with straggling weeds."

Staring into the fire, G| could see nothing—enly the

pl ay of colors, topaz and rose and citrine, and the curling
heat shivering over the rocks that enclosed the pit, reveal -
ing, like frost-traceries, the ghostly patterns of fossil ferns
printed in the fabric of the rock. But his rusty voice put the
imges in her mind, the way the darkness clotted in those
too-thickly twined trees, the stirring in the shadows of the

mountain that no wind could account for. The sense of
eldritch horror was latent in the whispering night.

"I don't like it," G| said softly.

"Neither do I," Ingold replied. "I don't trust that vision,
GIl. W are three days fromthe Keep. The Dark nust
make their attenpt, and neke it soon."

"Can we go there?"

He raised his head and | ooked around him at the silent,

sl eepi ng canp. C ouds were buil ding above the nountains,
killing the stars; it seened as if deeper darkness were set-
tling over the land. "I don't see," he said, "that we have
any choice."

The Dark were all around them G| could feel them

sense their presence in the still, sour masma that overl ay
the daylight. She stopped on the edge of one of the innu-
mer abl e tangl ed woods that snarled the valley |like the

t hi ck-grown webs of nonstrous spiders, |ooking northward

on the rising slant of that unholy | and, and found herself
firmy repeating in her heart that it was broad daylight and
she was with Ingold.

But she knew they were there.

The clinb had been an easy one. Too easy, she caught
hersel f thinking—an odd thing to think. The broad, round,
shal  ow-wal | ed vall ey through which Ingold had | ed her
most of the norning was snoot h-floored, with an easy
grade that woul d have nade considerably better wal ki ng
than the road below, were it not so badly overgrown. The
wi nd that had tormented themon the long mles down
fromKarst was cut off here. The walls of the canyon, cliffs
mar chi ng steadily back toward a tunmbled pile of talus

sl opes and the sudden, dark ranparts of sky-gougi ng peaks,
protected the place. In their shelter the air was warmer
than she had encountered anywhere in the Wst of the
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Worl d. But, though she was warm now for the first tine in
days, G| found that the valley disconcerted her. The woods
were too thick to be healthy, the air was too heavy, and
the ground was too even underfoot. The clunmps of dark,
sullen trees that scattered the broad | ength of the valley
seemed to hemher in with a labyrinth of shadow, guarding
beneath their entangling boughs thin shreds of a night that
never lifted.

"They're here," she whispered. "I know they are.”

Beside her, all but invisible in the shadows of the trees,

I ngol d nodded. Though it was not |ong after noon, the ak-
inthis valley seemed to play tricks with the sunlight. The
t hi ckness of the atnobsphere dragged on G1's |ungs and,

she had thought once or twice, on her nnd as well.

"Can they be a danger to us even by daylight?"

"W know very little about the Dark, my dear," Ingold
replied quietly. "All power has its limts, and we have seen
that the power of the Dark grows with their numbers. W

wal k on a layer of ice that covers the depths of Hell. Tread
carefully.” Drawing his hood over his face, he noved for-
ward, a waith in the vaporous, |eaden air.

As they clinbed the valley, this sense that they were
tampering in evil far beyond human ken grew upon her.

There was sonething hellishly symmetrical about the valley,
sone persistent wongness in the geol ogy of the crowding,
stratified rock of the cliffs that whispered warnings to Gl's
m nd. The | and under their feet snpbothed its way up over

a great fault that cut the valley in half, with wild grape and
a particularly tough-fibered species of ivy tangling over

the break and the natural causeway that bridged it. Fossils
G| had seen on the stones of last night's canpfire re-

peat ed t hensel ves, peeking from broken rock-huge ferns,

| ong-fingered marine weed, and the crawling things of tunes

| ong past, trilobite and brachiopod, inprinted forever in the
stanp of the slate. The ground seened | evel ed by the pass-

ing feet of mllions, hard as an ancient roadbed anong its
pat hl ess labyrinth of crowding trees.

I ngol d paused and turned to check their backtrail for

what seened |ike the hundredth tune that day. G| rubbed
her aching eyes; she had snatched a few hours of sleep
before setting out fromthe canp before dawn, but the

lack of it was beginning to tell. Not, she reflected wyly,
that she had gotten whol e bunches of that particular com
nmodity since this trail drive started. Sonme anonmaly in the
lay of the ground caught her attention, a stream bed that
did not lie as it ought, a formation of rocks

Looki ng back, she found she was al one. Mnentary

pani ¢ sei zed her. Even a few weeks ago she woul d have
thrown caution to the winds and yelled for Ingold, even
on the very doormat of the Dark. But living like a winter
wol f and associating with the Icefal con had altered her

reactions, and she stood perfectly still, scanning the too-
regul ar | andscape.
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A hand touched her shoul der and she swung around.
I ngol d caught her wist as her sword was half out of its
scabbard. "Where did you go?" she whi spered.

The wi zard frowned. "I didn't go anywhere." H s hand
still on her wist, he | ooked around them doubtfully.

"You sure as hell weren't here a mnute ago."

"Hm " He scratched thoughtfully at his scrubby beard.
"Wait here," he said finally, "and watch nme." Wth these
words he released G1's arm and wal ked away, his feet
maki ng barely a sound in the knee-deep jungles of under-
growh. G tried her best to watch him Tired as she was
with the weariness that seenmed to have settled around her
bones, she was certain she hadn't noved or shut her eyes.
But sonehow she | ost sight of the wizard, in open ground,
in the sunlight, without an inch of cover in yards.

She blinked and rubbed her eyes again. There was

somet hi ng, she thought, in the air of this place, some foul-
ness, an invisible game of blindman's bluff. Then she

| ooked back and saw Ingold standing about twenty feet off

at the end of the track of flattened ivy, as if he had al -
ways been there. As he canme back to her, she had no

trouble foll owi ng his novenents

G| shook her head. "I don't understand." She hitched
her cloak up on her shoul der, a gesture that was quickly
becom ng automatic, |ike straightening her sword belt.

Al ways before, the cloak had never provided quite enough
protection fromthe cold, but inthis place, with its stifling
air, it seened hot and heavy. She was acutely aware of

the wongness of this place. "Do you know what's goi ng

on?"

"I"'mafraid | do," Ingold said slowy. "The power of the
Dark is strong here, very strong. It seens to be interfering
with the cloaking spell I've had over both of us, which is

a pity, because that probably neans |I'Il have to di spense
withit."

"You nmean," G| said in surprise, "we've been under a
spell all al ong?”

"Ch, yes." He smled at her startled face. "I've been
keepi ng a nunber of spells on the convoy all the way
down from Karst. Mstly ward and guard, aversion and

protection. They wouldn't hold back a concerted attack,
but they have served to deflect random m sfortune."

She flushed, annoyed at herself. "I never knew that."

"COF course not. It's the mark of a good nage that he's
never seen doing anything at all." She gl anced suspiciously
at himto see if he were teasing her, but he seened per-
fectly serious—as serious as Ingold ever | ooked.

"But would a—a cl oaki ng spell protect us fromthe
Dark in the first place?"

"Probably not here in their own valley," Ingold replied
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casual ly. "But the Wite Raiders have been follow ng us
since we left the road. If the cloaking spell is unreliable,
we're going to have a devil of a time getting back."

They reached the place in mdafternoon. G| felt it from
afar, horror coal escing in her veins. She knew wi t hout

being told that this was the place that Ingold had seen
reflected in the depths of the fire. The ground was unnat u-
rally even, tipped at a steep angle, with a great slanting
slab of basalt jammed into the foundations of the noun-

tain behind it, its farther end rising like the hull of a heeled
wr eck; one corner was buried in the valley floor as if driven
there by sone unspeakabl e cataclysmlost in the abysses of
time. The slanted angl e showed how deep the slab was

founded; though it had been displaced upward a good thirty
feet, there was no sign of bottom And in the midst of it
gaped the bl ack hole of its stairway, the plunging road

down into the chasm of the Dark.

The stairway was open. Little trace of the earth and

rock Ingold had seen in the shadow i nage of the fire re-
mai ned anywhere near that hideous gulf. A great scattering
of stones, like the fan-trail of a volcanic spew, littered the
sl ope below, but G| could see fromthe way the cl utching,
ubi qui t ous weeds grew over themthat the stones had

been blown fromthat hole many years since. Still she

pi cked one up. On its side, she could see the dry ghost

of a lush, obscene orchid, frozen in sone prineval swanp

a mllion years ago and fragnmented by the viol ence of that
ancient blast. Ingold, too, was exam ning the w de-flung
pattern of the stones, working his way nethodically toward
the crazily tilted pavenent and the hole that yawned |ike
a silent scream at the day.

He paused at the place where the rank, overgrown

ground ended and the bl ack pavement began. G| saw him

stoop to pick up a stone and stand in thought for a no-

ment, turning it over in his hands. Then he stepped cau-
tiously onto the slick, canted surface of the stone and
began his careful clinmb toward the stairway itself.

Though her whol e being shrank fromit, as it had on

that other pavenent in the vaults at Gae, G| followed
him She struggled through the foliage that clung with
such perverted persistence to her feet, scranbled up after
the wizard onto the tilted pavenent, and saw, ahead of

her, Ingold pause to wait, his shadow |lying small and

| eaden around his feet. Seen under the Iight of day, naked
to the sky, the sheer size of the pavenent awed her; from
the corner buried in the weed-choked earth to the corner
tilted upward and buried in the out-thrust knee of the
mountain, it nust have neasured close to seven hundred
feet. Inits mdst Ingold seened very small and exposed.

It was a tricky scranble up the snmooth incline; when she
reached his side, G| was panting in the gluey, breathless
air.

"So we were right,"
alie.”

Ingold said softly. "The vision was

Bel ow t hem stretched the stairway, open to the w nds.
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A cool drift of damp air seened to rise fromit, naking
Gl's sweat-matted hair prickle on the back of her neck
There was not hi ng now bet ween them and the Dark ex-

cept the presence of the sun, and she glanced at the sky
quickly, as if fearing to see the gathering of clouds.

"So what can we do?"

"Rejoin the convoy as quickly as possible. W do not

yet know what they plan, but at |east we know the direc-
tion of the attack. And in any case, it may be possible to
thwart them and cover Tir's retreat to the Keep."

G| glanced across at him "How?"
"Somet hi ng Rudy said once. If we—=

He broke off and caught her by the wist. G| followed

the direction of his eyes along the snooth, tangled floor

of the vale and spotted a stirring in the dark woods near
one of those queer fornmations of black stone that dotted
the valley. A novenent was quickly lost to sight, but G
knew what it was. There was only one thing that it could be.

She asked, "Have they seen us?"

"Doubt | ess. Though | should be surprised if they cane

any closer." Balancing hinself carefully with his staff,

I ngol d began his cautious descent fromthe ranplike pave-
ment, with G| edging gingerly behind. Wen they reached
the ground, Ingold scanned the valley again, but could see
not hing further. "Wich doesn't nmean anything, of course,"
he said, turning to walk along the rising edge of the pave-
ment. "Just because you don't see Wiite Rai ders doesn't
mean they aren't there."

"So what are we going to do?"

Ingold pointed with his staff toward the narrow ng rmaze

of crevices and hanging valleys at the end of the vale of
the Dark, a great ruinous confusion of old aval anche scars,
split and faulted fromthe rock. "There should be a way up
there," he said calnmy, pausing in the vine-entangl ed
shadows of the seam ess bl ack wall

"You're kidding," G| said, aghast.

"I never kid, ny dear.'
sl ope.

He started off up the talus

G| stayed where she was for a tine, watching himdis-
appear up the curve of the |land. The ground rose and
buckl ed oddly around the featureless wall of the black
foundati on, but whatever upheaval had disrupted it had
been so |l ong ago that the geology of the valley had settled
around it. That in itself bothered G| —the thing was so
old, so incredibly old. Eons had rolled by since sone
arcane power had founded it here, so that the very shape
of the | ands and seas had changed. Mre fossils caught her
eyes. My God, she thought, this place was a tropical swanp
when this was wought. How | ong have the Dark Ones

i nhabi ted the earth, anyway?
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Who could ever tell, since they didn't have a bone in

their floating plasnoid bodies? And yet they had intelli-
gence, the intelligence to sink shafts, to build these dark
pavenents at their heads and have them endure for ml -
lennia with very little appearance of decay. They were
intelligent enough to work their own kind of magic, differ-
ent fromthe nature of human magi c, ungraspabl e by any
human brain. They were intelligent enough to keep tabs on
the convoy, to know where Tir was, and to know why he

had to be put out of the way.

Arms folded, G| stood for a while in the |engthening
shadows and neditated on the Dark.

After a tune she | ooked up and saw I ngol d agai n, ap-

pearing and di sappearing anmong the tw sted confusion of

boul ders and huddl ed trees at the end of the valley. Some
prinordi al cataclysm had broken the side of one of the
guardi an peaks of the valley, leaving a wilderness of split
granite and bottonl ess chasns, and tinme had overlaid

the ruin with plant life grown far too |large for the vertica
rocks. The result rem nded her vaguely of a Chinese
painting, with full-size trees sprouting unconcernedly from
the sides of cliffs. But this was messier, foul er, darker;
here dead trunks had fallen to rot in gullies bristling with
dead white spikes below the crunmbly footing above. She

could see Ingold' s brown mantle shifting al ong inpossibly
narrow rock | edges high on the faces of those cliffs,

I ngol d saw her | ooking and paused, flattened to the
rock behind him "Cone up,"” he called down to her, his
voi ce echoing faintly anong the rocks. "There's a trail."

What the hell. G| sighed. You only die once.

G| had never liked heights. Scranbling over the treach-
erous footing, she envied the wizard his six-foot staff,
for in places the | edges narrowed to inches, and in others
cascades of vines sprawl ed over the trail and masked any
hint of the footing underneath. She found herself back-
tracking a dozen tines, scrupul ously avoiding | ooking up
or down or anywhere but at her own scratched hands when

a promising | edge petered out or a slit between two huge
rock faces becane too narrow to be passed, or too choked
with rotting foliage that coul d house any number of
creatures |l ess Lovecraftian, but certainly as deadly, as the
Dark. She wondered if there were rattlesnakes in this
wor | d—er, for that matter, poisonous snakes without
rattles.

She finally caught up with himin the nouth of a dark

slit in the rocks, after a precipitous scranble around the
convex face of a boulder on a | edge over a ni ghtmare maw
of tangled thorn and broken stone. She was sweating and
gasping in the afternoon heat and fighting for bal ance on
the sandy, crunbling ground. The shift of the sun over the
backbone of the Ranpart Range had thrown the chasm

into deep shadow. Ingold was barely visible but for the
pal e blur of face and beard and the bright glitter of his
eyes.
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"Very good, ny dear," he greeted her mldly. "W shal
make a nountain clinmber of you yet."

