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THE SI LI CON MAGE
Bar bara Hanbl y

[22 oct 2001 — scanned for #bookz, proofread and rel eased — v1]

CHAPTER |

The worst thing about knowing that Gary Fairchild had been dead for a nonth was seeing him
every day at work.

"So whatcha doing after we get outta here tonight, babe?"

Joanna Sheraton tried not to stiffen, tried to recapture the half tolerant, half evasive tone
characteristic of her conversations with himbefore... before. "I don't know, Gary. Ruth and | had
tal ked about going to the novies." It sounded tinnily unconvincing even to her own ears.

Gary's face, as he | eaned around the avocado burl ap padded partition into her cluttered
programm ng cubicle, fell into its famliar pout. But there was a rehearsed quality to it, as
there was to the slouching stance of that conpactly nuscled body in its assortnent of Sears' best
pol yesters. It was sonet hing he knew Gary used to do, but now and then he forgot and stood
strai ght and poised. There was an anber glint far back in the brown eyes, worlds distant from
Gary's dogli ke eagerness.

Joanna felt her heart pounding fast and turned back to conparing the green |lines of
information on her terminal with the bug riddled runout of the Tiger mssile test analysis
program so he wouldn't see the nervous trenor of her nouth.

"Babe, what's the matter? You nad at ne?" He had the whine down perfect that tine.

She swung around a tad too quickly. "No. That is..." It was astonishingly difficult to
renenber patterns of voice and behavior several nonths old, particularly when she thought about
them consciously, particularly with those brown eyes, watchful now, studying her face. She
swal | owed hard and pushed back the feathery tangle of untidy blond curls fromher face.

"Babe, listen." He came around the partition, renpoved a stack of printouts fromthe cubicle's
other chair, and sat down with that new, |ithe grace, reaching out to take her hands. The nails
were growi ng back—Gary had habitually bitten themto the quick. It was the closest that she'd | et
himget to her since she'd guessed what had happened to Gary—to the real Gary.

She made hersel f calm nade her eyes neet his.

He went on, "I don't know where you went when you di sappeared at the end of August, or what
happened to you..." That was a lie. He knew, all right; the only thing he didn't know was how nuch
she had realized on the night of her return. "But | know sonething's been bothering you ever since
you cane back. You've been avoiding ne."

"No!" Again it was too quick. The managenent of San Serano habitually turned off the air
conditioning in Building Six around three in the afternoon; the close swelter of the Cctober heat
was, she hoped, enough to account for the crawl of sweat down her face and neck. Stamrering, she
tried to recoup. "I've been sort of avoiding everybody, Gary. Really, | just | just don't want to
see anyone now. "

He smiled a little. "That's why you're going to the novies with Ruth?" H's fingers tightened
over hers. She hoped to hell they didn't feel as cold to himas they did to her. H s eyes warned
with all Gary's old shallow charm "You've got to deal with it sonetinme, babe. Get it out in the
open." Past the cubicle door, voices sounded, and the scuff of feet echoed oddly in the high
ceilings of the plant's testing bays just beyond the conputer section where they sat. It was five
o' cl ock. People were going hone.

Hastily she pulled her hands away from him Over her shoul der, as she began to stunble through
backup procedures, he went on. "Wy don't you cone out to dinner with ne, we go back to ny place,
and we tal k. Okay?"

Two and a half nonths ago the invitation would have neant nerely that he was going to try and
talk her into bed with him Now she knew, with a cold that seened to spread from her hands and
feet to the very pit of her stomach, that what he wanted was to get her al one.

"Anot her tinme, Gary." Her hands funbled the typed commands; she hit the ESCAPE button and
tried again, hoping he wouldn't read her fear and begin to ask hinself why.

"Babe..." He came around behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, bare in the sl eeveless
top that was the only answer to the heat of an unspeakable California autumm. She had to cl ench
her teeth and fight not to strike his hands away with loathing and terror. "Next week?"

"Maybe..." For a horrifying instant she bl ocked on the proper conmand to get out of the
mai nfranme, her distracted m nd praying he woul dn't notice.
"Tuesday?"

She was about to say "Maybe" again, then realized that every nonent the discussion |asted,
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people were |eaving the plant. In a very few mnutes Building Six would be virtually enpty, and he
woul dn't have to maneuver to get her al one..

She turned in her swivel chair, |ooked up into his eyes, and conjured up a sigh. "Al right."

He smiled, but there was a gleamof a different triunph in his eyes.

She was shaking all over as she wal ked out to the parking | ot.

He had been trying for weeks to get her alone, sonetinmes subtly, sonetinmes blatantly; |ike
her, he was working delicately around things that he wasn't supposed to know, pretending he didn't
know exactly what had happened to her in those weeks at the end of summer when she'd been gone,
pretendi ng he hadn't nmet her on the other side of the dark Void that separated universe from
uni ver se.

He hadn't been Gary then, of course.

Joanna shivered as she started up the car, a decrepit blue bonber of a '75 Mistang,
renenbering the frail, delicate old Archmage, the head of the Council of Wgzards, Salteris
Solaris. He'd fooled themall: his grandson the young warrior Stonne Caris; Gary—the real Gary, in
those days whom he'd duped into acting for himon this side of the Void; and all the Wzards of
the Council... herself... He'd fooled them and had |eft poor Salteris' stripped out husk of body
and nind to nmigrate on and devour Gary's self in his turn, as he'd left others.

He was Suraklin the Dark Mage, now after her

The dammabl e thing was that there was no proof.

It was no wonder, she thought, that Antryg Wndrose went insane.

She guided the car down the long stretch of Lost Canyon Road to where the Ventura Freeway | ay,
a glittering snake of constipated steel wavering with heat dance, and wondered bl eakly if Antryg
were still alive

He has to be, she thought, a threadbare litany with which she had tried to sustain herself for
the |l ast four weeks. Please, God, don't |et him be dead.

She had no proof of that, either

Tears of renorse, anger, and shane burned her eyes.

Li kewi se, she had no proof that those bl ank periods of gray and causel ess depression that had
more and nore often troubled her and everyone she knew were anything other than her own unsettled
m nd. Yes, at such tinmes no one at San Serano seenmed to be able to do any work or to perform such
tasks as they attenpted correctly; yes, such spells coincided with an increase in newspaper
accounts of both suicides and sensel ess gang viol ence, not only in Los Angeles, but in San
Franci sco, New York, Tokyo, London, or anywhere el se she could read about. One or two newspapers
had come up with facile sociological theories about econom ¢ anxiety and shifts in denographics.
They mi ght even have been right. But going downstairs to visit her friend Ruth after one such

spel |, Joanna had seen the painting on which Ruth had spent weeks, gessoed over with great,
i npatient snears of hardening white.
That was still not proof that the life energy of the world was being intermttently drained

and bl ed—not fatally, or at least not intrinsically fatally—across the Void, to create electricity
to power a conputer in a world which had neither.

In the last four weeks, Joanna had read a great deal about that conmputer in Suraklin's files.

She nosed the Miustang up the freeway on ranp, one tedious car length at a tinme, and into the
sluggish flow of traffic. Wiatever air conditioning systemthe car had once possessed had bitten
the big one years ago; she relied on what Ruth called four eighty air conditioning;, one opened al
four wi ndows and drove at eighty. It worked when one wasn't trying to get down the 101 at five
fifteen on a Friday afternoon with everybody else in the southern half of the state of California.
At | east she was inbound, toward L. A instead of away fromit; the traffic was noving at about two
yards per hour, but noving. The outbound | anes were stopped in both directions as far as the eye
coul d see

The sl owness gave her tine to think about tonight, and with thought cane fear

She'd been living with fear for over a nonth now and she hadn't gotten used to it yet. The
abnormal |y heavy traffic rem nded her again that it was Friday, making her heart triphamrer with
dread. There was a good chance that it would be tonight..

She and Antryg W ndrose had guessed that Suraklin had a conputer whose el ectrical/mgica
power relays fed on |ife, hidden in sone fortress, some cavern, or sonme other hideaway in the
Empire of Ferryth, the world on the other side of the Void, before she'd ever tapped into
Suraklin's files. For nonths Gary had been progranming theminto the big Cray mainfrane at San
Serano, while he'd worked at stealing by nbdem powered conputer scam an experinental mainfranme of
artificial intelligence proportions to set up on the other side of the Void. It was ultimately
ironic, she thought wyly, that, having stolen via conputer, Gary's personality, his self, should
now be nothing nore than a series of programs |ogged in a conputer's electronic guts.
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She' d seen that program Everything about Gary-his likes and dislikes, his intricate network
of conputer tapped bank accounts, the affairs he'd carried on with other wonen while he'd sworn
his undying love to her, and the details of the particularly nasty variety of pornography he'd
favored—had all been neatly digitalized. In other files, she'd found the details of the old
Archmage Salteris' personality and what had been that of the poor inbecilic Enperor of Ferryth,
whose shell still stunbled drooling through the pal ace at Angel shand while his nad son ruled the
Enpi re.

And with them was the personality, the nenories, and the know edge of the man who had stol en
and i nhabited the bodies and m nds of the Enperor, of Salteris, and of Gary in turn—the evil old
man whose speech patterns and gestures Gary occasionally used and whose anber cat glint eyes had
wat ched her so intently today, the w zard Suraklin, whomall had once called the Dark Mage.

The conputer was his ticket to eternity. Joanna knew it existed and knew he was progranm ng
his personality, petrifying it in everlasting silicon, so that he would at last live forever. The
drain on the life energies of her own world and of the world in which the conputer itself was
situated—the world across the Void—wasn't strong enough to kill. It would only maim in a way for
whi ch there was no word, forever.

She knew it existed, but she had no proof.

She was fighting himabsolutely al one.

She edged the car out of traffic, off the freeway and into a supermarket parking lot in
Enci no, still halfway across the San Fernando Valley fromher hone. Fromthe front seat, she
fished her purse, a nonstrous affair of macrane and bunny skins the size and wei ght of a dead
Labrador dog; fromthe trash pit of the trunk she dug a blue nyl on backpack of the kind school ki ds
carry books in, crammed to bursting and heavy as if it contained |lead. Slinging these over her
shoul der, she | ocked up the car and crossed the parking ot on foot, a small, sturdy girl, her
untidy blond curls now danp and matted with sweat, |ike a schoolkid herself in her worn blue jeans
and sl eeveless top. Wthin fifteen m nutes she was on a bus headed back toward San Serano.

Definitely, she thought, a candidate for the Acadeny for the Bew | dered. Her behavior in the
| ast nonth—breaking into conmputer files, hiding her car and sneaki ng back to the darkened pl ant
after everyone was gone, avoiding the man she'd been sleeping with for the |ast two years—was
bi zarre enough to qualify her as a paranoid in anybody's book. Her dreans were sonething she
woul dn't wi sh on her worst eneny.

"I"ve spent nost of nmy life terrified of a man who's been dead for years," Antryg W ndrose had
told her once. And she understood now how the Prince Regent had becone a hopel ess paranoid at the
age of ten, positive that his father the Enperor had ceased to be his father and unable to prove
it to a soul

She | eaned her head against the vibrating netal of the wi ndow frame of the bus, closed her
eyes, and tried not to snell the fattish man in a brown |eisure suit who'd cone to sit next to her
on the crowded conveyance.

The whol e situation—the events of her disappearance, the terrible thing she had | earned, the
tall, gentle madman who had kept her safe both fromthe Inquisition and fromthe random
abomi nations traveling now through the Void between universes—had the aspect of sone hi deous
quadratic equation, with two solutions and no neans of determ ning which was correct.

The daylight side of the equation was sinply that she had been tenporarily insane. That was
easy. At Gary's house party | ast August, she'd inbibed sone chemically enhanced punch, of which
there'd been a fair anobunt, and had undergone a | ong period of illness and violent hallucinations,
peopl ed by w zards, warriors, evil princes, and the kind of man whose | ove she had al ways craved.
And, like Judy Garland in The Wzard of Oz, she had waked again to a black and white world of
peopl e she had known all her life saying soothingly to her, "It was only a dream dear; only a
dream "

The ni ght side of the equation was also a dream

That dream had cone to her a few nights after her return to this world fromwherever she had
been. It had recurred—l oudy, haunting, terrible five or six tinmes since.

In the dream she was in a stone walled room |ike the dungeon of the Inquisition from which
Antryg had rescued her; by its heavy proportions, it was sonewhere underground. Camy cold
radi ated fromthe danp wall behind her, but she was sweating fromthe heat that blazed fromthe
condensed cherry flames on the roomis snmall hearth. A man was working at the fire, bent over it
with his troll shadow flung vast and fidgeting on the curved stone of wall and roof groin,
stripped to loincloth and shoes in the heat, with his skull shaved bald. In the corner where she
stood, Joanna could snell the acrid reek of his sweat. The faint, brisk tapping of his little
hamrer on iron sounded loud in the silence, punctuating the crackle of the coals and the asthmatic
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hi ss of the bell ows being worked for himby a girl apprentice whose sl eevel ess shift showed biceps
like a man's. She, too, was shaved bald, as was the big, clunmsy |ooking woman in gray velvet robes
who stood before the hearth, perspiration trickling down the fatty rolls of her neck. The snell of
unwashed wool, wet earth, and snoke |ay heavy on the air.

That fat woman was | ooki ng, not at what the smth was doing by the fire, but at the doorway
opposite, a low black arch of shadows, sinister as the maw of sone Boschi an beast.

In time, there was novenent in that dark, and the fat woman in gray fol ded her hands over her
stomach and smil ed.

The man they brought in was taller than all but two of the guards who held him Wen Joanna
had stood in the circle of his arms, her head had not cone as high as those broad, bony shoul ders.
Framed in a tangl ed expl osion of graying brown hair, his face was chal ky with exhaustion, the wi de
gray eyes in their bistered hollows dilated with drugs.

The big woman stepped forward, her eyes |ike pieces of chipped blue glass in the pouchy flesh
"Antryg Wndrow," she said, and the prisoner raised his head.

Wt hout his spectacles, Joanna knew he was half blind. She saw the swoopi ng network of |ines
rayi ng back fromeyelids to tenples and down over his cheeks tighten as he tried to get her into
focus.

"Antryg Wndrow, do you confess to the crinmes of which you have been accused?"

He drew in breath to speak, then paused. Sweat shone in the torchlight on his upper lip, the
preposterous arch of his nose, and the pit of his throat, visible through the tattered collar of
the coarse robe he wore. Asleep, dead fifty years from now, Joanna knew she woul d recogni ze his
voi ce in her dreans.

"Herthe, | don't care what you do to ne, but please believe that killing me will not renove
the danger you're all in. Suraklin..."

A guard behind himdid sonething to one of his pinioned arms; he cried out and the other guard
caught himas his knees buckled. In the crazily |eaping shadows, Joanna could see that the first
guard was Stonne Caris, the Archnage's grandson

The wonman Herthe stepped forward as the guards dragged Antryg upright again. "Do not nane your
master to us," she said softly. "And do not think to frighten us into letting you live. You have
al ready signed the confession of your crimes." Her voice sank | ower, cold as poisoned ice. "Is it
necessary that, as Bishop in charge of this Inquisition, | require you to do so agai n?"

He | ooked away fromthat flat stare, and a shudder went through his body. H's voice was al nost
i naudi bl e. "No."

"Do you confess to violating the first |aw of the Council of Wzards, to breaking your vows to

the Council never to use your powers, either for ill or for what seens good, in the affairs of
humanki nd?"
He nodded, still not meeting her eyes. "Yes."
"Do you confess to attenpting to murder the Prince Regent Pharos by nmeans of nagic?"
"Yes."

"Do you confess to the nmurder of Salteris Solaris, Archrmage of the Council ?"

He closed his eyes, fighting within hinmself against grief, guilt, and despair. It was a |ong
time before he could speak; and then, it was only the soundl ess novenent of his lips. "Yes."

The Bi shop signhed to the blacksnmith beside the hearth. He straightened up, holding in his
hands the thing he had been forging. Those of Antryg's guards whom Joanna recogni zed by their
bl ack robes as wizards fell hastily back. Caris, too, a wi zard born, flinched and averted his face
fromit, though he did not release his grip on Antryg's arm

Pani ¢ and despair fl ooded the nmad wi zard's gray eyes. "No," he whispered desperately, and
tried to back away; Caris twisted his armagain, brutally forcing himforward. "Herthe, that isn't
necessary. The Sigil of Darkness is on the Tower door; that is enough. | can't touch it, can't
pass it, no w zard can..."

"Yet you escaped fromthis Silent Tower before," the Bishop said inpassively. A spurt of
yellow firelight wi nked balefully on the iron collar in the smth's hands, flaring across the
crooked synbol of lead and jewels worked into its center. "The Sigil of Darkness is the Seal of
the Dead God, the death of power. It should keep you from escaping again until the tinme of your
execution."

"I won't," Antryg said, his voice |ow and desperate, staring at the thing in the snth's hands
as if hypnotized. "I swear to you |l won't try to escape, only don't... You don't understand,
you' re not a w zard, please..."

The smith stepped forward, the iron collar in his hands. It took four guards to force Antryg
to his knees, to strip back his faded robes, and to hold himimobile by the hair, the arns, the
shoul ders, while the smth fixed the collar around his neck and soldered shut it |ock. Caris was
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one of them but, nmageborn as he was, even the proximty of the Sigil left himsweating and gray
| i pped. Though his grip never slacked, not once throughout did he look at the thing they were

fastening against Antryg's flesh. Only when they were done and the other guards rel eased himdid
Caris thrust the renegade wizard fromhim sending himsprawling to the filth of the stone floor

Every time she had dreaned this, Joanna fought to | eave the shadowy corner where she stood to
go to his side. It was like trying to nove, not under water, but snothered like a fly in the
treacly anmber of the firelight. Even her cries were stillborn in her aching throat. For a | ong
m nute, there was no sound in that dreadful room save the cracking of the fire, and Antryg's
hoar se, sobbi ng breath.

Then Caris asked quietly, "Wy this?"

The Bi shop fixed upon himher clamy bl ue gaze.

In a face still white fromthe nere closeness to the Sigil of Darkness, the young man's brown
eyes snoldered with hate. "He has confessed and been condemed by the Enperor, by the
Wtchfinders, and by the Council of Wzards. Wy take the trouble of binding his powers, instead
of killing himnow? Has soneone on the Council gotten jeal ous of the Council's rights to judge its
own?"

"You are a sasennan of the Council, Caris, their living weapon." The words cane out as flat
and cold as her fishbelly eyes. "It is not for the sword to question the hand that wields it."

Passi on shook his |ow voice. "Salteris was ny grandfather, damm you!"

"Caris." Ghostlike, the formof the wizard Lady Rosanund nmaterialized in the darkness of the
| ow doorway, the mage who had led in Antryg's arrest. Behind the glitter of her bullion stitched
stole of office, she seened little nore than shadow wi t hin shadow, and those gathered behind her
even less than that. "You put that away," she rem nded him "when you took your vows as sasennan
From that nonment, you had no grandfather. It is nothing to you which nenber of the Council has
spoken for this man's life, or why. Until that vote changes, he remains as he is."

Huddl ed in the shadows, Antryg had turned his face fromthe other wi zards and covered it with
his hands, as if by so doing he could hide fromthem Tw ce Joanna had seen his fingers nove
toward the iron collar, but he could not bring hinself to touch it. H s whole body shivered. She
t hought he wept.

The hearth fire had sunk to a bed of rubies on powdery ash. The snmith and his apprentice had
al ready departed. In the blood colored glare, the Bishop gave that crunpled formone | ast scornfu
gl ance and followed, with her black clothed guards about her; the wi zards faded back into the
shadows from whence they had cone. For a tine Caris alone remai ned, |ooking after them his face
| i ke carved bone dyed by the sinking enbers, notionless but for the sonber glint of his eyes.

Then he turned and wal ked to where Antryg | ay.

The wi zard was silent. Only by the shaky draw and rel ease of his breath could Joanna tell that
he was alive at all or conscious. The rags of his robe had been pulled down off his shoulders; in
the dull carmine light, she could nake out the angles of scapula and vertebrae under taut, fine-
textured white skin.

Caris knelt beside himand drew his dagger. At the noise, Antryg raised his head, struggling
up agai nst some great weight of despair. Seizing himby the shoul der, the young man thrust him

back agai nst the stones of the wall. Coppery reflections of the fire glinted on the | ong bl ade, on
the sweat that ran down Antryg's face and chest, and on the evil jewels in the iron and | ead of
the collar.

For a time Antryg | ooked, not at the blade that hung inches fromhis naked throat, but at the
sasennan's eyes. Then very slowly he brought up his hands, and Joanna saw that his fingers were
all splinted and bandaged, swollen as if every joint had been dislocated. Gitting his teeth
slightly against the pain, with the edge of one wist he pushed back the sleeve of his robe to
expose ropy nuscle and veins tracked to the el bows with whitened scars.

"Pl ease," he said softly. "I'd take it as a great favor."

In one savage nove Caris hurled himaside and jerked upright to stand over him For that
instant, no matter how many tines Joanna had dreaned this scene, she thought that he would kick
Antryg with fury and frustration and hate. But he turned on one booted heel and snapped the dagger
back into its sheathe. The firelight blinked on its hilt as he strode into the darkness of the
doorway, |eaving Antryg lying alone, like a broken scarecrow in the gathering dark.

After a long tinme, the wizard crawmed to his feet. Holding hinself upright against the walls
wi th his bandaged hands, he stunbled toward the door and beyond its darkness to the stair that |ed
to his prison in the Silent Tower above.

The bus lurched to a stop at the gates of San Serano, and Joanna got out. The shuddering heat
of the day radiated through the soles of her battered hi ghtop sneakers fromthe asphalt as she
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crossed the parking lot to Building Six; the enpty hills that surrounded the plant | ooned |ike
browni sh cardboard cutouts in the snog.

You nustn't think about Antryg, she told herself wearily. Not of the |ightness of those big
hands as he'd taught her to drive Prince Cerdic's carriage nor those evenings they'd spent at the
post houses along the road from Kym | to Angel shand, drinking ale and tal king. Not the tones of
that renarkabl e voice, deep and beautiful |ike sone lunatic Shakespearean actor's nor the
desperate heat of his |ips against hers. That was one thing nobody ever nmentioned, she thought
wyly—that the obverse side of learning to care for soneone was that you couldn't stop caring when
it hurt.

The straps of the heavy backpack cut into her shoulder. It contained a variety of things,
nmostly bought out of noney pilfered by conputer from Gary's various illegal bank accounts—bank
accounts he had filled by conputer theft fromfinancial institutions across the United States.
She' d found everything about them-account nunbers, anounts, even the break in program he'd nodened
into all those banking conputers after hours—n the progranms of his personality in the DARKMAGE
files. It hadn't taken rmuch tinkering to help herself. Gary and Suraklin between them-between hinf
she coul dn't hel p wonderi ng—had done a good deal of evil. She considered it only right that they
shoul d finance her expedition to free Antryg-And he is alive! she insisted desperately to herself.
He is! and defeat Suraklin's plan.

She couldn't go on fighting him al one.

So she'd bought cultured pearls and synthetic sapphires and rubies, beef jerky and G anol a
bars, a lightweight water bottle and a six inch sheathe knife to go with the Swiss Arny knife she
al ready had, duct tape, nylon cord, a bundle of plastic coated copper wire, carbide hacksaw
bl ades, and various other supplies. Froma pair of costuners she knew who catered to the
Renai ssance Faire crowd, she'd ordered a gown made to the best of her recollections that woul d
pack small, but, once unpacked, would allow her to pass inconspicuously in a society that frowned
upon wonen wearing trousers. The thought of passing herself off as a boy, as so nany romantic
her oi nes seened able to do, had crossed her mnd, but one glance in the mrror put the kibosh on
t hat one.

She' d bought a .38 Colt Dianpondback and a cleaning kit and had practiced until the blasting
roar and the kick no |l onger twitched at her aim She had toyed with the notion of going to one of
the jock hackers she knew for sone kind of portable induction coil sinply to degauss the stol en
conputer's circuits; but fromwhat she had read of its specs, she knewits shielding was up to
anything a battery was likely to generate, and there was no guarantee she'd be able to tap into
the conputer's magical electrical source herself. The idea of high explosive she'd sinply
di scarded; aside fromthe legal restrictions entailed in acquiring it, she knew herself to be far
too i nexperienced to use or transport it with anything resenbling safety.

But input is input. If Gary—Suraklin—eould transfer prograns fromthe San Serano mainfrane to
his new conputer, so could she. So in a special pocket of her backpack, reinforced with netal and

wrapped in layer after layer of plastic, was her best and nost illegal w pe the di sk worm program
For the rest, her backpack was jamed with hardcopy. Sone of it photo-reduced and Xeroxed
alnmost to illegibility, sonme nmerely shoved in at randomas it cane off the nodemlines that she

hadn't even had tine to | ook at. She'd been hacking into the DARKMAGE files for a nonth; but ow ng
to the sheer volume of them there had been so little time. So little time, she thought—but nore
than enough for Antryg to be..

Stop that! she ordered herself. Antryg is alive. He has to be. He has to..

And if he wasn't, she knew, with cold and sinking dread, she'd have to stop Suraklin herself.

They' d al ready shut down nost of the lights in Building Six. Very quietly, Joanna noved down
the blue carpeted corridors of the enpty typing pools, between programers’' deserted cubicles. She
had stol en back into San Serano this way at |east twice a week for the last nonth, and it al ways
brought up in her a variety of enotions; but paranount, horrifying, in her mnd was the know edge
that Suraklin still needed her. He had ki dnapped her once before when he was planning to take over
Gary's body, and knew he'd need a programer in his universe under his influence to take Gary's
pl ace. Rather, he had gotten Gary to kidnap her and had hinsel f taken her across the Void. Had
Antryg not been following him she would even now be the Dark Mage's hel pl ess puppet and sl ave.

Al nost the last thing Antryg had said to her when they'd finally taken himwas to warn her
And of course she hadn't |istened.

Nearly ill with the violence of her hamering heart, she wal ked swiftly al ong those darkened
halls. If he net her now, he'd have her, and every step she took closer to the Main Conputer Room
made her danger worse

Rel ax, she conmmanded shakily. You've done this a dozen tines.
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She was still shaking all over by the tinme she slipped into one of the programm ng cubicl es
across the hall fromthe mainfrane.

You' ve done this a dozen tines...

Left work with everyone else, to stash your car in a parking lot, en route, but never the sane
parking | ot, and sneaked back here by bus to take a roundabout way back into the plant to wait..
Spent your time raiding conputer files and toting around twenty pounds of backpack. .

Al toget her, she thought wyly, to quiet the shakiness in her chest, this had damm well better
not be a hallucination after all

She felt alittle like a white robed cultist who, having sold everything he owns, stands
expectantly on his nountaintop, awaiting the end of the world. And I'mgoing to feel just as
silly, she added, trudgi ng down hone again..

Feet swi shed softly on the carpet outside. Joanna flattened her body against the wall behind
the cubicle's half open door and angl ed her head sideways to | ook through its crack. For one
flashing instant she identified Gary as he passed.

The Gary who was no | onger Gary now, in the absence of anyone who had known Gary, didn't
bot her to keep up the pretense. In spite of years of conscientious weight lifting, Gary—ef nedi um
hei ght and sl ender build, despite a recent tendency toward paunchi ness—had never | ooked
particularly confortable with his body. He wal ked now with an animal grace subtly at odds with the
sensi bl e gray pol yester trousers and the pal e quiana shirt.

Joanna saw he was carrying a briefcase, and her heart turned perfectly cold within her

It was, after all, going to be tonight.

She' d guessed it when she'd tapped into the DARKMACE files early this nmorning and found | arge
sections of them gone. No nobdem |ines stretched across the Void. He was doing his programing on
the San Serano naminframe, but he had to transfer his files across the Void by hand.

She felt the terrified urge to cry. Don't think about it, she told herself severely and
ti ptoed soundl essly across the darkened cubicle to the phone. To her infinite relief, she got
Rut h's answering machine. It had been a good bet she woul dRuth was rarely home—but the |ast thing
she wanted right now was questions.

She said, sinply, "Ruth, this is Joanna. Use your key to ny place. There's a manila envel ope
on the table, with sone instructions. Please carry themout. I'll explain when | see you, but that
m ght not be for a few weeks. I'mnot in any trouble. 'Bye."

Par anoi d, schi zo, obsessive, insane.

Why does it have to be ne?

Antryg, she thought, nust have felt the sane.

Then somet hing changed in the air. It was a sensation she would have been totally unable to
descri be—an unreasoning terror, a strange tingling of the nerves, a sense of standing on a beach
whose shoreline is not water but the black drop off into eternity. But once felt, it could not be
m staken for anything else. Dark wi nds seened to whi sper across her bones; she felt she coul d hear
the murnuring echoes of unknown forces, noving in blackness.

The Voi d between the universes was being bridged. Suraklin was going across.

She was keyed to the shaking point as she slid out the cubicle door. 1 can't let Suraklin see
me, she thought desperately. As of now |I've disappeared and | eft a plausible story for why | won't
be seen for a couple of weeks. No one will |ook for mne.

But of course, if Suraklin took her now, it wouldn't matter if the search started tonorrow. No
one would find her until she returned, her nind not her own.

Cold white light poured through the conputer roomdoor into the darkened corridor. The
backpack with the purse strapped to it now dragged her shoul ders, but she scarcely noticed. She
t hought, quite reasonably, There's a nine o'clock bus back to Encino... and put her head around
t he door.

And the good news is, she thought half hysterically, it wasn't all a hallucination

That is, unless |I'mhaving a hallucination now.

There was darkness in the conputer room

Dar kness, hi deously, surrounded by the fluorescent blaze of the lights; like a cloud of gas,
but definitely not a vapor, not a substance at all. A darkness that seened to stretch away, never
reaching the rear wall with its banks of green eyed nonitor lights, but seeming to extend far past
it, a ghostly corridor that stretched to the abysses of infinity. Far off, along that great gulf
of nothing, she sensed novenent.

There was no one now in the conputer room At its edges, the darkness was already beginning to
di sper se.

And the bad news is..

It wasn't all a hallucination.
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And you're going to have to walk into it.

A small voice within her suggested tinmdly, Can't | just go hone and forget the whole thing?

Not allowing herself to think any further about that very real option, Joanna strode forward
into that darkness.

CHAPTER | |

It was beyond a doubt the nost frightening thing she had ever done. She hadn't gone two steps
when she wanted to turn around and go back, but she knew al ready she dare not even | ook over her
shoulder to see if it were possible. Far in the |lightless Void ahead of her
Gary' s—Suraklin's—yel |l ow pol yester shirt was a flitting blur. If she lost sight of that, she would
be | ost indeed.

Vertigo swanped her, the sensation of falling, the terror of feeling nothing beneath her feet.
She struggled forward, half running, half swimmng, tractionless and desperate to keep that pale
will o' the wisp in sight, snmothering in darkness such as she had never known. Tears burned her
eyes, tears of terror and resentnent. Wen she had gone through to that other world the first tine
she had been unconsci ous; coning back, Salteris'—Suraklin's—thin, strong hand had been her gui de.

Don't think, she told herself. Caris could follow a man through the Void ungui ded, you can,
too. Cold that was not really cold was | eeching the strength fromher veins. She ran/swam fl ew
through the darkness, fighting frantically not to | ose sight of the nman who woul d destroy her if
he found her now.

The darkness was alive. She knewit, felt it, sensed the vast anmorphous things that floated in
that frozen enptiness; she heard the dry, glittery whisper of something close behind. Panting,
wheezi ng breath, she wondered, or her own desperate gasping as she struggled to keep Suraklin in
sight? Her sweat, dripping fromher hair in icy droplets, cold on the bare flesh of her arns,
or... ?

She ran harder, sobbing, not daring to | ook behind her. Only the fact that she could not stop
to get her breath prevented her from scream ng Suraklin's nane, pleading with himto conme back and
fetch her. If he needed her services as Antryg had said, he couldn't |let her be lost in the Void.

He was gone.

Dar kness was around her, w nd—er sonething el se—l awing the ends of her flying hair. There was
no bl ur ahead of her, only plunging darkness, livid with the sense of withing things. Far off to
her right, sonething bright caught her eye, fragile, mlky light, and she sensed the snell of
rain. Though it was nowhere near the direction she had | ast seen Suraklin, she veered toward it,
runni ng as she had never run before, running in heartbursting panic, with the pack draggi ng her
shoul ders, like the weighted flight of nightmare. Sonething swooped at her, sonme w nged and fl abby
thing whirling out of the aphotic pits of this nonbeing; she felt it cut her arm felt blood hot
on the cold flesh. She didn't look, only ran harder. Time had stopped; she felt as if she had been
running for hours, aimess and in terror. Wiat if she had been? she wondered frantically. Wat if
the light before her vanished as Suraklin had? Wat if it was only a lure? Wiat if she never got
out, if this would go on until she died? Wiat if she didn't die? Her hair tangled in her eyes, the
pack was draggi ng on her, pulling her back, and the light was drifting away, fainter and
fainter...

Then it was clear before her, a white noon burning full and clear in a wide flung double ring
of ice mists above a broken line of standingstones. Sodden grasses whi pped Joanna's cal ves as she
ran; cold sliced her arns, danp and raw. Behind her she heard the chitter and hiss that had filled
her ears in the Void. R sking a glance over her shoulder, she sawit, as nmuch of it as there was
to see—sonething dark and floating, a chitinous tangle of |ong, knobby |egs, w th moonlight edging
an aureole of floating tendrils like a woman's long hair in water. The tendrils reached out toward
her, and, in the knot of darkness at the creature's center, things |like specks of faceted gl ass
caught the moonlight.

Her mind blurred with terror she ran, stumbling on the rough rise of the ground, racing unti
she felt her heart nust burst toward the staring silver eye of the noon. She had the confused
i npression that, if she could get her back to one of the bigger standing stones, she m ght at
| east have sonme chance. Were she had come through the Void, they were only | ow stunps, |ike
broken fenceposts along the ancient path, if anything remained of themat all. Even as she ran,
she cursed herself. Her knife was in her pack; she'd never get it out in time. Caris would never
I et himself get caught like this —

She flung herself against the nearest of the large stones, the pitted surface tearing at her
hands. Blind with horror, she scrabbled at her pack and ripped free the vel cro pocket. The bl ood
was hot on her armwhere the creature had cut her. In another second all those dangling cl aws
woul d be on her. She dropped the pack and jerked the knife free of its sheathe, the blade janm ng
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in its newness. Any second... Any second..

Barely able to breathe, she flattened back agai nst the stone and faced her adversary.

It was gone.

It was out there in the darkness; she knewit, felt it, and could al nost hear its faint,
crackling whisper. But there was another sound, a nuffled, runbling thud in the earth, a groan

She spun around, |ooking down the track into the nbonwashed sl ot between the stones.

A rustling, noving shadow spread over the ground |like water. Even with the thin lucency of the
nmoon, it was hard to distinguish shapes, but after a nonent she heard the groan again, deep and
plaintive, and realized it was the lowing of a cow Sheep bleated. Straining her eyes, Joanna
could make them out now in the shadow. cloudy bl obs of whitish wool; the blunted spark of brass
horn tips; and a vertical shape that could only be a wal king man. Sweet, cold, and unbearably
|l onely, nmusic curled like a black ribbon into the night, a haunted piping that threaded its way
Ii ke wind between the stones. Like a counterpoint against the thudding of her heart, she heard the
hol | ow pat of a drum

Sonewher e beyond the |ine of stones, out in the huge gulf of blackness that lay like a single
velvet entity up to the glowing violet hemof the hillcrowded sky, the abom nation waited.

Joanna renenbered Antryg sayi ng that whenever the Void was breached the whole fabric of the
uni ver se weakened; hol es appeared not only in the vicinity of the Gate, but el sewhere in other
uni verses, and through these hol es abom nations would drift. In veering fromSuraklin's route, she
m ght have stunbl ed through a hol e opened al ong one of the energy tracks that crossed the Enpire
of Ferryth. O, she thought with a shiver, she might have fallen through to sonme other universe
al t oget her, neither her own nor the one she sought.