"The hell you will," she gasped, and | ooked back down
behind her. If there was any kind of trail she'd cone up,
she was dammed if she could see it now.

"We should be able to follow this chasmup toward the

top of that ridge there," he went on, pointing. "Once over
the ridge, we should be nearly to the snow line and, | be-
lieve, out of reach of the Dark for the tine being. Wth
luck, we should be able to pick up another trail on the
other side that will |lead us down to the Vale of Renweth,
and hence to the Keep of Dare."

G| calculated the distance as well as she could in the
deceptive clarity of the nountain air. They seened to

have clinbed above the drifting haze of the valley; things
seenmed blindingly clear up here, and the slanting shadows
altered the apparent positions of peak and ridge. "I don't
think we'll make it by dark," she stated doubtfully.

"Ch, | don't either,"” Ingold agreed. "But we can hardly
spend the night in the valley."

G| sighed resignedly. "You have a point there."

The wi zard j abbed his staff cautiously at the | oose rock

hiding the foot of the trail, and a boul der curtsied peril-
ously, sending a little streamof gravel and sand down
across their feet and over the edge of the trail. Mittering

to hinmsel f about the advisability of taking along a rope
next tinme, coupled with inprecations agai nst the unseen

Rai ders in the valley bel ow, he began to scout cautiously
for an alternate route. Wiile he did so, G| turned to | ook
back over the cliff, appalled anew at the suicidal ascent
she'd just made. Her gaze wandered to the valley bel ow
them and was held there by a queer, cold feeling of shock.

"Ingold," she called quietly. "Conme and |ook at this."

Somet hing in the note of her voice brought him scram
bling and sliding to her side. "Wat is it?"

She pointed. "Look. Look out there. Wat do you see?"

Vi ewed from above and behind, the |land wore a different
aspect, the angle of the sunlight westering on the noun-
tai ns changi ng the perspective of that darkness-haunted

pl ace. From here the symmetry was obvi ous, the nucl ei

of the | ong-overgrown woods lying in sone kind of pattern
whose geonetry was just beyond the range of human

conpr ehensi on, the stream beds foll owi ng courses that

hel d the echoes of perverted regularity. The clinging mats
of the ubiquitous vines took on a curious appearance from

this angle, the shifts in their color and thickness disquiet-
ingly suggestive. Alnmost directly bel ow themthe great
rectangl e of pavenent lay, and its position relative to the
anomal ous nounds of bl ack stone that thrust through the
foliage becanme suddenly, shockingly, clear to a wonan
trained in the rudi ments of archaeol ogy.
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Ingold frowned, staring down at the distorted counter-

pane beneath them "It's alnost—alnost as if there were

a city here at one tinme. But there never was, not in human
history." H's eye and finger traced the nmathematical ob-
scenity of a curved shadow in the weeds, the queerly

obtuse angles faintly visible in the half-hinted rel ati onships
bet ween stream and stone. "Wat causes that? It's as if

the vines grow thinner in places..."

"Buried foundations," G| softly replied. "Fromthe | ooks
of it, foundations so deeply buried that they | eave barely
a trace. The trees are nore stunted on that |ine because
their roots cannot go so deep. Look, see the line of that
strean? And yet— She paused, confused. "It |ooks so

pl anned, so regular, but it's not like any city |'ve ever
seen. There's a |l ayout—you can see that in the angle of the
sunl i ght —but the layout's all wong."

"Of course,
streets.”

the wizard said mldly. "There are no

Their eyes net. The nmeaning of this came to her slowy,
i ke a whisper frominconprehensible gulfs of tine.

"Come," Ingold said. "This is no place for us to remain
once the sun has gone in."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Once they were out of the valley, the wi nds began, sear-
ingly cold, ripping at their grip on the precarious hand-
holds with active nalice. At tines they were far over the
tinmberline, scranbling perilously over goat trails slippery
with old snow, at others working their way through knots

of vegetation, or clinging for support to the w nd-flayed
roots of twisted acrobat trees, trusting to their strength
over a sightless abyss. G| and Ingold noved through a
wor | d whose only elenents were cold, rock, wind, and the

di stant roaring of water, where they could not have stopped
if they had wanted to, for there was nowhere to rest. Wth-
out the threads of witchlight Ingold had thrown to outline
the | edges, G| was certain they would not have survived
the clinb; even so, |ooking back on it later, she felt only
a land of dull astonishment that she had done it at all

They slept, finally, in the crevices of the bare rock

sl opes, |ocked together for warnth; it was the first sleep
G| had had in close to forty hours. In the deeps of the
ni ght she felt the weather change and, in her dreans,
smelled the far-off threat of snow.

In the norning the going was easier, not rmuch worse

than a rough backpacking trip. By noon Ingold found the
ghost of a trail-head and followed it down the sheer, tree-
covered western face of the Ranpart Range, to reach, by

m daft ernoon, the cold, w nding Val e of Renweth.

G| shaded her eyes and squinted into the |ong, bright
di stance. "Wat the hell?" The cold w nds that snaked
down the valley tore her breath away in rags and ri ppl ed
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in patterns |like sw ft-pouring water over the knee-deep
fjord of colorless grass. "Wat is it?"

"It's the Keep of Dare." Ingold smled, folding his arns
to keep warm and shivering slightly in spite of it. "What
did you expect?"

G| wasn't sure what she'd expected. Sonething smaller,
anyway. Sonething nore nedieval. Not that trapezoida

monol ith of black stone that rose, bone of the nountain's
bone, on the great knoll at the foot of those distant dark-
browed cliffs. Its roof was taller than the pine trees that
grew on the ridge behind. Thin, powdery snow blew in
clouds fromthe Keep's flat roof, but none | odged any-
where on its sides, which were as bare and snooth as

unfl awed gl ass.

"Who the hell built that thing?" G| whispered, awed.

"How big is it?" She could believe, now, that in it human-
ki nd had wi thstood the Dark. The m ght of the Dark Ones,

whi ch coul d shatter stone and iron, would find this fortress
i npregnable. Wth a sense of surprise, she realized that

there was, after all, a place of refuge in this dark and cold
and terrible world into which she had been unwillingly cast.
"Dare of Renweth built it," Ingold s voice said at her

side, "using the last of the technol ogy and power of the
anci ent Real ns, power which is far beyond our means to-
day. In it he sheltered those of his people who survived
the first onslaught of the Dark, and fromit he and his
line ruled this valley and Sarda Pass and all that was |eft
of an enpire whose nanme, bounds, and nature have been
utterly lost to human nenory. As to how big it is— He
gazed into the distance, surveying the black nmonolith that
guarded the tw sting expanses of the valley beyond. "It is
small. It can hold sonme eight thousand souls in some sort
of confort, and the valley can be cultivated to support

al most twice that many. The records no | onger exist, if
they ever existed, as to how nany it has actually sheltered
at any one tine."

As they waded toward it through the chanpagne grass

of the Vale, the thing seened to grow in size, shadow ess
in the cold overcast of the day. G| |ooked around her at
the Vale as well, a walled series of upland neadows scat -
tered with stands of aspen, birch, and cottonwood, their

| eaves glittering restlessly in the winds that whined down
fromthe peaks above. There was a hard, bright beauty to

the place, first heartland of the Realmand |last, cradle and
grave. Her bones ached, even nuscles trained to the en-
durance of swordsmanship burning with the lingering

effects of that tortuous clinb.

As a place to be cooped up in for years on end, she
thought, it isn't bad. Still, famliar as she had been with
petty nei ghborhood bitchery, she had recognized its seeds
already in the gossip that even a twenty-four-hour state of
crisis hadn't elinmnated fromthe refugee train, and she
saw where it would | ead—a snmall town, cranmped in an

i npenetrable fort with the same people, bound together

year in and year out, and nowhere to go
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"The Keep has stood a long time," Ingold said as they
came at last to the roadway that |ed up past the Keep
toward Sarda Pass, the sane road where, miles below, Al-
wir led his people along in their quest for sem mythica
safety. "Yet the Runes of Power are still on the Keep
doors, marked there by the wi zards who hel ped in the
bui l di ng of the place—Yad on the left, and Pern on the
right, the Runes of Guarding and Law. Only a w zard can

see them like a gleamng tracery of silver in the shadows.
But after all this tine, the spells of the builders still hold
power . "

G| turned her eyes fromthe towering nmasses of the
mountai ns that rose, wall on wall of black, tree-enshrouded
gorges cut with the distinct, shallow notch of Sarda Pass,
to view again the | oom ng shadow of the Keep. She could

see nothing of the Runes, only great panels of iron, hinged
and strapped in steel, and untouched for centuries.

The great gates stood open. Waiting in their shade were
the assenbl ed nenbers of the small garrison El dor had

sent down years before to ready the place as an eventua
refuge, when Ingold had first spoken of the possibility of
the rising of the Dark. The captain of the garrison, a
petite bl onde woman with the nmeanest eyes G| had ever
seen, greeted Ingold with deference and seened unsur-
prised at the news that Gae had fallen and its refugees
were but a few days off.

"I feared it," she said, looking up at the w zard, her
gloved fingers idling on the hilt of her sword. "W've had
no nmessages from anywhere in over a week, and ny boys
report seeing the Dark Ones drifting al ong the head of the
val | ey al nost every night." She pursed her lips into a

wy expression. "I'monly glad so nmany as you say got
clear. | renenber, when | was in Gae, people were |augh-
ing at you in the streets about your warnings, calling you
an alarm st crackpot and naking up little songs."

G| made a noise of indignation in her throat, but Ingold
| aughed. "I remenber that. Al ny life |l wanted to be
imortalized in ballads, but the poetry of the things was
so bad that they were conpletely unnenorable.”

"And," the captain said cynically, "nobst of the people
who made them up are dead.”

Ingold sighed. "I'd rather they were still alive to go on
singi ng about what a fool | am every day of ny life," he
said. "We'll be here the night. Can you feed us?"

The captain shrugged. "Sure. W have stock . . ." She
gestured to nazes of cottonwood-pole corrals that stretched
out beyond the knoll, where a gaggle of horses and half

a dozen milk cows stood rubbing their chins on the top
rail of the fences, staring at the strangers with nmild, stupid

eyes. "We even have a still over in the grove there; sone
of the boys brew Blue Ruin out of gaddin bark and
pot at oes. "
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I ngol d shuddered delicately. "At tunes | see Alwir's
poi nt about the horrors of uncivilized existence." And he
foll owed her up the worn steps to the gates.

"By the way," the captain said as the other warriors of
the garrison grouped up behind them "we have Keep Law
here. ™"

I ngol d nodded. "I understand."

They entered the Keep of Dare, and G| was struck silent
with awe.

Qut si de, the Keep had been intinidating enough. In-

side, it was crushing, frightening, dark, nonstrous, and
unbel i evably huge; the footfalls of the Guards echoed in
its giant soundi ng-chanber like the far-off drip of distant
water, the torches they bore dwindling to fireflies. The
monstrous architecture with its bl ending of naked pl anes
had nothing to do with the gothic liveliness of Karst—
nothing to do with human scale at all. The technol ogy that
had wought this place out of stone and air was clearly far
beyond anything else in this world or, G| guessed, in her
own. She gazed down the |length of that endl ess centra
cavern, where the small bobbi ng candl es of torchlight were

reflected in the snooth bl ack of the water channels in the
floor, and shivered at the cold, the size, and the enptiness.

"How was this place built?" she whispered, and the
chanmber picked up her voice and sighed her words to
every corner of that towering hall. "What a shane it
couldn't have been the chief architect's nemory that got
passed on, as well as the Kings'."

"It is," Ingold said, his voice, too, ringing famly in the
unseen vaults of the ceiling. "But heritable nmemory is

not governed by choi ce—+ndeed, we have no i dea what

does govern it." He noved like a shadow at G1's side, fol-
| owi ng the dimnishing torches. Gazing around her, G|

could see, as far as the torchlight reached, that the tower-
ing walls of the central hall were honeyconmbed wi th dark
little doorways, rank on rank of them joined sonetines

by stone bal conies, sonetimes by rickety catwal ks t hat
threaded the wall l|ike the webs of drunken or insane spi-
ders. Those dark little doors adnitted onto a maze of cells,
stairways, and corridors, whose haphazard w ndi ngs were

as dark as the | abyrinths bel ow the earth.

"As to how it was built—tohiro of Quo, the Master of

the Council of Wzards, has made a study of the skill of
that tune fromsuch records that survived, and he says that
the walls were wought and raised by nagi ¢ and nmachi nery
bot h. The nen of those days had skills far beyond our own;
we coul d never create sonething like this."

They crossed a narrow bridge over one of the nany
straight channels that |Ied water from pool to pool down
the length of the echoing hall. G| paused for a nonent
on the railless span, |ooking down into the swift, black
current below. "Ws that why he made such a study?" she
asked softly. "Because he knew the skill m ght be needed
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agai n?"

I ngol d shook his head. "Oh, no, that was years ago.

Li ke all w zards, Lohiro seeks understanding for its own
sake—for his own anusenent, as it were. Sonetines

think that is all w zardry is—the lust for know edge, the
need to understand. Al the rest—I1lusion, shape-craft, the
bal ance of the minds and el enents around us, the ability

to save or change or destroy the world—are mere inci-
dental s, and come after that central need."

* * *

"The trouble with this," Ingold grunbled much | ater,

after they had shared the neager supper of the Guards and
been shown to a tiny cell next to those of the garrison, "is
that | can only look for what | know. It's absolutely useless
for what | don't know. " He glanced across at G|, the
pinlight-sparkle of triangular lights thrown by his scrying
crystal scattering like stars across the roughness of his
scarred face. They had kindled a snmall fire on the tiny
hearth to take the chill off the cell. To GI|'s surprise, no
snoke canme into the roomitsel f—the place nust be

ventilated like a high-rise. Her respect for its builders in-
creased.

I ngold had sat watching the crystal for some tinme now

Gl, fortified with porridge and warnth, was sitting with
her back to the corner, neticul ously sharpening her dagger
in the manner the Icefal con had shown her, sleepy and
content in the wizard's presence. Fromthe first, she had
felt that she had al ways known him Now it was imnpossible
to conceive of a tinme when she had not. She held the bl ade
up critically to the light and tested it with an inexperienced
thunb. For all the terror she had undergone, for all the
burden of constant physical weariness and the unendi ng

pain in her half-healed left arm for all her exile from
the only world she had known and the only thing she had
ever truly wanted to do, she realized that there were com
pensations. She never felt the weight of her exile when she
was with him

And soon he'd be gone. She'd be here for endl ess weeks
whil e he pursued his solitary quest across the plains to
Quo, in search of the wizards, his friends, the only group
of people who really understood him She wondered what

he woul d find there. She wondered, with a chill, if he'd
even return

He will, she told herself, |ooking across at the old man's
still profile and calm intent eyes. He's tough as an old
boot and slippery as a snake. He'll nake it back all right,

and the other wi zards with him

She shifted the ball of her wadded-up cloak a little

more confortably behind her aching shoul ders and bli nked

out at the room After last night's trek over the bare back-
bone of the world, even a watch fire by the road woul d

have | ooked good; this nine-by-seven cell in which she
could hardly stand was a little corner of Paradise.

The place, viewed by nore critical eyes, would have
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been called dingy; the warmgold of the firelight probing
into the cracks of the rough-plastered walls and fl agged
floor cruelly reveal ed the unevenness, the shoddy work-
manshi p, the patina of stains and soot-bl ackeni ng, and the
dents and scratches of hundreds of generations of con-
tinuous habitation and a thousand years of neglect. The
cell would be awfully crowded for a famly, G| reflected.
Unbi dden to her mind | eaped Rudy's picture of his own
boyhood hone, shrill with the bickering of acrinonious
fermal e voi ces. She grinned as she wondered what the in-
cidence of sibling nmurder had been in the Keep's heyday.

The shadows by the fire shifted as Ingold put aside his
crystal and lay down across the other end of the room
drawi ng his mantle over himas a blanket. G| prepared
to do |Iikew se, asking himas she did so, "Could you see
the convoy?"

"Ch, yes. They're settling in for the night, under double

guard. | don't see any sign of the Dark. Incidentally, the
crystal shows the Nest in the valley of the Dark as being
still bl ocked."

"They like that, don't they?" G| drew her cloak over

her, watching the changing patterns of flame and shadow

pl ayi ng across the rickety wall that had | ong ago parti -
tioned this cell off froma |larger one. Her thoughts idled
over the world enclosed within those narrow walls, over

the great black nonolith of the Keep, guarding its dark-
ness, its silence, its secrets—secrets that had been for-
gotten even by Ingold, even by Lohiro, Archnage of al

the wizards in the world. Those dark, heavy walls held only
darkness within.

She roll ed over onto her side and propped her head on
her arm "You know," she said dream |y, "this whole
pl ace—+t's like your description of the Nests of the Dark."

I ngol d opened his eyes. "Very like," he agreed.

"I's that what we've cone to?" she asked. "To living |like
them to be safe fromthen?"

"Possibly,"” the wi zard assented sleepily. "But one night
then ask why the Dark Ones |live as they do. And when al

el se is considered, here we are, safe; and so we shall re-
mai n, as long as the gates are kept shut at night." He
rolled over. "Go to sleep, GI."

G| bunked up at the reflection of the fire, thinking

about that for a nonment. It occurred to her that if once
the Dark cane into this place, the safety here would turn

to redoubled peril. In the walls of the Keep was | odged
eternal darkness, like the nazes of night at the center
of the earth, which no sunrise could ever touch. She said
uneasily, "Ingold?"

"Yes?" There was a hint of weariness in his voice.

"What was the Keep Law that the captain tal ked about?
What did that have to do with our spending the night
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her e?"

I ngol d sighed and turned his head toward her, the dying
firelight doing curious things to the lines and scars of his
face. "Keep Law," he told her, "states that the integrity

of the Keep is the ultimate priority; above life, above
honor, above the lives of famly or |oved ones. Anything
that does not require the presence of human bei ngs after
dark is left outside the gates, and when the gates are shut
at night, it is, and always must be, the ruling of the Keep
that no one will pass themuntil sunrise. In ancient days the
penalty for opening the doors—en any excuse what so-

ever —between the setting and the rising of the sun was to

be chai ned between the pillars that used to surmount the
little hill that faces the doors across the road, to be |eft
there at night for the Dark. Now go to sleep."

This time he nust have laid a spell on the words, for
G| fell asleep at once, and the wi zard' s words foll owed
her down into the darkness of her dreans,

The Dark hunted. She could feel them sense them

sense the dark shifting of nmovenment through spinning,
prinordial blackness, the vague stirrings in unspeakabl e
chasns that |ight had never touched. Goggily, through a

| eaden fog of sleep, G| tried to renmenber where she was—
the Keep, Dare's Keep. Fleeting, tangled i nages cane to

her of slipping through nighted corridors and convergi ng

on a chosen prey. She could sense that eyel ess, waiting

mal evol ence, snell, as they snelled, the hot pul se of

bl ood, and sense, through the thick gl oom of vibrating,
pur pl e darkness, the glow of the prey, the centerpoint

of a whirling vortex of lust and hate . . . But it wasn't the
cl oseness of the Keep at all that surrounded her, but w nd,
utter bone-piercing cold, the roaring of water anong

pillars of stone, the white surge and fl eck of spray, and the

freezing touch of the air above the flood. G eedy power
gnawed at stone, greedy m nds counted out gl owi ng beads
on a four-mle chain of tangled sleep and | aughed with a
gl oating | aughter that never energed to sound.

Her eyes snapped open, and sweat drenched her face at

the menory of that gloating |aughter. She whi spered,
"Ingold . " alnost afraid to nake a sound, for fear they
m ght hear.

The wi zard was al ready awake, his white hair tousled

with sleep, his eyes alert, as if he listened for sone dis-
tant sound that G| could not hear. A dimblue ball of

wi tchlight hung above his head; the fire in the cell had

I ong grown cold. "What is it?" he asked her gently. "What
did you drean?"

She drew a deep breath, grasping at the fast-fading rags
of sensation, of things she'd heard and snelled. "The
Dark..."

"I know," he said softly. "I felt it, too. Wat? And
wher e?"

She sat up, drawi ng her cloak around her shoul ders, as
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if that would still her shivering. "I don't know where it
was," she said, alittle nore calmy. "There was water rush-
i ng, and—stone—hewn stone, | think, pillars. They were

tearing pieces of stone out of pillars, throwing theminto
rushi ng wat er—and—and | aughi ng. They know where Tir
is, Ingold," she added, her voice |ow and urgent.

He cane across the roomto her and put an arm around

her shoul ders for confort, though for her the worst was
past. His voice was grimas he said, "So do |I. He's with his
mot her, half a day's journey bel ow the stone bridge that
crosses the gorge of the Arrow River."

Sonewher e above the inky overcast, the sky m ght have

been |ightening, preparatory to the breaking of day; but

if so, Rudy Solis could see little indication of it. The can-
yon through which the road at this point wound was |like a

bl ack wind tunnel, the snell of the wind strong and sone-
how earthy, its sound like the roar of the sea in the pines
above the road. He prowl ed restlessly through the rousing
canp, unable to account for his uneasiness, threading
through little knots of bundl ed-up fugitives huddl ed around
their breakfast fires, making his way al nost subconsciously

back to the wagons he had stealthily quitted before the
canp was astir.

The fires there had been built up and threw an uneasy
flickering gl ow over the canp. Al de was awake, feeding

Tir on bread soaked in mlk in the little island of shelter
at the back of her wagon. On the other side of the fire, a
handf ul of troopers of the House of Bes were wol fing

down their neager rations in silence. Farther out anopng

t he wagons, another woman, a servant of the househol d,

was ordering two small children about as she fed a baby
smal ler than Tir, while her husband fed the ox teans in
sull en silence. Overhead, the banners cracked Iike bull-
whips in the icy stream of the wi nd.

Rudy shook his head and grinned down at Al de, |eaning

hi s shoul der agai nst the uprights that supported the wagon's
roof. "You know, what anazes ne about this trip is how

many ki ds have survived. You see themall over the canp.
Look at that one there. He looks as if the first stiff w nd
woul d bl ow hi m away. "

"It's a she," Alde replied calmy, watching the child in
question playing tag with herself under the feet of the
wagon teans. The little girl's nother saw what she was

doing and called her back to the fire with a screech |like a
parrot's, and the child, with the subline unconcern of those
who have only recently learned to wal k, cane running

happi |y back out of danger, arms open, a treasury of broken
straws in her hands.

Rudy reached out to stroke Tir's downy hair absent-

m ndedly. He'll grow up like that, he found hinself
thinking. Learning to run in the dark |abyrinth of the
Keep of Dare, |earning swordsmanship fromthe Guards ..
Strange to think of Alde and Tir going on living for years
in that fortress Rudy had never seen, |long after he was
gone.
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If they make it there. And he shivered, not entirely from
the col d.

"And it isn't so unusual," Mnalde went on, a glinmer

of timd mschief in her blue eyes. "If you've noticed, it
isn't the wonen and children who sit down by the roadside
and die. If a wagon breaks down, the man will npan and
despair—+the woman will start pushing. Watch sonetine."

"Ch, yeah?" he said, suspicious that she was baiting him
She gave him a sidelong, teasing glance. "Seriously,

Rudy. Wenen are tougher. They have to be, to protect
the children."

He renenbered the wind-stirred gallery at Karst, the
flutter of the white dress of a girl who was running down
the hall in darkness. "Aaah—- he conceded ungraciously,
and she | aughed.

More children eddied into the circle of the fire, the
gaggl e of canmp orphans with the slimyoung girl they'd
taken as their guardian carrying the youngest in her arns.
The girl and the servant wonan stopped to speak. Seeing
them t oget her, Rudy was rem nded of the way he'd seen

Al de and Medda that first day on the terrace of the villa
at Karst.

A new t hought crossed his mnd, and he frowned sud-
denly. "Al de?" She | ooked up quickly, getting mlk al
over her fingers. "How do the Dark Ones know who Tir
is?"

Slimbrows drew together in thought. "I don't know, "
she said, startled by the question. "Do they?"

"Yeah. They went after himat Karst, anyway, and at

Gae. There were beaucoup kids in the villa at Karst. As
far as they should have known, he coul d have been any
one of them But they were right on the spot outside his
nursery."

She shook her head, puzzled, the cloak of her unbound
hair slipping across her shoulders. "Bektis!" she called
out, seeing the tall figure crossing the canp to his own
wagons.

He cane forward and gave her a graci ous bow. "M
| ady pl eases?"

The Sorcerer of the Realmdidn't | ook any the worse

for two weeks in the open; like Alwir, he was fastidious to
the point of foppishness, and there wasn't so rmuch as an
untoward winkle in his billow ng gray robe.

Rudy broke in. "How do the Dark Ones know where to

find Tir? | nmean, they haven't got eyes, they can't tel
he | ooks different or anything. Wiy do they know to cone
after hine"

The sorcerer hesitated, giving the nmatter wei ghty con-
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si derati on—probably, Rudy guessed, to cover the fact
that he was stunped. At length he said, "The Dark Ones
have a know edge that is beyond human ken." He is
stunped. "Perhaps nmy lord Ingold could have told you

had he not chosen this time to di sappear. The sources of
the know edge of the Dark—

Rudy cut himoff. "What |'mgetting at is this. Do the

Dark Ones really know it's Tir, or are they just going
after any kid in a gilded cradle? If Alde went on foot with
the kid in her arns, |ike every other woman in this train,
woul dn't she be safer than being stuck in the wagon?"

Bektis | ooked down his |long nose at this griny upstart
out | ander who, he had been inforned, had presuned to
show si gns of bei ng mageborn. "Perhaps,"” he said loftily,
"were we presently in any danger fromthe Dark. Yet it
has been noted that no alarmof their presence has oc-
curred since we reached the high ground . "

"Ch, come on! You saw how wel |l that high ground stuff
wor ked at Karst!"

and," the sorcerer grated, with an edge to his high,
rather |ight voice, "I have seen in an enchanted crystal the
only Nest of the Dark known in these nountains, and
assure you that it is blocked, as it has been bl ocked for
centuries. Naturally nmy lady may do as she pl eases, but
for reasons of her own confort and health, and on account
of her state and prestige, | doubt that ny lord Alwir wll
permt ny lady to walk in the back of the train like a
common peasant wonan." Turning on his heel, the old

man stal ked back toward his wagon, his fur cape swirling
behind himlike a thundercl oud.

M nal de sat in unhappy silence for a tine, rocking her

chil d against her breast as if to protect himfrom unseen
peril. Distantly, the sounds of the canp's breaki ng cane

to them the braying of nules and the creak of harnesses,
the splash and hiss of doused fires. Somewhere quite close,
voices raised in anger, Alwir's controlled and cutting as a
| ash, and after, the dry, vituperative hiss of Bishop Govan-
nin's.

Al de sighed. "They're at it again." She kissed Tir's round
little forehead, following up the mark of affection with a
busi nessli ke check of the state of his diaper, and proceeded
to tuck himup in his multiple blankets again; the norn-

ing seened to be growi ng col der instead of warner. "They

say we should reach the Keep tonight,"” she went on in a

| ow voi ce, excluding fromhearing any but the man who

stood beside her in the shadows of the wagon. "Sometines

it has seened that we'd travel forever and never reach the
pl ace. So Bektis is probably right."

Rudy | eaned his el bow on the wagon-tail. "You think
so?"

She didn't reply. Beyond, there was the clatter of trace-
chains and the sound of troopers talking casually anpng
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thensel ves as they harnessed the oxen. "WII| we reach the
Keep in daylight, or will we have to push on after sun-
down?"

Her hands paused in their restless readying of the
wagon for travel. In a |low voice she said, "After sundown,
I think."

I ngol d sl unped back exhaustedly agai nst a boul der and
rested his elbows on his drawn-up knees. "I amvery
much afraid, nmy dear," he said tiredly, "that we are not
going to nake it."

G1l, who for the |last several hours had been aware of

very little beyond the formof the w zard, who had al ways
seened to be wal king farther and farther ahead of her,
could only nod. The little bay anbng the rocks above the
road where they had taken shelter offered no protection
fromthe increasing cold, but at |east they were out of the
wi nd. They had fought the wind all day, and, like a wolf,

it had torn at their cloaks and rmaul ed their exposed faces
with savage violence. G| could sense on it now the snell

of the storm noving down fromthe glaciers on the high
peaks. Even in this conparative shelter, hard bits of nealy
snow had begun to fly. It was now | ate afternoon; there

was no chance, she knew, of reaching the Arrow Gorge

before the convoy did. Watever the Dark Ones had done

to the bridge there, it was beyond her power or Ingold s to
warn the people of it.

After alittle time she recovered enough to di sengage the
flask she wore at her belt, draw the stopper, and take a
tentative sip—the stuff nade white lightning taste |ike

| enbnade. "The captain at the Keep gave nme this," she
expl ai ned, passing it over.

He took a drink without turning a hair". "I knew there
was an ultinate reason in the cosmc schene of things for
you to acconpany ne," he said, and smled through the
ice in his beard. "Now that nakes twi ce you' ve saved ny
life."

Over their heads in the rocks, the roaring of the w nd
increased to a kind of cold, keening shriek, and a great
gust of snow bl ew down on them G 1 drew herself closer
to Ingold' s side. "About how far above the Arrow are we
now?"

"Two or three mles. W would be able to see it, but for
the winding of the road. That's what worries ne, G1l; if
they had passed the bridge in safety, we would have net
them before this."

"M ght the storm have sl owed t hem down?"