Fi ne, she thought, with half hysterical irony. |'ve nmanaged to screw up before | even got
t hrough the void.

She stepped cautiously back out of the main track between the stones, keeping her body stil
pressed to the icy, uneven surface of the nenhir, the cold nmaking her hands ache around the
unaccust oned handl e of the knife. The bobbi ng darkness down the track was com ng nearer, resolving
itself into a blur of dark shapes and green eyes flashing queerly in the noonlight. She snelled
dung and dust in the sweetness of the tranpled grass; fragile and terrible, the aching, single
voi ce of the pipe tugged at her heart.

A sheep passed her, then a cowwith a yearling calf. Mre cows followed, jostling one another,
one of them so close she could feel the warnth of its body, then sheep in a dusty choke of wool
snmell and hay. Dogs trotted between them silent; then goats, a couple of pigs, a plowhorse the
size of a Panzer tank, with a small boy wal king nearly hidden in its shadow al ong that dark and
silent track toward the noon. Gther nen and wonen wal ked anong the aninals, silent as they in the
fal se, quicksilver light; dogs trotted at their master's heels, and half-grown girls carried cats
in their arns.

In the tranpl ed wake of the beasts wal ked a |ine of nen, heads dark and disfigured by the
hor ned beast nasks they wore. There was sonething indescribably lonely and terrible about the
dirge they played, |ike no nusic Joanna had ever heard, nourning for sonething no one understood
anynore. The bl ack horns bobbed and swayed in the ashy noonlight. Under the jutting nuzzles
gl eaned the silvery reflection of masked eyes. |f they saw her as they passed her, standing
shivering in the black pool of npbonshadow, they gave no sign

Last of all she saw what she thought was a catafal que made up froma farm wagon, drawn by cows
and sheep, though it was alnbst inpossible to tell in the darkness. She thought that on it lay the
body of a man, eyes shut, face and hands bl ackened, clothed in rags, with a deer's antlers fixed
to his dark forehead. She seened to hear Antryg's deep voice: "All things travel along the lines,

resonating forward and back... On certain nights of the year the peasants still drive their herds
al ong them in commenoration of the Dead God, though they've forgotten why he died..."
well, at |east, Joanna thought wyly, |1've cone to the right world.

Fi ne. Now you have to worry about Suraklin.
Her first inpulse was to follow eventually back to their village, to them know ng they would
| ead her shelter and warnth for the night. It was bitterly col d—bel atedly, Joanna renenbered that,

for all its danp and snothering heat in mdsunmer, the Enpire of Ferryth lay well to the north of
the latitudes of California. The thin w ndbreaker wadded in her backpack woul d be about as nuch
use to her as a pair of lace ankle sox. Swell. You not only screwed up while you got through the

Void, but you didn't do so good before you entered it, either

But even as she noved to pick up her backpack and foll ow, Joanna gl anced out into the
darkness, and saw sonething noving, like a floating spider, far out in the darkness, paralleling
the course of the stones. Mionlight tipped the end of a floating spun glass tendril. The
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abomi nation, too, was followi ng the funeral of the Dead God.

Was it the nusic that drew it? she wondered. O the snell and the heat of blood? She huddl ed
down again, her back to the blue black shadow of the eroded stone, trenbling as she pulled the
usel ess w ndbreaker from her pack and prepared to wait out the night. Far off, like the voices of
the dead, the pipes cried alone in the darkness.

Had it not been for the abom nation, Joanna m ght have backtrailed the swathe of tranpled
grass and ani mal dung back to the village fromwhich the macabre procession had set out. She felt
cold and hungry and, once the first rush of adrenaline seeped fromher veins, exhausted; even if
the villagers had | eft watchdogs prow ing around their homes, even if they weren't likely to
wel come a stranger snooping about the place in their absence, surely she could take refuge in sone
friendly haybarn until dawn. But the thought of being in any enclosed place in this black
gl oomthe thought of being without a clear line of sight in all directions and sonethi ng
absolutely solid at her back—gave her a shrinking feeling in the pit of her stomach; she huddl ed
all the tighter into her thin jacket and stayed where she was. The long trough of the energy
track, marked only here and there with an occasional small nmenhir in the direction of the village,
but as visible in the wan nmoonlight as a paved hi ghway, stretched away into the shadowy hills. It
was a | ong wal k, not knowi ng what m ght drift above or behind her in the dark

The depression, when it came, turning the fragile beauty of the moonlight to flint, even as it
sucked the hope from Joanna's soul, made everything a thousand tinmes worse.

Joanna knew what it was and had been expecting it. After all, Suraklin had crossed the Void to
use his conputer on this side of it, and the computer fed on electricity converted by rel ays of
teles balls fromthe energy, the hope, and the life force of every human being in her own world,
this one, and who knew how many besi des.

She, at least, was aware now that the numbness in her soul was externally caused, not the
result of sone fading within herself, and that put her ahead of literally every other victim of
the conputer's far reaching field. It didn't help, of course. She was still tornented by the
know edge that she would fail and that what she did was pointless and would result, at best, in
her permanent exile to this inconvenient, snmelly world and, at worst, in her death or enslavenent.
She felt a growi ng conviction that Antryg was, in fact, long dead. It had been a nonth and nore
since the wi zards had taken him Even worse was the part of her that shrugged and said, "So what?"
That part of her was seized with an inpatience to get up and set out through the darkness for the
village, half forgetting, as an al coholic forgets his |last bender when the liquor funes rise to
hi s nose, that the abomi nati on was sonmewhere out there. It's followi ng them+t won't get ne, she
thought, resentnment at her chapped hands and cranped knees fl oodi ng her, and only a nechanica
resolution to do everything conpletely by the nunbers nade her stay where she was.

When a steel colored dawn finally gave her a clear enough view of the surroundi ng countryside
to nmake sure she was absol utely unthreatened and unobserved fromany direction in the crowdi ng
shoul ders of the hills, she got stiffly to her feet and changed into her dress—not particularly
easy to do whil e keeping an eye on the | andscape. The depression that choked her soul like sifted
ash had not abated. Since this was Saturday, she didn't particularly expect it to.

Gar y—Sur akl i n—aoul d undoubt edly continue his progranmmng all nmorning and into the afternoon, and
there woul d nost |ikely be another such spell tonorrow

At | east, she thought, view ng the bony | andscape of granite hills beneath its thin garnent of
rusty autumm grass, | seemto have cone to the right place. But Antryg had said that the Sykerst,
the rolling, barren |lands of steppe and noor and wavi ng | akes of grass through which they had
wal ked from Kym | to Angel shand that summrer, stretched two thousand mles to the east of the nore
popul ous areas of the Enpire. If she were sonewhere in the Sykerst—and these hills | ooked exactly
simlar to those she remenbered-she could easily be anywhere in them

Pl ease don't let me be fifteen hundred niles fromthe nearest civilization, she prayed
drearily, hoisting her backpack to her shoul der and cursing herself for filling it with paper.

G ne a break, for Chrissake. This is going to be tough enough.

As she trudged down the tranpled path of the Dead God and his followers, the hem of her
petticoat swirling around the hightop sneakers she had deci ded woul d be better for wal king in, the
other half of her mind retorted, Don't bitch, baby, you nade it to the right universe, didn't you?

Did |?

I shoul d have taken that nine o' clock bus back to Encino. Oddly enough, a glance at her watch
sometine in the course of the night had showed her that, though it had felt as if she had run
through the Void for at least half an hour, the tine had not registered on her watch at all. As
near as she could cal cul ate, she had energed a few m nutes before nine o' cl ock—precisely the sane
time that she had stepped in.
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It was now full daylight, the norning hard and clear and hot in the sky, when she saw the
village, tucked into a little pocket of semifertile | and anmong the looming gray hills. A few
workers toiled desultorily anong the tawny grain in the fields; harvesting, guessed Joanna, by the
hal f shaved stubble, but not, going about it with any great enthusiasm The sun seened stiflingly

hot on her unprotected head. | should have remenbered to bring a hat, she told herself irritably,
and a groundcloth to sit on |ast night would have hel ped, too. But here on the tall slope of a
granite hill, she could feel the bite in the wind. She remenbered how, all through the tail end of

summer, the bl eak weariness of these times had kept the haymakers fromthe fields—a physica
exhaustion as nuch as an enotional one, for the drawing of energy down the paths to Suraklin's
computer affected the body as well as the soul. Part of her recognized that the ruin of the
harvest woul d mean hunger throughout the |land. Another part sinply did not care.

Al'l she wanted now was a neal and a bed to sleep in. If possible, she wanted to sleep through
tomorrow—+to deal with all this later.

The wi nd turned; the snell of blood hit her nostrils as if she'd inhaled a dose of anmoni a.

She knew the snell of blood. At the sumer's end, on an island in the sluggish green Shan,
she'd shot a Wtchfinder at a range of under two feet. The bl ood had sprayed her as if froma
hose. Antryg had dragged her into the water, washed the sticky horror fromher clothes and hair
al nost before what she had done sank into her. But she'd never forget that cloying, sweetish reek

Turni ng her head, she saw the distant clunp of gorse on the hillside and how the iridescent
cloud of flies glittered around it in the early sun. Not wanting to, but know ng that she'd have
to know, Joanna gathered up handfuls of petticoat and skirts in a gesture that was to become
second nature to her, and picked her way over the sloping ground.

It had been a pig. It lay in alittle hollow, behind the stiff, gray green clunp of the gorse.
Flies swarnmed over it, industrial strength rural flies, some of themtwo inches |ong, buzzing |like
B 52s in the stillness of the sheltered hillslope. The pig's flesh had fallen in over its bones,
like a punctured balloon, as if all the fluids of its body had been sucked forth at once, though
Joanna could tell that the kill was fresh, last night. It had not yet begun to stink. Its hide,
what she could see of it, was beaded all over with dots of blood, as if it had been pricked with a
t housand needl es sinultaneously. She renenbered the floating, angel hair tendrils of the
abomi nation, reaching out in the shimrer of the noon.

Stunbling jerkily on the uneven ground, Joanna turned and wal ked swiftly away fromit. She
made her way downhill, not toward the village, where people mght delay her with questions, but
toward the narrow wagon track of ash colored dust that wound away fromit to the south. In spite
of the exhaustion that dragged upon her and the dreadful sick weariness that filled her body Iike
a bl oating disease, she wanted to get away fromthis accursed country as far and as fast as she
coul d.

A wagon was coning fromthe village, driven brutally fast, with an angry disregard of the
horse or the road. Joanna thought, To hell with him | don't need that kind of driving, I'll wait
for the next one, and then realized that, as snmall as this village was, in the midst of the
harvest season, this was probably the only outgoing vehicle she was going to catch all week. The
fear of the abomination alive in her mind, if not in her nunb heart, she ran to reach the edge of
the road before the wagon passed.

"Stop!" she pleaded in English, hoping to goodness the spell of tongues Antryg had once laid
on her would hold. "Help ne!"

The driver stopped the horse with a savage yank of the reins; she saw the fl ecks of foam spray
fromthe beast's wenched nouth. The driver was a youngi sh man who had once been stout, but now
had the slightly winkled, fallen in appearance of a fast and unheal thy weight |oss; his face was
gray and pinched with anger. "Wat the hell do you be wanting, girl?" he yelled at her

Thank God the spell works. "I'mtrying to get to Angel shand. W were set on by hi ghwaynmen—they
killed ny brother." She wi shed as she said it that she could work up a nore convincing delivery,
but with the hot buzzing weariness in her head it was the best she could do. "Can you take ne to
the nearest town where | can get a stage? | have noney..."

"What, that the highwaynen |eft you?" the driver jeered. "Mney you stole fromthose you
worked for, nore |like, when they turned you off!" He | ashed his horse. The wheels flung dust on
her as the wagon pulled away.

Joanna stood for a nonent, her throat hurting with tears of resentnent and rage. Blindingly,
crazily, she wanted to fling rocks after the departing wagon and screamcurses at its driver, the
horse, and their whole snelly little village. Suddenly, overwhel m ngly, she wanted to pull the gun
from her pack and..

LI QUOR STORE ROBBERS SHOOT THREE, the headlines had said | ast week. GANG SHOOTI NG SPREE Kl LLS
FI VE. WOMAN SHOOTS TEENAGE DAUGHTER. . .
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Anong ot her things, that deadness, that uncaring in the soul, made it very easy to pull a
trigger if you happened to have one in your hand.

Joanna si ghed. Beyond a doubt the yokel in the wagon had spoken out of the sane bled, gray
ache that filled her own heart. After this spell of draining ended, she supposed she'd fee
synpathy for him Right nowthe rage in her, like the pus of an unburst boil, began its nauseating
reabsorption into her body. She scranbl ed over the weed grown ditch and bank, branbles snaggi ng
her petticoat and the backpack straps cutting into her shoul ders, and began wal king away fromthe
village, but not really caring where she went or why.

She was al nost on top of the wagon before she realized it had stopped and was waiting for her

"I"'msorry, lass," the driver said in a weary, beaten voice. He pushed back his sweat stained
felt hat and wiped his brow with an armthat Joanna coul d have done chin ups on, had not such
exerci ses al ways been beyond her. "I didn't nean to shout at you as | did." He extended a hand the
size of a small typewiter to help her over the high front wheels to the straw strewn board of the
seat. Puzzl enment and exhaustion struggled for a nonent behind his clear green eyes, and with them
a hidden fear. "It's just... | don't know what it is that's come over nme of late."

Joanna could have told him but it was no nore believable in this world than it was in her
own.

It took her nine days to reach Angel shand; nine exhausting days of being jolted, first in
wagons, then in the public stagecoach, el bow to-elbow with coarse country squires, broadcloth
suited businessmen, tal kative matrons, and bald shaved prel ates, over roads deep in autumal nud.
The gap in the Void through which she had conme had opened deep in the Sykerst, hundreds of miles
fromeither Kynmil, where she was al nost certain Antryg was being held, or Angel shand, where she
hoped to find help in rescuing him Once the weary spell of deadness lifted, as it did |ate that
first afternoon, she realized she was extrenely |ucky she hadn't cone through on the other side of
the worl d.

Still, it meant eight nights in some of the worst accomodati ons she had ever encountered,
sharing straw nattresses crawing with bedbugs with whatever other fenal e passengers happened to
be on the stage that day—and their babies, if they had them+tying awake, half choked with the
foetor of unwashed cl othes and bodi es, scratching furiously at flea bites, staring at the dark
rafters overhead, and listening to the steady beat of the rain on the shingles. This doesn't even
qualify as one star, she thought tiredly. I'Il give this two black holes. Wiy couldn't 1 be |ike
t hose heroi nes who cone through the tinme warp or the dinensional vortex at nost a day's wal k from
where they're trying to get to?

The farmer who had given her a ride had introduced her to a friend of his in the next village,
with instructions to take her on to a nmutual acquaintance, a trusted O d Believer nerchant in
Sug's Beck, the nearest large town. Neither would even listen to her offers of paynent, but she
had | eft a sapphire with the nerchant, who, |ike nost of his faith, turned a few crowns in
what ever he could, telling himto give them both whatever credit the jewel would buy. The
merchant, an elderly man in the long black robes and el aborately brai ded hair of his people, had
bought other jewels fromher to give her noney for the journey and had thrown in gratis a hot
meal —eare of his wife—a cloak, since by then the rains had begun, and a new dress, "Because a nice
girl like you needs nore than one dress."

The journey itself was exhausting and unconfortabl e beyond belief. Joanna spent the first
three days in a stupor of exhaustion and afterward alternated between al nbost unbearabl e anxiety
over how long it was taking, the gnawi ng awareness that if Antryg were dead or if she couldn't
manage his escape there was no way out of this world for her, and the unspeakabl e tedium of her
fell ow passengers' conversation. The Council could change their vote and execute Antryg at any
time, if they hadn't done so weeks ago while she was still raiding the DARKMAGE files fromthe San
Serano conputer.

Al t oget her, Joanna was heartily glad when the huge, unw el dy coach pulled into the yard of the
Horn of the Hunter on the southern outskirts of Angel shand, and she stunbl ed—eranped, weary, and,
she suspected, |ousy—eut of it for the last tine into the raw, nisty gloomof the early afternoon

"Call you a hack, ma'an®?" one of the porters inquired, and Joanna nodded, though the thought
of getting into another horse drawn conveyance affected her with an al nost physical nausea. As the
cab rattled north through first the suburbs, then the outlying sluns and factory districts of the
capital of the Enpire of Ferryth, Joanna felt again the quickening of her heart and the hard tw st
of anxiety in her belly as she recognized | andmark after landmark in that dark granite city.
Bui | di ngs the color of iron | ooned above the sheet steel of the river against a sky dark with
autumm and factory soot. Above the jamed higgl edy piggledy of rotting half tinbered ganbrels on
Angel 's Island she caught a glinpse of the towers of the St. Cyr fortress, where the Bishop of
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Angel shand presided over the Inquisition and its Wtchfinders. Even in this raw weat her the
streets teened with beggars in rags, servants in a rainbow of livery, and swaggering sasenna in
their black unifornms and razor bright swords. Scarf sellers, whores, and match and noodl e vendors
rubbed el bows with bourgeois |ladies out for walks with their conpanions, clerks hurrying to their
count i nghouses, crossing sweepers busily clearing horse dung out of the way for a copper, chi mey
sweeps, pickpockets, constables in red and blue uniforns, and butchers' boys driving their

qui ckf oot ed ponies and trailed by gangs of yapping pariah dogs. Fromthe packed bridge that joined
Angel's Island with the wealthier precincts north of the river, Joanna gl anced downstreamto the
harbor, where nmasts rose like a fire stripped forest and the faint cries of the stevedores
unloading all the wealth of the Enpire mngled with the nelancholy newing of the gulls. Swirling
bel ow agai nst the arches of the bridge, the river stank like the sewer it was.

The cabman had known the house she'd asked for—a fortunate circunstance, since Joanna coul dn't
renenber the nane of the square. By the tine she clinbed down and paid off the jarvey, the
tightness in her chest had becone al nost unbearable; the fear that had slept in her all these |ast
nine dreary days swelled again to snother her, the fear of being done with one stage and having to
start on the next.

It was Joanna's nature to think in subroutines. It was, she supposed, the only thing which had
permtted her to undertake her current inpossible task. She had obtai ned as nuch of Suraklin's
files, Suraklin's know edge and personality, as she would be able to; she had prepared herself for
the expedition—with the onission of a warmjacket, a hat, and a groundcloth, she rem nded herself;
she had made it this far. Over the course of the last nine interm nable days she had tortured

herself, like the victimof a Sunday afternoon toothache, prodding at the pain and waiting for the
dentist's office to open on Monday, by wondering, What if he's gone? Wat if he was arrested? Wat
if he won't help ne... ? until she was alnost ill w th apprehension

But the narrow, disdainful townhouse in its fashionable setting was unchanged as she crossed
the broad rectangl e of autum brown grass in the center of Governor's Square. Five or six
carriages, their teans thickly blanketed and puffing steamfromtheir nostrils |ike dragons in
idle, stood near the curb. The coachnen, both nmale and female, had gotten up a coal fire in a
brazier on one corner and were huddl ed around it, warmng their hands and tal ki ng shop. Her heart
poundi ng, Joanna hitched her overstuffed backpack up over one shoul der and clinbed the nmarble
steps of the one house in this world in which she hoped for refuge whil e she nade her plans.

An extrenely gorgeous young footnan in fuchsia livery answered her knock, and | ooked down his
beautiful nose at her when she adm tted, blushing, that she didn't have a card to lay upon his
little silver tray. Add calling cards, she thought irrelevantly, to the list for next tine. "I'm
afraid I haven't any with ne," she said neekly, wi shing she had had access to a hot bath and a
dress that hadn't been worn for six or seven consecutive days in a crowded coach. The young
footman' s expressi on of disbelief deepened; Joanna found herself picturing what the Prince Regent
woul d say about him and i mediately felt better. "If you'll tell Magister Magus that Joanna
Sheraton is here, | think he'll want to see ne."

The young nman | ooked as if he did not see how this could be possible, but only said, "Very
well, Mss. Walk this way," an unconsci ous Marx Brothers straight |ine which made Joanna want to
giggle. It was odd, she thought, following himup the oval curve of the open stairway, how fleeing
for her life fromthe abom nation in the darkness had seened | ess anxiety produci ng than facing
anot her person and asking for help.

And he has to help ne, she thought blindly. | have to start sonmewhere..

Magi st er Magus' draw ng room was, as usual, crowded with overdressed |adies with high piled
hair, an ocean of jacquard petticoats, |ace sleeve flounces, and jewelry that reduced Joanna's
paltry hoard to bargai n basenent gl eanings. Mt of their nmaids were better dressed than Joanna,
and all of them | ooked down their rice powdered noses at her travel stained blue dress and the
linp cloak that the footnman took away. One el egant young matron who coul dn't have been nore than
ei ght een nudged her nei ghbor and nodded toward Joanna with a remark conceal ed behind a painted
chicken skin fan. The others, after a cursory glance, sinply ignored her

After nine days of stagecoach gossip and the endl ess accounts of her fell ow passengers
ill nesses and childbirths, Joanna was just as gl ad.

She was human enough to be thoroughly gratified, however, when a second footman opened the
i nner ebony doors of the drawing room to usher out a solem |looking lady in her sixties, and
said, "M ss Sheraton?"

Denurely, Joanna got to her feet. As the doors shut behind her she heard a nmuffled, "Well,
really!" The footman lifted a curtain froman arch, and Joanna found herself in a small consulting
chanmber even nore opulently furnished than the lush pink and bl ack room outsi de. |Incense burned
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before a hematite statue of Kahieret, God of the Mages, withdrawn and dark as the velvet that
draped its niche, and Magi ster Magus hinself was just rising fromhis chair of inlaid ebony.

"My dear child!" He strode to her across the tufted silk of the carpet and caught her hands
"Antryg's friend the systens designer—your hands are freezing! | can spare but a nmonment now, nmny
dear, but |'ve ordered tea for you in the dining room.."

She grinned shakily, relief at being recognized, |let alone welcomed, neking her throat fee
suddenly hot and close. "It's all right. | can't have your customers getting in a snit."

"Are you hungry?" His eyes were anxious—ight, al nost white—green, within startling dark rings
around the irises; he nust have been nonths tracki ng down the peridots of just that col or set
anmong t he di anonds of his pectoral cross. In spite of the black velvet robe and all the trappings
of a fashionable society charlatan, there was a genuine warnth to him a caring wholly apart from
hi s professional charm "M/ dear child, 1'd heard..." He hesitated, seeing the sudden tightness of
her expression, and veered from nmentioni ng what she already nust know. "Well, |I was afraid you'd
been hurt as well."

She shook her head, furiously fighting the urge to | ean on that slender velvet shoul der and
cry. It was unexpectedly, achingly good to be with soneone who believed her and who woul d
under st and.

She was | ooking away fromthe Magus, and in any case her sight was suddenly blurred, but she
felt the gentle touch of his hand on her shoulder. "Now, ny dear," that fluent, beautiful voice
said. "We'll talk about it after you've rested a little and eaten. Are you... ?" He hesitated
agai n. Looking up, Joanna saw tact and concern for her struggling in his face with worry for
hi nsel f and al nost | aughed in spite of her tears.

"No, I'mnot on the run. Nobody's after ne." At |east, she anended, not the authorities. She
deci ded not to mention Suraklin until Magus was sitting down.

He made a deprecating noise, as if such considerations were the furthest thing fromhis m nd,
but | ooked relieved.

Then sil ence hung between them silence bal anced on the edge of an indrawn breath, |ike the
silence in a lovers' quarrel in which neither dares speak for fear of the chain of events the
next, inevitable utterance nust unleash. The swollen hurt of the dread she had carried in her for
nearly six weeks was nearly unbearable, but now that she faced the first person whom she could
ask, the first person who could tell her, she found the words stuck in her throat.

And the Magus, |ooking down into her eyes, wore an expression of such pity and such
unhappi ness that he must be the one to answer the question which he knew she woul d ask that she
felt her heart and bowels turn to sodden and rui nous ash. He knew what she was going to ask him
she thought, and he knew he'd have to be the one to tell her she had failed before she had begun

Her voice was very small. "He's dead, isn't he?"

Magus si ghed, not pretending he did not understand of whomthey spoke. "I wish it wasn't ne
who has to tell you this," he said gently and took her hand in his, as if the touch of his fingers
coul d sonehow | essen what was to come. "No, he isn't dead, but—his mind is gone. The Inquisition
tortured him you know. |I'mnot sure what all they did, but when they were done, there wasn't nuch
left. My child, I'"'msorry."

CHAPTER 111

I"mgoing to have to do this all by nyself. Joanna stared blankly out into the m sty charcoa
gl oom vi si bl e beyond the di ning roomw ndows, feeling the weight of terror constricting her chest
i ke an iron band.

And then, Ch, Antryg, |'msorry.

Joanna had never been a believer in sorry. Up until the |ast nonent, when the w zards wal ked
through the patio doors of Gary's house in Agoura, she could have cut Antryg's bonds and let him
flee into the night.

She wondered why she had believed that a |ove as intense as the one she felt for himhad to be
suspect, that anything she wanted that badly couldn't be right.

Weak tears gathered in the inner corners of her eyes and she gritted her teeth against them
thankful for the warnmth of the cup of steaming tea cradled in her cold hands.

"l doubt that either of us would even recogni ze himanynore,"” Magi ster Magus was sayi ng
gently. "They say for days all he did was huddle in a corner and weep, or scream and pound on the
walls with his hands." Joanna shut her eyes, renenbering the splints on those tw sted fingers.
"I've heard that these days he has visions and hol ds | ong conversations with obscure saints.”

| betrayed himto that, Joanna thought, her mnd numb with fear and grief. | betrayed himand
now | have to face Suraklin alone. She didn't know which was worse.
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It was six in the evening and already quite dark. The Magus' | adies had all departed to have
their hair done up for the evening' s balls and opera visits, and the narrow townhouse was qui et,
save for the distant clink of netal and porcelain in the kitchen where di nner was bei ng prepared.
A steady drizzle pattered against the wi ndow beyond its claret red vel vet drapes, and Joanna felt
cold to the bottommopst reaches of her soul

She realized she had let her silence last too |ong. Looking around, she saw the Magus
regardi ng her anxiously, kindly concern in his fashionably painted eyes. She swal |l owed and set her
teacup down unsi pped, forcing her voice steady. "Wo told you that?"

He shook his head, as if to dispel her forlorn hope it was all runor. "It's conmon know edge,
child. 1've spoken to Church sasenna and hasu who've guarded him The guard on the Tower has been
trebl ed; since he's taken to having visions, the Bishop changes them nearly every week. Mst of
the Church sasenna have taken nmonks' vows as well; the visions inspired a certain anmount of
synpat hy and awe, since he describes quite accurately saints of whom he's obviously never heard."

He fol ded his slender hands, clearly concerned both for his friend and for her. Qut of his
i npressive black velvet robes, he |ooked like any well-to do professional of the city in his white
shirtsl eeves, stockings, dark breeches, and vest. The Prince Regent, Joanna reflected with tired
irony, in his sable Iinen and bl ack jewel ed rings, |ooked far nore |ike a necromancer than this
dapper little faker.

"Whul d the Sigil of Darkness do that to hinP"

The Magus thought about it a nmonment, frowning. "I don't see howit would," he said finally.
"After all, he was inprisoned under its influence for seven years and it did himno harm"

"But then it was just on the doors of the Tower, wasn't it, and not around his neck?"

"Around his neck?" The revul sion on his face was al nost nausea.

"On an iron collar," Joanna said. "They soldered it there, after he had signed his confession,
I think because soneone on the Council was hol di ng out agai nst voting for his execution."

The dog wi zard | ooked away, utterly sickened.

Hesitantly, she added, "I sawit in a dream.."

"l don't wonder that you did. The screaming of his soul at the touch of that thing..." He
swung back to | ook at her. "Do you know what the Sigil of Darkness is, child? Wiat it does?" And,
when she only | ooked blankly at him he went on, "It is an utterly abomi nable thing to w zards,

utterly abominable. It does nore than cripple our power. It is the antithesis of power; it is anti
power, and the greater one's strength, the greater the—+ suppose pain is the closest word, but it
isn't that. It eats power, eats at us through our power. Torturing himthese | ast six weeks woul d
have been nore merciful. God help him no wonder he went mad." He flinched, pressing his |ong
fingers against his mouth in the frane of its silky little Van Dyke beard, as if he could feel the
cold stain of that poison through the secret nmagic that underlay his flanboyant charl atanry.

Frostbitten fingers hurt when they were warmed—Joanna recogni zed the stabbi ng ache sonewhere
in her chest as being of the sane order, the pain of hope flaring in the ash. "Then if the Sigi
were renoved. .

Pity in his thin face, the Magus took her hands. "Child, it's hopel ess. You woul d only destroy
yourself. Antryg is ny friend. Since | wasn't blind when you were here with him | know you | ove
him.."

"It isn't that," Joanna said stubbornly. "My—ove for him-has nothing to do with this, nor the
fact that | put himwhere he is now, that I was the one who drugged himand gave himto the
Council..."

Magus nmade a shocked noi se.

"I't"'s that | have a job to do and | can't do it without a wizard's help. | can't do it w thout
Antryg's help. He's the only one besides nyself who even believes there is a threat, a worl dwi de
threat, in these—these periods of deadness, of draining, of the death of nmgic and hope. And from
everything |'ve heard, he's for dam sure the only nage who's capabl e of taking on Suraklin."

She hadn't neant to speak that name to him so soon. The silence that followed it was curiously
i ke that which follows thunder in the night, a hush through which the tiny sounds of the servants
in the kitchen, the faint patter of the rain, and the tinkly rattle of a carnage over the wet
cobbl est ones outside seened clear as nusic. Magus' bl ack eyebrows seened to stand out |ike snudges
of ink against a face gone suddenly very white.

He said softly, "That's inpossible. Suraklin is dead."

"Suraklin's original body is dead." Joanna's grip tightened slightly over the Magus' fingers
as they flinched, as if to keep himfromflight at the nmere nention of the Dark Mage. "Suraklin's
m nd, his know edge, and his personality have been living in the mnds of others, like a self-
per petuati ng worm program on a conputer disk that lies about its own existence and eventually eats
up all the other prograns. And now he's getting ready to download into a conputer for real, a
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conput er powered by electricity that will be generated by the |ife energies of everyone in the
wor |l d. The deadness is going to beconme permanent, Magus. Everyone's magic will fade, as yours has
faded. Suraklin will have it all."

She | ooked across the table at the Magus and saw in his horrorstricken green eyes that, deny
it though he mght to her, to others, or to hinself, he knew she spoke the truth. He whi spered,
"Then when Antryg was here with you in the fall..

"He was | ooking for Suraklin."

The Magus pulled his hands away from her and stared out into the rainy darkness. "Dear God."

"And he couldn't confide in you or ne or anyone, because he knew that anyone at all m ght be
under Suraklin's influence." As Magus m ght be, Joanna thought, with sudden disgust at herself.
Ch, well, too late now. No wonder Antryg cane across as a hopel ess paranoid. "Magus, | need help."

"Not agai nst Suraklin."

"He doesn't know I'm here."

"He will. By the saints, girl, don't you listen to anything?" He swng back to face her, anger
struggling with fear in his absinthe colored eyes. "I never lived in Kym | —the Church has al ways
been too strong in that town for a dog wizard to be confortabl e—but | passed through it when
Suraklin was alive. | tell you there was nothing that went on there that he didn't know, no one
whose life he could not tanper with if they did not obey his... He called them " requests.

"The first time | saw himwas in the marketplace, a thin, biscuit colored nan with his
long hair tied in a tail down his back and his yellow eyes like a cat's, watching the stal
hol ders' children playing in the gutters. He wal ked over to a little girl of about four and took
her just took her by the hand and | ed her away through the market, in front of the whole

popul ation of Kymil, and nobody did a thing! | was so shocked | wondered for a nonent whether he
m ghtn't have been using sonme kind of cloaking spell which, as nmageborn nyself, | could see

t hrough when others couldn't. But one of the little boys ran to the girl's nother, point ing after
themand telling her. And she shushed him 1'Il never forget the tears running down her face as
she watched them | eave the market nor that dammed, smug | ook of satisfaction on Suraklin's. My
child, 1'll have nothing to do with Suraklin."

Had Suraklin done that with Antryg? Joanna wondered just wal ked up to that overgrown, skinny
boy of nine in sone outback Sykerst town and taken him by the hand, snelling out the powers in his
m nd and wanting themfor his owmn? O because of the boy's powers, had he seduced Antryg through
dreans, as he had seduced Gary, long before they net, to win his trust?

"Then help ne save Antryg," she said quietly. Wien he averted his gaze from her again, she
reached across the table and caught at the pleated ruffle of his wist. "Magus, please! | have to
start somewhere. ..

"Even if you could sonmehow get into the Tower itself, getting the Sigil off himmght not
hel p, after this long."

Her voice breaking with despair, she cried, "I have to try! Magus, | can't do this all by
nmysel f! Suraklin has to be defeated..

Wth the gentle swiftness of one long used to dealing with female hysterics, Magi ster Magus
was on his feet, around the table, and holding her confortingly in his arms. And, in spite of her
fury at himand her frustrated rage at his cowardi ce, Joanna found a great deal of confort in the
firmstrength of his hold, the warnth of his hands on hers, and the mngled snell of perfuneg,
candl ewax, and incense that clung to his clothes. "My child, I'mtelling you he can't be," the
Magus said softly. "I know you consider nme a coward and a villain..."

She rai sed her head fromthat strong, slender shoulder and | ooked into the green eyes beneath
the silver shot black brows, seeing in themthe nman's genuine quixotic chivalry struggling with
his fear of pain and death.

He went on, with a kind of apologetic dignity, "My position was bad enough before, with the
Wtchfinders always sniffing at ny heels and the Regent staring daggers at ne every tinme our paths
crossed at the Palace, in spite of ny being under the protection of his cousin and heir. Now with
the abominations nmultiplying in the countryside, with the harvest on the verge of failing, the
Saarieque trade fleet not yet in and every fortune in the Enpire in a tizzy, with runors of plots
by wi zards flying thick as grasshoppers in a dry sumrer... My child, it would take so little for
me to end up before the Inquisition nyself. It would be safer for nme not to let you stay here at
all..."

Pani ¢ clutched her; he touched her hair reassuringly, the dozen candles in their holder on the
table throwing faint, multiple shadows across the tired |ines of hopel essness on his face. "l can
only beg you to renenber ny position here and not bring down the Wtchfinders, the Council of
W zards, or the abomi nable Prince Regent's notice on nme while you're under ny roof. Further than
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that | cannot go. | have net Suraklin, ny child; |'ve seen his power. Believe me, the consequences
of going against himare one of the fewthings | can think of worse than death."

Joanna sighed, feeling very weak and wi shing there were soneone else to do all this for her
"Unfortunately," she said, "so are the consequences of not going against him So | really have no
choi ce. "

The noodl e vendor whose little cart | eaked steaminto the danp air | ooked askance at Joanna,
but pointed out to her the direction she had asked. This part of Angelshand was a far cry from
Governor's Square. Crunbling brick tenenents and soot rotted half tinbered edifices |eaned agai nst
one another in the fog |i ke honeward bound drunks. Down all eyways whi ch Joanna coul d have spanned
with her arns, mazes of laundry fluttered above reeking streans of half frozen sewage through
whi ch beggar children splashed, shrieking, their feet wapped in rags. The shops that gazed |ike
the gl oony eyesockets of skulls into the narrow | anes seened to be of only three types—secondhand
cl ot hes, pawnshops, or gin palaces fromwhose doors, even at this hour of the afternoon, trickled
snat ches of drunken singing. The men and women whose feet churned at the icy slinme that sneared
the flagways increasingly wore the dark gabardi ne and | ooped up braids of the A d Believers, and
once Joanna glinpsed across the street a red haired girl in the billow ng bl ack robes of a nage.

Nervously, Joanna patted under her cloak the awkward bul ge of the .38 that distended the
pocket of her dress. She wasn't sure what Caris' reaction to her return would be, but she didn't
believe in taking chances. Knowi ng what he knew, Caris would guess at once that there could be
only one reason for her to cone back

The Mages' Yard was a narrow court of eight or nine shabby houses, brooding in the raw brown
m sts over scummed and uneven cobbl estones. As she passed it, Joanna saw few peopl e about, save
for an O d Believer woman sweepi ng her doorstep and a boy in rags peddling kindling fromhouse to
house. Autumm in Angel shand was a dreary tinme. The long winds fromthe southwest, the ship w nds,
sl acked as the trade season drewto its close, and the fogs and rains settled in. Iron cold was
| ocki ng down on the | and. The Sykerst woul d already be under snow.

The harvest had failed; fromthe nunber of beggars Joanna had seen she guessed the cost of
bread was up. According to Magi ster Magus, poverty was always worst in the city in early autum,
just before the great silk and tea fleets cane in from Saari eque to provide their annual stimnulus
to the econony. He had spoken of this philosophically. Joanna, raised with the confort of a public
wel fare systemthat never really let anybody starve, found those holl owed eyes and enaci ated faces
horribly disquieting.

As she lingered at the head of the Mages' Yard, one of the house doors opened, and a snall
group of wi zards and sasenna energed. In their center she recogni zed the Lady Rosanund, coldly

beautiful and seemingly oblivious to the bitter chill of the afternoon, |aying down the | aw about
sonmething to a silver haired androgyne who flitted along at her side |ike a dandelion seed. Her
breath steaned cloudy in the griny air, and her voice struck fragments of words, |ike glass

chimes, fromthe hard walls of the court. Mndful not to call attention to herself by hurrying,
Joanna idl ed away down the street, glad for the concealing hood of her cloak

O all the mages, she feared nost to neet the Lady Rosanund

In a tavern down the bl ock, she gave the innkeeper's boy a copper bit to take a nessage to
Stonne Caris in the Mages' Yard. Sitting in the halfenpty ordinary room she wondered what she
woul d say to the Archnage's grandson, the young man who had risked his life to pursue and capture
Antryg and bring himto the Council's justice. The last time she had seen himcane back to her,
when he and the Church wi zards had beaten Antryg to his knees at his |ast, desperate attenpt at
flight, and had dragged hi m back through the dark Gate in the Void. Caris had worn a | ook of calm
the serenity of a man once nore back in the world he knew. She recalled, too, the dark scenes of
her dream

But Caris had traveled with Antryg and her from Kynil to Angel shand. Wth his rudinentary
powers, he had felt the draining off of the world' s Iife to fuel Suraklin's conputer; he had dealt
with the abomi nations which came through the Void at its opening; and he had heard Antryg speak of
the danger that lay in those gray times of grief. He was, Joanna realized, one of the very few
peopl e who mi ght conceivably believe what was goi ng on. And, though she wasn't sure how nuch
bearing it would have on Caris' attitude, Antryg had saved his life.

The door opened. Murky whitish light filtered dimy into the brown gl oom Looking up, Joanna
saw Caris silhouetted against the gray cold of the street—a young G eek god, foster-raised in
Val halla, with the | oose black clothing of a sasennan and a thickly quilted jacket not quite
blurring the gymmast poise of the body and his short quiff of cornsilk yellow hair falling over
his forehead. The sword and daggers of the ancient order of sworn warriors glinted anong a brass
buckl ed strapwork of weapons belts and a dark silk sword sash. Coffee brown, tip tilted eyes
touched her, went on to scan the roomfor potential dangers, and returned to her

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (17 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:09 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

Hi s face expressionl ess, he turned on his heel and strode out again.

Startled and hurt, Joanna lunged to her feet, tripped on her petticoats, and cursed. The cold
outside was like a slap in the face; in the bleak, narrow street, Caris was nowhere to be seen. A
gl ance at the bl ack nmud underfoot showed her the marks of his soft soled boots; holding up her
skirts, she followed around the corner into an alley..

Hard hands grabbed her el bows from behind. Joanna cried out with shock as she was shoved face
forward agai nst the sooty brick of a wall; a hand bl ocked her jabbing el bow as anot her cl awed
through the layers of her cloak at the pocket of her skirt.

It was all over in less than a second, and Caris turned her around, holding her hard agai nst
the wall with one hand while he shoved the .38 into his sword sash with the other. H's brown eyes
were flat and cold, as if they had never net.

"Come with me," he said.

She braced her feet against the jerk of his hand. H's beauty had al ways intimdated her, but
she had never had cause to feel his strength before. It was terrifying. O course, she thought,
he's been worki ng out eight hours a day since he was fourteen. "Caris, no..."

He paused. Hs face was as she had seen it in her dream expressionless, but with enotion
raging far back in the depths of his eyes. "You shouldn't have come back, Joanna. You understand
that now the Archnmage won't be able to let you go." Like his face, there was nothing in his voice

It was sonething Joanna hadn't counted on and it hit her like a blow to the stomach. She had
known that if she met Lady Rosamund she woul d be recogni zed and identified as what she was now,
Antryg's willing acconplice instead of his victim The thought that she, too, mght be inprisoned
by the wi zards hadn't even occurred to her. Wth it cane the sinking realization that, while she
had gi ven pl ausi bl e reasons for her disappearance in her own world which woul d prevent people from
| ooking for her, in this world, legally, she did not exist at all. If she vanished, no one would
know, except Magi ster Magus, who woul d undoubtedly be too terrified to inquire.

Her first inpulse was to plead. But sonmething in Caris' inhuman bl ankness sparked anger in her
i nstead, and she set her feet and twi sted her armdefiantly against the steel grip. "Look, would
you pretend you have a will of your own for about five m nutes?"

She saw the flare of his nostrils with his respondi ng anger; but, as is the Way of the
Sasenna, he nmastered it and only said levelly, "Having a will of ny own kept me fromkilling
Antryg Wndrose the noment | caught him Had | been obedient to the dictates of the council, ny
grandf at her woul d be alive today."

Joanna used a phrase she'd picked up fromthe stagecoach drivers on the way to Angel shand and
added, "You were obedient to the dictates of the Council when you | et your grandfather go to neet
hi m al one, both tines, first at the Silent Tower, then at Gary's. Even if he wasn't duping you, do
you think your unthinking obedi ence hel ped hi many?"

The breath steamed fromhis |ips—ene, two breaths. His grip didn't change. "Wen | took ny
vows as sasennan, | turned ny will over to the Council of Wzards," he said. "Wether your
argunents are right or wong doesn't concern ne."

"Does it concern you that even having Antryg under |ock and key, sealed in the Silent Tower
under the Sigil of Darkness and driven out of his mnd by what they' ve done to him the fading of

magi ¢, the draining of life, is still going on? If the abom nations were Antryg's doing, why are
they still appearing?”
"Because he still lives." He thrust her toward the nouth of the alley; Joanna pulled vainly

agai nst that frightening strength. Terrified at the thought of facing the Council, she forced her
mnd to focus, not on her fear, but on her rage.

"Dammit, would you act like a nman instead of a goddam conputer!”

That of fended himout of his stony calm "It is a man who is loyal..."

She finally succeeded in wenching her armfree of his grip and stood, angrily rubbing it

through her cloak. "lI've talked to a ot of conputers in ny tinme and, believe ne, |'ve gotten nore
di scrimnation and judgnent out of a six K ops programthan |I'mgetting out of you!"
They stood cl ose together in the murky shades of the alley, like a fairhaired brother and

sister at the tail end of a shouting match. Caris was breathing hard now with fury, his hand hal f
drawn back, as if he would strike her. If he does, she thought, too angry nowto |let herself fear,
so helpme I'lIl rip his ears off.

But slowly, the iron expression on Caris' face faded. Fleetingly, it |ooked young and
troubl ed—she renenbered he was only nineteen—as it had before his grandfather's nurder had
hardened his soul into the perfection of his vows. Quietly, he said, "It isn't upto ne to
discrimnate or to judge—er even to listen. | know you to be an eneny of the will of the Council.
You're here to rescue Antryg, aren't you?"
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"You flatter him" Joanna said slowy. "And you insult me, by the way. |'m here because
know, and you know, that Antryg's old nmaster Suraklin didn't die twenty five years ago when he was
supposed to have been killed. Only two people knew that-Antryg and Suraklin hinself. Caris, for
the last four years Suraklin was occupying the brain and body of your grandfather Salteris."

"No." The flat harshness returned to his voice, the rage to his eyes.

"He told you that, didn't he? To save his own skin. Had | known he had calumated Salteris so,
I woul d have..."

"Slit his wists back at the Tower when he begged you to?" That threw himoff bal ance. She
pressed on. "There was a man | knew back in nmy own world, the owner of the house where we were,
the house where all Suraklin's marks were found. After your grandfather died—after Suraklin |eft
his body, inbecile as he left the Enperor's—this man had all the nmannerisns and the patterns of
speech that | knew in your grandfather. According to your grandfather hinself, who else could
downl oad his personality frombody to body, frombrain to brain, except Suraklin? Caris, we got
the wong man. W were both duped. And now we have to stop Suraklin, and Antryg—f we can get him
out of the Silent Tower, if we can get the Sigil of Darkness off him+s the only one who might be
able to help us."

"That's a lie," the sasennan said, his voice like the iron earth of winter. "Antryg nurdered
my grandfather. He betrayed his trust—he was Suraklin..."

"Cans," Joanna said quietly, "wasn't there ever a tinme when your grandfather—hanged?”

He | ooked away. "No.... It was because of ny grandnother's death. He | oved her." H s jaw
tightened. For a nmonent, the grief and anger in himseened to seethe up beneath the stiff rock
barriers erected by the Way of the Sasenna. Wen he | ooked back at her, there was sonething close

to hatred in his brown eyes. "Don't you understand that what | think about it doesn't matter?"
The words cane jerkily, as if the very framing of themwere difficult. "Your telling ne
this... I amsworn to be the weapon of the Council and only that. |I'm not—qualified—to judge these

matters. It is not the Way of the Sasenna to be."

Looking up into his face, Joanna suddenly felt very sorry for this gorgeous, nuscul ar
young nman, this honed and glistening blade. After all, she thought, he had traded in the pain of
maki ng deci sions for the steady confort of knowing that in followi ng orders, no natter what they
were, he would always be in the right. Pain like that could be turned away from but it was al ways
there waiting, and now he had no experience in dealing with it.

Her anger at himfaded. "I'msorry," she said. Turning, she wal ked away down the alley toward
t he muddy pavenment of the street. Gief and defeat filled her, as exhausting as if she had indeed
fought himhand to hand. Caris renmi ned standi ng where he was, |ooking after that small, cloaked
figure, like a statue, save for the mist of his breath.

Only when she was hal fway back to Magi ster Magus' did Joanna realize that he hadn't, after
all, followed his duty and caught her again and only nuch later that evening did she renenber that

he had kept her gun

CHAPTER |V

This is nmy last chance. A footman in the enmerald green velvet livery of the Prince Cerdic's
househol d opened the door of Magi ster Magus' anonynous dark carriage, and hel ped Joanna down—a
gesture she had al ways considered a quaint formality until she'd actually tried getting out of a
hi gh slung vehicle in half a dozen |layers of petticoats and skirts. This had better work.

If it didn't, she had no idea where to go next.

She tipped the man the anount prescribed by Magi ster Magus, that expert in the nuances of
Court conduct, and wal ked up the pink marble steps of the Dower House, one of the smallest of the
several pal aces which dotted the vast, fairy tale parklands conprising the Inperial Seat. She
found that, on the whole, she felt worse than she had when she'd knocked on Magi ster Magus' door
for the first time. On that occasion at |east, she reflected, she'd had the confort of severa
courses of action open to her—f not Magister Magus, then Caris; if not Caris, then Cerdic the
Prince, first cousin of the Regent and Heir, after him to the Enpire.

She was now down to one, with nothing open to her beyond that, and no way of getting home.

Literally no way of getting home, she added to herself with a rueful grin, watching the
coachman turn the small, single horse broughamin the drive and nove briskly away down the rain
puddl ed road up which they had cone, until it vani shed beyond a copse of wet trees. Magi ster Magus
had been horrified by her request to be taken to Court. "Are you nmad, girl? Wth things as they
are? The abomination that killed those children in the factory district last night; the runors in
the Sykerst that the religion of the old gods is com ng back; the Wtchfinders up in arns; pogromnms
in Mellidane; the Stock Exchange shaky—t always is, in autum—rutinies on the trade ships com ng
back from Saari eque and the Spice Lands; the worst harvest in thirty years... My life wouldn't be
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worth two coppers if | went anywhere near the I|nperial Palaces!"

"But | have to see Prince Cerdic," Joanna had insisted quietly fromthe depths of one of the
dog wi zard's gil ded ebony arnthairs. "I may not know a | ot about Courts and Princes and things,
but I do know you can't just walk in off the street and ask to see the dude who's second in line
for the throne. But he's a friend of yours and he favors the wi zards. If anyone could help me get
Antryg out, he could.”

"If anyone," the dog w zard repeated softly. That had been | ast night, after Joanna had
returned fromher abortive intervieww th Caris; they had shared a glass of port in the library
whil e the Magus had read over the various newspapers, broadsides, and scandal sheets from which he
gl eaned the raw material for his seenmingly nagical deductions about his clients' lives. "The
problemis, child, I'mnot sure anyone can help Antryg now. And in any case, |'d hesitate to ask
Part of the secret of dealing with Courts is knowi ng when to di sappear. Now that the Prince Regent
is married, he keeps an even cl oser eye on Cerdic . "

"Married?"
"Last nont h—fy dear child, the town rang with it."
The Regent's high, harsh voice canme back to her... that brainless bitch I'mto marry... and

Antryg's, in the firelight of the posthouse, Cone, Pharos, you know you haven't any use for a
woman. . .

"Pellicida, niece of the King of Senterw ng," the Magus went on. "They say at court his G ace
calls her the Black Mare. But until he gets her with child—f he ever nanages to—Cerdic is stil
his heir; and at the moment, both Cerdic and | know it is not the tine for Cerdic to be seen
associ ating with the nageborn."

By dint of coaxing, Joanna had managed to secure the |l oan of his carriage and a letter of
i ntroduction. "Anything el se?" the Magus had inquired, with sone acerbity. "A team of running
footmen to announce you? A brass band? Fireworks, maybe?" But he had flung hinself gracefully into
a chair before his desk, waved absentm ndedly in the direction of the two branches of candl es
flanking its inlaid witing surface and caused all twelve wicks to burst into a sinmultaneous
flutter of light, then began to wite.

Hi s sole condition had been that his coachman wait for her at the gates of the Inperial Park,
not at the Dower House where Cerdic stayed when he was in Angel shand. Know ng that the Regent
woul d probably have spies in the stables, Joanna had agreed. Last night, with the rain drunm ng
softly on the roof, this had not seened |ike such a good idea, but this nmorning the soft autumm
ship wi nds had bl own again fromthe southwest, dispersing the clinging msts. The first of the
Saarieque trade fleet had finally been sighted, a day or two off the out islands. Mgister Magus,
i ke everybody else in the city, had noney invested in their car goes and had cheered up
consi derably and gi ven Joanna i nnunerabl e snall pointers about the proper conduct at Court.

It appeared that Magi ster Magus wasn't the only person in Angel shand famliar with the secret
of knowi ng when to di sappear. Pharos' paranoia about Cerdic was evidently only too well known.
After a condescendi ng scrutiny which nade Joanna gl ad she'd invested the renai nder of her
dwi ndling funds in a new gown, an elderly majordono conducted her to what was apparently the
reception roomfor the better class of petitioners, a sort of long drawing roomin oak and red
vel vet, whose French wi ndows | ooked out on a vista of wet, brown garden, shivering in the wnd

bl own restl essness of the sunlight. The room boasted several life sized bronze statues in
vel vet draped wall niches, a narble fireplace in which a fire had been newy made up, and not
anot her living soul. "H's Gace is rather occupied this norning," the majordonp said, with a

chilly bow, a statenent which Joanna interpreted as a warning that she was in for a long wait. "I
wi Il informhimof your presence." And he departed, bearing her letter of introduction and the
sizable tip the Magus had advi sed would insure its pronpt delivery.

At | east, Joanna thought, there was a fire in the fireplace, not at all a usual consideration,

according to Magi ster Magus, in the roons where the hunble waited to present their
petitions to the great. Thinking back onit later, she knewthat it should have alerted her that
sonmeone el se was onit later, she knewthat it should have alerted her that soneone el se
was

Thus the first warning she had was the sound of voices approaching in the garden beyond the
French doors. She | ooked up, startled, intine to see through the glass Prince Cerdic
hi nsel f comi ng up the steps of the smal | terrace just outside, |ooking back over his shoul der

to talk to a man behind him

The second man was Gary.

Joanna was so shocked, so disoriented at seeing Gary—possessed by Suraklin or not, her first
i npression was that it was Gary—n the context of this world that Prince Cerdic was actually
starting to open the door bef ore she noved. Her mi nd was staggering under the realization of
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what Suraklin's presence here inplied, the collapsing hurt of her last hope and then it was far
too late to make it across the roomto the inner door

Her only refuge was in the velvet draped niche beside the fireplace which housed a heroic
bronze of sone ancient warrior who bore a startling resenbl ance to Tom Sel | eck, cl ose enough
to have reached out and touched either of the two nen as they cane to warmtheir hands at
the fire.

"My dear Gaire, of course he's nmad, but why should the nobles care about that?" Cerdic was
asking. "As long as he doesn't offend the Church, retains a favorable trade bal ance with
Saari eque, and keeps the peasants in line, they wouldn't care if he slept with sheep and
pi gs, never mnd boys." The young Prince had put on a little weight since Joanna had | ast
seen him his round cheeks somewhat rounder against the artful clusters of dark brown curls. But
he still had the same pl easant expression in his painted hazel eyes and the sane open brow and air
of clean, heal t hy good | ooks. Against Cerdic's resplendent mauve satin and cl ouds of
rose point lace, Suraklin's dust colored vel vet seened al nbst severe.

"So far." The Dark Mage had di scarded all of Gary's old mannerisns.

Even the voi ce sounded different, though its pitch and tinbre were the sane. "Nobles favor
any nman under whose rule they prosper. Wen they feel the pinch of |ost revenues and when
they cone to you for noney, you'll find yourself a good deal nore popular."

Cerdi c nodded in eager agreenent. "COf course your investnent advice is superb, as all advice
fromone in touch with the Ancient Powers of Magi ¢ nmust be." Suraklin nodded in deprecating
agreenent. Joanna, in her hiding place and half suffocated by the heat trapped between the
fireplace wall and the crinson velvet draperies, renenbered the young Prince's sl avish adherence
to anything Antryg had said, too, and won dered how she coul d possi bly have consi dered that
ki nd of unthinking chanpi onshi p anythi ng but noronic.

"But all support doesn't cone from noney al one. Popular feeling plays a great part init,
especially now. .."

"And so it shall," the wi zard responded kindly. "It's why | asked you to extend your
invitation to both your cousin and his bride today. The Lady Pellicida is surprisingly
popul ar..."

Cerdic's plucked eyebrows lifted. "Pella? That overdressed, honely gawk of a girl?"

"They see in her one nore victimof your cousin's evil." He shrugged.

"As indeed she is. Wen you have your conference with the Regent, then | shall speak to
Pella, to offer her your support and help."

"But..." The Prince frowned, genuinely concerned. "I can't allow you to endanger yourself by
remai ni ng. | ndeed, the Regent m ght have with himone of those disgraceful catamtes he keeps
about him He often brings themwith him That poor girl! If you' re seen here—+f word gets to ny
cousin that you're one of the nageborn... Your person is too precious to go into such peri
al one! "

Suraklin smled, like a saint nmaking |light of an inpending nmartyrdom but there was an anused
glint in his eye, as if he snickered up his sleeve ruffles at his patron. Had he done so, she
wonder ed, suddenly angry, at her belief in himand at Caris' love? "Do you think | cannot dea
with such matters?" he asked mldly. "You'|ll see; there will be no danger or certainly not nuch.
And in any case, it's your cause |'mthinking about, ny Prince, not mne."

And if you were Pinocchio, Joanna thought sourly, the Prince would have just gotten inpal ed on
about seven feet of nose.

The two nmen strolled back to the French wi ndow together, talking quietly of a nmasked ball to
be given by the nerchant noble Calve Dirhamthe follow ng night; against the m sty brightness of
the glass, Joanna saw with sone surprise that Suraklin and Cerdic were the same height. She had
gained the inpression that Gary's very body had altered and that he was taller, thinner, ol der—so
much ol der. She knew Gary was thirtyfour, ten or twelve years older than Cerdic at the nost. But
those brown eyes, with their disquieting yellow glint, were the eyes of fathonl ess age.

The hold of Suraklin over the minds of those he sought to control was al nost unbreakabl e. She
had been warned of it, over and over again; she had seen it only yesterday, in Caris's stubborn
adherence to his love for the old man. She was far too fanmiliar with it to believe that the
credul ous Cerdic could be convinced to help her, or indeed to do anything but turn her over to
Sur akl i n.

The t hought nmade the sweat trickle down her sides under the forestgreen satin of her gown.
Jesus Christ, she thought suddenly, if he's here at Court, he'll be maneuvering to get Antryg's
death expedited. The fact that to do so he would probably have to go through the Regent,
suspi cious of all nmages, didn't matter. She'd had devastating experience with the Dark Mage's

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (21 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:09 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

abilities as a mani pulator. | have to get Antryg out of there

But without support of any kind, she could see no way that she coul d.

There's nothing further | can do in Angel shand, she began, falling subconsciously back into
programer node and groping for a next step to get her beyond the panic that began to hanmer in
her chest. First, | have to touch Magi ster Magus for a nonster |oan. Second, | have to get to
Kym | ...

"My lord,"” the majordono's voice said fromthe inner door. "H's Gace the Prince Regent is
here. "

Cerdic laid a hand on Suraklin's sleeve and said softly, "Do be careful, lord w zard."
Tur ni ng, he hastened across the roomand out into the main hall beyond. Wth an ironic snile,
Suraklin slipped through the French doors onto the terrace.

Oh, swell, Joanna thought, weak with fear. So now | have a choice of splitting and wal ki ng
smack into himoutside or staying where | am and getting rousted out by Pharos' sasenna, if they
decide to search the room.. Holy Christ, Pharos will recognize ne, tool She |eaned her head back

agai nst the paneling behind the drapes, caught between panic and an ironic understanding of the
i mpul se to pound one's head against a wall.

But stronger than either of those was a violent and personal |oathing for the w zard Suraklin.
Seeing himat San Serano, in Gary's body, was one thing; while he was imtating Gary's manneri sms
it had seened, at tines, that it was in fact only a segment of Gary. She had known that Gary was
dead. But not until now, not until she had seen Suraklin as Suraklin, gesturing casually wth
Gary's hands and smiling his lies through Gary's nouth, did it cone hone to her that Suraklin had
killed Gary for his body and the contents of his brain as surely and as offhandedly as he'd have
killed a rabbit to make slippers out of its skin. In the last year she hadn't |iked Gary much and,
reading his prograns and the notivations and thoughts that had watchspringed his actions, she
liked himless. But her dislike of himin no way altered the callous brutality of his murder.

The door opened. The elderly majordomo ushered in the Prince Regent Pharos Destranor, Heir to
the Enpire and its de facto ruler, small and dainty as ever in his gold | aced bl ack vel vet and
| eaning on the armof the prettiest teenaged boy Joanna had ever seen. Only a year or so younger
than Caris, the boy was darkly handsone in blueberry silk; but unlike Caris, he appeared highly
consci ous of his own good | ooks and preened hinself at the Prince's every admring gl ance. Behind
them wal ked a girl of about the sane age, fully as tall as the Prince's companion and nearly a
head taller than the Prince hinmself, her coarse black hair curled unbecom ngly around a dark,
strong featured face, wearing far too nuch nakeup and an overdecorated pink satin gown. A panpered
| ooking | apdog trotted at her heels, like a mnaturized Borzoi with a dianmond collar on its neck

The Bl ack Mare, Joanna thought, |ooking at that broad shoul dered, big boned figure. It was a
cruel nicknanme and regrettably apt. Only at second gl ance did Joanna see how young she was.

The Regent and his eronenos had conme to stand near the fire. The perfume they wore was rank
and sweet in Joanna's nostrils. The girl Pellicida |ingered awkwardly in the background, and
Joanna saw a private smrk of triunph at having shut her out slip between the Prince's pale blue,
pai nt crusted eyes and his boyfriend s violet ones. The boy whispered sonething and gl anced; the
man gi ggl ed.

At that point the |apdog, sniffing exploringly around the room reached the wall niche in
whi ch Joanna had taken refuge. It cocked its feathered ears toward her. Joanna had one instant's
total fright; then the Prince said, |loudly enough for his miserable bride to hear, "Useless
bitches, all of them" He knelt and snapped his fingers peremptorily. "Kysshenka—Kyssha..."

The little dog, her attention diverted fromJoanna, trotted obediently over; the Prince's soft
hand stroked the tiny head. "Mangey little ragnmops—this one and those two fat pugs. |'ve always
wanted to shave the lot of them.."

"Stop it," Pellicida said fromthe other end of the room Hearing her voice, the little dog
made an effort to get away, but the Prince, with that surprising quickness of hand Joanna had
noticed in himbefore, caught the scruff of the slender neck

"Stop it," Pharos mimicked in a nasal whine and added to the dog, "Bite ne, would you?" as the
little creature, panicking, nade a hesitant nip or two at his sleeve ruffles, though it was
obvi ous she knew full well she was forbidden to bite humans. There was a | ook of terror and
horrible dilenma in her enornous brown eyes.

Pellicida strode down the | ength of the salon, her vast carnation petticoats bringing down a
smal | table unnoticed in her wake. "Let her go."

"Why should I, my little Princess? She's nmy dog, after all—-as all your property is mne to do
with as | choose. If |I decided to set that fluffy little tail on fire..." He caught the dog
Kyssha's feathery tail in his other hand and pulled her by it toward the bl azing hearth.
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Whet her he woul d actually have thrust the terrified lapdog's tail into the fire or not Joanna
never found out, though she had her suspicions. This was because Pellicida, reaching him grabbed
hi m by the shoul der of his coat and hauled himto his feet, naking himrel ease the dog in sheer
surprise. Wth the other hand she delivered an open hand slap across his face that staggered him
back agai nst the nmarble mantel

For an instant Joanna thought he would strike at her; fromwhere she hid in the thick fol ds of
the niche curtains, she could see himpressed against the pink and white carvings |ike a snake
coiling, an ugly red bruise mottling his pasty skin. Pellicida faced him tears of anger bl azing
in her hazel eyes. Kyssha, flattened agai nst her mistress' skirts, seened to sense the viol ence of
his rage and bared her tiny fangs in a soprano grow .

Quietly, Pharos said, "You'll regret that." He wal ked unhurriedly past her and out the hal
door, his boyfriend hurrying solicitously in his wake. The Princess |ooked after himuntil the
door shut. Then she crunpl ed down onto one of the settees near the fire, gathered up the dog who
had junped i mediately into her arns, and began to cry.

As in her dreamof the Silent Tower, for an instant Joanna felt trapped where she was, held
fromconforting this big, dark, honely child by her fear of discovery should Pharos cone suddenly
back. To hell with that, she thought, stepping out of the dusty tangle of crimson curtains.
Anybody who has to put up with that kind of public huniliation every day needs all the help she
can get. She was halfway to the settee when a shadow crossed the garden wi ndows and the dog Kyssha

rai sed her head with a quick, high pitched grow. Looking across at the tall, narrow bands of
wi ndow | i ght, Joanna recogni zed Suraklin's returning shape
The Princess had seen him too. Still holding Kyssha in her arnms she got quickly to her feet,

stunbl i ng when she trod on the hem of one of her flowerlike |layers of skirts, and headed for the
curtained niche by the fireplace, blundering straight into Joanna.

For an instant the two wonen stared at each other, startled and disoriented; then Joanna
turned back and nade a dash for the niche, the tall Princess at her heels.

"I can't let himsee ne!" Joanna gasped, and Pellicida shook her head in agreenment and felt
qui ckly behind the deeply carved nol ding of the wall panels at the back of the niche. A narrow
door opened.

"Through here," whispered the Princess. "I can't let himsee ne, either."

The panel slid back into place behind them the sigh of air settling frombeneath the heavy
drape as Suraklin the Dark Mage was left to enter an enpty hall

"Why not ?" asked Joanna quietly. "Gaire, | nean." She used the name Cerdic had called him
Pel l'icida gl anced quickly down at her, then away. After a monent she let out her breath in a
sigh. "It isn't inportant." Her nmouth trenbled on the words, but she pursed it cl osed.

The sliding panel had admitted theminto another room al ong the garden side of the house, this
one a sort of private bookroom cum study filled with Cerdic's usual collection of statues of the
A d Gods, tones of cantrip and quackery, star nandallas, and armllary spheres. Fromit the two
girls had stepped through another French wi ndow into the gardens, crossing to the nearest copse of
trees and taking one of the w nding paths that would | ead, eventually, to the other pal aces of the
grounds and to the outer gates where Mgi ster Magus' coach awaited Joanna. In spite of the sharp
edged sunlight, the afternoon was quite cold, but by tacit consent neither suggested returning to
search for their cloaks.

The Princess snifiied, and Joanna dug into the deep pocket of her dress for a clean
handkerchief to offer her. Pella was not the delicate type of girl who could cry w thout rendering
hersel f hi deous; her nose was swol |l en, and her face, under a layer of half w ped off cosnetics,
reddened in fading blotches. Kyssha, trotting at the hem of her swagged petticoats, |ooked up at
her and whined in concern, and Pella reached down and took the little dog into the crook of her
arm

Joanna sighed. "I realize this is a stupid question under the circumnmstances, but can | do
anyt hi ng? Short of nurdering Pharos, that isthough honestly |I don't think Cerdic would be an
i nprovenent as a ruler.”

Pel l a gl anced quickly at her again, as if to reassure herself of the jesting tone in her
voice. In spite of the japes about it, her height wasn't excessive, though at five nine or so she
was a head taller than Joanna and the dimnutive Prince. It was her air of hesitancy which rmade
her seem clumsy and outsize, sonething not hel ped by the bouffant extravagance of her gown. "It's
all right," she said wearily. "l suppose |I'd agree with Gaire about—+t—f | didn't know what kind
of ruler Cerdic would nake." She gave her eyes a final w pe, conpleting the ruin of her nmakeup,
and stroked Kyssha's head protectively. The little dog |licked at her hands and whi ned agai n,
shivering in the sharpness of the wind. Pella's nouth twitched in a bitter expression far ol der
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than her years. "Do you know Gaire wel | ?"

"I did," said Joanna softly. "Once."

"I didn't know he'd cone back." They energed fromthe trees into a long, formal parterre which
must have been |ike cl ose napped green velvet in the sumrer, brown now and edged with naked trees
gray as pewer in the changeabl e brightness of the day. "Tell nme about him"

Joanna shook her head. "I don't knowif |I can. It's—+t's hard to explain."

"l have to know. "

The urgency in her voice and the intentness of those hazel green eyes stopped Joanna. She
stood | ooking up at the girl, sensing the echo of that hateful sensation of knowi ng but of having
no proof. Suraklin rmust have tried to put the influence of his mnd over hers; she had fled him
not knowi ng why.

Then, rather quickly, Pella | ooked away. "He conmes and goes. Nobody knows anythi ng about him
Except what signifies—that he's Cerdic's latest fad, his 'Spiritual Advisor,' which is what he
calls hinmself so no one can point to himand say "wi zard.' But he is a wizard, isn't he?"

"Yes," Joanna said softly.

Pellicida let out her breath in another short little sigh and stood for a tine, cradling her
little dog in her arns, staring out across the two acres of flaw essly snooth brown |awn toward
the gilded roof trees of the Inperial Palace, visible beyond the cindery lace of the trees. "He

made ne..." she began, and broke off. Then she said, "I didn't even like him+ didn't understand
what happened. | haven't—-haven't ever been in love, but | didn't think it could be like that. It
was a spell, wasn't it?"

"Yes," Joanna said, guessing what had happened and why Pellicida had run from himrather than
face himagain. After a nonent she added, "I think legally that counts as rape—er it should,
anyway. "

Pellicida'"s glance was wy, to hide a hurt that had clearly been one of many in the |ast
wr et ched nonth. She started wal king again, a solitary figure, like a huge pink peony dropped on

the sepia ground. The wind pulled | oose strands of her black hair fromtheir ridicul ous nmasses of
curls and tangled themwith the dog's silky fur. "Did he do that to you?"

"He tried."

"Because you could be useful to hinP"

Joanna nodded. She wondered norbidly whether, if she had agreed, he would have inmtated Gary's
rat her unsatisfying sexual technique.

"Why did he do it?" Pella asked, as if asking about sonmething that had been done to soneone
other than herself. "To get me to—to connive at his killing Pharos?"

She was a stranger in a strange land, a world alien to her own custons and wants, eighteen
years old and married to a man who scorned and hum liated her. She held herself straight as any of
the marbl e statues of heroes that lined the parterre, her profile cut like stone against the dark
chaos of her hair.

Joanna sai d, "Probably."

"Tell nme about him" Pella said again. "There's sonething about him sonething evil... | don't
know. Tell ne who he is, and what he wants; tell me what's going on."

During winters in Angel shand, dawn came late; in the pre solstice depths, a heatl ess daylight
|l asted five or six hours. Now, with autum fully cone, workers sought the grimriverside factories
in darkness. The bells of the city's many churches were tolling matins. In sumrer the sky would
have al ready been pale. Unnaturally clear and cold for this season of the year, the stars bl azed
queerly above the bl ack angles of jutting roofs.

Stonne Caris, grandson of the dead Archmage Salteris Solaris, thrust his hands into the
sl eeves of his padded jacket and shivered as he strode the silent alleyways. In spite of the
unseasonal cl earness of the predawn darkness, it was bitterly cold. Usually at this hour of the
morni ng from where he stood at the top of Threadneedle Street, where its cobbl ed sl ope turned down
toward the river, nothing could be seen but a sea of white mist rising fromthat oily brown
expanse, but now even the w nking nets of riding lights on the ships in the harbor seemed to dance
in the dark. It made hi muneasy, with a strange sense of things not being as they should be. But
hi s mageborn eyes showed himnothing to fear in the darkness of the alleys around him and his
hearing, trained through grueling blindfold obstacle courses, spoke of no danger. Still, he
hesitated for a nmonent at the top of the street, as if his nose could tell himwhat was w ong.

But all he snelled was the usual fishy reek of the bare nudflats bel ow the granite enbanknents
and, nore strongly than usual, the nauseating whiff of spoiling neat and cheese fromthe garbage
dunmp near the Grand Market.

Cautiously, he felt the pistol he had taken from Joanna, thrust through his sword sash, hard

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (24 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:09 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

agai nst his stomach through the paddi ng of coat, jacket, and shirt. He slid his sword, still in
its sheathe, fromhis sash; carrying the sheathe I oosely in his |eft hand, he descended to the
flats, his footfalls a noist whisper in the iron dawn.

He was pleased to find the nudflats enpty. At this hour, they often weren't—during the sunmer
they were a favorite dueling ground for young blades with scores to settle. Generally the comni ng
of the autum msts put a stop to such proceedi ngs. This norning, however, was exceptionally
clear. His breath escaped himin a cold thread of white; somewhere a dog barked, but he nissed the
crying of the gulls usually to be found argui ng over the river garbage left by the turn of the
tide.

He stopped, puzzling for a nonment over that.

Upriver and down, dull orange lights glowed in kitchen wi ndows of the dark houses that
over hung t he enbanknents. Across the rippling sheet of the water, the lights of the nassive St
Cyr fortress gleaned unnaturally bright. An icy skiff of wind tugged at his cropped blond hair. He
sli pped the sword sheathe back into his sash and took out the gun

Wien he had taken it from Joanna, he had assuned it was a gun |ike any other; only when he had
exanmined it later, after he had cone off shift in his duties as guard at the Mages' Yard, did he
realize that, in their weaponry as well as their strange machi nes, Joanna's people were vastly
different fromhis owm. The weapon itself was alien to those with which he was famliar, but the
principles were the sane. Instead of a ball, it fired pointed projectiles, encapsuled in what he
guessed were cartridges already filled with preneasured | oads, apparently | oaded fromthe breech
instead of the nuzzle. In addition, this weapon had a revol ving chanber, holding six bullets.