"Possibly, But it won't really hit until about sundown. It
woul d be suicide for themto stop now. "

"Can't you do anything about the stornP" she asked
hi m suddenly. "Didn't you say once that w zards can cal
and di snmiss stornms?"
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He nodded. "And so we can," he replied, "if that is what
we wi sh to do." As he spoke she noticed that, instead of

gl oves, he was wearing mttens—eld and frayed now, |ike
everything about him but, by the intricacy of their design,
clearly knitted for himby sonmeone who cared very nuch

for the old man. "W can send storns el sewhere, or cal
themto serve us—all except the ice storms of the plains,
whi ch strike without warning and nake thi s— He ges-

tured at the whirling snow flurries. "—+esenble a bal ny
spring breeze. But | think |I pointed out to Rudy once, and
I may have nmentioned to you as well, that the Dark wll

not attack under a storm So it may be that in doing noth-
ing about the storm we will be choosing the | esser of two
evils."

He rose to go, wapping his nmuffler tighter around his
neck and drawi ng his hood down to protect his face. He
was helping GI to her feet when they heard on the road
bel ow themthe nuffled cl op of hooves and the jingling of
bits, echoes thrown into the sheltered pocket of boul ders
and dried grass that a nonment ago had hi dden all sound

of the troop's coning. Beyond the boulders, G| saw them
come into view, a weary straggle of refugees. She recog-
nized, in the lead, the big, scarred man on a brown horse
whose head drooped wi th exhaustion. She and |Ingold ex-
changed one quick, startled glance. Then the w zard was
of f, scranbling down the rocks to the road, calling, "Tirk-
enson! Tonec Tirkenson!" The | andchief straightened in
his saddl e and threw out his hand as a signal to halt

G| followed Ingold with nore haste than seenliness

down to the road. The | andchief of Gettlesand towered

over themin the | eaden twilight, looking like a big, gaunt
bandit at the head of his ragged troop of retainers. d anc-
ing down the road, G| could see that his foll owers—a

great gaggle of famlies, a substantial herd of bony sheep
and cattle, a gang of tough-Iooking hard-cases riding point-
guard—were hardly a sixth of the main convoy.

"I'ngold," the | andchief greeted them He had a voice

like a rock slide in a gravel pit and a face to match. "W
were wondering if we'd run into you, G l-shalos," he
greeted her with a nod.

"VWere did you | eave the rest of the convoy?"

Ti rkenson grunted angrily, his light, saddle-col ored eyes
turning harsh. "Down by the bridge,"” he grunbl ed.
"They' re naking canp, |ike fools."

"Maki ng canp?" The wi zard was aghast "That's mad-

ness!"
"Yes, well, who said they were sane?" the | andchi ef
growed. "I told them get the people across and to hell with

the wagons and the luggage, we can send back for that..."
I ngol d's voice was suddenly quiet. "What happened?"

"Holy Hell, Ingold." The | andchi ef rubbed a big hand
over his face wearily. "What hasn't happened? The bridge
came down. The main pylons went under the wei ght of
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those carts of Alwir's, took the whole kit and caboodl e
down with them—

"And the Queen?"

"No." Tirkenson frowned, puzzling over it "She was

afoot, for sone reason, up at the head of the train. Walk-
ing with the Prince slung on her back, |ike any other
worman. | don't know why—but | do know if she'd been in

a cart, there would' ve been no saving her. So what's Al wir
do but start sal vagi ng operations, hauling the stuff up out
of the gorge, and rigging rope pontoons across the river
down bel ow. Then the Bishop says she won't abandon her
wagons, and they start breaking themdown to carry them
across in pieces, and half the people are cut off on one
side of the river and half on the other, and squabbling
about getting baggage and ani mals across, and before you
know it, everybody's saying they' ||l settle there for the night

"I tried to tell themthey'd be froze bl ue by norning,
sure as the ice cones in the north, but that pet conjurer of

Alwir's, that Bektis, says he can hold off the storm and by
the time Alwir and the Bi shop got done slanging one an-
other, they said it was too late to go on anyway. So there
they sit." He gestured disgustedly and | eaned back into the
cantle of his saddle.

Ingold and G| exchanged a quick |ook. "So you left?"

"Ch—Hell," Tirkenson runbled. "Maybe | should have

stayed. But Alwir tried to comandeer that big wagon of

the Bishop's, the one she's dragging the Church records in,
and you never heard such jabber in your life. She threat-
ened to exconmuni cate Alwir, and Alwir said he'd slap

her in irons—you know how she is about these dam

papers of hers—and people were taking sides, and Alwir's
boys and the Red Monks were just about pulling steel over
the argunent. | told themthey were crazy, with the canp
split and the stormand the Raiders and the Dark all

around them and they got into it again about that, and I'd
had enough. | got ny people and whoever el se wanted to
cone with us to Gettlesand and we pulled out. It mght

not have been the right thing to do, but staying another
night in the open sure as hell |ooked |ike the wong thing
to do. We figure we can nake the Keep before nmidnight."

Ingold glanced briefly at the sky, as if able to read the
time by the angle of an unseen sun above the roof of

cl ouds. The sky was no | onger gray but a kind of vile yel-
| owi sh brown, and the snow smell was unm stakable. "I
think you did right," he said at last. "W're going on
down, and I'Il try to talk theminto noving on. You'l

have to fight the weather before you reach the Vale, but
if you can, get themto open the gates and build bonfires
on both sides of them frame themin fire, and guard them
with every man in the train. Wth luck, we'll be there
sometine tonight."

"You'll need luck," the landchief grunmbled. "I'Il see
you at the Keep." He raised his hand in the signal to go
on. The train began to nove |ike sone great beast dragging
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itself along in the |ast stages of exhaustion. Tirkenson

reined away fromwhere Ingold and G| stood, clicking en-
couragenent to his tired horse. Then he paused and turned
back, |ooking down on the two pilgrims in the frozen road.

"One nore thing," he said. "Just for your information
Watch out for the Bishop. She's got it around that you and
Bektis are | eagued with the Devil—-and Alwir, too, just

coincidentally by association, you understand—and she's

got Hell's own support in the train. | never held with it—
wi zards trading their souls for the Power—but people are
scared. They see Alwir's hel pl ess. You m ght say the pow
ers of this world are helpless. So if they' re gonna die any-
way, they're gonna die on the right side of the Iine. Stands
to reason. But scared people will do just about anything."

"Ah, but so will wizards." Ingold smled. "Thank you
for your warning. Good riding and a snooth road to you
all."

The | andchi ef turned away, cursing his exhausted nount

and threatening to rowel himto dogneat if he didn't get a
move on. G| glanced fromthe big man's w cked, star-
shaped spurs to the untouched flanks of the tired horse
and knew, w thout quite knowi ng how, that Ingold s part-
ing blessing had contained in it spells to avert random

m sfortune, to shake straight the tangl ed chains of circum
stance, and to aid the | andchief of Gettlesand and those
under his | oud-voiced and bl asphenous care.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was snowing in earnest when G| and Ingold cane

within sight of the canmp on the near bank of the Arrow

In the swirling grayness they coul d nake out huddl ed
shapes bunched around the feeble yellow flickers of canp-
fires, the dark mlling of small herds of animals, the rest-
|l ess activity on the bank of the gorge, and the shadowy
com ngs and goi ngs around the broken bridge. Across the
gorge nore activity was visible, lights noving here and
there around the farther canp, and the distant threnody of
bl eating goats and a child's wailing cries drifting on the
intermittent veering of the wind. Between the two canps
lay the gorge, a sheer-cut chasm of darkness, filled with
the greedy roaring of the river. On either bank of the
gorge, great tongues of broken stone thrust out over the
voi d.

"How deep is the gorge at that point?" G| asked, squint-
ing through the blurring gusts of snow.

"About forty feet. It's a difficult clinb down the side
and up again, but the water itself isn't very deep. As you

can see, they've swum nost of the stock." Ingold pointed
to where three nmen were driving a small herd of pigs up
the trail. "Fromwhat you told ne of your dream it would

seemthat the Dark weakened the central pillars of the
bridge, so that they gave way under the wei ght of the
wagons—as pretty an attenpt at nmurder as you're likely

to see. And even though the attenpt failed, Prince Tir is
stranded in canp on the banks of the river tonight, cut
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of f fromnost of the convoy, with the canp in confusion

Ei ther way, the Dark could hardly have m ssed." Leaning
on his staff, he started down the steep sl ope toward the
fires.

Rudy net themon the outskirts of canp. "What did you
find?" he asked them

As they nmade their way through the dark chaos toward

Alwir's massive tent, G| filled himin on the valley of the
Dark, Renweth, the Keep, and what Tonec Tirkenson had

said. In the end, she asked, "Wy wasn't Al de in her

wagon?"

"I talked her out of it," Rudy said. "I had a bad feeling
they'd try sonething tonight, but |I never thought about
anyt hi ng happeni ng by daylight. W were only a couple
feet in front of the section of the bridge that went."

"And you still believe in coincidence,” Ingold chided
reprovingly. "I'msurprised at you."
"Well," Rudy admitted, "not as nmuch as | used to."

Alwir's was one of the fewtents left in the tram It was
pitched in the |l ee of sonme trees, out of the wind; in the
darkening of the late afternoon, yellow lights could already
be seen glowing within. G| could make out a confusion of

voi ces comng fromit, Bishop Govannin's harsh half-

whi sper, and now and then Bektis' light, nmellifluous tenor.

".. . full ferocity of the stormis by no neans upon us,"
the sorcerer was saying sententiously. "Nor will it be, for
I will turnits force aside and keep it over the nountains
to the north until such tinme as we can cone to the Keep."

"Turn it aside?" Govannin rasped. "Have you been to
the canp across the river, nmy lord wizard? They are hal f -
buried in the snow there and freezing."

"Yet we cannot go on tonight," Alwir said and added,
with smooth malice, "W have too few carts and horses to
make good speed. What nust be carried, must be carried
on the backs of men. And if they will not rid themnsel ves
of what is useless...”

"Usel ess!" the Bishop spat. "Useless to those who woul d
di spose of all precedents for the legal position of the
Church, perhaps. Mere technicalities to those who woul d
rat her forget their existence.”

Alwir protested, as sanctimnonious as a preacher, "God's
Church is nore than a pile of nildewed paper, ny | ady.
It lies in the hearts of nen."

"And in the hearts of the faithful it will always remain,"

she agreed dryly. "But nenory does not lie in the heart,

nor does |law. Men and wonen have fought and died for

the rights of the Church, and the only record of those
rights, the only fruit of those spent lives, is in those wag-
ons. | will not leave that to perish in the snow at the nere
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word of a baby King's running-dog."

I ngol d pushed aside the flap of the tent. Beyond him

Gl saw Alwir's face change and stiffen into a mask of
silver, barred and streaked with ugly shadow, the nouth
made of iron. The Chancellor lurched to his feet, his head
brushi ng the bottom of the single hanging | anp, towering
over the slight scarlet figure of the Bishop with clenched
fist; for a noment it seemed that he might strike her where
she sat. But she only |ooked up at himwth flat black eyes,
enotionless as a shark's, and waited in triunmph for the
blowto fall.

"My lord Alwir!" Hoarse and unni stakabl e, the voice

cut like a referee's whistle between them breaking the ten-
sion with an al nost audi bl e snap. They both turned, and
Ingold inclined his head respectfully. "My | ady Bishop,"

he finished his greeting.

Just perceptibly, the Bishop's taut body settled back into
her chair. Alwir placed his fist upon his hip, rather than
visibly unclench it at another man's word. "So you de-
cided to come back," the Chancellor said.

"Why did you rmake camp?" Ingold asked without pre-
anbl e.

"My dear Ingold," the Chancellor soothed, "as you can
see, it has begun to grow dark..."

"That," Ingold said acidly, "is what | nmean. You could

have pushed on, to reach the Keep sonetine tonight, or

gone back across the river, to be with the main body of the
convoy. |solated on this side of the river, you're nothing
but bait."

Patiently, Alwir said, "W have, as you may have no-

ticed, a tenporary bridge, across which we are slowy
bringing the rest of the convoy, as well as sufficient troops
to deal with any emergency that nmay arise in the night."

"You think the Dark couldn't deal with that as easily as
they deal with solid oak doors? As easily as they dealt
with the stone pillars of the original bridge?"

"The Dark had nothing to do with that," Alwir said
rat her sharply.

"You t hink not?"

Bektis' long fingers toyed with a huge solitaire cat's-eye
he wore on his left hand. "You cannot pretend it anynore,"”
he said rather pettishly. "You are not the only mage in the
train, nmy lord Ingold, and I, too, have cast ny powers of
far-seeing here and there in the nountains. The only Nest
that was ever in these parts was bl ocked with stone |ong
ago, and you yourself know that we have felt no threat of
the Dark since we have cone to the high country."” He

rai sed heavy white lids and stared fromunder them at

I ngol d, defiance, resentnment, and spite mngling in his
dark, burning eyes.

"So they have nade it appear,"” Ingold replied slowy.

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (180 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

"But | have cone fromthat Nest and | tell you that it lies
open."

"And is this another of those things," the Bishop asked

dryly, folding her fingers before her on the table, like a
little pile of ivory spindles, "for which yours is the only
wor d?"

Lanplight glittered in the nelting snow on his shoul ders

as he turned toward her. "It is. But there are things, like
the commandnents of God, which we nust all take upon

trust, ny lady. Surely you yourself know that we have only
one man's word on the true nmeans of sal vation and that
those neans are not what a reasonabl e man woul d | ogi cal -

Iy conclude. For now m ne—and, incidentally, GI|'s—nust

be the only word you have that the Dark are in that vall ey,
that they have held back fromthe train deliberately, and
that they have broken the bridge in order to kill the Prince
or isolate himon this side of the river."

Govanni n opened her nobuth to speak, then shut it again
t hought ful ly.

Ingold went on. "They will never allow Tir, w th what

he coul d becone and the secrets he may hold, to reach the
Keep. The storm has given us our chance, and | suggest
that we take it and push on now, tonight, under its cover
to the Keep."

"Cover?" Alwir swung around to face him his voice
jeering. "Shroud, you nmean. W'||l freeze to death

"You'll freeze just as quickly here,"” Ingold pointed out

Pi qued, Bektis announced primy, "I am quite capable
of holding off such a stormas this ..."

"And the Dark as well ?" Ingold retorted.

The sorcerer stared at himfor a nonent, hatred in his
narrow face, and a watery flush of red crept up under his
whi t e cheeks.

Wthout waiting for his reply, Ingold said, "Nor could
I. There are limts to all power."

"And to all endurance," the Bishop said inperturbably.
"And | for one will not be stanpeded by fear, |ike a sheep
into the shanbles. W can weather this stormand push on
in the daylight."

"And if the stormdoes not break until this tune tonor-
row?"

Alwir | eaned a kid-gloved hand on the back of his

carved chair. "Don't you think you're putting too nuch

i mportance on this storn? | am agreeabl e to whatever may

be voted, provided | can find cartage for the effects of the
governnent..."