Lost in admration of the efficiency of it, he had at first not realized what it could
mean—that a weapon existed which fired several times in rapid succession

Wien he realized it, it had shaken himto the roots.

The air down here was still, though he could now hear the rising whine of wind across the
roofs of the houses above him The cold danped nmuch of the smell of the nudflats. It was not an
i deal place for his experinment—t was nore open here than it had been in the Mages' Yard on the
night of Thirle's nmurder, and there was sone novenent of air—but it would do.

He pointed the gun downriver, aimng high in the air, braced both his hands on the butt in
case it kicked nmore strongly than an ordinary pistol, and squeezed the trigger. Instantly the flat
crack of it echoed out across the water; there was no delay between the fall of the hamer and the
ignition of the powder, and it hardly kicked at all. He fired a second shot imedi ately, the
cylinder revolving with deadly, beautiful snpbothness into place. There was a little flash. That
was all.

There was very little snmell of powder and no snoke what soever

Caris felt his stomach sink

This is none of ny business, he thought despairingly. | shouldn't even be here. | am sasennan
of the Council—t isn't up to ne to decide right and wong. Antryg confessed to the nurder of
Thirle and ot her things besides..

But the nurder was done with a gun like this one.

Where had he gotten it?

The thought intruded itself into his mind that Joanna coul d have been right.

And if that is the case..

The wind was rising as Caris strode up the steep angle of Threadneedl e Street again. Black
clouds had nmoved in to blot the stars. The ships at rest in the harbor began to rock uneasily,
like horses tied in a barn, nervous at a sudden whiff of snoke.

As he nmade his way back through the alleys to the Ghetto, Caris renenbered the scene. It was
his dreans that had wakened hi mthen, troubled, inchoate dreams of |oss—his dreans and the fading
of his magic. H s powers had never been nuch, but once before he had sensed their wani ng; that
second tine, waking in the nuggy, stinking heat of the sumrer night, it had been like death. He
had, he renenbered, sonme notion of crossing the Yard fromthe house where the sasenna slept to see
i f his grandfather was back; but with the desolation that had come over him it had suddenly
seened pointless. It was as if, with his magic, all hope had been bled fromthe world.

Then he had heard Thirle scream

Thirle had been standing in the nouth of the alley known as Stinking Lane, the alley where
that dreadful Gate of darkness had opened through the Void. He had been shot fromthe shadows of
the houses on the opposite side of the square, and fromthose shadows a man had come running. A
second shot had been fired at Caris, but he did not know, now that he thought of it, whether the
fleeing man had fired it, or it had come fromthe shadows of the houses, like the first.

The killer had not been the man he had seen—the man who had run back through the Void-at all,
but rather sonmeone who had renmined in the Court, who had fired the shots to cover the fugitive's

file:///D|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (25 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:09 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

tracks and to get Thirle out of the way.

Al though Caris' nenories of that time were surprisingly blurred—due, he supposed, to the
dr ai ni ng hopel essness whi ch had been on himthen—+t came to himnow that the aimhad been
startlingly good for a running nman's.

The first spits of rain were beginning to fall by the tine he reached the Mages' Yard.

It made it easier for him Though no sasennan woul d take shelter to the neglect of his duties,
the noise of the wind howing through the narrow all eyways around the Yard woul d cover any sounds
he m ght nmake better than the foggy stillness typical of autum. After his grandfather's death,
there had been talk of the narrow little house being taken over by the Lady Rosanmund, but not hing
had been done about it yet. The place had been | ocked and fear spells put on the doors and
wi ndows; Caris could see them glowing faintly through the slashing rain. He had not the power to
override them but sinply his awareness of them-his know edge that they were nerely spells—+tet him
force the catches on the rear wi ndow and scranbl e through with hamrering heart, where an ordinary
housebr eaker woul d have thought better of the entire project.

The whol e house spoke to himof his grandfather, with a terrible i medi acy which brought back
all his grief and rage at the old nman's death.

I f Joanna had been right..

Had there been a tinme when he had changed?

Standing in the close, crowded darkness of the narrow roomthat had been Salteris' study,
while the rain sl ammed denentedl y against the window glass as if hurled from buckets, Caris |et
his m nd rove back

He had not seen his grandfather fromthe tinme he was thirteen until he was ei ghteen, nearly
two years ago now, he was aware that there was no greater gap in perceptions than that which
exi sted between those two ages. His nmenories of his grandfather before that were a child's
menories runni ng behind the old man t hrough the sweet marshes of the river Strebwell, hunting
pol Ii wogs while the Archmage gathered nmall ows or observed the com ngs and goings of birds. One
sunmer there had been an epidenic of little pox in the village, and Caris had been drafted as

assistant, to brew tisanes and hunt herbs; later his grandfather, still young, with the wiry
strength of wi zards, had stripped to a breechclout, braided back his |ong dark hair, and had
hel ped Caris and the few villagers who were still on their feet get the hay in. Caris renenbered

as if it were yesterday the shine of drying sweat on the nuscles of Salteris' arns and back as
he'd sat with the other villagers under shelter, drinking beer as the rains swept in over the
stubble fields; he remenbered the thick, green snell of the air, heady as brandy, and Salteris'
joyful laughter.

Since Caris had come to serve the Council of Mages as sasennan, since he had sworn his
unt hi nki ng all egi ance to his grandfather as head of that Council, he had not heard his grandfather
| augh. He thought the glint of ironic nockery in the old nman's eyes was new, but couldn't be sure;
he did not renenber in any of his chil dhood the haughty touchi ness of tenper which had
characterized the wizard lately, nor that suave note in the voice which seened to speak of sone
private joke with hinself at his |istener's expense. It mght, Caris had thought, have had
sonething to do with his grandnother's death, which had happened after he had gone to Innkitar to
begin his training as sasennan; it mght sinply have been that, as a child, he had not seen that
side of his grandfather

O it mght be as Joanna had said.

It if was, he thought, sudden heat firing through his veins, it was Suraklin who killed
hi m-Sur aklin who ended that |aughter, who stripped away that joyful life. Suraklin the Dark
Mage. . .

I will kill him he thought. Dear God, | will kill him..

Antryg, too, he realized, had | oved Salteris. |If what Joanna said was true—f Suraklin had
left his grandfather alive and inbecile, to go on to this other man, this man of her world who
under st ood conput ers—what nust it have cost Antryg to kill in nercy the part that was left?

Stop it, he told hinmself. Stop it until you have proof.

He knew in his heart that the Way of the Sasenna is not to ask for proof. The Council had
decided; it was no longer his affair. Neverthel ess, he began to search the darkened st udy.

As it had been in Salteris' lifetinme, the roomwas crowded wi th books, tablets, charts,
astrol abes, and armllaries, but scrupulously neat. The old nman's desk towered above it all inits
little niche near the fire, |ike some massive black castle, turreted and crenellated with scrol

edged pi geonhol es and a treasure house of secret conpartnents. A couple of candl ehol ders arched
out over the slanted witing surface, but the waxen shafts they bore were unburned and covered
with dust. Salteris had sel dom bothered to |ight them when he worked, seeing, as all nmmgeborn
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could, in the dark.

Caris' own sight in darkness was not as good as nobst mages', but it would have to suffice. The
wi nd, which had risen to a screaning frenzy over the rooftops, would cover any noi ses he m ght
make, but he could not hide Iight.

Met hodi cal | y, he searched.

Hi s grandnother, Salteris' wife in all but name for forty years, had told himof this desk
fascinating himwith its nmarvels while he, a fairhaired child with dirt on his hands, sat on her
knee. His fingers, light and sure as a craftsman's, probed delicately for hidden springs and
secret doors, conpartnments tucked into what appeared to be nere partitions. Qutside, the w nd
how ed down fromthe north, driving sleet and rain before it; in the darkness around him the old
house rocked uneasily on its tinbers. In one conpartnent he found his grandfather's porcelain
flute—a flute that he renenbered the old man playing for his grandnother, but had not heard
Salteris play since.

In another, he found a handful of bullets. There was no m staking thempoint nosed, gl eam ng,
wrapped in their brass cartridges. He drew the gun from his sash, and broke open the cylinder;
they were too large to fit, but clearly of the same manufacture. A little nore search of the desk
yielded the gun itself. Two of its chambers were empty.

Caris set the gun down on the desk. He was so angry his hands shook, cold, furious rage that
felt queerly inpersonal in its intensity. Suraklin had nurdered his grandfather, years ago,
calmy, greedily, tricking himwith a play of friendship and understanding in his forner guise as
the Enperor Hieraldus until he was ready to strike. He had nurdered poor Thirle, stout and affable
and trusting, sinply because he was in the way. Who knew how many ot hers besi des? He had used
Caris' love, twisted and tricked himand tried to manipulate himinto killing the one man who
nm ght have been able to offer effective opposition

Caris' fisted hands tightened until the bones hurt.

And Suraklin had gotten away with it. He was still at large. Bound by his vows to the Council
there was nothing Caris could do.
Though the storm darkness still blotted the windows, Caris knew it would soon be tinme for

morning training with the other sasenna. Quietly, he wapped both guns in the oiled cloth, along
with the bullets. Then he rose and slipped the catch froma wi ndow nearby, to account for the

rai nwater that had dripped fromhis clothes. Retracing his steps to the wi ndow at the back of the
house, he scranbled out again into the storm taking guns and bullets with him

CHAPTER V

The storm the worst in human nenory, lasted until early the followi ng afternoon. Joanna
wat ched its fury fromthe secrecy of a small boudoir attached to Princess Pellicida' s roons in the
north wing of the Inperial Palace, a hidden |ove nest furnished for sone forgotten princely
m stress of the |last generation and enterable only through a hinged wall panel near the head of
Pella's bed. The previous night she and the Regent's wife had arranged to neet at a masked ball at
the merchant prince Calve Dirham s extensive townhouse near the pal ace park. They had tal ked unti
nearly four in the norning, watching Prince Cerdic, who probably believed hinmself incognito behind
a mask of seashells and pearls, w nning thousands of Inperial Eagle coins in the ganbling roons
whil e Suraklin had | ooked on, his suit of old fashioned blue velvet and | ace transforned into a
macabre incongruity by the grinning mask of a skull.

The Prince's streak of uncanny luck at cards, at dice, and at roulette Dirham s gam ng room
had boasted a roul ette wheel, which for sone reason rem nded Joanna of the arcade size vi deogane
which Gary Fairchild had made avail able to his guests—had lasted for four hours, causing Joanna to
remark, "I bet that's the real reason they outlawed w zards neddling in human affairs." She'd seen
Cerdic's old suit of magic proof arnmor, and wondered facetiously if there existed, in the attics
of the nobility, na aar roul ette wheels, dice, and card decks.

It was not until this norning that she understood the true reason

By the time she and Pella had di scussed plans for freeing Antryg, the wi nd had begun—vi ol ent,
unseasonabl e, arctic. Rather than have Joanna go seeking a cab in the pouring rain or scandalize
the entire servant population into an orgy of gossip by instructing Pellicida' s coachman to drive
to Magi ster Magus' house, Pella had offered her the hospitality of the little hideaway in her
suite. "You don't have to worry about Pharos,"” the Princess said, as the carriage had pulled away

fromDirhams in the pitch black, scream ng darkness. "He stays in his own palace. I'mtold he's
even given his paranour Leynart roons there."

Joanna had | aughed. "I don't imagi ne Pharos even knows where your roons are.”

Beneath the trailing black and white feathers of the mask she still wore, Pella's nouth had
ti ghtened. She | ooked away. Her voice sounded very small. "He does."
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Joanna bl ushed hotly in the darkness of the coach. Watever brief honeynoon this girl had
known with the Regent, Joanna thought, as a first experience Pharos would undoubtedly tie for | ast
with Jack the Ri pper. No wonder Suraklin had found her easy prey. As they drove slowy through the
pal ace park, blind with the rain and stopping continually as huge branches and even young trees
were literally ripped fromtheir roots to conme careening |like drunken witches through the howing
air, Joanna could see the dimlights of the Regent's palace, glinmering through the thick trees
that hemtmmed it in. She wondered if he were in his study reading a good book—the Marqui s de Sade,
for preference—er nerely spending a quiet evening in the basenent, whipping his servants.

"I wish it didn't matter to me," that sweet, curiously husky voice went on after a long tine
of silence. "I wish | could just—+ don't know. Shut ny eyes and not care whet her someone mnurdered
himor not. Then | could be rid of him and not—ot have to put up with... with all this." She
si ghed, and | ooked back at Joanna, her white wig, mingled with the Iong black feathers of the
conceal i ng mask she wore, starkly pal e agai nst the dusky oval of her face in the reflected gl ow of
the carnage |l amps. "The thing is, | know he's a good ruler. |'ve seen good rule at hone.
Senterwing isn't a very large country, but Uncle Tye makes the nost of what he has. He's al ways
spoken wel |l of Pharos' policies. Pharos understands trade and industry and all the things
| andhol ders aren't supposed to concern thenselves with. That's why he married nme, because
Senterwing is a country of factories and banks. It's just that—+ suppose being a good ruler is
different frombeing a good man."

"I know," Joanna said. "And as a matter of fact, it's because he's a good ruler—er a strong
ruler, anyway—that Suraklin wants to get rid of himand put Cerdic on the throne. Cerdic would
sure as hell let himrun the country.”

Pellicida sighed. "It sounds—+ don't know, pompous | suppose—to say so, but it's one reason |
want to help you. It isn't fashionable here to be concerned about it, but | was brought up to
believe in good rulership. So nuch depends on it." She toyed with her fan, her big, awkward hands
dwarfing the delicate confection of ivory and silk, keeping her eyes on it rather than neeting
Joanna's. Sil houetted agai nst the sodden gl oom her strong featured face seened older than its
ei ghteen years, nonentarily the face of a woman and a queen. Then she ducked her head—Joanna
sensed rat her than saw her bl otchy, unbecoming blush. "And then these tines of deadness, these
drai ned patches, that you say are caused by this machine of Suraklin's... One of themtook place
not too long after | let himseduce me. | came very close to killing nyself then. Not out of
guilt—not really. Just a kind of hopel essness. It seened to me that fromthen on there would be
not hing else for ne but that, going fromlover to | over because there was nothing else to do here.
It all seened so stale and dirty. And | wonder how many ot her people have felt like that during
those times, and how many went through with it?"

The Princess was out when Joanna woke. It was eleven o' clock by the digital watch stashed in
the pockets of her petticoats and by the delicate ornmolu clock on the mantel pi ece, but there was a
covered breakfast tray in the enpty sitting room A fire burned in the small narble grate, warm ng
the little suite; indoor plants clustered near it like fragile children shunning the rough world
outside. The place was cluttered and cozy, filled with kni ckknacks and pets: a cageful of
ornanental finches whose aimess twittering gave Joanna a whole new insight into the term
"birdbrained"; Pella's two fat pugs about whom Joanna, a cat person, privately agreed with the
Regent; and, to Joanna's great delight, a five foot boa constrictor dozing in wintry torpor in a
big gl ass cabinet built into the side of the chimey. "Ml |l achior spends nmost of his winters
asl eep, " Pella had remarked, tapping the glass gently; the shinning earth colored coils within did
not shift. "They |augh at me around here, but | was brought up with animals. As things worked out,
I"mglad | brought them al ong."

Wnd still ravenned at the wi ndows, though, by the sound of it, the stormwas | essening.
Pella's two fat pugs, clearly unhappy at the tunmult, crouched beside Joanna on the w ndowseat as
she | ooked out across the devastated park. The naked shrubs had been stripped of nost of their
branches and whol e trees snapped off short, to lie tangled and dead in the slate colored | akes of
the fl ooded pat hs.

Joanna pull ed nore cl osely about her the overlong plush robe she'd borrowed from her hostess
and shivered. Through what little had remained of the dark hours, she'd listened to the rain
sl ashi ng agai nst the secret roomis small, round wi ndow. It had come to her then why the
interference of wi zards in human affairs was—and shoul d be—puni shabl e by deat h.

The door opened. She gl anced up as Pella entered, Kyssha pattering restlessly at her heels.
The little dog dashed over to greet Joanna, then to engage in an orgy of sniffing and licking with
the two | apdogs. Pella only stood |like an outsize bird of paradise in her prinrose and green
riding dress, her face sonber and her eyes filled with sorrow and concern
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Pel | a was the daughter of nerchant kings. Joanna guessed that she, too, had understood what
the storm had done.

"It destroyed the trade fleet," she asked quietly, "didn't it?"

Pel | a nodded. She seened stunned, sheddi ng her enornous greatcoat and shaking the last flecks
of the fitful, w ndblown drizzle fromher coarse black hair. "Al the first conmers, the ones that
woul d have put in today to get the creamof the market. God knows how many ot hers out anobng the
i slands." She dropped her gloves and her coat, nmoving as if the loss, the tragedy, were hers and
not others'. "Autumm's a qui et season," she went on. "Fogs and rain, yes, but never winds |ike
that. The whol e harbor is one | ake of fouled nasts; they've pulled hundreds of bodies out so far
They say Cal ve Dirham hanged hinself this norning, rather than face his investors."

Joanna renenbered himvaguely fromlast night, a jovial little nman, vulgar but anxious for
everyone to have a good tine. Wath stirred in her, the hot wath she had felt yesterday while
wat chi ng Suraklin sniling through poor Gary's nouth. She felt the cold of the wi ndow gl ass breathe

agai nst her back as she | eaned against it. Her voice came out surprisingly level. "Wre any of the
ships Cerdic invested in wecked?"
The Princess shook her head wearily. "I don't know, Joanna. There were so nany..." Then she

stopped, realizing what Joanna had asked. She stared at her in silence, her hazel eyes wide with
first shock, then dawning horror. "That's inpossible."

"Think about it." In her nmind Joanna saw Suraklin again as she had seen himlast night—the
skul'l smiling above blue velvet and | ace.

"He couldn't, " Pella whispered. "I know Cerdic's ships were supposed to be far in the rear,
but... Mst of the fleet was wecked, Joanna! Hundreds were killed..."

"I't wiped out fortunes, didn't it?" Joanna folded her arms across her drawn up knees,
regardi ng the gawky young Princess in her coat of daffodil velvet, still standing beside the

hearth and the gil ded snake cage.

"And people who lost their year's incone will be turning to a nan who has noney. You saw how
much he won last night, and 1'd be willing to bet none of the ships he invested in were in the
harbor last night. | don't think Cerdic's going to let hinself believe Suraklin did this to buy
hi m power, and Suraklin's probably going to come up with sonme plausi bl e explanation so Cerdic
doesn't have to believe it. But | think that's what happened.

"I didn't really understand before," she went on, standing up, the folds of the robe falling
thickly around her feet, "why the Council would nmake it puni shabl e by death for the nageborn to
interfere in human affairs." She kicked the draggi ng wei ght of the | avender velvet out of the way
and crossed to where Pella stood. "Even watching Suraklin nmaking the cards fall right for Cerdic,

or spinning the roulette wheel his way... Mybe there are people who' d even forgive a | ove spel
or two, like the one he put on you. So what? they'd say. But | know now the kind of thing that
they neant, five hundred years ago, when they fought the Battle of Stellith over it; | know the

potential for destruction of soneone really powerful who doesn't give a dam, so |long as he gets
what he wants. And do you know what el se | know?"

The Princess | ooked at her apprehensively, this small, outlander woman with her tangled bl ond
curl s hanging over the robe's gray fur collar, her arns fol ded over her breasts.

"They're going to find sone way to blane it on Antryg."

"The Prince won't ask questions if | say I'mgoing to one of the royal residences near Kyml."
Pella deftly steered her chestnut team around the ruins of a chimey which had literally been
blown into the street, the long weckage of brick stretching |like a snake across the flooded
cobbl estones and on into the tangle of glass, broken shutters, and ruined goods in a shop w ndow.
"Everyone makes jokes about Senterw ng being a swanp, but it's warner than Angel shand. | can
probably get away with saying | can't stand the cold."

Wth her black hair braided up under a close fitting cap and her tall formnmuffled in a many
caped cl oak such as coachnen wore, the Princess was sufficiently anonymous at the reins of her
unmar ked phaeton. The masculine style suited her far better than her frilled court dresses did; by
no longer trying to apol ogi ze for her square jaw and wi de nouth, she gave themdignity and a ki nd
of severe beauty. Joanna, huddl ed beside her on the high seat with a cl oak covering the
el aborately silly gown she'd worn to the ball last night, had leisure to | ook around at the
swanped streets of the town.

Most of them were flooded right across, and the phaeton's wheels threw up little w ngs of
water as it passed servants and | aborers working ankle deep at clearing away the w eckage of
broken trees, fallen chimeys, and scattered roof tiles. In the poorer districts of the town south
of the river, Joanna thought, the damage woul d be worse. She renmenbered the rickety tenenments that
| eaned so perilously against one another and the vendors' stands in the streets. Even in the
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relatively affluent nei ghborhoods near Governor's Square, there was a silence, an air of calanity,
and a ghastly realization that noney borrowed or spent agai nst the expectation of those
i nvestnments was truly gone

But in the poor quarters it would not be a question of noney, but of husbands, brothers,
fathers, and sons, dragged dead out of the broken tangle of foul ed spars and lines that stretched
for mles along the snokecol ored waters of the harbor. It was a question of nargi nal poverty
turning into starving destitution and of cold beds and children who woul d never see their
fat hers—er days wi t hout hunger—agai n.

Joanna shivered, oppressed as she had been her first norning in Kynil, by the sense of being
brought face to face with intol erable situations which she had no power to rectify—except, she
t hought, by doi ng what she was doing, by attending to the matter at hand. "Can you get a copy of
Phar os' seal ?" she asked and Pellicida nodded. For all her youth she had a bluntly nmatter of fact
grasp of the essentials.

"He keeps the seal itself guarded, | don't know where. But | have two or three letters from
himwith it on the bottom"

"Magi ster Magus will know how to renobve them" Joanna said. And he'll do it, she added grimy
to herself, or I'll know the reason why. He'd be horrified, of course, as he'd been horrified
yest erday when Joanna had told himshe'd found an ally in the Regent's wife, but it couldn't be
hel ped. If they were to free Antryg, they'd need forged signatures and faked seals to get into the
Tower, and she had a shrewd i dea the Magus knew who in Angel shand coul d provi de such things at
short noti ce.

And the notice, she thought, |ooking around her at the sheets of |eaden water and at the
desperate, angry faces, would be very short indeed. They were people nortally injured, seeking
soneone to blane. It wouldn't take much of a manipulator to turn that anger agai nst anyone who
m ght stand in his way.

She stroked Kyssha's fluffy head; the dog lay |like a little nmuff across her lap, Pella needing
all her freedom of action to control the teamin the flooded debris through which they passed
Clunmsy and gawky as the tall Princess seened on foot in her tasseled and overjewel ed gowns, she
was a steady and |ight handed driver. She was careful of her team too, getting out and testing
the deeply fl ooded patches of street for subnmerged weckage; and restive as they were, the horses
stood obediently with Joanna's hand on the rein until Pella had scranbled up to the high seat
agai n.

"I helped train them" she said, when Joanna spoke of it. "W had a marvel of a trainer at
hone. He taught nme everything he could when Mother wasn't |ooking. | was always nore at hone in
the stables than | was at dancing | essons. At |east no one |aughed when | tripped over ny own
feet." She sighed, |ooking out across the team s sharp pricked cars as she gui ded them around the

broken corpse of a tree that blocked half the lane. "I never really cared for being a Princess."
Down at the far end of the street, voices shouted, a runble of angry sound punctuated suddenly
by a yell. "Lynch him String himup! Stormcaller—he did this!" Oher voices joined in |like a

hel l'i sh chorus baying, "Hang him Hang the wizard!"

"Ch God," Joanna whi spered, knowing what it had to be. Pella exchanged a quick, scared gl ance
with her, then clucked encouragenment to her team who trotted nervously forward with a hissing
swi sh of nuddy wat er.

There nust have been thirty or forty people in Governor's Square, nen and wonen both, nostly
| aborers and servants. They were rudely arnmed with nmakeshift clubs, bread knives, and bits of
ti mber from broken shutters. A knot of black clothed sasenna clustered around the steps of
Magi st er Magus' house, keepi ng them back.

". . . behind it all summer!" a man in the |ong caped cloak and nuffler of a cab driver was
yelling. "It's himthat called up them abom nations, those things setting fire to the houses in
the Hayrmarket! Ruined the harvest, belike, too! And now this... !"

The doors opened. Four sasenna and two nmen in the narrow gray garnments of Wtchfinders
energed, |eading Magi ster Magus between them Around the steps, the crowd set up a yamering |ike
the hounds of hell. Cods of dirt and horse dung splattered against the wall on all sides of the
door, and Magus flinched, trying to hide his face against his shoul der as best he could in
wr et chedness and shane. Hi s hands were bound behind him even at this distance, Joanna saw t he
bl ood bright ribbon of spell cord twi sted through the bonds. She only realized she had half risen
in the phaeton seat when Pella pulled her back down.

"There's nothing we can do."

The nob was pushing in. The sasenna descended the steps, thrusting them back. Two renmai ned by
the door with their prisoner, their crossbows leveled on him as if they expected himto attenpt
to fell themwith a Bruce Lee wheel kick, |eap over the heads of the crowd, and nmake good his
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escape. The dog wizard's thin face was white against his disheveled black hair; a bruise was
al ready bl ackening on his tenple.

Joanna | ooked across at Pella, fear kicking hard at her chest. "It isn't that. My backpack's
in the house. It's got the programdisk init, the only thing that can take out the programing in
Suraklin's conputer.™

Pella's full, square |ips pressed taut; her eyes narrowed as she scanned the square and the
little group before the house. "They'll need their whole force to keep the crowd off him One of
us could get in the back now before they search the house."

Joanna's stomach curled up in terror at the possibility of capture by the Wtchfinders and the
t hought of facing the Wtchfinder Peel bone again. But she knew the Princess was right. She took a
deep breath, "Ckay. If I'mnot back in..."

Pel | a handed her the reins. "I'll go. Can you hold then?" And when Joanna noved to nake a
totally half hearted protest, she asked, "Wat can they do to ne if they catch ne? I'mthe wife of
the Heir. What does this backpack thing | ook Iike?"

Joanna told her and held Kyssha back fromjoining her as the tall girl sprang down fromthe
seat and pushed her way off through the crowd.

A small bl ack carriage had been brought up to the house doors, enclosed and heavily curtai ned.
Joanna renenbered it well. She had ridden in a sinmilar one fromthe house of the nurdered Dr.
Skipfrag to the St. Cyr fortress after her own arrest.

The guards fornmed a flying wedge around Magus, breasting like swimers through the crowd to
get himthere; angry fists were shaken at them and now and then a stick flailed out of the nob to
stri ke one or another on their shoulders. The Magus cowered in the mdst of his guards, with the
| ook on his face of a rabbit in a trap. Renenbering his kindness to her and the fact that it was
he who had hel ped Antryg rescue her from Peel bone and his Wtchfinders, Joanna felt like a
traitor.

A voice said close to her knee, "You know he'll be safer with themthan he would if he stayed
in his house."

Startled, she | ooked down. Caris stood beside the phaeton

"What will be done to hinP" she asked quietly.

"Magus?" Caris shrugged, watching the progress of the nelee by the steps with a professiona
eye. "If Cerdic speaks up for him probably only a public flogging and bani shnent. But runor has
it that Cerdic's found hinself a new Spiritual Advisor these days."

Voi ces rose, and dung and pi eces of broken brick rained down on the closed black carriage as
it began to nove away. A stray chunk of dirt struck one of Pella's phaeton team and the horse
flung up its head nervously. Caris caught the rein and drew the beast back down, talking gently
and stroking the soft nose. A nonent |ater Pella reappeared, the bul k of her tweed cl oak appearing
even bul kier with the backpack hidden beneath it. She saw Caris and stopped, her brisk conpetence
fading to awkwardness at once.

"It's all right," Joanna said. "At least—+ think it's all right. But we'd probably better get
out of here." The crowd around the Magus' house was di spersing as three sasenna went back up the
steps. One of themrenoved fromthe pouch at his belt a bar of red wax and a seal; Joanna
suspected reinforcenents woul d be on the way.

"It's all right," Caris assured her. Hi s voice even and inpersonal, he went on, "I|'ve just
heard that Cerdic's two ships have been sighted comng in past the Chittern Islands. It seens one
of them sprang a plank or sonmething and had to put in at Felwip a few days ago. | don't know what

happened with the other, but sonething simlar, sonme accident that kept themin port in the
i sl ands. "

"Dear God," Pella said softly. Her green gold eyes filled with pain, either at the destruction
itself or at this final proof of cold bl ooded perfidy; half subconsciously she put out her hand to
touch the flank of her near horse, as if seeking in the aninmal contact sone grounding to the
gentler life she had left behind. After a silent nonent, she handed the backpack up to Joanna,
swung herself up onto the high driver's seat again, and collected the reins.

Wthout a word, Caris sprang up to the groomis perch behind them Still in that sanme autonmatic
fashion, as if she were handling a car instead of two nervous aninmals, Pella backed her team
neatly, turned them and guided them across the flooded cobbl es of the square. She | ooked stunned;
Joanna found herself renmenbering that nost people in this world only half believed in magic, if
they believed in it at all. It was one thing, she supposed, to have a | ove spell put on you. It
was another to see spells used on that scale with that kind of cold bl ooded selfishness.

To Caris, Joanna only said, "Suraklin's staying with Cerdic. He's been hel pi ng hi mw n noney
in the ganbling halls; Cerdic will have a fortune now to buy friends with. W don't know, but we
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think Suraklin nmeans to nurder Pharos and get control of the Empire.”

"That woul d nmake sense," Caris said quietly. "He will be trying to protect hinself, if it is
in fact his aimto becone one of these conputer machines." Then for a long tinme he said nothing,
only held onto the brass railing of the groomis perch, staring out in front of himas Pella drove
through the flooded, half enpty streets of the town. Kyssha put her paws on the seatback and nosed
at his hand; Caris stroked her head absently, as if not truly aware of her presence. Then he
sighed. "I found this in Gandfather's house." He took a revolver fromhis belt. dinpsing it
there earlier, Joanna had assunmed that it was the one he'd taken from her, but she saw now it was
a .45, not a .38. She glanced quickly up at his face, and saw it strained and bitter, as if he had
taken some scouring drug.

He had wept, she renmenbered, over the dead Archnage's body, sobs that had seened to tear him
apart. "I'msorry."

He shook his head, as if he would say sonething; but after a false start, he was silent.

Hesitantly, Joanna said, "Maybe if you showed it to the new Archnage..."

"I't wouldn't do nme any good," Caris said, his voice quiet but hard as stone. "For one thing,
it is not for me, as sasennan, even to have investigated; the Lady Rosamund has already told ne
that the matter is closed. Then, too, nost of the mages have left the Yard. They know the storm
was caused by magic. They tried to trace it, but weather tanpering is very hard to track. They
knew they'd be blamed. After their arrest |last sunmer, even the few who stayed in town have kept
getaway bags packed. The last of themleft before noon." He sounded renpte, as if it barely
concerned him had she trained with himas sasennan, Joanna woul d have recogni zed the tone he used
when he was injured and trying to speak around gut tearing pain. Pella glanced back at him
conprehensi on and worry in her eyes. "Sone of themtook sasenna with them but | was one of the
ones ordered to stay as a guard against |ooters."

There was a nonent's silence, broken by the milky swish of the wheels in the fl ooded street
and the splashing of the horses' hooves. Joanna knew it was an unfair question, but asked it
anyway. "And will you?"

He didn't |ook at her. "Joanna, you don't understand."

She half turned in her seat, |ooking up at that tense, beautiful face in the sunless light. "I
do understand, a little—at |east as nuch as anyone can understand who hasn't been brought up with
that strong a concept of honor. And after seeing the destruction Suraklin has wought, | think
under stand the vows of the sasenna as anal ogous to those of the nages; that one who is trained to
kill can not be permitted to choose his own places and tines for it, any nore than one who has
been trained to alter the physical world by an act of his own will. But that doesn't change what
Suraklin is doing. It doesn't change the fact that he's got to be stopped at whatever the cost."

Keeping clear of the poorer districts near the river, Pella guided her horses through a broad
square past a neocl assical donmed building that was obviously a bank. Its granite steps churned
wi th businessnen in dark broadcloth like a hosed out anthill. One young nan came qui ckly down the
steps and clinbed into a closed carriage as Pella drove past. Through the wi ndows, Joanna coul d
see him once he thought hinself out of sight of his colleagues, bury his face in his hands like a
man who has heard the sentence of his own death.

Behi nd her, Caris' voice was desperate. "Don't do this to nme, Joanna."

Antryg had said that, she renenbered, |ying with bound hands, waiting for the wi zards to cone
for him

She did not | ook back at him only pleated at the knots of green silk ribbon that bordered the
sl eeves of last night's ballgown. "Wy did you come | ooking for ne, then?"

Caris sighed, bitter and weary, as if he had not even been sure he neant to speak to her unti
now. "To tell you that the runor in the Mages' Yard is that Peel bone the Wtchfinder |eft
Angel shand this norning, as soon as the wind eased enough to et himtravel. He's headi ng south,
for Kyml."

"Are you angry with Caris?" Pella asked | ater, pausing in her search for a spill of kindling
to light the candles in the rapidly encroachi ng gl oomof her apartnments. "Because you shoul dn't
be. "

"Not really." Joanna's small hands continued to nove as she tal ked, folding the nountains of
petticoats, nightdresses, and chem ses whose packi ng she had taken over after Pella had, for the
fifth tinme, gone wandering around the chaos of the roomlooking for a mslaid glove. "I know he
takes his vows as a sasennan very seriously; | suppose it's like a devoutly religious person being
asked to deny God in order to save the life of someone he | oves."

Pell a nodded. "Only of course all sasenna are automatically excomuni cat e—except the Church's,
that is. They don't deny God, but they certainly rmust choose their master's w shes over the
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Church's without an instant's thought. It's the same reason they don't nake | egal marriages."
Around her feet, Kyssha and the two | apdogs played hi de and seek anpbng the lace ruffles of half a
dozen petticoats tossed carelessly on the floor. "You knowit is in the Council's power to have
himkilled for disobedi ence?"

"I know i f a sasennan becones—f| awed, or crippled, he's supposed to kill hinself," Joanna said
slowy, thinking of the Regent's deaf servant Kanner. "But | don't think that fear was a factor in
Caris' decision to stay here."

"No," Pella agreed quietly. Forgetting her quest for illumination, she returned to the dense
shadows of the bed and hel ped Joanna dunp the | atest heap of |ace edged |awn into the trunk at her
side. "Do we have to pack all this?"

"We do if it's going to look as if you're heading south for a |leisurely change of climate,"
Joanna declared. In straightforward matters of aninmals or physical courage or, Joanna suspected,
policy, the Princess had a powerful and instinctive grace, like an aninmal herself; but faced with
t he nuanced conpl exities of clothing or behavior, she | apsed into gauchery. Joanna, norbidly
sensitive to all the things she herself had been urged to do, felt an overwhel mi ng synpathy. She
fi shed her backpack fromthe floor and dug fromit a notebook, fromwhich she ripped half a page.
She twi sted the paper into a nmakeshift spill and handed it to Pella, who renenbered what she was
about and hurried to the fireplace to touch one end to the small blaze there. "The minute it's
Iight enough and we're away from Angel shand, we're going to |l eave it behind with the baggage
wagons and go on in your phaeton, renmenber."

The Princess froze in the act of touching the lighted end to a candle wick. "The letters of
credit for changing horses..."

"l have them here." Joanna nudged her backpack with one toe. After watching Pellicida's
absent m nded packing all afternoon, she had taken the precaution of stow ng everything they would
truly need in various pockets of the bul ging sack—the aforesai d provision for changi ng horses en
route, a great deal of noney, and a sheaf of letters and orders from Pharos, several of which bore
his seal which Joanna hoped she'd be able to renpbve with a hot knife, once she'd forged pernmits to
get in to the Tower itself.