CGovannin's eyes blazed. "Not at the cost of =
"Don't be a pair of fools." The words were spoken
quietly as the white enbroidery of the tent-curtains rippled,
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and a girl stood framed in gl eaning silk agai nst the shad-
ows of the room beyond. Mnalde's face was very white

agai nst the raven bl ackness of her unbound hair. She was
wrapped for warnth in a star-decorated quilt, holding Tir
agai nst her under its folds. The child' s eyes, w de and
wandering in fascination over the lanplit ulterior of the
tent, were a jewel -blue echo of his nother's and of Alwir's
own.

"You are both acting like fools," she went on in a | ow
voice. "The tide is rising, and you are argui ng about who
will be the first one into the boat."

Alwir's aristocratic nostrils flared in annoyance, but he
only said, "Mnalde, go back to your room"

"I will not,"
"This is none of your affair.
man to a recalcitrant child.

she replied in that sane quiet voice
" H's was the voice of a

"It is my affair." She kept her words soft, but Alwir and
Rudy both stared at her, nore astonished than if she had
burst forth into colorful profanity. Al the breath went out
of Alwir as if she'd kicked hinm he had obviously never

even considered that his gentle and acquiescent little sister
woul d defy him Rudy, who renmenbered how she'd shoved

a torch into his face on the haunted stairs at Karst, was

| ess surprised.

"Tir is my son," she continued. "Your stubbornness
could get himkilled."

The Chancell or's inpassive face flushed; he | ooked ready
to tell her to mind her tongue before her elders and betters.
But she was, after all, Queen of Darwath.

"If what ny lord Ingold says is true," he said.

"I believe him" she said. "And | trust him And | will
go on with himto the Keep tonight, if I go alone.”

From where she stood in Ingold s shadow by the corner

of the tent, G| could see that this girl, wapped in stars
and darkness, was trenbling. It couldn't have been easy to
defy a man who, by all accounts, had run her life for years;
GIl's respect for Mnalde, who had been up to this no-

ment nmerely a name and a silhouette in the darkness,

i ncreased.

"Thank you for your trust, ny lady," Ingold said quietly,
and their eyes met for a nonent. G| knew from experi -

ence that the wi zard' s gaze could strip the spirit bare and
def ensel ess; but whatever Alde saw in his eyes, it nust have
reassured her, for she turned away with a straight back

and an air of resolution.

Al wi r caught her arm drew her to him and said sone-
thing that none of themcould catch, but his face was in-
tent and angry. Alde pulled her armfromhis grip and
went inside without a word. It was just as well that she
did, for she did not see her brother's face, transforned
by cold rage into the mask G| had seen when first she'd
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entered the tent, a mask all the nore inhuman because it
was so inpersonal. But when he turned back to them his
smle was deprecating. "It appears," he said, "that we are
nmovi ng on tonight after all."

It was clear that this was the opening |line to sonething

el se, but the Bishop cut himoff so smoothly that the inter-
rupti on had every appearance of being accidental. "If that
is so," she said in her slow, dry voice, "I nust go and
make ready the wagons of the Church." And she was gone,

far more quickly than anyone woul d have believed possi bl e,
bef ore he coul d speak any conmand.

It was alnost fully dark by the tinme the canp broke.

Snow was comi ng down harder now, the wind whirling

little flurries of grainy flakes into the ashes of the stanped-
out fires and coating the churned mud in a thin | ayer of

white. Word had been carried across the river over the
makeshi ft bridge, and famlies were crossing slowy, nen
and wonen bal anci ng precariously on the shaky spi derweb

of rope and cottonwood poles, with their bundles on their
shoul ders. Oddly enough, when Rudy wal ked down to the
jerry-built bridgehead with Ingold and G| to see about the
singl e wagon Alwir had negotiated fromone of his ner-
chant friends, he found that a spirit of optimsmseened to
have seized the train, grossly at odds with the circum
stances. The grunbling wasn't any |less prevalent, and the
curses were just as loud and vivid. Men and wonen packed

up their few bel ongings, rubbing chapped hands in the
flayi ng cold, snapping, bickering, and fighting anong them
sel ves—but sonet hi ng had changed. The bitter desperation

of the early part of the march was gone. An aliveness
crackl ed through the blinding air that had not been felt

bef ore—a hope. This was the last march, if they could

make it. They were within striking distance of the Keep

"That should do," Ingold remarked, watching Guards
and Alwir's private troops dragging the hal f-di sassenbl ed

wagon box up the crooked trail. "Granted, it should make
M nal de and Tir a target, but in this case that's better than
risking losing themin the snow. As for you two . . ." He

turned to themand laid a hand on each of their shoul ders.
"\WWhat ever you do, stay close to that wagon; it's your best
hope of reaching the Keep alive. I'mgoing to be up and

down the train; | may not see you. | realize none of this is
any of your business—that you were hauled into it against
your will, and neither of you owes me anything. But please,
see that Alde and the child reach the Keep in safety.”

"Wn't you be there?" G| asked uneasily.

"I don't know where I'll be," the w zard said. Snhow

| odged in his beard and on his cloak. In the failing |ight
G| thought he | ooked worn out. Not surprising, she

t hought. She hersel f was operating on nervous energy

al one. "Take care of yourselves, ny children. 1'll get you
safely out of this yet."

He turned and was gone, the stray ends of his nuffler
whi ppi ng |i ke banners in the w nd.
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"He | ooks bad," Rudy said quietly, leaning on his staff
as the snowy twilight swallowed the old man. "You guys
nmust have had one hell of a trip."

G| chuckled dryly. "Never doubt he's a w zard, Rudy.

He has to be, to get people to follow himon crazy stunts
like that."

Rudy gave her a sidelong, thoughtful glance. "Wll, you
know, even back in California | thought the setup was
crazy, but | just about believed him You do. You have to."

And G| understood. Ingold had a way of making any-

thing seem possi bl e, even feasible—that an ainless notor-
cycle drifter could call forth fire from darkness, or that a
m | d- manner ed and acrophobi ¢ Ph.D. candi date woul d
foll ow himover the perilous roof of creation to do battle
wi t h bodil ess, unspeakabl e foes.

O that a ragged train of fugitives, split by dissensions,
frozen half to death and at the end of their strength,
could nake a fifteen-mle forced march through storm and
darkness to find at |ast a refuge they had never seen

She sighed and hitched her too-Ilarge cloak over her nar-
row shoul ders. The wind still bit through, as it had torn at
her all day. She felt tired to the bones. The night, she
knew, woul d be terrible beyond thinking. She started to
move of f, seeking the Guards, then paused in her steps.
"Hey, Rudy?"

"Yeah?"
' Take care of Mnalde. She's a good | ady."

Rudy stared at her in surprise, for he had not thought
she had known, much | ess that she woul d under st and.

Rudy still had nuch to | earn about col dhearted wonen
with pal e school marm eyes. "Thanks," he said, unaccount-
ably touched by her concern. "You ain't so bad yourself.
For a spook," he added with a grin, which she returned

wi ckedly.

"Well, it beats me why she'd hang out with a punk air-
brush-jockey, but that's her business. I'll see you at the
Keep. "

Rudy found Al de where the few renmining servants of

the House of Bes were packing the single wagon. She her-
self was | oading bedrolls into it; Medda, if she had stil
been alive, would have expired fromindignation at the
sight. He kissed her gently in greeting. "Hey, you were
dynamte."

"Dynami t e?"

"You were great," he anended. "Really. | didn't think
Alwir would go along with it."

She turned back, Hushing suddenly in the diffuse gl ow
of the torchlight. "I didn't care whether he went al ong, as
you say, or not. But | ought not to have called them fools.
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Not Alwir, and certainly not ny |ady Bishop. It was—
rude. "

"So do penance for it at confession." He drew her to
hi m agai n. "You got your point across."

She stared in silence for a nonent into his eyes. "He's
right, isn't he?" she whispered intently. "The Dark are in
t he mountai ns. "

"That's what G| tells me," he replied softly. "He's right.
They' re nearer than we think."

She stood for a noment, her hands cl asped behind his

neck, staring up into his face with wi de, desperate eyes, as
if unwilling to end this noment because of all that nust
cone after. But a noise fromthe cart nade her break

away and scranbl e over the tailboard to replace her wan-
dering son in his little nest among the bl ankets. He heard
her whi sper, "You lie down." A nonent |ater she reap-

peared around the curtains.

"You're gonna need a |leash for that kid once he starts
craw i ng, " Rudy conment ed.

Al de shuddered. "Don't remi nd nme." And she di sap-
pear ed i nsi de.

The convoy began to nove. The wi nd increased in vio-

| ence, howl ing down the canyons to fall on the pilgrins
with iron claws. Rudy stumnbl ed al ong besi de the wagon,

bl i nded by the snow, his fingers growing nunmb through his
gl oves. The road here was di sused, but better than the
road from Karst had been, wth pavenent down the center
where it had not been broken up by tree-roots or buried
by neglect. Still, the drifting snow made treacherous foot-
ing, and Rudy knew that those at the tail of the convoy
woul d be sliding their way through a river of slush. Wnd
and darkness cut visibility to al nbst nothing. The shapes
of the @uards surroundi ng the wagon grew di m and cha-
otic, like half-guessed shadows in a frightful dream

Renenbering Ingold' s teachings, Rudy tried to call light

to him He nanaged to throw a big, sloppy ball of it about
three feet in front of himto light his steps. But the effort
took nobst of his concentration and, as he slipped in the
snow or staggered under the brutal flail of the wind, the
light dimmed and scattered. The snow thickened in the

air, like swirling gray neal all around him except where
it passed, unnelting, through the witchlight, which trans-
formed it into a tiny roaring storm of dianmonds that nade
his eyes ache. His cloak and boots dragged wetly on his

i mbs, and his hands passed quickly frominsensibility to
pai n. Once, when the wind slacked |like the slacking of a
rope, he heard M nal de's voice fromthe wagon, singing
softly to her child:

"Hush, little baby, don't say a word,

Papa' s gonna buy you a nocki nghbird.

He wondered nunbly how that song had ever |eaked its
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way into the tongue of the Wathe.

He lost all track of time. How |l ong he' d been struggling

t hrough the blinding wilderness he had no way of knowi ng,
could not even guess. He felt as if it had been hours since
they' d broken canp, the ground always rising under his
slipping feet, the wind worrying at himlike a beast at its
prey. He hung onto the wagon grimy with one hand and

onto his staff with the other; at tunes it seened as if those
were the only things keeping himon his feet He knew by

then that if he went down, he would die.

At one point, G| came up beside him so thin and
ragged he wondered dully why she didn't bl ow away. She
yell ed at himover the gale. "You okay?"

He nodded. A | ady and a schol ar, he thought. And
tough as they cone.

O hers passed them or were passed by them fighting

the wind with desperate persistence. He saw the ol d man
fromKarst with his crates of chickens still piled on his
bowed back, wapped up in blankets and | aden w th pounds
of trapped snow. The struggling band of canp orphans

were roped together |ike goslings behind their chief. A
stout worman | eadi ng a goat passed them a little farther
on he saw her lying face down in the snow, the goat stand-
ing wetchedly over her body.

And still they pushed on. Rudy stunbled and fell, his

body so nunb he was scarcely aware of hitting the ground.
Sonmeone bent over him hauled himto his feet, and shook
himout of his stupor with a violence that surprised hi m—
a ghostly, dark shape in a blowing mantle, with a bl ue-
white light burning on the end of his staff. Rudy staggered

wor dl essly back to the wagon, catching the cover ropes for
support, and the shape nelted into the dark. In the light-

| ess chaos he coul d see other shapes noving, dragging
stragglers to their feet, urging themon with words or pleas,
curses or blows. He clung to the ropes grimy, rem nding
hinsel f he'd prom sed to get Alde to the Keep, rem nding
hinsel f that there was a goal, sonmewhere in this black

uni verse of unending cold. He had | earned already that,

under certain circunstances, death could be very sweet

i ndeed.

Ti me had becone very deceptive; every novenent was
ponderously slow, an incredible effort barely worth the
trouble, like that old Greek guy who had to push the stone

up the hill, knowing full well it was just going to roll to
the bottom agai n. The night was far gone. He could tell by
the changing note of the wind that they were coning clear

of the deep gorges, conming into a nore open space. Feebly,
mnd and will drowning in a blind darkness that was within
himas well as without, he tried to call back a little of the
witchlight, but raised not even a glinmer.

Just keep putting one foot in front of the other, he told
hinself grimy. You'll get there. The wind struck himlike
a club; he went down and this tine decided not to get up.
They could make it to the Keep without him He was going

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (186 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file:///G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt
to sleep for a while.

He drifted for a time in nmenories, chiefly of the warm

hills of California, the rippling gold of the sunbaked grass,
and the way the sun had felt on his bare arns as he haul ed
down Hi ghway 15 on his chopper in the |ate evening, the

wi nd streamng through his hair. He wondered if he'd ever

get to do that again. Probably not, he decided. But even

that didn't matter nmuch. Who'd have figured that |eaving

on a beer run would end up with ne freezing to death in

a range of nountains that never even existed?

Life is weird.

A seven-foot giant with a kick like a mule | oomed sud-
denly in the darkness and booted himin the ribs. Cold
returned, and a thin | eakage of pain spread into every
muscl e and joint. He nmunbled, "Hey," protestingly, and
the gi ant ki cked hi m again.

"Get up, you sniveler.
G1l's voice?

Why did a seven-foot giant have

Arrogant egghead bitch. "No."

Even a few weeks of swordmastery training had given

her a grip like a claw. Surprising, too, that sonebody
wast ed down to ninety-eight pounds of brittle bone could
have the strength to drag himto his feet and throw him
with such viol ence agai nst the side of the npbving wagon,
so that he had to catch hold of it.

"Now keep moving," she ordered.

Stupid of her not to understand. "I can't," he explained
groggily.

"The hell with you!" she yelled at him suddenly furious.
"You nmay be a goddam wi zard, but you're a coward and

a quitter, and I'll be dammed if 1'll have you |l et everybody
down by up and dying on the road. You die when you get

to the Keep if you want to so bad. W're only a couple

mles fromit."

"Hunh?" Rudy tried to keep a grip on the rope with his
fingers, but they were too nunb. He thrust his whole arm
through the space between the rope and the flapping cover.
"VWhat did you say?"

But as if in answer to his words, he felt a sudden change
inthe air. The titanic winds veered, and the relentless
hamreri ng force of them sl ackened, naki ng hi m stagger,

as if for a support suddenly |lost. The snow, instead of
peppering his body like bullets froma Tonmy gun, fel
straight for a few nonents, then ceased. He could hear the
roaring of the wind in the pines above the road and its
shrieking whine in the rocks, but the air around him
though freezing cold, was still.

The wagon team halted, one ox nanagi ng a plaintive

| ow. Boots scrunched in the squeaki ng snow all about him
sonewhere | eat her creaked. He could hear his own breath
and that of the wonan beside him
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"What is it?" he whispered. "Has the stormlet up?"

"Not like that, it wouldn't. Besides, you can still hear it
over head. "

He blinked agai nst the darkness and rai sed a shaking
hand to scrape ice crystals fromhis eyes. "Then what.
Then he realized what nust have happened. Shock and
fear sent a jolt of adrenalin into his veins that cleared his
groggy mnd. "Ch, Christ," he whispered. "Ingold."

"He stopped the storm didn't he?" G| said softly. "They
nust have been | osing too many people ..."

"But you know what that means?" Rudy said urgently.

"I't neans the Dark will be comng now. " He took an ex-
perinmental step away fromthe wagon and found he coul d
stand after a fashion by leaning on his staff. "W gotta get
nmovi ng. "

The Guards were closing in around them sone thirty

strong; he could pick out their voices in the darkness. God
only knew where the rest of the train was. They'd gotten

so badly strung out in the storm it was every man for him
self. He flexed his right hand stiffly, trying to convince
hinself it was still really his; he heard G|'s voice speaking
softly to the Guards around them and, brief and cold, the
Icefalcon's breathless laugh. G| cane back to him "Can

you call up sonme light?" she asked. "The land flattens out
fromhere on; we could | ose the road conpletely. Look."

There was, in fact, only one thing to look at: a tiny
square of orange light, distant and sharp in the wastel ands
of col d.

"Tomec Tirkenson's up at the Keep. That's the fire
around the doors."

"Ckay," Rudy said. "W can nake for that, if nothing

else." He tried several tinmes to call light, but his fatigue-
drugged consci ousness was unequal to the task. They were
nmovi ng agai n, heading steadily toward that tiny orange

star, the going inpossibly rough over the steep, uneven
ground. From the wagon behind him he heard Tir's thin,
protesting wails and Al de's voice, softly shushing him He
trod on sonething hard that rolled sickeningly underfoot,
stunmbl ed, and put his hand on it in falling. It was an iron
cook pot. Despite the cold and danger, he grinned—ethers

had made it this far. The whole Vale was probably littered

wi th di scarded househol d goods, flung away in a | ast,
desperate effort to keep on going. Well, if they could do it,
he could do it.

And then he felt it—a breath of wind in the stillness, a
wind not Iike the mght of the storm but a thin, direction-
| ess whi sper that spoke of stone and danp, warm darkness,

a faint stirring of air from above and behind and all sides.
Tur ni ng, he saw t he Dark.

How he saw them he wasn't sure—perhaps by sone
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wi zard-sense, grown fromthe exercise of his powers. They
flowed over the snow toward the wagon, scarcely distin-
gui shabl e one fromthe other or fromthe shifting river of
illusion in which they swam Wiplike tails steered and

propell ed, and they noved with a sinuous glide, the jointed
| egs tucked in folds |ike banboo arnor under the soft,
dripping tentacles of the slobbering mouths. For a nonent
he stood hypnotized, fascinated by the changi ng shapes,
now vi si bl e, now only wavering ghosts. He wondered in

what sense they could be said to be material at all. Wat
atonms and nol ecul es made up those sl eek, pulsing bodies?
VWhat brain, or brains, had conceived the stairways that

| ed down to the blackness under the earth?

Then one of the oxen gave a great bellow of terror and

tried to leap forward; it fell, pulling dow its teamate in
a tangl e of harness and splintering the wagon tongue under
its threshing weight.

"The Dark!" Rudy yelled in desperate warning, and

tried to sunmon |ight, any light, for aid against the unseen
foes. He heard Al de scream Then from behind hima shat-
tering blaze of witchlight pierced the darkness like a
strobe, and that pouring river of shadow and illusion broke
against it and swirled away |like a great ring of snoke.
Ingold canme striding out of the unnatural stillness, his
shadow t hrown hard and blue onto the glittering snow at

his feet.

"Cut that ox |oose, get ny |lady out of the wagon, and

get noving," he ordered briefly. By the burning light, the
Guards canme running to them faces haggard under the
crusting of frost. "Janus, do you think you can nmake it as
far as the Keep?"

The Commander, barely recogni zabl e under the ice that
scaled his hair and cloak, squinted at the light in the dis-
tance, against which the tiny figures of nmen were now

clearly visible. "I think so," he panted. "Again, you've
saved us."
Ingold retorted, "It's about a mile and a half too soon

to say that. My lady..."

He turned back to the wagon. The Icefal con had cut the
team | oose, but the wagon was clearly beyond further use.
Fromthe curtains at the front, a white face | ooked out,
franed in the darkness of a black fur hood and a cascade
of crow bl ack hair.

Rudy stepped quickly over to the wagon. "W've got to

run for it, babe," he said softly, and she nodded, turning
unquestioningly back into the shadows of the cart to fetch
Tir. She reappeared a nonent later with the heavily

muf fled infant in her arns, her face pale in the |ight of
Ingold' s staff, her eyes wide with apprehension. G| held
out her arns and received the child awkwardly, while

Rudy hel ped M nal de down over the broken wagon tongue.
Even through two pairs of gloves and the burni ng nunb-
ness of his fingers, he was conscious of the touch of her

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (189 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file://IG|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt
hand.
"How far?" she whispered.

G| nodded toward the distant orange gl eam of the Keep
doors. "About two mles."

Al de took the baby back, feeling as she did so the chill
prickly sensation she had known before, the subconscious
awar eness of the presence of the Dark. The Dark Ones had
not been defeated by the advent of the light. They had
merely drawn off to wait.

The wind still how ed overhead, but near themthe air

was uncannily still. Fromall around themin the Vale they
coul d hear voices, distorted by cold and di stance, voices of
fear, hope, despair. Refugees throughout the dark noun-

tains were nmaking for the lights of the Keep, unseen forns
fighting their way through stillness and deep snow, but wth-
inthe circle of light cast by Ingold s staff, the little group
of CGuards around the fallen wagon were alone. Coated with
frost, they seemed to be some kind of fantastic ice-crea-
tures, beaded with diamonds and breathing crystal snoke.

And beyond them invisible in the bl ue-black ocean of the

ni ght, that sense of restless notion stirred just out of the
range of vision.

I ngold cane over to the little group by the wagon

tongue, his light harsh on their drawn, haggard faces. He
was a man who inparted his own strength to others; G
found she drew warmth fromhis presence, as froma fire,
and saw that Rudy and Alde |ooked a little |ess deathly as
well. He put a hand briefly to Alde's cheek and gazed
sharply into her face. "Can you nake it?"

"l have to," she said sinply.
"Good girl. Rudy..."
Rudy stepped forward hesitantly.

"Channel your Power through your staff; that's what it's
there for, not just to keep you from stubbing your toes."

Rudy | ooked in surprise at the six-foot wal king stick
he'd cut for hinself niles up the road. "Uh—you nean,

that's all? You don't have to do anything special to nmake
a staff magi c?"

I ngol d appeared to pray briefly for patience. "Al things
are inherently magic," he said patiently. "Now .

Tentatively, Rudy called Iight again, feeling the power

of it through his hand, through the wood that had becomne
snoothed to his grip by its use, through the air. Light be-
gan to burn snmokily fromthe end of the staff, grow ng
brighter and throw ng doubl ed shadows, blue and bl ack, on
the spokes of the wagon wheels, on the thin, frightened
faces of the two girls, on the dilapidated cart, and on the
deep-set holl ows of Ingold s eyes.

Softly, the wizard said, "Don't |eave them Rudy." Rudy

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (190 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

had the sudden, unconfortable feeling that the old man
knew about his giving up, his lying down to die and | eav-
ing the others to their own devices. He felt hinself flush

"I'"'msorry," he munbl ed.

Wnd stirred around his feet. He swung about, scanning

the darkness beyond. He felt a counterspell, like the cold
touch of an alien hand, slipping into his mnd fromthe
darkness. He felt the |ight dinmng, |ooked up, and saw
that Ingold s staff, too, had begun to flicker unsteadily.
At the sane time he snelled the cold, bitter, acid stink of
the Dark. Steel whined as G| drew her sword; all around
themwas the nuted flashing of blades as the Guards

closed in an outward-facing ring.

What instinct warned himhe never knew, but he

ducked, drew and turned, and slashed in one novenent,

al nost before he was aware of the thing that fell suddenly
on himout of the night. He heard Al de scream and got a
confused glinpse of GI, with a face of stone and a bl ade
of fire, cleaving darkness in a |long side-on cut that seened
to cover themall in an explosion of blood and sline. The
wi tchlight dimmed to gray, and the Guards pressed back,

def endi ng as best they could against the slinmy onslaught.
The counterspell sucked at him draining his power as if
froma cut artery, and for a tinme he saw nothing, knew
not hi ng but that he must keep between the Dark and the
woman at hi s back.

Then, without warning, they were gone, and the strength

of the witchlight was renewed. Sonebody yell ed, "Cone

on!" and Rudy found hinself grasping Alde's right arm
while G| held her left, hurrying over the slinme-spattered

muck of the snow, the light of his staff brightening over
the nmess of nud and bl oody bones, with the Guards cl os-

ing around themin a tight flying wedge. Ingold strode
ahead, white breath snmoking in the light that showed the
snow al |l around themtranpl ed by stanpedes of fleeing

feet and strewn with the discarded bundl es of the refugees.
Goggily, Rudy tried to keep up with him |leaden with

cold and fatigue and stunbling in the drifted ness, trying
to keep his eyes on the brilliant square of orange light in
the distance that marked the end of this nightnmare road.

He coul d nmake out novenent there clearly now, snall

shapes in those great doors. He could sense the Dark
massi ng above themlike stormclouds and felt the touch of
their spells again, drawi ng and sapping at his strength.

Then the soft, sinister shadows dropped |ike vultures

from above, a half-seen cloudy death that filled the night.
Rudy's sword seened to be weighted with |lead, his arm

shot full of Novocain. He knew that if he hadn't been in
the center of the pack, he would have been killed at once.
Seeing G| slash and dodge in the gray darkness and step

in under the whining arc of a spined whip half again as

| ong as she was, he understood why Grift flayed the bodies
and souls of his Guard students and why G| and the

others trained the way they did, doggedly, through injuries,
cold, and fatigue. It was only their training that saved them
now.
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Thin winds ruffled nockingly around them and the

Dark were gone. Rudy, gasping for breath, hung onto his
staff for support, holding the half-fainting Alde with his
other arm and wondering if he'd have the strength to drag
her as far as the Keep. Though they were less than a nile
of f, the roaring glow of the gate-fires could barely be seen
through the massed, cl oaking shadows that filled the night.
The Guards cl osed up again.

"Now, " Ingold said quietly. "Go. Go quickly."

Horrified, Janus protested, "They're all around us, they'l
never let us through."

The wi zard was panting with exertion, and the pallid
I'ight showed his hands cut and noi sone with slime. "They
will if you go now. Hurry, or—=

"You're not staying!" the Commander cri ed.
"But — Rudy began, stupefi ed.
"Do as | say!" the wi zard thundered, and Rudy stepped

back a pace, shocked. Ingold drew his sword in a single
gl eam ng novenent, the blade flashing in the dark. "Got"

Janus | ooked at himfor a |long nonent, as if he might,

at the | ast, disobey. Then abruptly he turned and strode
of f through snow and darkness; after a nomentary, uncer-
tain pause, Rudy and the others followed, he and G| half-
draggi ng M nal de between them He could feel the spells

of the Dark shifting aside fromthe |ight he bore and coul d
sense their malice concentrated el sewhere. G anci ng back
over his shoul der, he saw I ngol d standi ng where they had
left him a dark formin the burning aureole of the Iight,
his head cocked to listen to the sounds of the night, blood
dripping fromhis gashed knuckles to stain the snow at his
feet.

The wi zard waited until the little party of Guards had
gone al nost two hundred yards from him Then Rudy,
turning again to | ook back, saw himthrow down his staff
in the snow. The |light went out. The sword bl ade swung in
a searing, phosphorescent arc. Rudy knew that the Dark
had closed in on the old man.

They ran on. Tir had begun to wail, his cries thin and
muf fl ed with exhaustion, within the shelter of his nother's
cl oak. There was no ot her sound; but |ooking across Al de
once, Rudy got a glinpse of GIl's face, a pal e-eyed mask

of pain. The bl azing gates seened to get no nearer, though
he coul d now clearly distinguish the shapes grouped on the
steps in the glare of the bonfires, with the Runes of Guard-
ing and Law | oomi ng behind them reflected in the bl oody
light. One dark shape he knew nust be Tonec Tirkenson

anot her, he thought, was Govannin. There seened to be

sonmet hing wong with his perception of distance. The air
was still, w thout novenent or scent or breath, without
even the sensation of the nearness of the Dark—though he
knew he had to be wong about that; it nmust be only the
effect of his senses slipping gradually away. The Dark had
to be following, waiting the noment to strike. Twi ce he
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| ooked back over his shoul der and saw the firefly nove-

ment of Ingold' s blade in the darkness. He wondered

dizzily why the wi zard had sent them on and wonder ed,

with all the strength left in himto wonder, if they' d make
it as far as the gates before the Dark finally fell on them
from above. The ground steepened; he seened to be nov-

ing through a knee-deep sea of slush, struggling to keep to
his feet.

Then from above them the wi nd streanmed down—not

the winds of the Dark, but the stormw nds, swirling snow
down on themas they fled toward the blazing Hell-nouth

of the gates. The howl of the rising gale was |ike the
keening of wolves on the kill. The stormwi nds that hit
themwith a force that made Rudy stagger were blinding
freezing, raging over themwth wild, malicious glee. He
struggl ed on, seeing before himthe towering darkness of
sonme vast, sonber cliff, the stormw nds driving the flanes
into thirty-foot maypoles of fire. He tripped on sonething
in the darkness and fell, Alde's armsliding fromhis grasp
Looki ng up, he saw before himthe bl azing gates; he had
fallen on the steps. He could see G| dragging Al de up the
steps, framed in a wild coruscation of snow and fire, the
wind mxing their dark hair into a single stream ng cl oud

Someone canme down to himand haul ed himup and into

that red inferno. Sick and half-fainting, he could see only
that the hand that gripped his armwas covered by a bl ack
velvet glove glittering with rubies, like droplets of new
shed bl ood.

When his eyes cleared, he was lying on the floor just
within the gates, half-covered in blowi ng snow Mn and
worren were com ng inside, staggering with cold and ex-
hausti on—hil dren, too, he saw, and realized G| had been
right. H's surrender to fate back in the snowy darkness

had been an act of cowardice that an eight-year-old could
have bettered. Beyond them silhouetted agai nst the ruddy
I'ight, he saw Govannin, a skull with live coals in the eye
sockets, a sword in her skeleton hand. Alwir was a dark
tower, his sister leaning on the strength of his mghty arns,
her child sobbi ng exhaustedly at her breast. Alwir's eyes
were not on either of them but |ooking beyond, into the
dark cave of the Keep itself, calculating the dinensions of
hi s new ki ngdom And past themwas G|, her coarse,

witchy hair fluttering in the backwash of the stormas she
stood at the gates, |ooking out into the darkness. But in al
that waste of ice and bitter wi nd, Rudy could see no trace
of any moving |ight.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
"Where is he?" Rudy asked.