Returning to the forner topic, she went on, "I think it would be easier for one of us to get
into see Antryg if we had a sasennan along to nmake it | ook nore official..."

"At a pinch, | could pass nyself off as a sasennan," Pella said thoughtfully. "That is, |'ve
had sonme training. We all did—ny cousins and |, back hone, though of course, since we would never

be allowed to take vows, we were never trained at the higher levels. But |'ve got a uniformand a
sword, as well as a clerk's robe for you."

"Are there fermal e cl erks?"

Pell a | ooked startled that Joanna woul d ask. "Of course. A nan doesn't wite with
hi s—er —whi skers." The spill burned down to her fingers; |ooking startled, she hastily lit the
candle with it and tossed the flam ng paper into the hearth. Then she proceeded to rove restlessly
around the little bedchanber, lighting the candles that stood in holders of crystal, gilt bronze,
and creany porcelain. "Speaking of witing, | can fill out the text of the passes to get us into
the Tower—any clerk would do that—ut Pharos' signature is another matter. | was never any good at
drawi ng. Besides, he's left handed."

"I think I can manage that," Joanna said. "At least, | could always forge ny nother's, and
she's | eft handed, not to nention signing her nane |ike a Rorschach test. You know, in a way |
feel rather sorry for Caris."

"Sorry?" Pella bristled.

"He's in an al nbst inpossible situation," she explained quietly. Elsewhere in the palace, on
the floor bel ow, voices were nonentarily raised and a hurrying of feet was heard; Pella swing
around, her greenish eyes darkening, and she stood frozen like a deer in stillness until the
sounds passed away. "What is it?"

"Nothing," the girl said and blushed again. "That is—whenever my nother went traveling, which
wasn't often, my father used to cone up to her roons and bid her goodbye. It 'isn't that | expect
Pharos to, but..." She stammered to a conclusion, as if realizing how | udicrous the conparison
was.

Her parents nmust have | oved one another a great deal, Joanna thought, torn between cynicism
and envy, to have given her such ineradi cabl e hopes about narriage.

She, too, had been listening for Pharos' chance coming, though for different reasons. Wen she
went back to her packing, the | eftover adrenaline flash nmade her fingers shake.

Al it would need, she thought, was the snallest suspicion on his part. Al it would need was
one servant's runor, one bit of gossip about his wife's new friend. For he woul d recogni ze her, of
course. He might or mght not take out his vicious sense of betrayal by Antryg on her, but
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what ever happened, at a screamingly optinmstic least it would nean del ay.

There could be no delay. Not now.

On their return to the north wing of the Inperial Palace Pellicida had been all for ordering a
fresh change of horses for her phaeton and setting forth then and there, in the hopes of
overtaking the Wtchfinder's equi page and holding the lead all the way to Kym|. It had taken
consi der abl e persuasi on on Joanna's part to convince her to wait for tonorrow norning, as even the
nost precipitate journey would under normal circunstances. Hence the |ong and tedi ous business of
packi ng, of ordering the great traveling coach and a snaller vehicle for the servants and extra
| uggage, and of sending postriders ahead with orders to prepare Larknoor, the small royal nanor
near Kym|.

Much as it drove Joanna insane to watch the failing of the afternoon |ight—+t was only three
thirty—and to know that they couldn't |eave for another fifteen hours or so, she knew that it was
necessary to avert suspicion. She had no idea whether Suraklin was still with Cerdic at the Dower
House and no idea if or howintently he kept track of Pella's novenents. Throughout Pella's
packi ng—er rather Joanna's packing of Pella's things while the Princess roved abstractedly around
the apartnment, |ooking for itens Joanna had al ready packed—Joanna had been burningly consci ous of
the slow noving gilt hands of the mantel piece clock, half buried under an orgy of enanel and gold
nynphs, and of the gathering darkness outside. Peel bone the Wtchfinder was on his way south,
undoubtedly with the final warrant for Antryg's death in his pocket. At this point, the Council of
W zards was in no shape to prevent it, as Suraklin had clearly intended. And she knew she was
dooned to sit in these roons until enough tinme had passed for soneone to sleep and wake up before
she could do anything about it.

Screaming with frustration will not help, she told herself firmy, with wy and involuntary
hunor, and will only cause tal k anong the servants. Wth the hideous sensation of having her plans
ravel once again from her hands, she went back to her packing, wondering how she woul d pass the
ni ght until norning.

It was seven A M, black as the pits of hell and bitterly cold, when the Princess' huge
traveling carriage finally lunbered away. To the last, Pellicida had been listening, waiting for
sonme sign of her husband's comi ng, sonme acknow edgrment from himthat her novenents mattered to
him and Joanna had fretted herself nearly ill wth apprehension. He had not come, of course.
Perhaps the girl did not consciously expect that he would, but Joanna coul d sense her
di sappoi ntnent and her hurt, ridiculous though it was, and was fond enough of the big, gawky girl
to feel sorry for her. She herself had been nore fearful that Suraklin would choose that
i nopportune nmoment to renew his attenpt to seduce the Prince's wife. Then the gane woul d have been
up i ndeed.

Ri ver fog had risen to bl anket the pal ace grounds and the city that lay beyond the walls;
through it Joanna could see nothing, but now and then she heard the slop and drip of the horses
hooves in puddl es and knew that the | andscape woul d be one of absolute desolation. It was
w etchedly cold in the coach, in spite of heated bricks wapped up in the fur robes at their feet,
and Joanna watched the soft steam of her breath float in the reflected gl ow of the carriage |anps.
The coach was badly sprung; though the Princess' phaeton, which followed behind, ostensibly for
Pella's use once they reached Larknoor, was slightly better, she was mserably anticipating
several days of jolting disconfort. She tried to keep herself fromthinking about Antryg, about
what woul d happen to her if she failed to rescue him or if, having gotten the accursed Sigil off
his throat, she found himpernmanently mind broken as Magi ster Magus had feared. She tried not to
think of the Magus, either.

He woul d be in the St. Cyr fortress now, in one of the vernmn ridden cells whose walls, like
those of the Silent Tower, were spelled against the working of magic, perhaps the sane cell in
whi ch she and the tiny, decrepit old crone Mnhyrdin the Fair had been | ocked. It had been his
spel |, she renmenbered unhappily, that had allowed Antryg to break her out.

She | eaned her head back against the soft plush of the seat squabs and shut her eyes, her head
aching. She could think of no way in which she had betrayed hinm it was sheer luck that she
hersel f had spent |ast night at the palace instead of going hone to be arrested with him She
could not help him In fact, tarrying here would put her in danger of arrest herself when the
Wt chfinders began questioning him even had Antryg not been facing i nmrediate death. But she stil
felt guilty at abandoning the poor little quack to his fate.

The jolt of the carriage as it lurched to a stop made her open her eyes. At the sane tine she
heard Pella gasp, and the Princess' big, clunsy hand sought hers under the velvet softness of the
furs. Her heart seenming to shrink in her breast to sonmething the size of a filbert, Joanna sat up
and foll owed the younger girl's gaze through the carriage wi ndow, out into the blackness of the
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i ron dawn.

Dark agai nst the fog, a black shape stood on the verge of the road; a black cloak fell back
froma raised arm The horses drew up, their breath snoking |like dragons' in the cold. Wt grave
crunched under soft boots. The | anps caught the glint of blond hair.

After an instant's frozen shock, Pella opened the carriage door. Caris clinbed in without a
word, the soft |eather of his dagger belts creaking as he slunped back into the seat opposite the
two girls. He did not | ook at them nor did he speak; he just stared furiously out into the
charcoal bl ackness of the m st as the coachnan whi pped up the horses, and, with a rattle of
brasses and | eather, they started forward again.

CHAPTER VI

At the sumrer's end, Caris renenbered, it had taken himand the Archnage Salteris Solaris a
week to wal k from Angel shand to Kym |, ostensibly to seek the answer to the riddle of the mage
Thirle's nurder fromAntryg Wndrose, inprisoned in the Silent Tower. He had nade the journey many
times before, though that had been the first tinme he and Salteris had taken that road together
Al ways, as befitted the weapon of the Council of Wzards, it had been on foot.

Thus his nenories of that journey had a slowness to them in contrast to the hurried beat of
the carriage teami s hooves and the sting of wind on his face; then there had been the rhyt hm of
af oot pace, the long flux of the anmber and cobalt wi ngs of sunmer days and nights, and the taste
of dust and dew. The weather was well and truly winter now, the winds like flint and the roads
either foul slime troughs or slicked with ice. Joanna and Pellicida were wapped in rugs and
mttens in the Princess' open traveling carriage, but Caris hinself, high on the footnman's perch
behind them barely felt the cold.

At tinmes, the rage in himfelt so hot that he thought he nust snother; at others, his whole
soul seened to be nothing, down to its bottommost depths, but a pit filled with broken bl ack ice.
He hardly spoke, although, when Pella drew the teamto a stop and junped down to check their
hooves for ice balled in their frogs, Caris sprang fromhis high perch to hold their heads.

Only that night, when Joanna had clustered all the |anps available on the table of the snoky,
stinking, private parlor they had rented at the posting inn of the Plucky Duck to practice forging
the Regent's signhature, did he say, "Do you really think that's going to do us any good?"

He was weary, and the weariness cane out as scorn; Joanna's head cane up, her dark eyes hurt
and a little puffy with sl eepiness. But there was a spark in them that spark of anger he had
first seen in the alley behind the Standing Stallion in Angel shand, when she had cursed at himto
act like a man. "If you've got a better plan for getting Antryg out of the Tower, 1'd like to hear
it."

Her fingers were chapped and red—+t was very cold in the room in spite of the griny fire in
the grate—and the initation of Pharos' witing wouldn't have deceived a child.

He didn't, but Joanna's hi gh handed assunption of command chaffed himlike a too tight sleeve.
"You haven't seen Antryg," he told her bitterly. "I have."

"It's the Sigil of Darkness..."

"Pox! It may have been the Sigil of Darkness that pushed himover the edge of nadness, but
taking it off himisn't going to restore what few wits he nay once have possessed! |f you can get
it off himat all, which I'"'mwaiting to see, in a Tower full of guards. And he's physically
deteriorating as well..."

"Whose fault is that?" Joanna | ashed at him

"You're the one who put himthere."

He coul d see her whole body tense, like the shutting of a fist. In the greasy orange glare of
the two or three | anps before her, the thin face seened to tighten in on itself, cold anger
holding itself in. Stiltedly, as if counting out every word, she said, "I know |I'mthe one who put
himthere. But there's nothing that | or anyone can do to change things that have already
happened. | can't know what to do about getting himout until |'ve seen him For that, | need to
get into the Tower..."

"And you think they're going to take the Sigil of Darkness off the outer doors to |let ne pass
inside with you? Or that they're not going to ask about you having a mageborn sasennan with you?"
Her nmouth stayed cl anped shut, but he could see the tears of hel pl ess anger gather in her

eyes, and her small hands, that could not even wield a quill properly, shake.

"If that's how you feel about our chances of success, why did you cone?"

"Because when you try to break Antryg out of the Tower," said Caris, quiet but suddenly harsh

as broken stone, "Suraklin's going to hear about it. Suraklin will cone..." He got to his feet,
al nost throwi ng the crude, heavy chair fromhim "And then | will kill himfor what he's done to
ne. "
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She answered himin a voice thinned with spite, "Wat nakes you think you can?"

He took a step forward, wanting to slap her and hating that new spitfire glint in her eyes "If
I can't," he said slowy, "then at least | can die as a sasennan should."

Joanna drew breath to speak, then stopped. Her brown eyes, in this uncertain |ight as black as
the coffee cooling in its cup between the |anps, nmet his, narrow and gl eam ng; around her sharp
face, her hair hung like a sulfury cloud. She said nothing. After a nonent Caris turned on his
heel and strode fromthe room

If she had thrown it in his face that he was sasennan no | onger, that he had broken his vows,
and deserted the Way to which he had sworn his life, he thought he woul d have struck her. Sitting
alone in the darkness of the inn stables, listening to the groan of the wind in the rafters and
filling his nostrils with the clean, warm scents of horses and hay, he felt his rage rise at her,
at Suraklin, at the nmages who had di sappeared fromthe Yard, at the stolid, silent, uninaginative
Princess, and at the fool of an innkeeper who was little better than a robber for charging thema
silver bit for a ladleful of stew and a hunk of bread the size of his fist. It was not the Way of
the Sasenna to show rage, but he collected his rage, like steaming black liquid in a cup; a bitter
drink that was all now that gave him strength.

It will sustain me, he thought, until we reach Kym|. After that it would not matter

"Caris?"

The deep, husky voice nade himrealize with a start that he had no idea how |l ong he'd been
sitting out here. The sounds fromthe inn had fallen into nuffled silence; the wind had risen, and
when the door opened a crack, in the swinmng well of shadows bel ow the | oft where he sat, he
could smell the blowi ng snow. Mageborn, he could see in the dark when the tousl ed bl ack head poked
up through the | adder hole. He saw her | ooking around for him peering in the blackness; he had
automati cal l y sought the deepest shadows, as it is the Way of the Sasenna to do, with the best
field of fire to cover the entrance to the loft in case of attack

He said, "Here," and the girl turned, tracking his voice without error. He heard the crunch
and slither of her boots on the straw and the faint, light patter as she set Kyssha down beside
her. He knew very little of this girl, save that she was a good driver, hopel essly disorganized,
and t hat Joanna had sonehow convi nced her of her story. As the wife of the Regent she was, he
realized, the first lady of the Enpire, but it was difficult to renenber that. For all her height,
in her plain traveling dress she was curiously unobtrusive, speaking very little to the tense and
preoccupi ed Joanna and not at all to him

Not, he reflected dourly, that he woul d have nade nmuch of a reply if she had.

"Do you really think Antryg won't be able to help us?" She settled in the hay near him

drawi ng her thick tweed cl oak about her. A nonent later, Kyssha's small, cold nose came questing
at his hand.
Wth a rueful smle, he gathered the little dog into his lap, like a folded marionette.

Softly, he said, "You know, | think the hardest thing to give up when | went into training was ny
dog? Her nane was Ratbane." He sighed, not adding that the closest he had cone to crying during
the tinme of his training had been when he'd received news of her death. O course he had not
cried. He had been sixteen by then, and it was in any case not the Way of the Sasenna to nourn
even the passing of one's parents, |et alone a shaggy coated shepherd bitch with one bl ue eye.

After a nonment he went on, "I don't know. Joanna isn't sasennan, and she isn't nmageborn. She
doesn't understand..." Hs mnd shied fromthe thought of the Seal of the Dead God. It had taken
every ounce of strength, every knotted fragnent of the hate within him not to shrink away when
they'd fixed the iron collar around Antryg's throat. The thought of touching the thing made him
want to vomit. "The Sigil's strength is in proportion to the strength of the nmage. It broke
Antryg. He seened to conme through the torture as well as anyone does."

Her voice was quiet in the gloom "So you think it's hopel ess?"

Bitterly, he said, "Don't you?"

She made no reply, a curiously conforting silence, as if she knew he had nore to say and
didn't want to divert the course of it with words of her own. Qutside, a gust of wind struck the
stable, like the flat on blow of a nonster hand, and bel ow themthe horses stirred in their
stalls. The air was heavy with their snell, clean and curiously sweet, and the sweetgrass scent of
Pella's hair. Caris knew he should rest, for they would be on the road as soon as it grew |light
enough for the horses to see, but his whole body felt charged with restless elation, as if he had
drunk the zamthat professional boxers quaffed before their matches.

"I want one thing, Pella, and one thing only. | want to kill Suraklin. I..." He hesitated, al
the rage that had seethed in himsince he had first stood in his grandfather's study with a
handful of alien bullets in his hand taking shape, for the first time, into words. Slowy,
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stiffly, he said, "I loved ny grandfather. A sasennan isn't supposed to |ove, but |I |oved himnore
than anyone else in the world, maybe—ertainly nore than ny parents, though they were as good to
me as they knew how to be. It's just that they were farners, and he was... he understood what it's
like to be born with fire inside." He swallowed, struggling with the nenory of those old hurts,
wondering how after all the buried years they still seened so fresh

He went on, "I swore nmy vows to the Council because | loved him He knew | |oved him nmaybe
the only person |'ve ever told that | did. Wien Suraklin took over his mind, Suraklin knew that,
too. And Suraklin used that, did all the things ny grandfather did, things that | [oved himfor,
pl ayed at being nmy grandfather, and used ny love. He nurdered him Kkilled himlike a—a robber who
want ed his cloak, only | was part of the cloak. He used ne like a pinp."

It was the insult and the hurt, as well as the taking away of the one person he had | oved,
Caris realized then, staring into the warm bl ackness, his blunt, powerful fingers toying with the
soft fluff of Kyssha's ears. In his rage at the nurder there was al so rage at betrayal, as a man
nm ght feel who |earns that the woman who cane to his bed in darkness was not his wife, but a
grinni ng succubus, counterfeiting the sound of her voice and the touch of her hands, in order to
steal his seed. "There is no way back for ne now," he finished softly. "I have betrayed ny own
vows. |'Il have his life for what he has done and die."

They were under way again before dawn, the ice cracking sharply beneath the hooves of the
newest relay of horses. Joanna dozed, exhausted from staying up half the night trying to master
the techni ques of forgery in an unfamliar al phabet with witing inplenments she barely understood;
when awake, she seened anxi ous and preoccupied, as if calculating howlong a start the Wtchfinder
had on them and whether he was able to nake better progress than they. At every postinghouse, she
asked news of them and the news was depressingly the sane. Peel bone was novi ng south fast, not
lingering nore than was absolutely necessary to sleep or to eat.

"Can we pick up time by driving through the night?" she asked worriedly as Caris hel ped her up
into the phaeton again after the barest stop for lunch while the horses were changed. "O part of
it, anyway, since we're going to need sonme tinme to work on those orders.”

Pel | a and Joanna had both ended up practicing Pharos' signhature. In spite of Joanna's
i nexperience with the Ferr style of witing, her efforts, though | ess than convincing, were stil
far and away the best. Pella was sinply too clunmsy handed to be an artist. An attenpt to transfer
the Inperial Seal fromone document to another had already resulted in cracking one of the three
avail abl e; the other two were secreted in one of the few corners of Joanna's backpack not jamred
tight with conputer prograns.

The backpack never |eft her these days, its straps wearing grooves in the thickly quilted
crimson coat of one of the Regent's pages which she wore over her gray traveling dress. The scare
she'd had when it had been in Magi ster Magus' house at the tine of his arrest had been enough.
What ever the disk she carried would do to destroy Suraklin's plans—and Caris, in spite of her
expl anations, wasn't certain he understood it-she was determ ned never again to let it out of her
si ght .

(ddly, as he handed the backpack up to her, Caris found in hinself no trace of last night's
i mpati ence and scorn. Though Pella had said very little in the stable loft, it was as if her nere
presence had allowed himto vent sonme of the |eading edge of his fury and, by speaking of it, to
understand hinmself the hurt and the fear that underlay his wath.

St andi ng by the horses' heads, Pella |ooked doubtful. "Even w thout the clouds we haven't had
much of a noon lately..."

"If we get anything Iike a decent team | can drive themin darkness," Caris said
unexpectedly. "My sight in the dark isn't as sharp as a true wi zard's, but | can see to drive."
And, seeing the surprise in Joanna's glance, he added gruffly, "lI'mnot saying it will do us any
good, but 1'd be pleased to find out you're right about Antryg."

The words cane harder than he'd thought—er would have liked to thi nk—+hey woul d.

VWhat they would do with the mad wi zard or what was left of himif the deteriorati on brought on
by the Sigil proved to be irreversible, Caris refrained fromasking. dinging hour after hour to
the high footman's perch, or trading off the reins with Pella—Joanna not being a good enough whip
to manage on the foul ed roads—€aris watched the bl ond woman's sharp, worried face and wondered
whet her she was aware of the only possible option in that case. If Antryg could not be a help to
them with as powerful a mage as Suraklin alerted to his danger by the rescue, there was no way
they could afford himas a hindrance. Caris knew Joanna to be not only |learned in the ways of
these nysterious conputers, but intelligent as well. Her love of Antryg had not blinded her to the
priorities of the situation. At least, he thought, it didn't seemto have blinded her nind.

And in any case, shooting the wizard |ike a |lamed horse would be a far nore nerciful death
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t han what ever was commuanded by the Wtchfinder Peel bone's warrant. O that Caris was positive.

That night Caris got three or four hours' sleep in the hired parlor of the inn, while Pella
and Joanna worked at what Joanna call ed their penmanship exercises and tried to figure out the
tricky business of renoving a seal from parchnent without cracking it. They set out shortly before
m dnight in the teeth of a driving wind. Pella had to pay thrice the usual fee to take the horses
out; but even driving with great care in the howing darkness, they nmanaged to pick up six or
seven hours on the Wtchfinder's equi page. They had left the cal ner weather of the didden Valley
for the fringes of the Sykerst, and by dawn Caris could make out the barren gray hills rising
beyond t he ghostly clunps of birches beside the road.

"He's ten or twelve hours ahead of us," Pella reported, coming out of the stables of the next
posting inn to where Caris and Joanna waited by the phaeton. Unlike those in the didden Valley,
this inn was not attached to a village; it was a small affair and rather shabby, subsisting
entirely on the traffic of the Kym| road. |Indeed, there were no nore villages between here and
Kym |, only the bare gray hills of the Sykerst, stripped now even of their summer crop of
wanderi ng sheep.

It was also the inn at which, in Antryg's conpany, Caris and Joanna had once encountered the
Regent and had been forced to leave the main road to flee his pursuit. Sitting at Joanna's side,
the hood of his brown servant's cloak pulled well over his face, Caris felt just as glad they
weren't staying. The events of that night had been far too spectacular for anyone not to recognize
Joanna as the wonman who had triggered them

"Then if we drive all night, we can overtake himin the norning." Joanna | ooked exhaust ed.
Unlike Caris, she had had no sleep |last night, and she | acked Pella's ability to sleep in a noving
carriage. Indeed, it took a special constitution to sleep in a snmall racing vehicle which could
seat only two and was scarcely designed for even the small anount of |uggage they carried.

"Did you cone up with orders that will pass nuster at the Tower?" Caris denanded.

She passed her hand over her eyes, pushing back the tangle of her fair hair. In the shadows of
her dark green hood, her face | ooked white beneath the remains of its curious, unseasonable tan
"If we don't overtake himtonight, he's going to reach the Tower before we do anyway. | think what
we have will do." Her jaw tightened. In a very small voice she added, "it will have to."

Pella swung up to the footman's stand, in spite of Caris' shocked adnonition. Though no
sasennan save those who had specifically sworn it owed allegiance to the Inperial Famly, it stil
horrified his peasant heritage to see the wife of the Regent hanging on the footboard |like a
common groom Caris steered the teamout of the inn yard and once nore onto the road.

It was a bitter day, the sky above the hills dark as a roil of ink. Periodic flurries of sleet
soaked the road, the horses, and the passengers of the open phaeton, and rmade driving treacherous;
the hard cold froze the road into a sheet of oiled glass. Caris and Pella traded pl aces
frequently, for driving under such conditions exhausted them both, and neither would even think of
giving the reins to the inexperienced Joanna. Nor would either seek warmh fromthe bottle of plum
brandy Joanna wordl essly produced from her bottom ess backpack

"I"'ma cheap drunk," Pella admitted with a shy grin. "One glass of May wine and | start to
sing."

Caris, holding the near horse's head while Pella picked the balled ice fromits hoof, found
hi nsel f thinking he would one day |ike to hear her sing. Her speaking voice was deep and husky,
but had a sweetness to it, like an alto flute. At the nonent there was nothing el se sweet about
her. Like him she was splotched fromhead to foot with nmud, her travel dirty black braids tw sted
tight beneath her flat coachman's cap and her heavy nouth and chin pinched with exhaustion

"I can't afford to take any of the edge off my concentration," Caris added. He and Pella
scranbl ed back to their respective perches, and he took up the reins once nore. "By the | ook of
the sky, it's going to get worse tonight. But thank you."

It was four o'clock and graying toward sunset somewhere above the brui sed darkness of the
cl ouds, when the gray deadness, the nunbness of body and soul, descended like a plague on the
| and. Joanna cursed, her small fists closing tight; she | ooked over at Caris, who had let the
horses drop to a wal k, feeling suddenly overwhelmed with a terrible sense of the futility of it

all. "Do you feel it?" she asked, as if she hoped against hope that it was only her own weariness
and not the draining of the world's life.

He nodded. Suddenly weary, furious with the exhaustion of the journey, he said, "It won't stop
us. W can go on..." He picked up the whip, and Joanna reached out and caught his wist.

"No. | think this is only a—a testing—eut of one of the programs, rather than a mgjor

downl oad. He only does that on weekends. It shouldn't last nore than a few hours."
"And if it does?" Caris asked brutally, "Are you willing to risk that?"
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"I think we have to." Pella | eaned forward from her rear perch. "The roads are bad, Caris. It
woul d be too easy to nake a mistake and lurch us all."

"I've never lurched anything | drive... !" he yelled, suddenly furious. Another tine it would
have cut himto the heart to see her cringe. Now it gave hima kind of savage satisfaction
Wearily, Joanna said, "W'Il stop at the next inn and wait till it passes. W can't risk

|l osing the time an accident night cost us."

Furious, frustrated, Caris nade a nove to | ash the horses back into a canter. It was only when
Joanna stopped himagain that he realized the stupidity of the action in the dark and on such
roads. Even so, he drove on, slowy, with blackness in his heart.

The spell lasted for just over four hours. It was less than half the long night, but sitting
in the overpowering warnth of the posting inn's common roomfor the place boasted no private
parl ors—+t seened to |last forever. Pella cane over to the inglenook where Caris sat, scruffy as a
stagecoach driver in her travel stained brown dress, with Kyssha huddl ed shivering in her arnms. In
spite of the poisoned weariness in his veins, Caris felt the stir of pity for them both,
wordl essly facing a pain they could not understand; he noved to put his arm around those firm
squar e shoul ders, then stopped hinself, confused. It was not the Way of the Sasenna to give
confort—and certainly not to need it as he did. But even so, he found there was a certain anount
to be derived sinply fromsitting in silence side by side and knowi ng he was not al one.

It had passed, and Pella had just paid the usual exorbitant fee to have the horses put to,
when the Wtchfinder Peel bone wal ked into the inn

Caris heard his voice over the sound of the wind outside in the inn yard. For an instant, he
did not recognize it. He was talking to Pella and Joanna by the fire in the nearly deserted conmon
room his nmind on the drive ahead and on the nearly hopel ess task of overtaki ng Peel bone before
the Wtchfinder could reach Kynmi| and deliver his warrant. He was aware of figures in the doorway
and sublimnally aware that he had heard no horses in the yard. Then the voice, thin and cold,
said, "It was you who had the charge of such things, Tarolus. Such carel essness speaks ill for
your devotion to our cause."

Caris' heart turned to ice in his body.

"My lord, | told you... | don't know what came over you .

"Not hi ng cane over ne save the know edge that each day Wndrose lives, the chances increase of
his rescue.”

Joanna' s head snapped around, her brown eyes wide with alarm She nade a nove to | eave, and
Caris stayed her, knowing it was too late to do so without calling attention to them
Unobtrusively he turned his back to the room and Joanna turned with him holding her hands out to
the fire. Caris found hinself renenbering that Peel bone knew t hem bot h.

"Rescue? My lord, surely no one..."

Behi nd him the sasennan heard the Wtchfinder's long tread. In the grimy mirror over the
mant el pi ece, Caris saw him thin and niddl e sized, a gray man—gray clothing, w spy gray hair. Even
hi s eyes, though brown, seened flat and col orl ess beneath the wide brimof his gray hat. He noved
like a spider, slightly awkward, but with frightening speed; in his expression there was not hi ng,
save a cold know edge that whatever he chose to do was correct, and none woul d gainsay it.

"You are naive, Tarolus." The Wtchfinder turned to his conpanion, older and shorter, like him
clothed in the close fitting, colorless suit of that self righteous order. "There are nany who
would free him either fromdesire to use his power or fromnere perverse adherence to the heresy
of witchcraft. Now that it is in our power to forestall such an attenpt, we should lose no tinme."

"But driving at night... I"

"I see perfectly well in the dark!" The cold facade cracked; for the first tine, Caris saw the
vanity of the man behind it.

Besi de him Pella whispered, her voice barely able to contain her glee, "He lurched them He
put themin the ditch somewhere up ahead. They nust have been wal king for hours..."

The soaked cl ot hi ng and nuddi ed boots of Peel bone and Tarol us bore anple witness to this
hypothesis. In the mirror Caris saw them making for the fire. H's heart thunping heavily against

his ribs, he noved away with what he thought was natural ness, still keeping his face averted.
Peel bone had once gotten a good | ook at it, by the red glare of the burning books in the library
at the House of the Mages. Kill him he had said, as casually as if ordering the destruction of a

stray dog. W can't afford these waters nuddi ed. Even clothed as Caris now was in the rather
grubby brown corduroy breeches and coat of a rich lady's groom he knew the Wtchfinder as a man
who woul d not forget a face

The i nnkeeper had come over to speak to the newconers. Caris heard that chill, hated voice
again. ". . . accident to our chaise... ten niles up the road... broken axle..."

"He nust have tried to drive on after dark, during the dead tine," said Pella softly. Caris
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renenbered his own violent inpatience and felt an odd tw nge of shane at hinself. He would, he

knew, have tried to do the sane. "It will give us at |least six hours..." She turned toward Joanna,
but Joanna was gone.
Caris muttered a curse. They still had several mnutes until the phaeton was brought around,

owing to the fact that the dead tinme had triggered in one of the ostlers a great desire to drink
nost of the contents of the inn's wine cellar. By remaining in the commobn room Joanna m ght have
run the risk of being recognized by the preoccupi ed Peel bone, but disappearing and forcing hinself
or Pella to go search for her was not usual behavior in travelers, and would rouse nore suspicion
still.

Tar ol us was argui ng,
could help no one..."

"He coul d hel p anyone who took the tine to force fromhimthe secrets of his former power,"
Peel bone retorted, holding out his thin hands to the fire, his shoul der close enough to Caris that
the young man could feel the wet cold that radiated fromit as it steaned with the heat. "Don't
you understand? In the state he is in now, he is anyone's tool."

Fromthe windy yard outside Caris heard the sharp rattle of harness and the crunch of hooves
on the gravel. Peel bone | ooked up, his cold eyes narrowing. As Pella wal ked past himhe said, "Is
that your carriage, ny lady? It nay be necessary to commandeer it on the business of the
Church..."

a broken nan. Al he does is weep, and speak to the saints. He

"Not at all, not at all,"” the innkeeper said hastily, com ng back to them evidently nmi ndfu
of the ampunt the Princess had paid. "There's a chaise your |ordship can hire whenever you choose,
t hough, as a wheelwight nyself, | can tell you it won't take but a few hours to fix that axle..."

Wth great comon sense, Caris thought, Pella did not reply or even remain to listen to this,
but wal ked calmMy out the inn door, slinging her massive tweed cl oak about her shoul ders as she
went. Caris, buttoning his quilted coat and pulling up his hood, followed her out.

Joanna was waiting in the phaeton. The ostlers hol ding the horses' heads were shivering in

their bulky coats and scarves; the wind had | essened, but still clawed the torch flanes into a
jerky w ldness of yellow |light and darkness; spits of sleet still flewin the air. Caris knew the
ice on the roads would be deadly. Still, driving at night here would be better than in the didden

Val ley. At least, there was no fog. He swing up to the seat and took the reins, Kyssha | eaping up
to snuggle near the iwated brick, for which they had been charged extra, at his feet. H s boot
touched sonme unfamliar piece of luggage as he did so. Looking down, he saw a bundl e of bound up
cloth beside Joanna's backpack; a corner had pulled aside to show bright netal within.

"What the... ?"

"The innkeeper's wheelwight tools," she said matter of factly. "Your software's only as good
as your hardware. One of the linchpins fromthe wheels of the spare chaise is in there, too.
replaced it with a stick whittled down fromthe handl e of a kitchen spoon; with luck, it should
| ast a couple of mles and break at |east a wheel, if not Peel bone's neck. | suppose that's a case
of replacing hardware with software. You'd better drive on. First and |l ast, we've probably picked
up at least a day."

"If aday will suffice," Caris said softly. "And if there's enough left of Antryg to save." He
flicked the reins gently, picking out in the darkness the vague shape of the road. Beside him
Joanna said nothing as they di sappeared into the night.

CHAPTER VI |

In the few hours of sleep she had gotten huddl ed under the danp furs and rugs in the carriage,
Joanna had dreaned. She had found herself again in a place she knew to be the Silent Tower, this
time in a narrow and stinking roomwhere the snoke of the chanbers below collected in the darkness
under the wheel spoke rafters, a roomchilly and danp as a pit, without fire, alnobst wthout
light. She was trying to talk to a hunched, sobbing figure chained to the wall, whose crippl ed
hands picked aimessly at the vermin that crawmed in his gray shot beard and soiled rags. Vacant
gray eyes squinted at her frombehind a curtain of filthy gray hair. She had cried desperately,
"Antryg, it's ne!" and he had only nunbl ed, pointing off past her at sone unseen vision of

hypot hetical saints. "Antryg, you have to help ne! | can't defeat Suraklin alone!" For she sensed

the Dark Mage to be somewhere near, listening in the gloomjust beyond the turning of the stair.
But the figure had only whispered, "I tried to help—tried to help. | couldn't fight you

all..." Awake, asleep, dead fifty years, she would have known his voice. It pierced her with gri ef

for all the years they would never know, and she woke up sobbing, tears running down her face to
mat in her tousled hair. Around her the hard gray hills looned |ike granite under a sky nmilky with
dawn. Pella was at the reins, the ook on her face one of exhaustion that bordered on physica
pai n; Kyssha, in Joanna's |ap, was anxiously licking her hand.

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (40 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:10 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

Joanna's first waking thought had been, W have ei ghteen hours.
But the dreamlingered with her, like the snell of vomt, as she rode out to the Silent Tower
in the afternoon gl oom

The wi nd had sunk to an indistinct nmutter among the hills; the sky was | ow and threatening,
but still. They had reached the Inperial Manor of Larknoor shortly before noon, and the servants
there had been considerably startled when their mstress, as drawn and haggard as her two shabby
| ooking friends, had ordered three horses saddl ed at once. "W don't know what we're going to find
at the Tower or what's going to be needed," Pellicida said, shaking out the cinder hued robes of a
clerk in her bedchamber, while Joanna sorted through her forged papers. "After that string of
acci dents on the road, you know Peel bone's going to suspect a rescue attenpt."

She seened calmand matter of fact, for which Joanna was profoundly grateful. After organizing
the journey and keeping her head fairly well on the road, Joanna found herself increasingly
frightened in the face of the physical danger of what they had conme to do. And beyond that, she
was hi deously conscious that rescuing Antryg—and we will rescue him she told herself fiercely. W
wi Il succeed!—was only the prelude to the true task, the true danger

The Silent Tower stood only a few nmiles fromthe ruins of Suraklin's Ctadel. Joanna had never
seen that, but it loonmed |like a darkness at the back of her thoughts, shrouding the evil secrets
of its past and, beyond a doubt, Suraklin's computer, the nost evil secret of themall

Her head energed fromthe stuffy wool of the clerk's robe in tine to see Pella putting on a
pair of sharply tailored black trousers. The gol d-braided tunic and coat of the Regent's sasennan
lay on the bed, beside a neat array of weaponry. "Two sasenna will | ook nore official than one,"
Pel | a had expl ai ned, seeing her | ook of surprise. "Besides, | can escort you while you |l eave Caris
to l ook after the horses—that way we won't have any trouble when he can't pass the Sigil of
Dar kness on the Tower door."