"Wth the Guards." G| adjusted her sword belt without
meeting his eyes. He could see that she had been crying.

Rudy rolled over and found he had to use the wall to

climb painfully to his feet. His body ached, and little el ec-
tric flashes of pain were stabbing every nmuscle and joint

as he tried to nove. Lassitude gripped not only his bones
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but his spirit as well, so that nothing—not last night's flight,
nor the news G| had wakened himw th this afternoon—

brought himeither sorrow or joy. He recognized this as a
synmpt om of extrene fatigue

When | get back to California, he vowed tiredly, | am
never, ever going to gripe about anything again. I wll al-
ways know for a sure fact that things could be | oads worse.

If | get back to California, he anended, and foll owed
G| out of the cell

The cell was one of a warren of partitioned-off cubicles
that stretched haphazardly beyond a door to the right of
the gate. To get out, he had to pick his way through ill-1lit
huddl es of those who still slept, lying where they'd fallen
in blind exhaustion, and step over and around the pitifu
little bundl es of pots and bl ankets heaped in the corners
of the tiny rooms. Next to a snmall hearth, a porcelain-
headed dol | slunped like a dead child against a pair of
broken boots. The place stank of unwashed cl othes and a
child's neglected diaper. Blinking in the dimlight, Rudy
stepped out into the central hall of the Keep

Looki ng around him at the dark fastnesses of that fortress,

he coul d only wonder at the human powers of recuperation

and the human tendency to nmake oneself at hone. Here, in
this awesone fortress of stone and steel, after they'd fought
their way through peril and death and dar kness, people

were settling thenselves in cozily for the winter. Children
—M nal de was right, children were tough little survivors—
ran madly up and down that great, echoing hall, their shrill,
piercing yells ringing off the unseen vaults. He heard
worren' s voi ces, sweet and high, and a man's genui ne | augh

of pleasure. Down at one end of that nobnstrous space, a
rectangl e of blinding light nmarked the doors—daylight,
filtered with clouds and snow. At the other end of the hall

a couple of nonks in patched red robes were putting up a
bronze crucifix over a cell doorway otherw se indistinguish-
abl e froma hundred small bl ack doorways exactly |ike

it to establish the domain of the Church—Renweth Cathe-

dral and the adm nistrative offices of Bishop Govannin.

She was evidently wasting no time. On the narrow catwal k
above, he saw Alwir, like Lucifer in his velvet cloak, quiet-
l'y surveying his dominion

The Guards had a conplex of cells to the i mediate

right of the great Keep doors. G| l|led Rudy through a
narrow entrance. By the snoldering light of grease |anps,
he saw Janus arguing with a couple of indignant-|ooking
burghers who had the air of having been nmen of property
before the Dark had nade hash of wealth and | and and
presti ge.

Janus was saying patiently, "Cell assignnents aren't the
province of the Guards, they're the responsibility of the
Lord of the Keep, so | suggest..." But neither of the men
| ooked as if he were |istening.

The room was heaped with provisions and mail, weap-
onry and kindling. Guards were sleeping in the chaos, with
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their slack, pinched faces showing the | ast stages of weari -
ness. |In the room beyond, the confusion was worse, for

nmost of the Guards there were sitting around, eating a
scratch di nner of bread and cheese, sharpening their

swords, and nending their uniforns. The Icefalcon, his
white hair unbraided and hanging in a sheet of liquid

pl ati num past his waist, was keeping a pot of water from
boiling by watching it inpatiently. People | ooked up and
call ed greetings, cheerful and noisy, which Rudy returned

wi th what bl oodl ess ent husi asm he could conjure. The place

stank of filth and grease and snoke. What the hell was it
going to be like in a year? O tw years? O twenty? The
t hought was nauseati ng.

A grubby curtain partitioned off a sort of closet, where
the Guards had stored their spare provisions in wldest dis-
order. Stepping through the griny divider, Rudy blinked

at the dimmess, for barely any of the greasy yellow illum -
nati on nmanaged to | eak through fromthe room beyond;

he had the inpression of heaped sacks, scarred firkins, a
floor mucky with mud and ol d hay, and an overwhel m ng

snel | of dusty cheese and onions. Across the back of that
narrow cell sonebody had excavated a makeshift bed on

the fodder-sacks. On the bed, |ooking |like a dead hobo, |ay
I ngol d.

"You're crazy, do you know that?" Rudy said.

The bl ue eyes opened, drugged and dreamy with fatigue.
Then the familiar smle |lightened the whole face, stripping
the age fromit and turning it inpish and curiously young.

"You could have got killed."

"You have an overwhel m ng capacity for the obvious,"

Ingold said slowy, but his voice was teasing, and he was
obviously pleased to see G| and Rudy alive and well. The
wi zard' s hands were bandaged in rags and his face welted
and snow burned, but on the whole, Rudy thought, he

| ooked as if he'd live. He went on. "Thank you for your
concern, though the danger was |l ess than it appeared. |

was fairly certain | could keep the Dark Ones at bay unti

| released the spells over the storm | knew | could escape
t hem under cover of the storm you see."

"Yeah?" Rudy asked, sitting down at the foot of the
bed. "And just how the hell did you plan to escape the
st or n?"

"A nmere technicality.'
it still snow ng?"

I ngold dismssed the subject. "Is

"I't's coming down pretty heavy," G| said, drawi ng her

knees up like a skinny grasshopper and settling herself be-
side the head of the bed. "But the wind s stopped. Tonec

Ti rkenson says this is the coldest it's been in forty years.
The I cefal con said he's never seen the snow pile up in the
canyons like this so early in winter. You re gonna have one
chilly trek over the Pass." Barely visible in the snoky
darkness, her face | ooked thin and haggard, but at peace.
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"Il wait until it actually stops snowing," Ingold said

confortably, and fol ded his bandaged bands before him
on the not h-eaten wool of the coverlet. Half-hidden in the
gl oom he | ooked white and ill. Rudy didn't |ike the dreamny
weakness of his voice, nor the way he lay w thout noving,
propped on the sacks of grain. Watever he said, the old
boy had had one hell of a close call.

"I can't delay much | onger than that," the w zard con-
ti nued. "Things have happened about which it has becone
i mperative that | consult Lohiro, quite apart fromthe fact
that, so far as |I know, Alwir still proposes to assenble his
Arny here, for the invasion of the Nests of the Dark."

"Look," Rudy began. "About your going to Quo . "

But before he could finish, the muted voi ces outside rose
to a quick babble, followed by the hasty scuffle of too
many people all trying at once to get respectfully to their
feet in too small a space. The ragged curtain was thrust
aside, and a towering shadow blotted the infalling Iight.
Alwir, Lord of the Keep of Dare, stepped through. At his
side, dark and slender as a young apple tree newy cone to
bl ossom was the Lady M nal de.

The Chancel l or stood silent for a noment, gravely re-
garding the old man Iying on his bed of sacks. Wen he
spoke, his nel odi ous voice was quiet. "They told me that
you were dead."

"Not nmuch of an exaggeration,” Ingold said pleasantly,
"but not strictly accurate, as you see."

"You coul d have been," the Chancellor said. "Wt hout

you, we mght all have been, back by the river. | have
conme— The words seened to stick in his throat like dry
bread. "I have cone to say that | have wonged you, and

to offer you ny hand in friendship again." He held out his
hand, the jewels of his many rings flanming in the shadows.

Ingold stretched out a grubby, bandaged hand to accept,

a king's gesture to an equal. "I only did as |I prom sed

El dor | would," he said. "I have taken his son and seen
himto safety. My pronmise is fulfilled. As soon as the

weat her permits, | shall be leaving to seek the Hidden Gty
of Quo."

"Do you think, then, that it can be found?" Alwir's frown
was one of troubled concern, but his eyes were cal cul ating.

"I can't know that until | seek it. But the aid of the
Council of Wzards is inperative: to your invasion, to the
Keep, to all of humankind. Lohiro's silence troubles ne.

It has been over a month, wi thout word fromhimor from
any nmenber of the Council. Yet it is inpossible that they
cannot know what has happened. "

"But you still think Lohiro isn't dead?"

I ngol d shook his head decisively. "I would know it," he
said. "I would feel it. Even with the spells that surround
the city like aring of fire, I would know. "
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M nal de spoke for the first tune, her eyes dark with
concern. "Wat do you think has happened, then?"

I ngol d shook his head and said sinply, "I don't know. "

She | ooked down at him for a nonent, hearing, as no

one else in the roomdid, the undercurrent in his voice of
hel pl essness and fear—ot fear for the world' s w zardry,

but for his friends in Quo, the only people in the world to
whom the old man truly bel onged. She had seen hi m be-

fore only in his strength and conmand, and sudden sym
pat hy cl ouded her face. She said, "You would have

sought them weeks ago, but for your promise. I'msorry."

Ingold sniled at her. "The prom se had nothing to do
withit, my child."

She stepped quickly forward and bent to kiss the top of
his rough, silvery hair. "God be with you," she whispered
She turned and fled the room |eaving |over and brother
staring after her in benused surprise

"You seemto have nade a conquest," Al wir chuckled,

t hough, Rudy thought, he didn't sound a hundred percent

pl eased about it. "But she is justified. Your service to the
Real m goes beyond any paynent we can possi bly make."

He | ooked around himat the griny, lowceilinged roomwth
its dirty walls, the snells and steam fromthe guardroom
outside drifting in, along with Grift's cracked, tunel ess
voi ce singing of love in cornfields. "It certainly deserves
better than a back roomin the barracks. The Royal House-
hold is a regular warren—we can put you up there in the
confort that befits your state, ny lord."

The wi zard snil ed and shook his head. "OQthers coul d
use the space there better than |I," he excused hinself.

"And in any case, | shall be departing soon. As |long as
there is a spare bunk in the Guards' quarters, | shall have
a hone. "

The Chancel | or studied himcuriously for a | ong nonent.
"You're an odd bird," he said finally, wthout resentnent.
"But have it as you will. And if you ever get tired of your

gypsy existence, the offer will always stand. The quarre
bet ween us has wasted your talents, ny lord. | can only
ask your leave to nmake restitution."

"There is no leave," Ingold said, "nor restitution. The

quarrel is forgotten."

Chancellor Alwir, Regent of the Real mand Lord of the
Keep of Dare, bowed hinself fromthe room

A moment later the lcefalcon slipped in to give Ingold

a cup of the tea he had been brewi ng. The steam had a
curious snell, but it was supposed to prevent colds. It
occurred obliquely to Rudy that, although he'd been frozen,
wet, half-starved, and nearly dead of exhaustion, at no
time had he felt even mildly ill. Probably there was no
time for it, he decided. And what |'ve been through woul d
scare any self-respecting bacteria into extinction.
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"Ingold," GI said quietly after the Guard had |eft.
"About your going to Quo ..."

"Yes," the wizard said. "Yes, we shall have to tal k about
that."

Rudy shifted his position at the foot of the bed. "I don't
think you should go al one."

n l\b?ll

"You say it's dangerous as hell —ekay. But | think you
should take ne, or G|, or one of the Guards, or some-
body. "

The old man folded his arns and asked detachedly,
"You don't believe I can | ook after nyself?"

"After that stunt you pulled |ast night?"
"Are you vol unt eeri ng?"

Rudy stopped short, with a quick intake of breath. "You
mean—you' d take ne?" He couldn't keep the eagerness

out of his voice or, to judge by Ingold s expression, off his
face. The prospect of going with the old nman, no matter

what the dangers—ef |earning fromhimeven the rudi-

ments of wi zardry—evershadowed and i ndeed nonen-

tarily obliterated everything he had ever heard or feared
regarding White Raiders, ice storns, and the perils of the
plains in whiter. "You nean | can go with you?"

"l had al ready consi dered asking you," Ingold said.
"Partly because you are ny student and partly due to ..
ot her considerations. G| is a Guard— He reached out to
touch her hair in a wordl ess gesture of affection. "—and
the Keep can ill spare any Guard in the nonths ahead.

But you see, Rudy, at the nonent you are the only other
wi zard whom | can trust. Only a wi zard can find his way
into Quo. If, for sone reason, | do not nmake it as far as
Quo, it will be up to you."

Rudy hesitated, shocked. "You nmean—+ may end up
having to find the Archmage?”

"There is that possibility," Ingold adnitted. "Especially
after what | learned |ast night."

"But— He stammered, suddenly awed by that respon-
sibility. The responsibility, he realized, was part of the
privil ege of being a mage; but still . . . "Look," he said
quietly. "I do want to go, Ingold, really. But GI's right.
ama coward and | ama quitter and if | didn't screw you
up or get you into trouble on the way—f | had to find the
Council by nyself, | might blowit."

Ingold snmled pleasantly. "Not as badly as | would al -

ready have blown it by getting nyself killed. Don't worry,
Rudy. We all do what we nust." He took a sip of his tea.

"I take it that's settled, then. W shall be |leaving as soon
as the weather breaks, probably within three days."
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Three days, Rudy thought, caught between qual ns and
excitenent. And then, to his horror, he realized that, faced
with the chance of continuing bis education as a w zard,

he had forgotten al most entirely about M nal de.

I can't | eave her! he thought, aghast. Not for the five or
six weeks the journey will take! And yet he knew that there
had never been any consci ousness of a choice. To go with
Ingold, to study wi zardry under the old nman, was what he
want ed—+n sone ways the only thing he wanted. He had

known, far down the road when he had first brought fire

to his bidding, that it mght | ose himthe wonan he | oved;
even then he had known that there was no possibility of an
alternative course. And yet-how could he explain?

Long ago and in another life, he renmenbered driving

through the night with a scholar in a red Vol kswagen,
speaki ng of the only thing that sonmeone wanted to have or
be or do. He | ooked across at her now, at the thin, scarred
face with pal e school marm eyes, the witchlike straggle of
sloppily braided hair. It had been hard for her to | eave
somet hi ng she disliked for sonmething she | oved. Harder
still, he thought, was it to | eave sonething you | oved for
sonet hing you | oved nore

Sorely trouble in his mnd, he returned his thoughts to

what G| was saying. "So you'll be bunking here unti
t hen?"

"I don't take up nuch room" Ingold remarked, "and

far prefer the conpany. Besides," he added, picking up
his teacup again, "I never have found out who ordered ny
arrest in Karst. Wiile | don't believe Alwir would put ne
out of the way as long as he had a use for ne, there are
cells deep in the bowels of this Keep that are woven with
a magi ¢ far deeper and stronger and far, far ol der than
my own, cells that | could never escape. The Rune of the
Chain is still sonewhere in this Keep—+n whose possession
I cannot tell. As long as | remain in the Keep of Dare, |
would really prefer to sleep among ny friends."