She spoke calmy, braiding her black hair flat against her skull, as sonme sasenna did in
preference to cutting it off. But as she turned away Joanna glinpsed sonething in her eyes that
troubl ed her then and caused her now, as they rode together over the bleak nonochrone | andscape
toward the Tower, to steal worried glances back at her, trying to read what mght be in that stern
young face.

Fear Joanna woul d have under st ood—she was scared al nost witless herself.

But why, for one second, had she glinpsed the wetchedness of sone buried know edge, the
suppressed tear glint of a secret pain?

"There it is," Caris said softly.

Involuntarily, Joanna drew rein. Through a notch in the hills ahead she could see it rise
agai nst the slaty sky, a finger raised in warni ng—wi ndow ess, weathered, dead to magic, and old
beyond speaki ng—the Silent Tower.

He's got to be alive, she thought. He's got to recover when we get the Sigil off him Those
forged passes have got to get us in there. The guards can't |ook at themtoo closely. He's got to
be able to help us..

Del i berately, Joanna took several deep breaths.

I ama clerk bearing orders fromthe Regent, she told herself, fixing the attitude in her
mnd. | have every right to be doing what |'m doing, and the words UP TO SOVETHI NG are not
bl azoned across ny forehead. .

"What's that?"

At the sharp wariness in Pella's voice, Joanna slewed around in her saddle. Silhouetted
against the granite skyline, a snmall party of riders cantered away fromthe Tower.

"There!" Caris barked.

More nen were visible, afoot this tine, hurrying toward the Tower from across the barren
hills. "Something's stirred themup."

Joanna swore

"Do we turn back?" Al Pella' s grimcool ness dissolved into anxiety. "They're liable to | ook
nmore closely at the papers.”

Caris, too, was |ooking at her uncertainly, and Joanna felt a twinge of irritation. This whole
mess, she thought, canme about because she was unable to nake a correct deci sion.

She took another deep breath. "No. Those papers won't | ook any nore convincing tonorrow, and
Peel bone's on his way. We nmight be able to turn whatever's happening to our advantage." Wthout
waiting for Caris to reply, she kicked her horse into a trot once nore, hanging on grinly against
the jolting pace as she rode up to the gate. Pella fell in at once behind her; Caris, rather
unwi I 1ingly, brought up the rear

The portcullis was open. Alittle knot of nen in the quilted black coats of sasenna stood
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grouped there, gesturing as they argued; two of themwore the red robes of Church wi zards, |ike
those Joanna had seen at the tine of Antryg's arrest. Past the darkness of the gatehouse passage,
the courtyard was visible, alive with sasenna, running about, shouting, or fetching horses. A
ferret faced man cane striding through the gate to neet themas they drewrein. Wth what she
hoped was official hauteur, Joanna reached for the |eather satchel of papers, but the nman | ooked
out past her at the two sasenna, and demanded, "Any | uck?"

"Luck?" Caris |ooked baffled. Wth a flash of insight, Joanna renmenbered the Magus sayi ng that
the guards on the Tower were changed frequently. Wth their black quilted coats hiding the
Regent's gold braid, the man thought them part of the Tower guard. Then he took a second | ook at
the cut of their breeches, and frowned sharply.

"You're the Regent's, aren't you?"

Pell a | ooked nonentarily startled, as if trying to figure out how he had known she was the
Regent's wife. Caris said, "Yes. W're here to..."

"Are his nen joining the hunt?"

"Hunt ?" sai d Joanna bl ankly.

The man spat, and it froze to a dianond of ice on the granite doorsill of the Tower. "For that
dammed sorcerer. He's escaped.”

"He'll be making for Kymil." Joanna drew rein on the brink of a stream which cut the roadbed,
bl ack rai nwaters rushing with silken silence down the narrow channel between ice and frozen weeds.
Behind them the Silent Tower was a truncated spi ke agai nst the darkening sky. Cold wind stirred
their cloaks, tugging at her blond hair where it strayed free of her hood. Soon it would be night.

"Are you nad?" Caris demanded. "It's the first place they' |l |ook—the Wtchfinders will be
searchi ng house to house."

"Tonmorrow, maybe. They've got a lot of nmen, but not unlinited nunbers. It's ny bet that

tonight they'll be concentrating on the hills thensel ves and on the roads north."

Caris considered the matter for a nmonent in silence. Joanna guessed he was recalling, too,
Antryg's foxlike skill in lying | ow and doubling on his own tracks. Tricky, devious, nore than a
little crazy... All the fears she had felt for his life and his sanity, all her plans for rescuing

him had vanished in a sort of thunderclap of delight, and it had only been with difficulty that
she had restrained herself fromlaughing aloud by the gates of the Tower. Caris, for his part,

| ooked brooding and angry, as if he felt that Antryg had nade a fool of themas well as of his
capt ors—as i ndeed he had.

Finally he said, "He'll have to wait until it gets fully dark, | think. There are people in
Kymi| who will recognize him even with those absurd spectacles that were given back to him if
he's still wearing them It's beyond me how he plans to get into the city, but then I'mstil

trying to figure out how he got past the Sigil of Darkness on the doors of the Tower!"

He touched his heels to his horse's flanks and reined back toward the frozen Ponmari sh and the
city walls beyond. Joanna followed him grimy reflecting that tonorrow she'd have a whol e new set
of aches to go with those acquired fromfour days of jouncing in the carriage. The | ast horse
she'd ridden had been a riding stable plug at the age of fifteen, and she was al ready sore.

As soon as they were well out of sight of the Tower, Pella had ridden back cross country to
the manor of Larkmoor. No further purpose was to be served, she said, by her staying with themto
hunt for Antryg. The best thing she could do was to brief the servants with a cover story
sufficient to divert the Wtchfinders' inevitable questions about the novenents of strangers in
the district. Wiile there was still enough left of the waning afternoon light, Caris, |ike every
other of the several dozen sasenna at the Tower, had searched the grounds around the walls for
tracks and had found none. The frozen sleet of last night had fornmed a brittle sheet over the dead
grass, breaking like glass at a touch. The only prints were those of the sasenna of the Tower,
searching |ike himwi thout success.

"You don't think the story of his disappearance could be just a cover, do you?" Joanna asked
worriedly as they left the road and swng north along the edge of the marshes. "The guards said he
just vani shed—ene ninute he was chained in his cell, the next mnute he was gone. Even the
manacl es were still |ocked shut. Could he have been murdered quietly, and all this search be for
the benefit of whichever nenber of the Council has been hol di ng out against his death?"

"The Council's in hiding," Caris said briefly. "You can bet Bishop Herthe knew it the mnute
the last of themleft Angel shand—the Bi shop of Angel shand's hasu woul d have sent that news by
scrying crystal the sane night. They could have slit Antryg's throat with inpunity any time in the
| ast week."

"Maybe they did," Joanna said softly.

"Then why nmake a fuss now? No, the Captain of the Tower was genuinely furious." Through his
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teeth, Caris added, "And | can't say that | blane him" He urged his horse down a treacherous
slope to the first iron hard sheet of ice where the nmarshes began, scanning the rotted snow,
frozen nud, and brittle, black weed stens for the print of Antryg's feet.

"He was barefoot, they said, in the Tower," he went on after a nonment, with a kind of grudging
conpassion in his voice. "He'd sonmetinmes wap rags around his feet for warnth, or the guards woul d
do it for himwhen he forgot, but they said he didn't wal k nuch toward the end. He knows these
hills the way a rat knows the sewers—he lived here for eight years with Suraklin—but in his
physi cal condition, he won't be able to get far. He'll need food, he'll need shelter, and he'l
need them before night. It's comng on to sleet again. He'll never survive it."

He has to, Joanna thought desperately, fear for hi mswanping again her |lingering sense of
delight at his escape. Sonehow, he has to survive. W have to find himbefore the Wtchfinders do,
before the sasenna of the Church and the Council. It crossed her mind to wonder whether he woul d
hate her for what she had done to him It might not keep himfromworking with her to acconplish
Suraklin's defeat; she was too famliar with his conscientiousness, his quixotic sense of duty, to
think he would reject her help or even be openly hostile. But she had betrayed him given himover
to the savage usages of the Inquisition and the slowtorture of the Sigil of Darkness. And, rather
typically of Antryg, she reflected with a grin, he had robbed her of the opportunity to display
her contrition by a spectacul ar rescue.

At |east he's alive, she thought, as the darkness cl osed round them and the wi nd began to npan
anong the hills. Sonewhere out there..

The lingering daylight faded. Brutal cold settled in.

"My guess is he'll work his way around and cone down fromthe north," Caris said softly, as
they settled thenselves in the lee side of a clunp of naked alders on an islet in the nmarsh.
Causeways |l ed fromthe higher ground of the hills where they had hidden the horses to the tuft of
ground where they sat, and thence to the city gates, a few hundred feet beyond. Around them
stretched the marsh itself, the green fairyland of ponds and neres Joanna had crossed at the end
of summer, now a solid | ake of nuddy gl oom Behind them the wi nd throbbed shrilly over the hills.
"They' || be watching the Angel shand road to the northeast, and the Stone Road that |eads to the
Tower itself, but this gate isn't nmuch used. He'll have to cone across the causeway—npst of the
marsh is frozen hard, but he'd be mad to risk a soaking in an ice bog."

"He is mad," Joanna said quietly. "And he's pretty desperate.”

"He's mad but he's not stupid. If he got wet now, the cold would finish himlong before
daylight."

Joanna shuddered and tucked her gl oved hands under her arnpits in a vain attenpt to warmthem
The city gates were |it with torches and | anps, a promi se of warnth and, she thought hungrily,
food. The refl ected orange gl ow showed up the cloud of her breath and brushed with fiery
chi aroscuro the crunbling roof beans of the long Iine of trashy little shanties that crouched
al ong the outside of the city wall on both sides of the causeway and its arched bri dge.

"What are those?"

Caris followed her gl ance.

"Poor people live there in the summertine, fishing in the marshes for food. Wen the waters
rise with the rains in winter, they're forced back into the town again. Mst of those huts will be
knee deep."

"Could he be hiding in one of thenf"

Caris | eaned around the bare, coarse barked trunk of the nearest alder to scan the dark |line
of pitiful dwellings. Then he settled back down at her side and whi spered, "Soneone thinks he
m ght be."

Through the scaly trunks Joanna could see a line of black clothed figures on the causeway. The
glow fromthe gate beyond picked chips of light fromthe brass hardware of crossbows and pistols
and caught the hard |ine of swords beneath dark, quilted coats. Church sasenna, she guessed,
comng in froman unsuccessful search with the increasing cold of the night. One of them pointed
down at the huts. "Have those been searched?"

And it seened to her that her heart stopped.

The | eader of the party cursed and gestured his nen down the track toward the filthy, fl ooded
little shelters. Her eyes on what were little nore than black sil houettes, Joanna felt she was
going to snother with anxiety, confusion, and overwhel m ng and inpossible certainty.

"What is it?" Caris whispered, and she was aware that her hand had cl osed with convul sive
strength on his wist.

"Antryg," she whispered. "That was Antryg's voice."

"The guard?"”
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It sounded as inpossible to her as it did to him but she didn't take her eyes off the but
into which the tallest of the sasenna had vani shed. It was cl ose under the shadow of the bridge.
She coul d see vague novenents, nen mlling around, now and then caught in the gold lights fromthe
gate. The tall man enmerged briefly, wading through the half frozen slinme of marsh water and sewage
to go on to another hut. Even at this distance, she could see that he wal ked with an odd, lithe
arrogance, |ike a dancer

"It can't be."

Her m nd echoed it, over and over. It can't be. It can't be.

The sasenna reassenbl ed. Sonebody sai d, "Everybody here?" and there was a nurnur of assent,
though in the darkness, with that large a group, it would be inpossible to tell. Scranbling in the
slippery nud, they clinbed the narrow track back to the causeway bri dge.

Caris breathed, "They're one short."

"The hut there against the buttress. He never cane out."

Caris was already checking the | oads of the pistol he'd pulled fromhis sword sash. It was a
| ocal rmuzzle | oader rather than Suraklin's .45; in a stray glint of Iight fromthe gates, Joanna
saw the runes of na'aar on the barrel. "He's got a crossbow," he said softly, and she renenbered
that, mageborn, Caris could see like a cat in the dark. "At this stage, he'll probably kill to
protect hinself." He rose to a crouch, glanced at the gate to nake sure they were unobserved, then
paused. "The fact that he's nanaged to escape fromthe Tower doesn't nean he isn't conpletely
i nsane, you know. "

The but was |low roofed, half fallen in, a blot of darkness clinging like a dirty |leech to one
of the city wall's nassive stone buttresses. It stood on higher ground than nost, but getting
there entail ed wadi ng through | akes of brown ooze which undoubtedly woul d have stunk, had it not
been so bitterly cold. Joanna, her long clerk's robe hitched to her knees, was shivering, her toes
nunb in her boots and her thick wool en hose. Stal ki ng ahead of her, Caris seenmed not to notice. In
t he darkness, she could barely see himand certainly not see the ground; she slipped tw ce, nearly
| osing her hold on her ever present backpack and the flashlight she had taken fromit. The
reflected glare fromthe torches at the gates overhead caught with a faint, citrous sheen on
Caris' fair hair and the gold braiding of his coat as he paused before the darkness of the but
door. Then, before she could catch up with him he stepped around the | ow doorpost, his pisto
pointing into the bl ackness.

"Drop it," he said.

There was a long silence. Joanna paused, involuntarily frozen into stillness, waiting.

Then, slow and infinitely weary, Antryg's voice sounded within the hut. "Hello, Caris." There
was the faint clatter and splat of sonething, presumably the crossbow, being tossed to the nuddy
ground. Joanna ran the last few slithery steps to Caris' side and shined the beam of her
flashlight into the but intine to see Antryg raise his hands in a gesture of surrender, his head
bowed and a | ook on his face of utter exhaustion and the nost total defeat she had ever seen

He coul d have shot anyone, she realized, except Caris, who, in spite of everything, Antryg had
never ceased to consider his friend.

The light flashed across the round | enses of his spectacles and he flinched; his hands, she
saw now, in tattered, fingerless |eather gloves, were shaking. He reached one of themout abruptly
and | eaned agai nst the stone buttress for support; his face was cadaverously thin, bone white
against a frame of short, startlingly black curls; the hollows of his eyes were darkened stil
further with blue brown snudges of exhaustion. After an instant, he raised his head again,
squi nting against the electric glare, and saw her.

Their eyes net. His expression did not change, but sonething in himseened to settle into a
kind of stillness, as if he were perfectly bal anced between heartbeats on a razor's edge, awaiting
the end of the world.

Caris shoved the pistol into his belt. "Suraklin's in Angel shand," he said quietly. "W're
here to get you away."

Joanna said, "Antryg, |I'msorry."
She thought he was going to say sonething; but after the first sip of indrawn breath, he
forcibly stopped hinself. She saw the grief in his eyes, like a man pulling back his hand from

that which he knows he rmust not grasp. In a conversational voice he began, "My dear Joanna..."

She took two strides forward and flung her arns around his waist.

In all her hesitant and approval seeking life, she had never done such a thing, partly from
fear of rejection and partly because it wasn't the sort of thing she did. Typically, she forgot to
|l et go of either the backpack or the flashlight, so the ensuing enbrace was | unpy and awkward, but
of that she only becane aware later. Hi s arns crushed her against him lifting her off her feet
with his greater height; through layers of quilted coat and pilfered uniform she could feel the
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desperate shudder of his breath. His ribs were |like a washboard under her grip, and his pelvic
bones |ike those of an old horse. For a tinme, she had the illogical sensation of wanting to | ock
their bones together, to neld his flesh into her body and never let himgo, and the frantic
strength of his enbrace told her nore than any words could have that her desire mrrored his own.
Their nouths nmet. Had they been able to fuse then, truly |l ose their physical selves in one

anot her's bodi es, they would have done it. Joanna was aware that she was crying.

He set her down and pulled convul sively at the shabby nuffler around his throat. Under it she
saw by the dimglow of the flashlight the dark ring of the iron collar, harsh against the white
flesh and edged with a nottled band of bruises and sores. "Get this thing off ne," he said,
breathl ess, and then, with a wy grin, "You don't happen to have a hacksaw about you, do you, ny
dear ?"

Silently, Joanna dug into her backpack and produced one. He grinned like a pleased jack o
| antern, then seized her and ki ssed her again. "If this is all a hallucination," he said, his
voi ce shaking slightly, "I'mgoing to be very di sappointed in the norning."

He dropped to his knees, funbling with the nuffler; Joanna hitched the backpack up onto her
shoul der and tucked the dirty green nuffler between the iron and his neck. "Caris, can you hold
the light for ne... ?"

"No," said the sasennan briefly.

"Quite right," agreed Antryg, his voice blurred with the bending of his head. "Sonebody has to
keep watch. The noise may bring soneone..."

"Maybe we could ride out first?" Caris suggested.

Antryg, who had taken the flashlight fromJoanna and held it in one hand to |ight the collar,
shook his head. "No. Just get rid of this thing."

It mght not have prevented his escape, Joanna realized, but that didn't nake the tornment of
wearing it any the less. It took surprisingly little tinme to cut through the sol dered cl asp—the
iron had no kind of tenper to it—and it nmade a hellish ampbunt of noise. Joanna had broken two
bl ades practicing before beginning her expedition and had brought several spares, but they weren't
needed. The cl asp broke apart as Caris whispered hoarsely, "Soneone's comng!" Antryg stunbled to
his feet, pulling the iron ring fromhis throat with hands that shook

"Thank you," he gasped as Joanna shut off the flashlight. Anid the raw, scabbed flesh of his
neck, a circular brown mark showed where the Sigil itself had touched, as if the skin had been
burned with acid. Oddly enough, though he held the iron collar in his hands, Joanna had seen that
he avoi ded contact with the Dead God's Seal

"Hasu," Caris reported, ducking back in through the but door. "Church dogs." He scooped up the
crosshow fromthe nud and held it out to Antryg

Antryg shook his head, pulled a board off the flinmsy back wall and snaked his thin form
t hrough the gap.

Horrified, Caris gasped, "They can see us in the dark..."

"OfF course they can." Antryg shoved the broken collar into his belt and nade a dash toward the
causeway.

Voi ces shouted behind him they were evidently hasu who knew what Antryg | ooked like with his
spectacles and without his beard. Joanna heard the hrush and whap of a crossbow bolt slamming into
one of the nearby huts. Through gritted teeth, Caris snarled, "You' re insane!" Antryg cut abruptly
si deways between two crunbling board walls.

Through the gap in the back of the hut, Joanna watched hi mdash through the foot deep standing
wat er that flooded the ground hereabouts. She saw at once the reason that the water hadn't yet
frozen—+t trickled out of a sewer outfall just beneath the causeway bridge, a round stone pipe
about four feet in dianeter. It was, she realized, the way he had intended to enter the city.

On the other side of the hut, she heard the hasu splash by, running surely, unerringly in the
dark. In the shadows of the causeway, it was difficult for her to see, but she caught the glinpse
of Antryg's dark, spidery shape crouching for a nonment before the outfall, and the noonlike flash
of his spectacle | enses. Then he cane sprinting back through the water, the black coat of the
sasennan's uniformhe wore billowing like a cloak behind him He stunbled over sone subnerged
irregularity of the ground, alnost falling, but regained his balance and flung hinself through the
narrow opening in the wall through which Joanna had wat ched. She pulled the | oose plank back over
it as the two hasu canme around the corner and dashed straight for the outfall pipe.

Besi de her, Antryg was | eaning against the wall, gasping for breath. H's eyebrows stood out
like india ink against a face gone gray with fatigue; he was not, she realized, in any shape for
this. In spite of the cold, his face was clamy with sweat, and the nakeshift black dye in his
hair ran in trickles down the high cheekbones and the di mshape of the scar left by the Regent's
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whi p.
The two hasu jerked to a stop a few feet fromthe outfall. One of themreached forward
hesitantly, then drew back his hand as if it had been burned. As one, they turned and pelted
through the water for the little trail that led up to the causeway bridge, shouting for the
guards. .

"The Sigil of Darkness?" Joanna guessed, as the two snmall forns, their robes billow ng
suddenly red in the torchlight, ran with waving arns into the oven nmouth brightness of the city
gates.

Antryg nodded, his old denmented grin flickering through the lines of strain on his face.
"Certainly superior to beavers, who are said to tear off certain of their bodily parts and throw
them at pursuers to discourage the chase, though why it should do so has al ways escaped ne.
They' re convinced |'ve gone through the outfall and are going to spend the rest of the night and
all day tonorrow tearing apart the town. | hope whatever refuge you had planned for us wasn't in
Kymi | ?" He was shivering violently with exhaustion, nerves, and cold. They were all soaked to the
skin and the night was cruel

She shook her head, "Larknoor Manor." H's brows dove together as he identified its nane, then
qui rked upward, taking with thema whole | adder of forehead winkles. It was the first time she'd
ever seen himput off balance by anything she'd said. "W're guests of Pellicida of Senterw ng."

"CGood Heavens," he murnured, startled and benused.

"The horses are at the end of the causeway..."

"Just a nmonment, ny dear." And turning, he pushed aside the concealing boards. To Caris' utter
horror, he dashed back across the open water to the outfall again.

As he cane spl ashing back, Caris snapped, "You're not only nmad, you're a fool! Every sasennan
in town nmust be near the gates..."

"Nonsense." Antryg scraped the nmud gingerly fromthe thing he held in his hand. "The Bi shop
had this made specially for ne and it would be churlish to throw it away. Put this in your
backpack, would you, my dear? W'll wap it in |ead when we get to safety..." He handed it to
Joanna. It was the iron collar bearing the Sigil of Darkness.

They nmade their way back to the horses w thout further mshap, Antryg cheerfully directing the
one group of sasenna they nmet on the causeway toward the town. Wet, cold, aching and exhausted
al nrost to nunbness, she scrambled up onto her horse behind Antryg, put her arns around his wai st,
and | eaned her cheek agai nst his bony back. She felt she could have gone to sleep that way and
sl ept for days as the horses jogged into the wi ndy darkness toward Larknoor and what she knew
woul d be only a relative and tenporary safety.

One nore subroutine successfully conpleted, she thought tiredly. They had rescued Antryg—er
Antryg had rescued hinsel f—alive, whole, and sane, or at |east as sane as Antryg had ever been

Now t heir troubles would really begin.

CHAPTER VI |

"So what was it that finally convinced you that | was telling the truth?"

Extravagantly gowned in a robe of plumcol ored velvet that had originally been made for the
Enperor Hieral dus, Antryg sat at one side of a small table laid for high tea, in the course of
whi ch he had made his appearance, interrupting his fellow conspirators. Though it was early yet in
the afternoon, the drawing room | anps at Larknoor Manor had been lit on sideboards of carved
mapl e, the glow of them pal e against the uncertain grayness of the storny daylight outside. Now
and then wi nd would sigh along the northern wall of the house, and Joanna, if she stood too near
that wall, found it cold to her touch.

Wth the bl acki sh dye washed out of it, Antryg's hair was far grayer than Joanna renenbered,
and with the loss of flesh the tracework of lines around his eyes and running back into his hair
had deepened to gullies. In the daylight, he | ooked thinner and badly the worse for wear. The fur
collar of the robe franed a three inch band of sores and raw fl esh around his neck above the too
prom nent points of his collarbone; the big bones of his wists, simlarly weal ed, stood out from
the wasted flesh. Even so, his hands, cradling the creany smoot hness of an eggshell teacup, had
all their old lightness; and behind the cracked spectacles, his gray eyes were daft as ever, but
at peace.

"We've seen Suraklin," Joanna said quietly. "You were right. He needed an acconplice from ny
worl d, a programmer. No wonder you thought it was ne. But he took over Gary, my—y boyfriend."

"Ah," Antryg said softly. "The one who got conputers to do his stealing for him™"

She nodded a little wearily, recalling the details of Gary's dealings with Suraklin,
meticul ously catal oged in the DARKMAGE files fromthe viewpoints of both seducer and seduced. Gary
had never stood a chance.
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For a nmonent she sat staring into her teacup, tracing the curves of its gilded handle with one
fingertip. Then she took a deep breath, set it down, and plunged into a dispassionate account of
her own bel ated concl usi ons and adventures, with Pella filling in, awkwardly but w thout
om ssions, her own experiences and suspicions of Cerdic's new Spiritual Advisor, the night at the
ganbling roons, and the storm

"The damm thing is that there's no proof," Joanna concluded. "It's only little things, nothing
that can be pointed to. But these—these spells of deadness—are still taking place, though nost
peopl e don't believe they're objective and not subjective. I"'mstarting to find that a little hard

to believe."

"Are you?" Antryg said mildly. "Mst people are firmy convinced there is a difference between
obj ective and subjective reality and would find it extrenely hard to believe otherwi se. You're
rat her |ike sonmeone | ooking down at a maze fromthe top, instead of wandering through it. There's
really quite a nice naze at the Citadel of Wzards in the north, by the way. And since there's no
proof of when any particul ar abom nation appeared in this world, | suppose they're all credited to
me whilst | was roving about |oose at the end of the summer. | expect that, now |'ve escaped, the
attenpts on Pharos' life will start up again."

He set down his teacup and rubbed his fingers as if for warnth or to massage away sone chronic
ache. "I suppose there have been none since ny capture? | didn't think so. Verisimlitude has
al ways been Suraklin's strong point."

He gl anced across the table at Caris, dressed in snuff colored servant's livery and silently
buttering and rebuttering a nuffin which he clearly had no intention of eating. "lI'msorry,
Caris," Antryg said softly.

The young nman raised eyes |like those of an injured wolf, ready to savage the hands extended to
hel p him

Antryg went on, "Suraklin destroyed a man we both | oved very much—+aped hi m of body and mi nd,
used them for his own purposes, and threw hi maway when he was done. But the fact renmins that |
was the one who killed what was |eft."

Caris shook his head. Mufed and unwontedly low, he said, "If |I'd found himthe way the Enperor
nowis, |I'd have done the sane."

"l suppose Suraklin was counting on that—the fact that | couldn't stay long in that world and
woul d never |leave himthere like that, helpless anong strangers. But of course, whether | killed
himor let himlive, either way |'d have been blaned for it. Pella..." He |l ooked across at the big
girl, who sat quietly stroking Kyssha's head which lay on her velvet lap. "You were as much
w onged by himas any of us, and it's worse, | suppose, since you just happened to be in the wong
pl ace at the wong tinme and married to the wong person. Thank you for being good enough to help
us. Caris, Joanna..." He turned sinply to face them "I do owe you ny life. | wish | had a better
way of thanking you than i mediately hauling you both into greater danger with ne, but | haven't.
I'"msorry about Gary also," he added, turning to Joanna, who sat on the tapestried hassock at his
side. "Fromthe little | saw of him he was never nmuch of a man, but | suppose he was the best nan
he coul d be under the circunstances that made his life."

Joanna sighed, feeling as if she were seeing Gary clearly for the first time. "Not even that,
I"'mafraid." She reached out and laid her hand over his.

The night had been sleety and cold. In the |ate autum dawnlight, Joanna had slipped out of
the room Pella had given her, stealing down the silent corridor to the one where Antryg slept. A
fire burned lowin the grate there, its wickering the only sound but for the mpan of the w nd
around the eaves and brief staccato of rain. Antryg had been in bed under a gray satin conforter,

his hair close curled still with the danpness of washi ng, profoundly asleep
It was all Joanna had neant to do—to see him to reaffirmto herself the fact that against al
the odds in the world he was still alive. It had been her litany and her hope for two dreadful,

endl ess nmonths that she hadn't done the irrevocabl e and that sonmehow, sonewhere, they would neet
agai n.

Tomorrow or the day after, they would have to face Suraklin, break into whatever depths
beneath his ancient C tadel housed his stolen conmputer, destroy him or, as Caris sai d—as Joanna
uneasily feared—die trying. Her thoughts flinched away from what woul d happen to her if she
survived her own defeat as his prisoner.

But there in that still bedchanber of anber and gray, all of it seenmed inpossibly distant and
very unreal . Yesterday she had been jolting mserably in Pella' s phaeton, aching with fear and
sl eepl essness, feeling that the journey would never end. Tonorrow m ght see her, Caris, and Antryg
dead, all hope and nmmgic perished forever. Today, this nmorning, went no further than Antryg's
preposterous profile against the bed linen, the whisper of his breathing and the spattering of
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wi nd and rain.
She had still been standing there, |eaning one shoul der against the carved cherrywood bedpost,
when hi s eyes had opened.

He had been sl eeping agai n when she left. In fact, he had slept nost of the day, and Joanna
had the inpression, |ooking now at the harsh Iines around his eyes as he bent to refill his teacup
fromthe ostentatiously garlanded pot, that he could have slept for the next twenty four hours
wi t hout trouble. He | ooked very tired.

Pell a said gravely, "You know they're going to put the blame for all of it on you nowthe
storm the abom nations, and the failure of the harvest." She held a fragnment of buttered nuffin
out to Kyssha, and the little dog accepted it with as much condescension as if she hadn't been

wat chi ng every bite with tears of bogus starvation in her eyes. "If you could work enough magic in
the Tower to escape, they'll figure you could work enough to do all that."
Antryg sighed. "I know. But, of course, | didn't escape by magic. | couldn't use magi c—hot in

the Tower, not with the Sigil wel ded against ny flesh."

"Then how did you get out of the chains?"

He shrugged. "Picked the |ocks. Three or four years ago, the Bi shop went through sone kind of
scare and threatened to have me chained; the rings had been in the wall there for hundreds of
years. As a precaution, | took apart sone of the toys | used to spend ny time making and fashi oned
about a dozen picklocks fromthe wires in them | hid themin the cracks of the floor and the
wal |l s all around the rings, and down in other areas of the Tower when | could get to them And
since | couldn't pass the Sigil on the door, |I pretty much had the freedom of the Tower in those
days.

"l picked the | ocks of my chains fairly regularly, to pilfer things fromthe guardroom
downst ai rs—the uniform coat and breeches, a razor to cut off ny hair and beard, and an outer coat

to hide the fact that I wasn't wearing any weapons. | used a razor to whittle a stick to nake the
right sword line under ny coat—f |1'd actually stolen a sword, it would have been m ssed, and
they' d have searched the place. 1'd stuff everything up under the rafters when | wasn't working on

it. Wth no windows the place was pretty dark, but of course | can see in the dark and none of the
guards, not being mageborn, could."
"I'd been doing this for over a nonth-as soon as | got ny hands working again, in fact. For

weeks all | did was crouch in a corner, nmunbling to nyself while | grew ny beard and worked at my
fingers. The Inquisitors had dislocated nost of them but only four were actually broken. | think
they' Il always be a bit crooked now. | had to wap themup twi sted again so the guards woul d think
I was still crippled and not watch me too closely."

Caris glanced up cynically fromsome private contenplation. "And you played mad for the sane
reason?"

"For a nunber of reasons," Antryg admitted, his long fingers noving unconsciously over the
dark fur of the velvet robe's cuffs. "The inportant thing was to keep any of the guards from
knowi ng how I really | ook. For one thing, |'mnearly six foot three. No matter how | was
di squi sed, | wouldn't have got ten yards if anyone in the Tower had ever seen nme when | wasn't
hunched over and sitting down. It's why | had the visions of obscure saints."

"What ?" Pel |l a demanded, half |aughi ng. Joanna had forgotten to nmention to her that
conversations with Antryg were apt to contain several wildly disparate topics per sentence.

He regarded her with his mld, nad eyes, as if surprised she didn't see the connection. "Most
Church sasenna are halfway to being nonks. After two years in a nonastery, | could describe saints
that only other novices would recognize. Did you know Sai nt Kal wi ddoes was supposed to have a
metal nose? He allegedly lost the original for his faith; one calls upon himto cure sinus
probl ems. Eventually | won enough synpat hy anobng sone of the Church guards to prod the Bishop into
changing the lot every few weeks."

Caris sniffed disgustedly. "It was all a blind, then."

Antryg was silent for a nonent. Then he said, "Not really." Qutside the wi ndow, the bare trees
that surrounded Larknoor thrashed uneasily in the wind, their black branches clawing Iike wtch
fingers at the nottled sky. "There were tines when it all cane hone to ne-—where | was, and what
was happeni ng outside... Mnents of sanity, | suppose, when | realized the truth of ny position
and ny prospects. But one can't pound on the walls and screamall the tine.

"And | was so tired. The Sigil of Darkness not only eats a wizard's magic, it devours him
through it. The thing was literally killing me by inches. | could barely eat; | couldn't sleep,
and when | did finally pass out from sheer exhaustion, the dreams nade ne wish | hadn't." He sat
silent again, his head bowed, the white light fromthe w ndows gl ancing across the round | enses of
his spectacles like circles of cracked and dirty ice. He had, Joanna noticed, acquired a pair of
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earrings as well as the Enperor's robe, solitaire dianonds of well over two carats api ece which
flickered when he | ooked up again. "I had to get that thing off nme," he said sinply.

"I had to break out. Even if no warrant of execution was ever issued, it was only a matter of
time before | became too weak to do so."

"But the question is," Caris said suspiciously, "how did you break out? You say no w zard can
pass the Seal of the Dead God. But it was on the door of the Tower as well. Even if you' d managed
to di sguise yourself as a guard, shave off your beard, cut your hair, and dye it, too—-What did you
use for dye, by the way?"

"Lanpbl ack and dye soaked fromthe cover of a stolen book of scriptures. I'mtold in
Trenmbergil there's a root that will turn gray hair black permanently, if it's eaten, and Queen
Darthiranbis Il once paid four el ephants, ten lengths of second quality silk, and two danci ng boys

for enough to cover the pal mof her hand. The guards were forever stealing things fromeach other,
the Church sasenna fromthe Council's and vice versa. No one noticed ny thefts."

"But even if you nanaged to do all that," Caris said doggedly, "and went down anpbng themwith
i mpunity, how did you wal k through the door of the Tower?"

Antryg said nothing for a tinme, absentmi ndedly rubbing his fingers again. Joanna, glancing
si deways at the round, brownish mark that seenmed to have been burned into the galled skin of his
throat, said softly, "Desensitization, wasn't it? They do that in my world as a cure for phobias."

A half smle flicked at the extravagant curve of his lips. "It was the one thing | was afraid
of that when it cane down to the nmoment, | wouldn't be able to do it. And | alnost couldn't. One
never becones desensitized—ot to the Sigil of Darkness. Its hold never slacks. But 1'd had it on
me, wel ded against ny flesh, for over two nonths. If | hadn't gone through that—f | didn't know
that the alternative of wal king past the Sigil on the door was enduring God knows how rmuch | onger
of it before | finally died—+ couldn't have done it. It took me about five minutes of standing
there to work up my nerve as it was. But fortunately, |I'd already roused the Tower with the news
of nmy own di sappearance, and the place was in such chaos that no one noticed."

He gl anced over at Caris, half apologetically, as if he sensed in the young nan's fol ded arns
and crossed knees his furious disapproval. The sasennan had cone prepared to perform an heroic
rescue and, like Joanna, still illogically felt slightly cheated. "Once | got through the door, |
joined in the search while they ransacked the Tower and its grounds. |I'd shoved ny old robes and
my cut off hair and beard up into my hidey hole under the rafters so the idea of disguise wouldn't
occur to anyone. They thought they were | ooking for a barefoot and ragged cripple. Wthout mny

spectacles, | could see just well enough not to run into walls. O course no sasennan wears
spectacles. I'mtold there have been those who've killed thensel ves as fl awed when their eyes
began to harden at fifty. Eventually | joined the parties going out to search the hills. Since

they' d been changed so often, not only did no guard there renenber what |'d | ooked |ike when | was
brought in, before | grew my beard back, but they weren't able to identify each other by sight,
either. After that..." He shrugged. "All that renmained was to | ose the other guards, put on ny
spectacles, slip into Kym| through the sewers, and pilfer a hack saw. | had to wait until night,
because in Kym| there are plenty of people who woul d recogni ze ne—aside fromthe Church dogs,
that is. But it's always easy to hide in a city."

He subsi ded back into his chair, the enbroidered velvet settling around himlike a roya
mantle. Cradling his teacup once nore in his big, deft hands, he stared into its henna depths as
if he could read his own future there, as he had that of countless travelers on the Angel shand
road to buy dinner for hinself and his conpani ons. And perhaps, thought Joanna worriedly, he
could. At any rate, a small upright line twitched into exi stence between his brows, and he set the
cup quickly aside

She wondered what he'd seen there.

In time Caris broke the silence. "You know that was your |ast chance."

"Ch, yes." His deep voice was al nost absentninded as his gray eyes flicked back to the
young nan's face. "By this tine, there will be a mad dog warrant out for ne. If they find nme now,
they'Il kill nme out of hand. So this is quite literally our |last chance to stop Suraklin—not
merely to destroy his conputer, which |I'mpositive is hidden beneath the ruins of his old Ctade
at the node of the energy lines, but to finish him" Hs lips pulled slightly in a snile again,
but for one nonment his eyes were quite sane—gazi ng, as he had said, when he spoke of his fits of
screaming despair in the Tower, quite truthfully at his position and his prospects.

Then he let it go, and the old, |um nous nmadness of hope returned. "This time we'll just have
to succeed."

"It cane on very quickly, didn't it?"
Caris | ooked up, startled out of his own reflections, fromhis absent gazing at the slatey
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shadows of the doorway through which Antryg and Joanna had passed. Pella had been so silent that
for a time he had felt he was alone with the wind nmutter and the ruins of the tea, but now he saw
that the tall girl still sat on the pink silk settee where she had been during tea and the
subsequent conference, the sleeping Kyssha cradled in her lap

"Like a stormfromout of the east," he quoted scripture, knowi ng w thout asking what the girl
neant .

She sniled, half amused, "Like the second fence of an in and out, really, that's hidden behind
the first until your horse is just about on top of it."

He recogni zed the cant term "Do you hunt?"

Rueful ness flickered in the fine hazel eyes. "Not really. |'ve always had too nuch synpathy
for the fox, but the riding was the closest thing to flying | could get. It was another thing
Mot her and ny aunt the Queen never approved of."

He returned her grin. "Along with being a sasennan."

"Well, Mother was terrified I'd get a cut on ny face. Wien | was ten | wanted a scar |ike ny
cousin Tybal's in the worst way. |'ve been admring yours all the way down from Angel shand," she
added sincerely, and Caris touched the old slash on his cheekbone and | aughed, picturing the very
wel | brought up daughter of the Royal House of Senterwing trying to convince her horrified parents
that she ought to have one.

She noved the stiff taffeta rufes of her petticoat and underskirt with her toe, and the

shining fabric whispered to itself against a lull in the wind outside. "I suppose putting all our
energies into reaching here before the Wtchfinder did and worryi ng how we were going to get
Antryg out of the Tower... Is he always |ike that?"

"He was positively sedate, today," Caris said dourly, and Pella | aughed agai n.

Then, soberly, she said, "I suppose it hid the real task."

"Not entirely." Caris' voice was very quiet. "But it nade it possible not to think about it."
It was the first time he had admitted, to hinself or anyone else, that it was an event upon which
he tried not to dwell.

"Do you think it's at the ruins of his Citadel ?"

He sighed again and rose to his feet, Pella getting up too, Kyssha now tucked in her arnms. "It
has to be," he said. "I'mgoing to check the perineter of the grounds before it gets dark. Wuld
you like to come?"

It was sonething Caris had done at the posthouses where they had spent the nights or part of
the nights, something, in fact, he did automatically when spending a night in an unfaniliar or
potentially hostile place. It was a kind of patrol, an investigation of where things were and from
what directions danger mght or could cone. At the posthouses, Pella had conme with himon these
rounds. He had wel coned this, partly because Pella, with her early training, would be the cl osest
thing to a fighting ally he'd have if it came to trouble. In spite of her apparent clunsiness and
absent m ndedness in nore donestic matters, the girl was silent, deft, and catlike on her feet.

But nore than that, he had sinply found hinself glad of her conpany. In the gray tinmes of
deadness, it was good not to be al one; even outside of them there had been tinmes when he'd found
hi s awareness of the upcoming battle with Suraklin, the know edge that he would nost likely die in
it, more than he could hold at bay hinself. He had broken his vows and had not even the strength
of the Way of the Sasenna to confort him And in any case, he reninded hinmself, to seek confort
was not of the Way.

Pell a slipped a snoke col ored cl oak over her gold beaded green gown; they noved |ike two
shadows fromthe side door of the house to the nearest of the line of bare elmtrees which
surrounded Larkmoor on all sides, a w ndbreak agai nst the cutting Sykerst gales. In the sumrer,
the grass there was scythed close; now along the north and east sides, last week's dirty snow | ay
ina filthy and broken windrow, a frozen crust w de enough that it could not be | eaped by a man.
Fromthe shelter of the trees, Caris squinted against the searing wind to study it for tracks,

m ndful that the sasenna of the Council and now the Wtchfinder's nen would be everywhere on the
nmoor. But there was no sign of tracks, either on the crusted snow or on the iron hard earth
beyond.

They checked the outside of the stables, unobtrusively avoiding the notice of the groons and
coachmen, and noved on to the fodderbarn, out past the Iine of trees and conmandi ng the best views
both of the nearby hills and of the house. There were no tracks; Caris checked the small chips of
wood whi ch he had inbedded in the half frozen nmud of the threshold that norning and found them
undi sturbed. Pella stood out of the wi nd agai nst the doorpost, wapped in the thick folds of her
cl oak, her breath a blow ng cloud of white against the di mess of the barn and the fading |ight
fromthe noving sky.

"Wul d you do better to wait a day or two before going out to the Ctadel ?" she asked, and
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Caris glanced up from his study.

"W shouldn't have waited this long," he said bluntly. "Yes, we needed a day's rest; Antryg
was at the end of his strength when we found him and none of us in shape to do what we have to
do. But two days, or three days, won't nend that. Suraklin's no fool. According to Joanna,
Suraklin will be on the other side of the Void, in her world—er should be. But we have no
guarantee of that. And every day that passes increases the chance that he'll cone back and hear of
Antryg's escape. We might just might be able to make it through whatever traps he's set up to
guard his Ctadel, for Joanna to poison his conputer and then lay in wait there for him But if he

is there before us—+f he knows that Antryg is com ng—we'll stand no chance."
"That wasn't what | meant," Pella said apologetically and brushed a tendril of black hair from
her face. "It's just that you mght want to wait for better weather."

Caris stood up and grinned. "We'd be like three birds in a cellar, tucking our heads under our
wi ngs and waiting for sunrise. It's not going to be better until spring."

"Ch." Pella looked a little blankly out into that bitter |andscape, her expression nonmentarily
like that of a child who finds that coffee doesn't taste at all the way it snells.

Caris cane over to stand beside her, shaking out the pleated linen ruffles of his shirt cuffs.
After the relative shelter of the barn, the wind was stinging on his face, cutting like a knife
through the coarse brownish wool of his livery. "I'"'mtold people fromthe Sykerst nmiss it when
they live in other lands," he renmarked, shaking his head wonderingly. "They can keep it."

She gl anced back at him "Then you're not from here?"

He shook his head. "I was born in the Weatlands, the black earth country down on the
Strebwell River. It's open country, but not like this—flat as your hand for mles, with deep bl ack
soil. Were there's water, the trees grow thick, in the narshes, and the bottonl ands by the

streans. It's a safe country—gentle. In the winter, Ratbane and | would wander for mles, with the
full nmoon turning the snow | um nous, as far as you can see to the edge of the sky, and the air so

still you could hear a dog bark three villages away."
He stopped, his throat closing hard. It had been years since he'd thought of the country that
was his honme, years since he'd renenbered the aching peace of those still nights.

"They woul dn't have |l et you ranble al one, would they?" he asked after a tine.
Her smle warned not only her great hazel eyes, but all the strong features of her face, the

aquiline nose and the full |ipped mouth. "I wasn't supposed to," she said, "but | did. | used to
sneak away and go bird shooting with ny brothers and Cousin Tybal when we were staying in the
country; sonetimes I'd just go by nyself. | enjoyed the clean skill of it—+ |ike using things,
tool s, weapons—but nore than that, | think | just liked to be alone and not have to worry about

how | | ooked. And courts are so noisy." Her black brows pulled down over her nose, and a pain |ine
like a pin scratch sprang into being between them "It's as if people can't think of anything
better to do with a summer evening and a garden than invite half the countryside to a garden
party."”

She was quiet for a nonent, staring into the sunless distance, as if past the hills she could
see the garden of which she spoke in the apple green silence of a summer twilight. In her eyes,
which were level with his own, Carts could see the silvery shine of tears. After a tine she said,
"If Suraklin succeeds in establishing this nachine of his, that will all go away, won't it? No one
will ever feel that—that nmagi c—again."

"No," said Caris. Then, inpulsively, "WII you come with us?"

She turned her head quickly; for one instant, he saw the leap of joy in her eyes, the
warrior's eagerness for action. Then she | ooked away, so quickly her black hair nmade a sharp
slithering over the collar of her cloak; he was cl ose enough to her now that he could feel her
trenmble. "I can't."

"I"'msorry," Caris said instantly, realizing belatedly what he had asked. Only for a nonent,
it had seened right, and the rightness had answered himfromher eyes. "I shouldn't have..."

"It isn't that." Her eyes net his again. Now, clearly, he sawin themthat haunted | ook he'd
seen before in the last day or so of the journey and riding that afternoon in the hills—the
despair of some unwanted certainty that could no | onger be denied. "If it was just me, | would,"
she went on steadily. "It isn't that | want to fight to protect Pharos' life, though I know from
what Gaire—Suraklin—was always hinting to ne that he is in danger. He's a cruel man, vicious... |
suppose | want to do this for—Ri ghtness? Goodness? Do you believe in goodness?"

"I believe in evil," Caris said quietly. "And | believe that Suraklin has to be stopped." Here
was another, he realized, who was nore than a line fighter, nore even than a canpai gn strategi st
i ke Joanna

She | ooked away fromhim her nouth flinching with an effort not to trenble. "It's just that |
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can't risk it." She went on, small and renote, as if trying to get quickly over pain or shane, "
think 1'"mcarrying Pharos' child."

Anger hit Caris |ike a wave of night, disproportionate, illogical rage and revulsion, as if
she had confessed to sonme filthy act. Wth an effort, he bit back words he knew woul d hurt her;
she caught his armas he whirled to stormthrough the door

Her voice was desperate. "Caris..."

In the brittle light, tears shone on her face. He was breathing hard, the air cuttingly cold
in his nostrils and lungs; everything in himwas consumed with snothering heat. Confused, it
flashed through his nmind to wonder why this should be; the answer hit himlike a thrown bucket of
ice water, and in the next second, he saw that answer mirrored in her eyes.

It sobered him the rage dissolving into horror and a grief he could not define. He felt as if
he'd stunbl ed, accidently dropping and breaki ng sonet hi ng which he'd never known he had until it
was gone, and which could never be replaced. In one instant the world was all changed fromwhat it
had been. Even then, he knew, there was no goi ng back. Hoarsely, shakily, he stanmered, "Pella, |
can't do this."

She didn't need to ask what he neant. It was as if they had both fought the know edge of it
for days. "I know " Her greenish eyes nmet his, dark in the sweet snelling gloom "I know you need
your hate to keep you strong—to keep you alive, maybe, when you go to the Citadel tonorrow But—
She shivered suddenly, and | ooked away from him struggling against tears that it was not the Wy
of the Sasenna to shed. Tiny and choked, she whi spered, "But please don't hate ne."

They stood at armis I ength, facing one another in the darkness of the barn while the ashy
light bled away outside. He felt a surge of hatred against Pharos for putting that fear into those
fearl ess eyes. Then he stepped back to her and took her in his arns, willing hinmself desperately
not to feel what he felt while she laid her head on his shoul der and cri ed.

"l had meant not to do this."

It was dark. Qutside, the rain was falling, cold and steady now, wi th sudden splatterings
where the wind flung it against the house wall in handfuls. A couple of candl es burned at random
out of the dozen or so on the desk and hi ghboy. Antryg had lit them w thout getting up fromthe
bed when the night began to cl ose in.

"Does that nean you're going to press charges for rape?" Joanna | ooked up with feigned concern
fromthe circle of his arns.

Antryg drew hinsel f up, very nuch on his dignity, save for the wi cked twi nkle far back in his
gray eyes. Then he sighed and | et his head drop back to the pillow lace, his grip tightening

around her shoulders. "It means that | don't want to nake things nore difficult for you than they
al ready are."
"Well," Joanna said consideringly, "we're going out to Suraklin's Citadel tonorrow, we're

going to have to get through whatever defenses he's set up around his conputer and keep them at
bay | ong enough for ne to programthe worminto the system After we take care of that, we settle

down and wait for himto show up—+f he isn't there defending the thing already. 1've got Suraklin
after ne, and you've got the Church, the Regent, the Council, and the Wtchfinders after you, any
of whomwi Il be ready to nail ne as your acconplice, plus any random abom nati ons that happen to
be around... It's hard to see how things could get nore difficult, unless we get tangled up with
i nvadi ng aliens from another planet, or a cromd of peasants with torches. But |1'll take your word
for it."

He regarded her severely. "You know perfectly well what | nean."

"I know perfectly well that you're afraid I'lIl be hurt.”

"Well, yes," he admitted, twining a tendril of her fair hair around one of his bony fingers

and studying the resultant play of shadows thoughtfully. "But considering what we're up against,
there's a good chance we're both going to be hurt and hurt badly. There isn't really anything
either of us can do about that, except take the usual precautions and hope for the best. | have a
general idea of what waits for us out at the G tadel, since | hel ped establish many of its
original defenses, and it's not something |'d care to take any of ny friends into. But | certainly
can't deprogramthe thing nyself, and we need a warrior to watch both our backs. Neither you nor |
has the option, as Caris and Pella do, of sinply retreating."

"Caris won't retreat," she said softly. "Nor will Pella."

"No," he agreed. "They are souls who don't know the meaning of physical fear. But for themthe
danger isn't the sane. Though | daresay Suraklin would use either of themas a tool, he wouldn't
seek to establish the all—devouring grip on their mnds that he did on Gary' s—that he seeks to do
on yours."

Joanna shivered, renenbering the disjointed recollections of the Dark Mage's sl ow t akeover,
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inscribed with clinical exactness by both prepetrator and victimin their separate files.

After a noment Antryg went on, "The whole time | was in the Tower, | was desperately
frightened for you—frightened that Suraklin would get you under his influence sonehow w t hout your
realizing what was happening until it was too |ate."

She was silent, drawing the soft, tatted pillow |lace again and again through her snmall
fingers. It was the screaning of his soul, Magister Magus had said, when the Sigil had touched his
flesh, that she had heard in her dream.. "You didn't hate nme?"

The distant gl ow of the candles threw the |ong shadows of his |ashes on his cheeks, as his
gaze seened to go out beyond those floating points of Iight. Then he | ooked down at her again. "I
lived with Suraklin for eight years," he rem nded her. "I grew to manhood in his household. | saw
the kind of things he could manipul ate people into doing." Hs jaw tightened nonentarily, with
shame and bitter anger. "Myself included. No, | didn't hate you. Mnd you," he added suddenly,
"when | was trying to talk you into letting me go, | was angry enough to knock your head agai nst
the wall."

Joanna | aughed, and for a tinme they did not talk. The candl es burned down in fluted col unms of
white wax over the shelled sea goddesses of their holders. Distantly they heard a harpsichord
bei ng pl ayed sonewhere in the roons bel ow and nuffled voices, Caris' and Pella's. A servant's
footfalls creaked on a distant backstair. The rain eased to a trickle. In the glow ng jewel box
silence of the room even the wi ckering of the fire seened | oud.

For all intents and purposes, Joanna thought, the future ended with tonight. This warnmth, this
silence, mght be all that they would ever have.

Tonorrow she woul d do what she had feared all along she nust—wal k into the heart of Suraklin's
power and put herself in the one place where he could nost easily get her

But like Antryg, standing trapped between the abom nation of the Sigil on the Tower door and
the know edge that, if he did not face it, its twin would remain welded to his flesh, she knew she
truly had no option. If Suraklin were not destroyed, sooner or |ater he would seek her

As if he read her thoughts, Antryg said quietly, "If we manage to denolish the conputer

wi t hout getting ourselves killed, and if it's possible to do so safely, | want you and Caris to
come back here tonorrow. | don't think your presence will help me against him.." He hesitated, as
if debating within hinmself how nmuch of the truth to speak, then sighed. "And | don't think I'll be

able to protect you fromhim"

"l see," Joanna said softly and did. She reached up and touched his chest, her sun browned
hand dark against the nmarbl e whiteness of his skin. "That's why you didn't want to—+to tie nme nore
closely to you, to nake ne feel comitted to you—to let ne | ove you. You don't expect to survive
meeting Suraklin, do you?"

H s gray eyes, enormous without their protective | enses, avoided hers; the candlelight caught
a facet of his dianond earrings, held steady for a monent, a burning point of many colored |ight.
Then he sighed, and | ooked back at her with a half rueful grin. "Frankly, ny dear, | don't see any
way that | can."

CHAPTER | X

Though she had traveled three tines through the hills of the Sykerst, Joanna did not believe
she had ever seen anything so desolate as the enptiness that surrounded what had once been the
Ctadel of Suraklin. Elsewhere the hills m ght be barren, the grass without life or color, conbed
like a dead dog's hair by the incessant winds, but at least the terrible silence had been broken
by occasional signs of life. FromPella's carriage, she'd seen the start of rabbits in the thin
clunps of naked birches which grewin the small pockets of soil in the bedrock; by the sluggish
bl ack streans near the Silent Tower, the prints of nuskrat and weasel had latticed the half frozen
mud. At first sight a uniformpewer, the hills had a startling variation of color mauves and
sepi as, the cobalt of shadow, and the occasional rich emerald of lichens clinging to the cold
cracked rocks.

Here there was nothing. In the wide dell with its scattered stringers of broken stone, its
buckl ed pavenents long veiled in a wind flattened shroud of rotting weeds, and its crunbling pits
and trenches |ike suppurating gray wounds, the only sound was the wi nd thrumm ng over stone and
hissing in the dead grass. The jingle of the bridle bits sounded very |oud as the horses tossed
their heads, made nervous by the silence, and the faint creak of Caris' sword belt as he turned
suddenly at a noise that he hadn't really heard.

"That's very odd," Antryg murnured, frowning.

Caris | ooked quickly over his shoul der, then back in the direction of Antryg's gaze. "What
is?" H's quiet voice had an edge of fear to it. "I don't see anything am ss."

"Neither do I," the wizard said. "That's what's odd." He pushed his crazy school boy spectacles
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alittle farther up on his Iong nose and dismounted with the |light grace of a caval ryman. "Leave
the horses here and follow ne," he said softly. "It wouldn't do to get separated in this place."
He turned to hel p Joanna down from her horse; the elderly blue roan, though the quietest Pella's
stables had to offer, was sized for a woman of the Princess' height.

"We should split up," Caris said, his voice rough with nervousness. "You said yourself the
spel s you showed nme this norning should keep Suraklin fromscrying ne out fromafar. As |long as
Joanna keeps her backpack with the Sigil init on her, he shouldn't be able to find her, either,
protective wapping or no protective wapping. The Church knows whose pupil you were. They'll be
expecting you to cone back here. The hasu saw you beneath the walls of Kynil—+they know you escaped
dressed as a guard. If the Church sasenna see a search party sticking close together instead of
spreading out..."

"Woul d you wander away fromyour friends to search Suraklin's G tadel ?" Antryg inquired.
"Particularly for an escaped renegade w zard who's known to be mad? Don't be obtuse." He turned
away, a lanky figure in the crisp black and gold uniformof the Regent's sasenna, his sword-a rea
one now, not the whittled fake he'd worn in his earlier disguise—aking the characteristic hard
l'ine under his long skirted black greatcoat. "My only concern is that search parties cane here
yesterday and got caught in the place's defenses, whatever they are. You stay here," he added,
suddenly turning back and catching his horse's bridle. He stroked the beast's forehead briefly.
"And you," he added. His fingers brushed lightly the foreheads of the other two horses.

Ten yards away, Joanna | ooked back. The three animals stood grouped together, heads up, ears
pricked, |ooking about them nervously, but they remained in place. She shook her head and foll owed
Antryg al ong the broken, pitted ground.

Fromthe hills above, riding down the track fromthe Silent Tower, the Ctadel had been al nost
invisible—not as if a mist hidit, but as if Joanna's m nd and eyes had sinply skipped over that
great, broken circle in the shallowdip in the hills. Caris had spoken of that effect, present
even long after Suraklin's power had been rooted fromthe land. In the Dark Mage's heyday it was
said nmen could ride straight through the gates and not notice where they were until the iron
portal s slammed shut behi nd them

As they approached the remains of the outer walls, Joanna was conscious of the hamrering the
pl ace had taken, the aval anche of power needed to destroy it so thoroughly. Huge sections of the
ground had col |l apsed into the pits dug bel ow, |eaving vast, shallow subsidences half filled with
rubbl e and knee deep weeds. Chunks of stone the size of truck trailers scattered the | andscape,
hal f driven into the ground hundreds of yards fromthe nearest foundations. Weds covered huge
areas, a filthy carpet concealing treacherous breaks in the ground.

The rain had warnmed the air, nelting some of the stagnant brown ice where the land lay | owest.
The surrounding hills sheltered the place fromthe wi nd. As they approached, cautious, ready for
anyt hi ng, Joanna was consci ous of the nauseating foetor of decay that hung in the raw air.

Besi de her, Antryg was tense, listening, it seened, with senses beyond the human, sniffing the
air with his long nose as if seeking some characteristic odor that would warn hi mwhen the first
def enses closed in.

"Curious," she heard himmutter. "But |ogical, when you cone to think of it. Too many people
cone near this place to advertise that there's sonething here worth guarding.”

"And then again," Caris added softly, "lI've heard it was Suraklin's way to lure and lull at
the sane tine by an appearance of harm essness, until it was too late to retreat."”

Antryg rubbed one side of his nose. "Well, there is that," he admitted. "Though with two of us
mageborn, | think we'll have sone warning."

"And you think that will do us any good?"

The nmad wi zard grinned. "Ch, probably not. But the object isn't to retreat anyway, so we
needn't worry about it."

Sourly, Caris touched the .45 and the brace of na aar pistols shoved in his belt-his sword was
naked already in his right hand—and foll owed them wi t hout further comrent anong the hushed decay
of the ruins.

They had spread out a little, Antryg picking his way unerringly through the maze of broken,
knee hi gh courses of stone which had once been walls, Joanna keeping uneasily close to his side
and fighting the urge to hang onto his coat skirts. In one place she saw crunbl ed sl abs of rusted
ironwork half buried in black weeds and fallen stone..

"That was the kitchen," Antryg explained quietly. "Those pits behind it are where the
storeroons stood. | used to hide there when |'d displeased him Not, of course, that anyone could
hide fromhimfor very |long, but being nageborn nyself helped." He paused, a frown buckling his
forehead as he scanned what was now little nore than a reef of shattered rubble, seeing it, Joanna
knew, nonmentarily as it had been—gray, massive, turretted, toothed, the stronghold of the terrible
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old man he had so desperately feared and | oved.
She said, very softly, "Do you m ss hinP"
He | ooked down at her, startled. Hi s brows, reddish as his hair had | ong since ceased to be,

pul l ed together for a nmonent. Then he said, "I've always nissed him Mssed himas | first knew
him mssed what | thought | had. Even when | realized | didn't—that in fact, the care he showed
for me was only because he knew I'd respond to care... | don't know | still wanted it. But after

that, it was difficult to believe in anyone else's caring." He rubbed his hands in their shabby,
fingerless gloves, an absentm nded gesture as the cold bit into the damaged tendon and bone.

"I't was all right, |I thought—+ could put up with the beatings, and the bl oodl ettings, the
spells and rites | perfornmed in the dark of the noon, the blackest kind of magic, things | knew
were evil beyond description... | could put up with that if he loved me as he said he did. I'd had
a rat her unhappy chil dhood. | suppose | felt honored to be given that |ove, trusted with the

enotions so powerful a nmage never dared to show anyone else..." The long, sensitive nmouth quirked
slightly. "Rather like a trout feeling honored to be trusted with an angler's worm Because none
of themwere real. They were only facsimles, copied fromwhat he had seen others sacrifice
thenselves for." He sighed and added wyly, "They were just copied dazzlingly well. He used to
take ny blood, to bring sone of his—ereations—to life. There was a tinme when |I'd have | et himtake
it all."”

Around themthe Citadel waited, weathed in its uneasy silence. Joanna renenbered that it was
built on a node where the energy tracks crossed, lines that would feed the |life forces of two
worlds into its nmagically electrified heart. Perhaps that was what Antryg and Caris |istened for,
feeling the pulse of intangible forces along the unseen veins of the earth.

At length Antryg went on, as if speaking half to hinself, "Salteris told ne they nade a
bonfire of all his possessions, everything they could find—books, inplenents of nagic, jewels,
pai ntings. Beautiful things, things he had deeply loved. He lived very intensely, you know.
Everyt hi ng about himhad a burning quality that drew you and fascinated you. He woul d get al nost
literally drunk on the beauty of a cup or a gemor the angle of the sunset |ight. The high you get
fromworking magic, the fascination of watching people play their intricate social ganes—he |oved
themwith a passion | don't believe he ever felt for another human being. But of course, human
beings are nore difficult to control than possessions."

"He managed, " she renarked.

"Yes." Antryg sighed regretfully, his eyes returning to hers. "Yes, he did. It never surprised
me that he wanted to live forever—that he would do al nost anything rather than let that beauty
go."

Was that why, Joanna wondered suddenly, Suraklin had chosen Antryg as his student, his slave,
his victinP? Because he, too, had that passionate delight in the mere drawing of breath? But it was
not the sanme. There were things for which Antryg would cheerfully give up that brightly col ored
life, anbng themthe thwarting of Suraklin's plans. Awkwardly, because she had never |earned the
right things to say, she reached out and took his hand and was rewarded with the fleet warnth of
his smle.

"Antryg!" Caris' voice rang out sharply behind them "Over here!"

The wi zard swung around in a swirl of gold braided black coat skirts. Caris stood on the lip
of a shal |l ow subsidence, blond hair flattened in a surge of wind, a | ook of shock and revul sion on
his face. Joanna wondered briefly if his appearance m ght be sone kind of trap, a lure set up by
the Dark Mage's defenses; but after an al nost inperceptible pause, Antryg put his arm around her
shoul ders and drew her along with himas he strode through the crunching weeds to see.

The thing that lay in the w de depression had been dead for weeks. Wen the wind fell briefly,
the stench was terrible; Joanna drew back, nauseated, at the sight of the bloated, blackened face,
orifices agape and filled with naggots and worns.

Antryg and Joanna exchanged a quick glance. Caris said softly, "An abomi nation. It nust have
come through the Void and wal ked straight into one of Suraklin's defenses.” The track it had left
in the weeds was still plain to see, the dead stens broken in a jagged swat he which began at the
creature's body and ended, abruptly, less than a dozen feet away.

Cautiously, the wizard took a step forward and sank to one knee. "Fascinating," he said. "The
maggots are dead."

Steeling herself, Joanna noved to his side. Both Antryg and Caris had been adamant that she
not adopt the uniform of a sasennan, on the grounds that she'd never be able to maintain the
i nposture at close range—she was dressed in the breeches, shirt, and short crinson coat of one of
the Regent's pages, the backpack on her back and the .38 shoved in one pocket. Her boots crackl ed
in the brittle undergrowth as she hunkered down to | ook
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"They're tiny," she said after a nonent. "They nust have died the mnute they began to feed."
Her revul sion evaporated in academ ¢ puzzlenent. "Look, there are dead flies onit, too."

She frowned at Antryg for a nonent, then back at the carcass. "Coul d—ould Suraklin's defenses
have done that? Killed even the maggots that fed on it after it was dead?"

Antryg raised his head and studied the gray skyline. Like a gunsite on the far hills, the |ast
two stones of the line that stretched toward the Silent Tower notched the pale air. Directly
opposite, to the east, a single nenhir leaned |ike a weary drunk. Then he | ooked back at the
unspeakabl e, rotting thing. "I wonder," he said softly.

"More likely this is one of Suraklin's defenses." Wth the tip of his sword Caris touched what
was clearly a nmouth at the end of a collapsed pinkish tube. Teeth Iike chisels stood out fromthe
bl ack guns.

"But in that case, what killed it?"

Caris shrugged. "Sasenna? Wtchfinders? Peel bone was keepi ng an eye on the place before you
ever escaped the first time. There's a | ot of breakage in the weeds around here, but it's hard to
say howold it is."

"Qdd that he never ran into any defenses." Antryg stood up again, scanning the ash col ored
tussocks of stone and earth around them his gray eyes narrowed and uneasy behind his specs. "Very
odd. Conme al ong, ny dear." He took Joanna's hand. "Caris, guard our backs if you will. Twelve feet
was the usual distance between the trigger and the rear edge of the trap."

Wth these conforting words he began to pick his way cautiously back toward the ruins of what
had been the main keep.

The outer walls of the Citadel keep had been well over fifteen feet thick. Their foundations
fornmed a broken platformin whose splintered and riven cracks grew straggling weeds, now bl ack and
brittle as burned wires. Fromits edge, Joanna | ooked down into a chasmlike an enormous open pit
m ne, a hundred and fifty feet across and easily as deep. Collapsed spills of rubble tracked its
sides and nade little heaps on the bottomaround the brimof a silent tam of standing water,
enigmatically reflecting the silver sky. In places, fragnments of old floors and vaulting clung to
the stone sides of the pit, showi ng how nany | evels down the Citadel vaults had extended. Joanna
counted seven of them Beside her, Antryg was very silent.

"Had you ever conme here since-since its destruction?"

He nodded. "Salteris and | came here—eh, years ago, when we traveled together. | didn't want
to, but he insisted. | think he wanted to prove to nme that Suraklin was truly dead—to exorcise the
fear of himfromm dreans. Ironic," he added, forcing |ightness over the sudden flaw in his deep
voi ce, "when you think of it."

Salteris' own experiences with the Dark Mage's G tadel couldn't have been anything he
particularly wanted to relive, Joanna reflected, renenbering the old Archmage's digitalized
menori es of what he had found there when he led the triunphant armes in. Yet he had cone back to
the place to help a frightened and half denented youth readjust to the world, gently trying to
| ead himback to sanity. Wat had it been for Antryg to conme into a roomin the Silent Tower to
greet soneone who had cared that nuch for himand to see Suraklin Iooking at himfromhis eyes?

"I wish | could have known him" she said softly.

He gl anced down at her with that sanme half wary expression, |ike a nervous horse, afraid to
trust. Then he sighed and put his hand briefly on her shoul der
"There used to be a stairway over here," he said after a nmonent. "It was hidden behind a fal se

niche near the hall fireplace and enough spells to darken the noonday sun. The w zards' arny
destroyed the top part of it but never found the roons below. That's where it will be."
"What about the way you got us out when | first canme?" Joanna asked. "An underground

passageway. .."

He shook his head. "That was a subsidiary hideout, connected to the nain pits by mles of
passage. | think Suraklin went straight there through the Void fromGary' s—his mark was all over
the room™"

He took a step away along the brink of the huge pit, then hesitated. "I should | eave you

here," he said after a nonment. "But | don't know what defenses will be in operation, or if there's
a delay trigger and it's already too late to escape. It's hard to believe Suraklin would | eave it
this |l ate—dnl ess he's down there hinmself, waiting..." He paused, and Joanna thought that, against
his black coat collar with its gilded braid, he seened very pale. It occurred to her that
Suraklin's aimof killing Antryg might only have been a contingency plan if he could not take
hi mhis first, chosen, and well prepared victimalive.

"The trouble is," Antryg went on, "I can't feel a thing am ss here, and that's making nme very
uneasy. "

"I't's maki ng you uneasy?" Joanna said, with a shaky grin in spite of the unconfortable
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sl ammi ng of her heart against her ribs.

He grinned back. "Stay close, and be ready to..
that scents sudden peril. "Ch, pox."

"What is it?" Joanna whi spered

"The Wtchfinders," he said softly. "Peel bone."

"Antryg..." Caris sprang lightly up to the top of the broken platform "Can you hear it? Al ong
the energy-track..."

" Peel bone, yes."

"Can you use sone kind of spell... ?"

"They have hasu with them Besides, apart fromblowing a trunmpet | can't think of a better way
to let Suraklin know I'm here. Look, there they are..."

He pointed at the dark |line of shapes on the colorless gray of the northern slopes. There was
a red splash, like a drop of blood—a Church dog's robes. One thin gray formanong them spurred his
horse and began to canter down the sl ope.

"They nust have been watching through a spyglass froma distance," Antryg said, catching
Joanna's hand and hurrying along the top of the platform "Peel bone knows ne, of course. He was in
charge of obtaining ny—onfession."

"Look!" Caris pointed to the western slopes above the Citadel; a dozen black forns could be
seen riding down them There was a thin glitter of drawn weapons in the heatless |ight.

"Where are Suraklin's defenses now when we need then?" Antryg wondered al oud.

"Should we split up?"

"Good heavens, no! Make for the pits..."

Caris skidded to a stop. "Are you nad? If the defenses are anywhere, they'll be..."

Clear and thin as the cracking of ice, Peelbone's voice rang across the broken Citadel
"Wndrose!" He drew rein nonentarily on the edge of the buckl ed pavenent of what had been the
court before the nmain keep, rising in his stirrups, his wi spy gray hair streaming in the restless
tweak of the wind. His hat had blown off; his eyes were hard and colorless as glass. "I should
have known you woul d cone here, back to the hold of your master!" The sasenna and the hasu behind
him galloping hard, had al nost reached the edge of the pavenent; the Wtchfinder put spurs to his
| at hered horse and started across.

Wth a thin whine of steel Caris' sword was in his hand.

What happened then was al nost totally without warning. In |ater nightmares Joanna saw it again
in slow notion and realized then that it was a thing she had dimy taken for a domed humock of
weed covered stone which noved, bursting upward into the air as the horse trod on it in a
flurrying scatter of dirt. But at the time it seenmed as if it came from nowhere—as if suddenly it
was hangi ng over the Wtchfinder and his terrified nount, a huge, dustcolored thing Iike a nonster
jellyfish, slobbering tentacles dangling..

Adrenal i ne | ocked her lungs and circul atory system shut even before Peel bone began screaning.
Sasenna were converging fromall directions. Antryg grabbed Joanna's armand nmade a run for the
ragged spill of fallen stone and weeds that had been the head of the secret stair. Fromthe tai
of her eye Joanna saw Peel bone's horse running frenziedly in circles, the tentacles raking its
fl esh and al nost wholly envel oping the shrieking, clawing nan on its back as the floating body of
the abonmination |owered itself, |ike the canopy of a vast parachute, down over Peel bone's head.

She had no tinme to see nore. Deep under the weeds were the broken rubble of old stairs. She
clung to the brittle stens for bal ance as Antryg gui ded her down. Below the level of the pit edge,
the weeds ended, |eaving only a crunbling spiral of iced and treacherous gravel. Above her, she
heard voi ces shouting, one screamriding over them Dear God, she thought, howlong will it take
himto die?

Her feet slipped. She half fell, half rolled the last few yards, down what felt |ike a | adder
of sharp and broken stone. Antryg pulled her to her feet and through a half fallen archway |like a
skull's enpty eyesocket, Caris panting and cursing at their heels. "Wat do you think you're... ?"
t he sasennan demanded hoarsely, as Antryg slipped his hand behind a shattered pilaster now barely
di stinguishable fromits parent rock and cursed. He slid his sword scabbard clear of his sash,
wedged it like a lever into the masonry and wenched. Like the cries of some alien bird, the
screans still drifted down to them scarcely human anynore. A dark slot of ground opened in the
grayer darkness.

Antryg thrust her uncerenoniously through and was slipping after her when Caris grabbed his
armin a crushing hold. "You idiot... !"