Rudy's fingers traced idly at the noldy nap of the bl an-
ket. "You think it's like that?"

"l don't know," the wi zard admitted equably. "And
should hate to find out. The wi se man defends hinself by
never being attacked."

"You call that business |last night not being attacked?"

Ingold snmiled ruefully. "That was an exception," he
apol ogi zed, "and unavoidable. | knew that | could draw
the Dark away from Tir and hold them off |ong enough to

l et you get close to the gates. There weren't very nany of
themleft by that time, too fewto split up and still have
enough power anong thenselves to work counterspells

agai nst ne."

"l don't understand,"” G| said, tossing the end of her
brai d back over her shoulder. "I know there weren't a |ot
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of them-but why did they let us go? They' ve been foll ow
ing Tir clear the hell down from Karst. They know what

the Keep is and they knew | ast night was their |ast chance
to get at him But they turned back and went after you
Why ?"

He didn't answer at once. He lay watching the curl of

the steamrising fromthe cup in his bandaged hands, his
face in repose suddenly old and tired. Then his dark-circled
eyes shifted to meet hers. "Do you renenber,"” he said
slowy, "when | al nost becane—tost—n the vaults at

Gae? When you called me back fromthe stairways of the

Dar k?"

G | nodded soundlessly; it had been the first day, she
remenbered, that she had held a sword in her hand. The
darkness cane back to her, the stealthy sense of |urking

fear, the old man standing al one on the steps far bel ow

her, listening to a sound that she could not hear, the white
radi ance of his staff illum nating the shadows all around
him It had been the | ast day she had been a scholar, an
outwor | der, the person she had once been. The nenory of

that distant girl, alone and armed with a borrowed sword

and a guttering torch against all the arm es of the Dark,
brought a lunp to her throat that she thought woul d choke
her .

He went on. "l guessed, then, what | know now-that

Prince Tir is not their first target. OCh, they' |l take himif
they can get hi mbut, given a choice, as | gave thema
choice last night, it isn't Tir they want.

"It's me."

"You?" Rudy gasped.

"Yes." The wi zard sipped his tea, then set it aside. From
beyond the curtain, Giift's voice bitingly informed sone-
one that he had | ess stance than a wooden-|egged ice
skater. "I can evidently be of nore ultimate harmto them
than Tir can. | suspected it before, and after |ast night
there can be no other explanation.”

"But how—+ nean—your magic can't touch them"

Rudy said uneasily. "To themyou're just another guy wth
a sword. You don't know any nore about the Tinme of the
Dark than anybody else. | nean, Tir's the one who'll re-
menber . "

"I'"ve wondered about that nyself," Ingold said calmy.
"And | can only conclude that | know sonething that |'m
not yet aware that | know-sone clue that hasn't fallen
into place. They know what it is, and they're concerned
| est | renenber."

Rudy shuddered whol eheartedly. "So what are you goi ng
to do?"

The wi zard shrugged. "Wat can | do? Take el enentary

precautions. But it might be well for you to reconsider
your offer to acconpany ne to Quo."

file:/l/G|/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%20-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt (200 of 205) [2/13/2004 11:44:31 PM]



file:///G)/rah/Barbara%20Hambly%620-%20The%20Time%200f%20The%20Dark.txt

"To hell with that," Rudy reconsidered. "You're the one
who shoul d reconsider."

"Who el se can go?" Ingold reasoned. "And if | were

afraid of getting nyself killed, | should never have taken
up this business in the first place. | should have stayed in
Gettl esand and grown roses and cast horoscopes. No—al

that | can do nowis stay a few steps ahead of them and

hope that | realize what the answer is before they catch
ne. "

"You're crazy," Rudy stated unequivocally.

Ingold snmled. "Really, Rudy, | thought we'd | ong
settled the question of ny sanity."

"You're all crazy!" Rudy insisted. "You and G| and
Al de and the Guards .. . How the hell cone | always end
up conpl etely surrounded by |unatics?"

The old man settled confortably back anong the bl an-

kets and picked up his tea again, the steamweathing his
face li ke snmoke fromthe altar of a battered idol. "The
question is the answer, Rudy—always provided you want

an answer that badly."

Considering it in that light, Rudy was not entirely sure
that he did.

Al de was waiting for himin the outer room Mst of the
Guards had gone. Beyond the bl ack, narrow arch of the
doorway, Janus' voice could be heard in the next room

still arguing with the sane nerchants. In a corner, the |ce-
falcon had fallen asleep, relaxed and sel f-absorbed as a cat.
But for him they were al one.

"Alde ..." Rudy began, and she stood up fromthe bunk
where she had been sitting and put a finger to his lips.

"l heard," she said softly.

"Listen..." he tried to explain.

Agai n she shushed him "O course you should go with
him" Her fingers closed, cool and light, over his. "Ws
there any question of your not going?"

He | aughed softly, renenbering his own apprehensions.

"l guess—not to nme. But | sure didn't think you'd under-
stand." They stood together, as close as they had on the
road when they'd been accustoned to share a cloak on

wat ch at night. The ebbing yell ow gl ow of the fire masked
themin dun, pulsing shadow, and he could snell the sweet-

grass braided into her hair. "I didn't think anybody woul d
under stand or coul d understand. Because | sure as hel
don't."

She chuckl ed with soft laughter. "He's your naster,

Rudy," she said. "And your need is to learn. Even if |
wanted to, | could never stop you fromit." But she noved
closer to himin the shadows, belying her own words.
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We all have our priorities, Rudy thought, and brushed

aside the dark silk of her hair to kiss her lips. If It cane

to a choice between ne and Tir, | know damm wel |l who'd
get left out in the cold. She, too, had her choices between
| oves.

The enbers in the hearth whispered a little and col -

| apsed in on themsel ves, sending up a spurt of yellow
flanme and al nost i medi ately cl oaking them both in deeper
shadow. From outside the room the constant rmurmnur of

voi ces fromthe hall beyond came to themlike the mngling
of a stream Rudy was finding already that he had grown
used to the Keep, the noises, the shadows, the snells. He
could feel the weight of that nountain of stone pressing
down around them as it had pressed for thousands of years.
But as he ki ssed her again, holding her slenderness tight
against him he reflected that there was a great deal to be
said for stillness and silence and | ove w thout fear

Her breath a whi sper against his lips, she murnured, "I
under stand, Rudy—but | will mss you,"

H s armtightened convul sively about her shoul ders.

Scraps of conversations drifted back to his nmenory, things
said in Karst and in the night canps all down that perilous
road. She had | ost the world she had known and everyone
init she had | oved, except her son. And now he, Rudy,

was | eaving her, too. Yet she hadn't said, Don't go.

What ki nd of |ove, he wondered, understood that need
and tried to nake easier the separation it would cause?

None that he'd ever run into.

Alde, you're alady in amllion. I wish to hell you
weren't the Queen. | alnost wish | weren't going back, or
that | could take you and Tir back with ne when | go.

But either course was inpossible.

As she slipped away from him gathering her cloak about
her shoul ders as she vani shed through the darkness of the
far doorway, it occurred to himthat she hadn't even asked
himthat other thing—WIIl you mss me, too?

Agai nst the blurred gl eamthat backed the griny door
curtain, G| watched the shadows of man and woman em

brace, neld, and separate. In the stillness of the room she
heard I ngold sigh. "Poor child," he said softly. "Poor
child."

She gl anced across at him invisible but for the glitter

of his eyes In the darkness and his bandaged hands f ol ded
on his breast. "Ingol d?"

"Yes, ny dear?"

"Do you really believe there's no such thing as coinci-
dence?"
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The question didn't seemto surprise him but then, few
tilings did. G| had known peopl e—her nother, for one—
who woul d have replied, "What a question to ask at a

time like this!"™ But it was a question that could be asked
only at such times, when all the daylight trivialities had
been put aside, and there was only the understanding of
peopl e who knew one anot her wel .

Ingold gave it some thought, and said at |ast, "Yes.

bel i eve that not hi ng happens randomy, that there is no

such thing as chance. How could there be?" There was a

faint squeaking rustle as he settled hinmself back against the
sacks of fodder. "Wy do you ask?"

"Well, " Gl said uncertainly. "I think I understand that
Rudy cane here to—to be a wizard, to find that for him
sel f -because he was born one. But | wasn't. And if there
are no such things as random events, why am| here? Wy
me and not sonebody el se? Wiy was | taken away, why

did | lose everything | had-schol arship and friends and
—and life, really, the life | had? | don't understand."

Ingold' s voice was grave in the darkness, and she saw
the faint touch of light on his cheekbone as he turned his
head. "You once accused nme of dealing, nagelike, in dou-

ble talk. But truly, GI, |I do not know | do not understand
any nore than you do. But | believe there is a purpose to
your being here. Believe ne, GI|. Please believe ne."

She shrugged, enbarrassed as she al ways was by anyone's
concern. "lIt's not inportant," she lied, and she knew I n-

gold heard the lie. "You know, | resented it like hell when
you told me Rudy would be a wi zard. Not because

wanted to be one, but—t's as if he's gained everything and

| ost not hing, because he really had nothing that he cared
about to lose. But |I lost everything . . ." She broke off, the
sil ence com ng between themlike the ocean between a

swi mmer and the shore.

"And gai ned not hing?" To that she could not reply. "It

may be that it is not Rudy's purposes that are being served
at all by his coming here. Rudy is a nmage, and the Real m
the world, is suddenly in desperate need of mages. And it

may be that in the nonths to cone, the Keep will have as
great a need for a wonan with the courage of a lion,
trained in the use of a sword."

"Maybe." G| rested her chin on her drawn-up knees and
stared through the darkness at the dimreflections of the

enbers on the wall, like a streak of false dawn in the night
of the Keep. "But I'mnot a warrior, Ingold. I'ma scholar.
It's all | ever have been and all |'ve ever wanted to be."

"Who can say what you are, ny child?" Ingold asked

softly. "Or what you may be eventual ly? Cone," he said,

as the voices outside rose in volune. "The Guards are back.
Let us go out."

The Guards were trooping back into the roomwhen G|
and I ngold came quietly through the curtain, the w zard
| eani ng heavily on her shoul der. The Guards greeted him
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with boisterous delight, Janus all but dragging himoff his
feet, hauling himinto the circle of the new firelight. The
rose and topaz hearth-gl ow pi cked out the shabbi ness of

the wi zard's patched robe and the lines and hol |l ows of
strain in his face. It flickered in a warm anber radi ance
over scarred faces, frayed bl ack surcoats with their white
quatrefoil enblem and seedy ol d bl ankets maki ng shift as
cl oaks. The finest fighting corps in the West of this world,
she thought, huddling around a scratch fire like tranps in
a boxcar. Her brothers in arnms. People a nonth ago she
hadn't even known.

Yet their faces were so famliar. Janus' blunt, square mug
she'd seen, naneless, for the first time by the cold |ight of
a quarter moon in a frightful dream whose nenory

was clearer to her than the nmenory of many coll ege

parties she'd attended. And those white braids draped over
a sl eeper's anonynous shoul ders—she renenbered them
briefly, fromthat same dream renenbered wondering if
their owner was the foreigner he | ooked to be. They had
been nothing to her then—extras in a drama whose signifi-
cance she had not grasped. Yet she knew t hem now better
than she had known any of her otherworld | overs—better,

wi th one exception, than she had ever known anyone in her
life.

Ingold was sitting near the hearth at the head of the
Icefalcon's bed, the Guards around him his gestures ex-

pansive, relating sone story that nmade Janus throw back
his head with | aughter.

A voice spoke at GIl's elbow. "Wll, he's alive, anyway."

She | ooked over and saw Rudy | eani ng agai nst the wall

on the other side of the curtained arch. His long hair was
tied back, and that and the firelight nmade his rather aqui-
line face nore hawkli ke than ever in the dimorange |ight.
He had changed, she thought, since that night he had called
the fire. Oder, maybe. And not so nuch different as nore
Iike hinself than he had been before.

"I'"mworried about him Rudy."

"He's tough," Rudy said, though his tone was uneasy.
"He'll be okay. Hell, he'll probably outlive thee and me."
But he knew that this was not what she neant.

"What if he gets killed, Rudy?" G| asked softly. "What
happens to us then?"

He had turned his nmind away fromthat thought tine

and tine again, since the night in Karst when Ingold had
di sappeared, inprisoned by order of the council. He whis-
pered, "Hell, | don't know "

"That's what bothers me," G| went on, hooking her

bony hands with their nicks and scars and practice-blisters
through the beat-up | eather of her sword belt. "That's
what's bothered ne all the way al ong. That maybe there's

no goi ng back."
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The question is the answer, Rudy thought. The question

is always the answer. "But there's no going back from any-
thing we do," he said. "Not fromanything we are. It
changes us, good and bad. Wat it is, we becone. If we're
stuck, we're stuck. Wuld that be so bad? I've found ny
power here, G1, what |'ve always been | ooking for. And a
lady in ten nmillion. And you ..."

"A home," G| said sinmply, realizing the truth. "What
I've al ways been | ooking for."

And suddenly, unexpectedly, G| began to | augh. Not
hysterically, or nervously, but with a soft, whol ehearted
chuckl e of genui ne anmusenent. Rudy coul d not renenber
ever seeing her laugh. It darkened her frost-gray eyes to
bl ue and softened the bony hardness of her white face.

"And ny advisor will love it." She grinned up at him
"What a Ph.D. thesis! 'Effects of Subterranean |ncursions
on Preindustrial Culture.""

"I'"'mnot kidding," Rudy protested, still astonished at

how changed she was, how beautiful, scars and swords and
all.

"Neither am|." And she |aughed agai n.

Rudy shook his head, amazed at the difference in her.

"So tell nme truthfully,” he said. "Wuld you go back
fromthis? If it was a choice between the other world and
what you have and where you are now, and if this had al
never been—woul d you go back?"

G| looked at himconsideringly for a nonment. Then

she turned her eyes back to the hearth, to Ingold, his warm
raspi ng voice holding his listeners enspelled, to the firelight
on the faces of the Guards and the blackness of the shad-

ows beyond, and, past that, to the dark wei ght of the Keep,

the night it held within its walls, and the shifting, w nd-
stirred night that waited outside. "No," she said finally. "I
think I nust be crazy to say so, but no, | wouldn't."

"Lady." Rudy grinned, touching the enbl em of the
Guards she bore on her shoulder. "If you weren't crazy,
you woul dn't be wearing that."

G| |ooked him specul atively up and down. "You know,
for a punk you have a lot of class."

"For a spook," Rudy said gravely, "it's real perceptive
of you to notice."

The two of themwent to join Ingold by the fire.
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