"Ch, surely not!" the nad wi zard protested. "Insane | may be, but not an idiot." Wth an easy
nmovenent of his el bow, he disengaged his armfromthe baffled young man's grip. D m daylight

He stopped, his head comng up like a dog's
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flicked al ong one spectacle rim picked out the fracture in the glass and the facet of an earring.
More soberly, he added, "They're never going to believe | didn't summon that thing. Mdst nmen woul d
kill Peel bone for the things he did to nme. And to Joanna," he added softly, touching her shoul der
in the darkness. "And to you."

"And that's your reason for blundering straight into the heart of Suraklin's traps?" Caris'
whi sper was al most a scream of rage.

"Well, the odd thing is," Antryg nmurnmured, "we don't seemto have sprung a one." He slipped
the scabbard casually back into his sash; Caris still held his, ready to draw and do battle. "W
must needs have conme here in any case, Caris. If it's atrap, it's a very good one. W might as
well see the rest of it."

They noved forward, into a species of Hell in darkness. It was a darkness that chittered and
whi spered or, worse, sinply seenmed to watch themin waiting silence beyond the faint foxlight glow
that Antryg called above his head. Twice he killed the light, quickly, and thrust his conpanions
back against the wall; in the darkness, Joanna heard the sliny draggi ng noi se that heaved itself
slow y along the passageway and felt the clammy cold that seeped in the creature's wake. Against
her arm she felt Caris' nuscles tighten in utter revul sion and horror. He was nageborn, she
remenbered. He could see in the dark

O her things fled fromthe light, sonetinmes white, squanmpus shapes |ike naked and | egl ess
pigs, other times the nore prosaic vermin of this world, swarming black roaches and rats that had
clustered around rotting carrion of no shape known to her, whose putrefying stench poi soned the
air. In one place Antryg whispered to themnot to touch the bubbling orange nold that covered the
whol e side of one rock hewn chanber. Snared in it, Joanna saw two or three other abomi nations of
various sizes, all of themrotting, but none of themconpletely dead. There were rats and roaches
there, too, gumred likewise in the putrid growh; by the faint, glittering radiance of Antryg's
witchlight, she could see that several of the roaches were close to the size of dinner plates, and
the rats displayed unspeakabl e rmutati ons.

But throughout that darkness, no magic, no nalice, and no trap touched its three invaders. It
was a Hell untenanted, save by the abomi nations that crept, preying stupidly upon one another,
through its arched stone passageways. Level by level Antryg |l ed them deeper into the surviving
corner of Suraklin's mazes, and nowhere did they find anything but the |Iong spent nenories of his
evil and power. Even the ghosts, it seened, had been cal ci ned away by the wi zards' wath.

"l don't understand," Joanna whi spered.

They had come to the |ast, deepest chanber of all, a vast black cavern where a broken stone
cover showed the inky waters of a stagnant well, and a round bl ock of bluish stone, like an altar,
crouched am d darkness that even Antryg's faint witchfire could not pierce. Beside her, Antryg
stood, his full, oddly curving lips nowtight and rather gray, as if the aura of the place, like a
remenbered smell, nauseated him The blurred remains of a chalked circle were al nost eradi cated
fromthe floor. Dark stains blotched the top of the altar block and tracked its sides. And that
was all.

"This is it, isn't it?" Joanna asked softly.

Antryg nodded. Under a sudden sheen of sweat, all the nuscles of his jaw rippled, |ike rope
under strain, then eased again.

She | ooked hesitantly up at him not liking the haunted horror in his eyes. "Do you—€do you see
sonet hing that | don't?"

"Only the past, ny dear," he murnured. "Only the past." His breath blew out in a sigh; he
turned to her, his eyes returning to the present once nore. "Yes, this is where it should be, the
centerpoint of Suraklin's power, the place where he—er | —perfornmed his great nagics."

"You?" The echoes of Caris' suspicious voice nurnured back at them fromthe hard stone of the
wal | s.

Antryg's eyes noved to the altar, then away. As if speaking of soneone else, he said
carefully, "You understand, there is a type of magic which can be drawn from certai n—act s—whi ch by
then he was too old to performhinself." He | ooked around him "This was the place of his power,
and | should say, ny friends, that we have all been well and truly taken in." At his small
gesture, an explosion of light filled the room bright and clear as a sodium | anp, digging |ike
the eyes of God into every bl eached, clean cranny of its hewn stone walls and flashing |ike
di amonds in the obsidian waters of the pool. In all the space of that roomthere was nothing.

"But the abonminations..." Caris began

"They weren't guards," the nad wi zard said quietly. "Half of them were herbivores, by the | ook
of their snouts—even that thing at the top went for the nan nearest it, God help his wretched
soul, rather than for us, who were nearer the stair. W' re on a node in the lines. Every time the
Void is opened, gaps in it open for a short distance all around it—but when it is opened on a

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (58 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:10 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

line, the whole line faults. Those poor things are nere bl underers—through, harmess..."

"Harm ess?" echoed Caris indignantly.

"Conparatively harm ess.” The |ight around them faded again to the corpse candl e gl eam above
Antryg's head; he turned back to the stygian arch that |ed once nore into the nmazes and the
hellish wal k back to the outer air.

Caris strode after him "Conpared to what?"

Antryg shrugged. "Conpared to what's going to happen when an intelligent one conmes through.”

They did not speak again until they had enmerged fromthe pits, by which tine darkness had
fallen once nore outside. Fromthe protection of the passage, Antryg |listened, stretching his
senses out into the Citadel around them The Church's sasenna had retreated, watching fromthe
hills around. No one, no matter what his mssion, was prepared to linger in the Dark Mage's
fortress after the fall of night. They found Peel bone's horse lying half in a gravel pit, with the
hacked and burned remains of the thing that had killed it. There was bl ood everywhere, soaking
into the frozen weeds, and wide strewn rags of clothing saturated with bl ood, acid, and sline.

El sewhere Caris found part of Peel bone's hand, nost of the flesh eaten fromthe nelted bone.
Antryg | ooked sonberly at it, rubbing his broken fingers in their shabby gl oves, but said nothing.
It was only when they were on the hills again, having slipped through the scattered guards,

that Joanna asked, "If Suraklin's headquarters isn't at his Citadel, where is it?"

"El sewhere." Antryg sighed, and hunched his shoul ders agai nst the cold night. The horses had,
of course, been confiscated by the Wtchfinders when they had first surrounded the Citadel, and it
was a long and tiring trek over the dark hills to Larknoor once again. "And unfortunately, since
now he'll be well and truly alerted to the fact that I'mat |arge and looking for it, | haven't
the renotest idea where."

CHAPTER X

They left Larknoor the follow ng night, traveling north on foot.

It was a bad time of year to be taking to the roads, and Caris knew it, worriedly eyeing
Joanna's small, spare formas she stunped al ong through the bitter darkness at Antryg's side; it
woul d be worse still away fromthe main roads. The Sykerst was a | and unkind to nen.

Antryg's escape coupled with Peel bone's death had roused the countryside around Kynil and set
patrol s al ong the Angel shand road. But deeper in country, Antryg argued, anong the isolated
vill ages that sprouted wherever there was soil enough to support thin crops of rye, they would
stand a better chance of making their way northward in safety.

"There's anot her node, a crossing of the energy lines, on Tilrattin |Island about twenty five
m | es upriver from Angel shand,"” he had expl ai ned, when the four of them had sat around a picnic
breakfast in the darkness of the deserted fodder barn at Larknoor, following their return fromthe
Ctadel ruins. "Suraklin has to have established his conputer at sone node in the lines. That one
has a lot to recommend it; it's on Prince Cerdic's land, for one thing..."

"And what do we do if it isn't Suraklin's headquarters, either?" Caris demanded, sitting in
the mldewed straw at Pella's side, noodily stabbing his dagger into the floor. Reaction had set
in on him Having keyed hinself for a death fight at the Citadel, he now felt enpty, weary, and
vaguely cheated. "Walk to the Citadel of Wzards in the taiga forests to check that one as well?
And what if it isn't? What if it's sonewhere on the other side of the world? Have you thought of
t hat ?"

"But we do know Suraklin's trying to take over control of the Enpire,
diffidently. "So it's a good guess that's where it is."

"I"'mactually very taken with the notion of its being at the Citadel of Wzards," Antryg nused
with a dreany grin. "It is the next nearest node in the Enpire. Lady Rosanund woul d have a sei zure
from sheer indignation. But going there woul dn't be necessary." He gestured with the nmuffin he was
hol ding, his long | egs folded tailor w se under himand butter dripping on his gold brai ded bl ack

Joanna poi nted out

cuffs. "By standing at a node in the |lines when the conputer comes up, |I'll be able to feel the
direction of the energy flow and tell pretty well where it's going. |I'd sinply stay here eating
your cook's excellent muffins, Pella, until | could do so fromthe Ctadel node, only sonehow

don't think that would be such a good idea."

Pell a shook her head, nissing the inpish sparkle in his eyes. "They're going to be searching
house to house," she said gravely. "I can keep ny servants qui et about a chance visit, but not if
you're still here."

So they had spent the day sl eeping and quietly assenbling provisions, and departed three or
four hours after it grewdark. In that tinme Caris had seen seven or eight separate patrols on the
hills, and two groups—ene of Wtchfinders, one of Church sasenna—eane up to the nanor itself, to
ask questions. It would only be a matter of tinme, he thought, before the place was searched.
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They travel ed as physicians, Antryg wearing the old fashioned, dull purple robes of a
Uni versity doctor, torn and nended and stained with gin, Caris the cleaner, if threadbare, gown of
a nedical student. To his outfit Antryg had added his usual collection of the ginctrack beads of
whi ch he was so fond and the long skirted olive coat of sone nobl eman's househol d caval ry, arguing
that the hooded cl oak of an acadenic was whol |y i nadequate; the worst of it was that he was right.
Carts | ooked down his nose at the scarecrow appearance of his purported instructor, but shivered
in the cutting w nd.

For her part, Joanna was rel egated to the rough, baggy trousers, sheepskin coat, and coarse
wool en hood of the | owest type of servant, since she could pass herself as neither sasennan nor
st udent .

"That should teach you to learn to read the wong | anguages,” Antryg chided loftily, steadying
her over the gluey gray nmud of the half frozen potholes with effortless strength.

"Eat hot death, dog wizard."

"I fear," sighed the wizard, "that we shall all do that when—er if—we reach the inn at Plikey
Wash this evening. The cooking there is notorious for mles around."”

Joanna | aughed, her breath a cloudly puff of silver in the cold.

In the event, none of themwas obliged to endure the dubious hospitality of country inns.

Rai sed in the popul ous Weatl ands, Caris had previously had little idea of the frightening

i solation of the Sykerst and the know edge that, if sonething went wong, there was al nost
literally nowhere to turn for nedical aid. For all his decrepit appearance and jangling beads,
Antryg was wel coned in every village along their road, to tend ill nesses, give advice, and often
to repair injuries that had been left to fester all summer injuries brought about by carel essness
and exacerbated by the uncaring apathy of the dead tines. Again and again, as Antryg exani ned
nmortifying flesh or bones set crookedly because they had been carelessly splinted or not splinted
at all, Caris heard that tired refrain, ". . . don't know what | was thinking of, that day..."

And rather to Caris' surprise, the lunatic nmage proved to be an excellent doctor as well.

"Wn't the Council and the Wtchfinders be able to trace you by your use of magic?" Carts
asked quietly as the wi zard bent over the bed of a small boy, counting the pulse in one fragile
wist. The lantern hanging on the rafters not far over their heads threw little Iight, but both
men were mageborn and able to see in the dark

"They would if | used nagic for a cure, yes," Antryg replied. "But a fever like this can be
brought down with ginger and elder; | asked Pella to put sone up in the nedical satchel she gave
me. |If they can keep it down until the ailnent has run its course, the boy should be all right."
He half lifted the child to a sitting position, and the boy's thin, gasping breath at once seened
easier. Carts folded the Iinp pillow and frowed. A glance around the | oft where the child' s bed
stood yi el ded no sign of spare bedding—the fam |y was a poor one—but after a nonent he collected
several sacks of peas and seed corn fromtheir |unpish white ranks along the far wall and stacked
themup behind the little boy's shoulders, wadding the pillowin over them Antryg eased the boy
gently back.

"It's pneunpbnia, isn't it?" Carts asked, listening to the thick wheeze of the boy's breath.
"But his nother said it was cowpox..."

"It probably started out as cowpox... Thank you, ny dear." Joanna's head appeared above the
crude | adder fromthe room downstairs. She set a steaming tin kettle down by the entry hol e and
scranbl ed up the last few rungs. "Pneunbnia is a common conplication, particularly in children
El f dock steam should hel p clear up some of the congestion..."

"H's nother asked ne if you were going to bleed him" Joanna hunkered down besi de the bed and
| ooked worriedly at the dozing child. Three days on the road had not been kind to her; she | ooked
worn and tired in her coarse snock and heavy boots, and the greasy yellow |Iight picked out holl ows
under the pointy cheekbones.

"I hope you told her that | was." Antryg renoved fromhis nedical satchel several bl eeding
cups and dipped a little of the hot water up in one of them Fromhis boot he pulled his razor,
flipped open the blade, and drew off one of the fingerless gloves that he wore indoors and out to
keep sone of the cold fromthe danaged tendons of his hands. Carefully he slit across one of the
smal l er veins of his wist, and squeezed the blood into the water. "Astoni shing what a ness even a
little blood will make in any anmount of water. Rinse that round all the bl eeding cups, would you,
my dear?"

"Aren't you going to bleed hinP" Caris asked, shocked.

"Of course not. The boy needs his strength, but there's no point in having his nother fret."

Caris frowned, watching Antryg as he crushed up the dried el fdock and kindl ed his portable
spirit lanp to raise the water to steaning again. "Doesn't bleeding bring down a fever, then?"
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"Not in nmy experience. In fact, the only tine | ever bleed a patient is if they are intent on
getting out of bed too soon and doing sonething silly." He thoughtfully ran the razor bl ade back
and forth through the spirit lamp's flame a fewtines, closed it, and returned it to his boot.
"Remind me to mark the boy's back a little before we | eave. Ot herwi se his nother will never
believe me when | tell her to keep himsitting up and | et him breathe steam"

From his coat pocket he took a tin flask of gin with which he doused the wound in his wist;
bel ow t he pushed up edge of his sleeve, Caris saw the ragged trail of ancient slits and punctures
that followed the vein back up his arm broken here and there by the distinct scars of small and
vicious teeth.

"You speak as if you were a physician at one time," he commented |ater, when they were once
again on the endl ess, naneless road fromone mnute village to the next. That nmorning a farmcart
had carried thema nunber of mles on their way before turning down a | ane that was little nore
than a nmuddy slot in the broken and stony | and. Around them |I|ike the flanks of sleeping giants,
the rolling land rose to rounded crests hundreds of feet high, barren, nonotonous, and cold under
a slate hued sky.

Wi ti sh outcroppings among the dead wheat showed how close the granite lay beneath the thin

veneer of topsoil; only by the gradual strengthening of the |light above the cloud cover could
Caris tell that it was nearly noon. The wind blew fromthe north, snelling of snow.
"Well, wizards do | earn somnething about healing, though we're not allowed to practice it on

anyone but one another, and |'ve passed nyself off as a doctor often enough to | earn sone
conventional medicine. The borderlands of midw fery and granny magic are fairly wide, if
shockingly inaccurate in places." He frowned thoughtfully at the young warrior from behind his
cracked spectacles. "You don't do badly at it yourself."

Caris blushed a little. "Grandfather..." Hi s tongue stalled nmonentarily on the name, hate and
vengeance and grief clutching in himlike a fist. But just as suddenly, he remenbered Salteris
hinself, the real Salteris of his childhood, and the anger in himgave way like nelting ice
breaki ng. Hesitantly, he went on, "G andfather taught ne enough to help him when | was a boy. It
was more of a gane for me, picking out this herb fromthat and renenbering what each of them was
good for. Grandmother was a midw fe, too." He grinned reniniscently. "Even before | became
sasenna, | was always getting into scrapes, so | started early learning how to care for cuts and
br oken bones, nostly my own."

He fell silent after that, for the menmories hurt himin an odd way—vivid not only to the way
the old man had | ooked, but to the snmell of warm hay and herbs in his robes and the sumrer's heat
on his skin. Caris thrust them aside, knowi ng that he could not afford to warm hinself too much by
those menories, as he could not afford to let too near to himall the dozens of small scenes of
the | ast week that burned so clear nowin his nmnd: the warmbreath of the horses on his hands
while he held their heads so Pella could gouge ice balls out of their hooves; the lithe way she
moved, |ike a big, splendid panther, as she nounted the footman's stand; the snoky sweet tinbre of
her voice and the strength of her arns around his waist that afternoon in the barn. He had felt
bitterly sorry for her, left behind to do nothing but wait and feel the child of an unwanted
husband growing in her belly. During the |ast day between their return fromthe G tadel and
setting forth to the Tilrattin node, he had avoi ded being al one with her, avoided any but the nost
perfunctory good bye.

She had not sought himout. She had understood.

She had trai ned as sasennan, he thought, and smiled as he pictured what sparring with her
woul d be like. She'd probably be a little slow, he guessed, but she'd have a forehand stroke like
the blow of a tinber beam In the barn at Larkmoor she had said, "I know you need your hate..."
When he had pursued Antryg through the darkness of the Void, he had known that, if he took his
eyes fromthat flitting, tatterdemalion figure, he would be utterly lost. So it was now. Pella
knew what he knewthat facing what he faced, to turn his gaze for one second on anything but the
pure, sharp strength of his revenge woul d be a weakness that could be fatal to them all

And in any case, any turning aside fromwhat he was now woul d be hopel ess. Not only could he
not afford to think of might bes, but he knew that they could, in fact, never be. She was Pharos
wi fe and the nother of Pharos' child. As a recreant to his vows, Caris' life and soul were already
forfeit. There was nothing for himbut to acconplish his revenge and to die, as was the Way of the
Sasenna to die, in the process.

Why then, in this gray journey, did he feel, not the grimess of one who seeks only vengeance
and death, but a nedley of strange and hurtful joys?

The joy of friendship, unlike the hard edged and conpetitive friendships of the training
floor, with this woman Joanna, blunt, uncertain of herself, awkward, and oddly logical with the
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| ogic of the conputers who for so many years had been her only friends. The joy that he had put
aside and al nost forgotten in his years of training to be a perfect weapon, the painful, puzzling
joy of seeing the lives of others, the people of the villages through which they passed as well as
Joanna and Antryg. The joy of a reawakened awareness of |ife, even now, on the threshold of

wi nter's annual death and perhaps of a greater death to cone-his own, his love's, the world's. The
joy of watching the last dark stringers of geese hastening south high in the pewter air, of the
warm smel | of stables, or of Kyssha nuzzling at his hands. The odd joy he had felt, standing in
the wi ndow enbrasure, listening to Pella play the harpsichord, with the candl elight danci ng off
her over enbroidered sl eeves.

For years, it seenmed, he had seen all things in terns of the Way of the Sasenna, of defense
and attack. Only now he saw themin ternms of her—a heifer calf in a stable where they were forced
to spend one night, the way the nist clung to the |ow ground in the norning, and the sound of
hunting horns ringing across the hills the night it snowed. He wanted to crystalize those nonents
in nolten glass, string themon a necklace, and carry them back to her. She, who so |oved snall
beauties and sinple things, would have wanted to know.

He knew what was happeni ng and he fought it desperately. He could not, he told hinself over
and over again in the dark hours of the night, afford to let hinself soften even a little, let
alone fret himself with worrying over what would becone of her, married to her spiteful and
sadistic little |ord.

By Antryg's very gentleness, he suspected that the wi zard knew, and hated him for that
know edge, while silently thanking himfor not speaking of it. And indeed, there was little anyone
coul d have said.

Woven in and around these other joys and hurts there was the joy of finally, after so nany
years, touching and using nmagic, even the insignificant magics of healing that were all that |ay
within his scope. That was perhaps the greatest and certainly the nbst dangerous joy of all

Caris pretended to hinself sonetines that it was all in the interests, as Antryg said, of
verisinilitude; he was supposed to be a nedical student, after all. As a sasennan, he had | earned
the cl eansi ng of wounds and the setting of bones, and there was, too, the vast, half forgotten
backl og picked up fromhis childhood fascination with the arts of his grandparents. From Antryg he
| earned a smattering of standard nedical practice—to diagnose ailnents fromthe different pulses
of the body and fromthe colors of the whites of the eyes or of the tongue and the mucus. But
t hreaded through this know edge, |ike ribbon through bone, was the |aying of spells upon the
various herbs and salts to increase their efficacy and the sigils of healing to be witten across
the life tracks of the body itself—-rmatters not only outside the physician's know edge, but outside
the law, matters which interfered, however beneficently, with the ways of hunmanki nd.

To work magic at all, Caris found, required a softening of the soul, a listening to all things
in a manner different froma warrior's instinctive cauti on—a droppi ng of one's guard.

What appalled Caris was that he found it so easy.

"l shouldn't be doing this," he said quietly to Joanna one evening in the ill lit sitting room
of some isolated manor deep in the Sykerst. Their host, the local squire, and Antryg had gone
upstairs to see to the squire's wife, a girl of seventeen, far gone in what | ooked |ike a very bad
pregnancy. Joanna gl anced curiously at the little card of parchnment that |ay before Caris and
rai sed her eyebrows inquiringly. He had been practicing drawing the Sigil of Air—ene of the easier
ones—from nmenory, a sign to sunmon all the qualities of |ightness, openness of the veins and heart
and nmind, and freedom of the soul. He saw the direction of her |ook and shook his head, pushing
the Sign fromhim

"I don't nean this, particularly," he said. "I nmean..." He hesitated, feeling tripped by what
he did mean—so nuch nore than he was prepared to say.
"You nean dealing in |life?" Joanna asked softly, "instead of dealing in death?"

He ran his fingers through his short cropped blond hair, and avoi ded her eyes. Behind him the
wood shutters of the wi ndow qui vered under a sharp blast of the sleety wind, the candle flanes on
the table before himstarting nervously in their holders of Kymi| porcelain. Like nmost snall
manors, this one was built largely of wood fromthe stands al ong the Sykerst rivers, exquisitely
carved and fretted, but apt to creak. Around themthe whol e house seened to be nuttering to
itself.

"No," he said evasively. "That is, |I've been trained as a killer..."

"I didn't nmean other peoples'," Joanna said, toying with the small parchnent rectangle that

| ay between them "I mean yours."
Caris was silent.
The girl's small fingers traced the lines of the Sigil, sinple as a nmagic circle on the stiff,

cream col ored card. There was no magic in it, for Caris lacked the ability to inmbue what little he
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had in any inanimate thing; he had watched the nages drawing Sigils for years, for various
purposes, fromsnall to great, but this was the first tine he had ever set out to nenorize them
for hinmself.

She went on, slowy, because speaking was no easier for her than it was for him "Ever since
first met you in Suraklin's hideout you' ve been—been ready to die. Ready to kill for your cause,
yes, but nost of all ready to die for it."

"It is the Way of Sasenna," Caris said, "to be ready to die at the will of the one to whom you
have sworn your vows."

"I know." She | ooked up, the glow of the several candles |ayering traceries of shadow across
her dark eyes. "Since we |left Larknoor, |'ve had the feeling you're ready to live, but—+t's as if
you don't know how.

"l know about that," she continued uncertainly, after a silence broken by the creak of the

house beans, and the distracted sobbing of the wind. "I don't know how either, really. This is the
first tinme |'ve—+'ve felt |like—+ don't know, com ng out and saying what | feel. To you. To Antryg.
Pella and | did a |lot of talking on the way down to Kym|; | don't know why that was easier for

me, but it was. It's as if in caring for Antryg | care for other people nore, too, and don't want
to see themhurt. For so many years |'ve kind of —ef had a | ot of reasons for not giving tinme to
peopl e or not saying things to them Silly things nostly, really sinple stuff like, 'I'd like to
know you better,' or 'l care about what happens to you.' | don't know what | was afraid they'd say
back to nme."

Caris turned his pen over in his hands for sonme nonents, studying the shadow of the quills on
the red gold grain of the table. Then, with half a grin at her, he asked softly, "Wat were you
afraid |1'd say back to you?"

Her eyes warnmed; he was a little surprised that he'd managed to say the right thing, but
evidently he had, for she returned his smle.

Stammeringly, he added, "Thank you." He set the pen down and | ooked over at her in the anber
and sepia gloom "It isn't that | don't know howto |live—er not just that, anyway. At this point,
it would not only be useless for ne to | earn, but dangerous."

He thought she would contradict him but she didn't, only listened in silence, her small hands
fol ded, cold chapped and so fragile against the coarse |inen of her snpbck sl eeves.

"After you shot that Wtchfinder on the island near Devilsgate, | told you that sonetines you
can't afford to think too nuch—renenber?"

She nodded. He renenbered the oppressive heat of the hay barn that night, his own inpatience
with listening to her stifled sobbing in the darkness, and his sharp jeal ousy at the thought that
she had done the one thing he had trained for but had never actually done—killed a man in a fight.
Two nen, for that matter. The nenory of that childish jealousy still enbarrassed him

"Do you want to | earn?"

He | ooked away fromher. To put it into words, he thought, even to deny it al oud, would rmake
it tooreal for himto stand. "It isn't an option."

"W don't need a hero that bad."

He turned back. Small and unprepossessing in her crudely enbroidered brown shirt, her feathery
blond curls tied haphazardly back with a | eather strap, and her brown eyes worried in their
sketched fans of crow s feet, she |ooked |like a nbuse in a cheese conpared with Pella's splendid
handsoneness. Joanna and Pella and Antryg were the only people who had cared about what he thought
or felt since he had parted fromSalteris in his thirteenth summer. That they did so stil
surprised him

The thought of Salteris made hi mrenenber Suraklin, and he raised again that cold shield of
obsession deliberately before his heart. He might hate it, but he could not afford to put it down.
"You do," he told her quietly. "Believe ne, you do."

The candl e flanes curtseyed suddenly in the rush of a draft as the door was opened; he could
hear Squire Al port's lunbering tread retreat down the stairs to the first floor hall as Antryg
strode in, all his grubby tatters fluttering, absently rubbing at his gl oved hands.

"How i s she?"

The wi zard's | ong nouth hardened. "Frightened," he said softly. "Wth far better cause than
she knows."

Caris had seen the girl when Squire Al port had first offered them hospitality, presenting them
to his bride of less than a year. Half her husband's age, her delicate, flaxen beauty was far too
thin for her swollen belly. Everything Caris had |l earned fromhis nmdw fe grandnot her had made his
stomach curl with dread at the sight of those too holl ow cheeks and those sunken eyes. Looking up
now into Antryg's face, he saw the struggle there; as if everything had been spoken of before, he
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under st ood what the wi zard was going to ask of him

He had watched the wizard work minor magics for days, little healings such as granny w ves
used, to nudge a bit of extra strength into weary hearts or to hinder the growh of proud flesh on
a cl eansed wound. Those bits of piseog were undetectable to the Council of Wzards, |istening
al ong the pulses of the earth for the whisper of Antryg's name—small things, that lay within
Caris' rudinmentary powers as well. But such things would never save that frightened girl's life.

Their eyes net and held. Even before Antryg spoke, Caris understood what he was going to be
asked, what he had to be asked, and illogical rage surged up in him a hot flood of anger at the
taste of all the things that he woul d never have.

"You have no right to ask that of ne," he said softly, even before Antryg opened his nouth.
"I'ma killer, not a healer."

The wizard drew in a sip of breath and let it out. Deranged he m ght be, but he did not
pretend not to understand. H s flanboyant voice was low in the half dark. "Well, you're only the
one masquerading as the other for the tine being, I'lIl admit..."

"You need ne for what | am" Caris' onyx eyes narrowed, blazing into the wi zard' s cal mopa
gaze. "Don't nmake it harder for ne by showing nme what | know | can never have."

The gray eyes did not waver. The fact that what Antryg wanted himto do was against the first
| aw of the Council whose sworn weapon he was or the fact that it would make himan outlaw in the
eyes of both Enpire and Church was not spoken of. In a way, both sensed that it was not the issue,

and neither pretended that it was. Gently, Antryg said, "I knowit isn't fair to you..."

"Fair!" Caris' laugh was a harsh explosion, utterly without mirth. "Fair isn't even init! If
| don't learn whatever spell it is you want ne to learn, to save her life—f | have the strength
to use it..."

"You do," the nage said calmy

The sureness in his voice stopped Caris for an instant with a splitsecond s |eaping joy and
then a rush of even nore bitter rage.

"If 1 don't do this thing," he went on at last, "you will, won't you? You'll give yourself
away to the Council by working magic to save her—give us away. Cet yourself tracked and caught and
killed, and never mind that Suraklin will go free—all to save the life of some half educated petty
nobl ewonman we don't even know?"

It was Antryg's turn to be silent. He stood for a nonent, his big hands resting on the back of
Joanna's chair, the flames of the two or three candles distorting even further the baroque shadows
of his lips and nose. Around his neck and over the velvet collar of his patched green coat, his
tawdry beads glittered sharply like a gal axy of trashy stars.

Then he said slowy, "I know that | shoul d not—another of those great, awful |aws that | can
believe in at a distance. But | know nyself well enough to—to doubt nmy own reliability at close
range, with the life of another person in ny hands."

"Reliability! That's rich!" Caris' voice shook with scorn as he turned away, the taste of the
smal | magics he had | earned warmin his nmouth, and on his hands—thi ngs he knew he nust not touch,
for if he did, he would never want to return to being what he had been. He had been a good
warrior, and a good warrior was what they needed. He knew he woul d never be even an adequate mage,
usel ess against Suraklin's mght. To work nmagic, to touch even the small power of which he was
capabl e, would be like a drunkard's first taste of wine; it would be |ike |lying naked in bed at
Pella's side, knowing that he nust not put a hand on her.

After a long nonment, he turned back to where Antryg still stood silent in the candlelight.
"You' re such a dammed sentinentalist you' d do it, wouldn't you?"

Antryg did not reply.

Di sgusted with hinsel f, furious with Antryg, Caris hooked one foot over the rungs of another
of the carved chairs and thrust it in the wi zard' s direction. "I should have killed you in the
Tower . "

The spells were a deeper magic than Caris had ever before attenpted, al nost beyond his grasp;
even shaping themin his nind, without putting his power into them |left himexhausted as after
hard training. It was the discipline of his training that got himthrough, |earning themas he
woul d have | earned a new sword form and Antryg, trained as a sasennan hinself, cast the |lesson in
those terms, the terns that Caris woul d unthinkingly understand.

Qddly, Caris trusted him Antryg was clearly as mad as hatters got after years of breathing
the mercury funmes of their trade, tricky, devious, and marked, far back in his soul, by all the
dark abomi nations of Suraklin's magic.

Yet for reasons he did not fathom Caris had felt drawn to the wizard fromtheir first neeting
and, though he knew he ought to guard hinself, felt little hesitation in opening his soul to the
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scrutiny of those daft gray eyes.

Using the magic itself was |ike flying.

H s power was slight, and nothing he or Antryg could ever do would increase its strength. But
when the henorrhagi ng started somewhere in the endless hell of the girl's childbirth, it took so
little to reach in with his nmnd and close the ruptured vessels. Even that took all his
concentration, to focus and transnit the healing light fromhis own palnms to the snall, sweaty,
twi sting ones so desperately clutching at him summoning the vision of it by rote until sweat ran
down his face |ike rainwater, repeating to hinself everything Antryg had sai d, naking hinself see,
maki ng hi nsel f believe... But the power cane.

Antryg's voice drifted away somewhere, with the girl's terrified sobs. The bl ood snell was
everywhere, sweetish sharp in his nostrils as it had been the first time he had killed a man—a
t hi ef, bound hand and foot to the big stake in the rear court of the training hall; Caris stil
renenbered the color of the nan's eyes. Through the wonan's hands he felt her spirit, feeble and
summery and rather stupid, hopeless in the grip of uninmagi ned pain. Wen he felt that of her
l'iving daughter, the shock of it nearly made himlose his grip on the inner chain of |ight at
whi ch he clutched so hard.

Then he heard the child crying.

After it was all over, on one of the terraced bal conies on the |ee side of the house, heedl ess
of the raw cold that had foll owed the sleety winds of the night, he put his forehead down on the
wooden rail and wept as if his heart had been broken

Joanna coul d hear the servants whispering in the hall when the househol d' s single footman cane
into the sitting roomwith a tray of nmuffins. The | anps had been put out. Through the opened storm
shutters and the doubl e paned wi ndows, norning lay on a | andscape, nmessy w th patches of snow and
sheets of water frozen into plates of gray steel. How Antryg coul d possi bly have demanded
breakfast was totally beyond her; after the truly appalling nmess of childbirth, she thought
queasily that she woul d never be able to eat again.

He was asleep on the divan now, only a tangle of gray curls and one crooked knuckled hand in
its shabby gl ove above the dull purple vastness of his patched cl oak. Since she was supposed to be
his servant, she took the tray fromthe footnan and set it on the table near him the table stil
littered with Caris' exercises in Sigil making; she glinpsed one of the nmaids craning her neck to
see in fromthe hall as the young servant closed the door.

So much, she thought wearily, for traveling north unobtrusively.

The events of the night seened crowded and tel escoped in her mnd the intentness in Caris'
eyes as he drew the Sigils, and the bitterness in his voice, the stink of blood and her own nausea
at the primal rawness of the birthing, the squire weeping as he knelt before Antryg, clutching his
gl oved hands. There shoul d have been sonething faintly |udicrous about a fat, mddle aged nan
sobbi ng and jiggling awkwardly on his chubby knees, but there hadn't been. He had obvi ously never
expected the girl he loved so desperately to survive.

She wal ked back to the divan, rested one hand on its scrollwrk end, and | ooked down at the
man sl eeping there. The deep lines around his eyes aged him as they had when he had worn the
Sigil of Darkness; even in sleep he | ooked worried. Since his escape fromthe Tower, Joanna
suspected that he was |less resilient than he had been

Voi ces rose in the hall downstairs. Tired as she was, it took Joanna a second to realize that
there were far nore of themthan the small servant popul ati on of the house could account for and
that their tread, clattering en nasse up the wooden stairs, was far too nunerous and heavy. Fear
st abbed at her and she caught up her backpack from under the divan, funbling the .38 fromits

pocket. Caris, where was Caris... ?
The door opened. Lithe and deadly in his dull purple robe, Caris stood franed agai nst the
br owni sh shadows of the hall. Beyond him Joanna could see Squire Al port, like a fat brown bear in

| ayers of heavy tweed. Massed around himwere a dozen nen and wonen in the coarse, bundly clothes
of peasants, the danp sheepskin of their jackets steaming in the sudden warnth of the house after
the cold outside. None of themwere armed. Feeling a little silly, Joanna made a nove to pocket
the gun, then saw the | ook on Caris' face.

"What is it?" Behind her Antryg sat up and funbled his spectacles on, to blink at the nob

"These peopl e heard about you fromthat worman whose son you cured of pneunoni a back in Bel
Qulch,"” Caris said quietly. "They want to talk to you about the spells of deadness, and the
draining of life."

"They want to tal k about then?" The wi zard's huge gray eyes w dened still further with
surprise.

"You mean soneone el se has finally noticed that they all happen at the sane tinme?" Joanna
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denmanded.

"In a way." Caris' voice was carefully neutral. "They say they know what's causing them It's
at their village."

Joanna sai d, "WHAT?" and thought, panicked, W're not ready for this yet... Her eyes net

Antryg's and saw in his that he, too, had been taken conpletely off guard. He turned back to
Caris, and asked cautiously, "Wat is?" Expressionless, the sasennan said, "The Dead God."

CHAPTER XI

"They're not lying, Antryg." Caris paused at the turn of the stairs, letting the squire | ead
the del egation down into the manor's big hall ahead of them Through its open double doors, wan
daylight filtered up to dispel sonme of the gl oomon the | anding, show ng his face paler than usua
agai nst the dark of his eyebrows and his pleated robe. "I'mfrightened nyself."

"It has to be Suraklin." Joanna glanced worriedly up at the two nen. "If he's established the
comput er off one of the nodes, off the energy lines entirely..."

"Then it wouldn't work," Caris finished firmy.

"No, it wouldn't," Antryg agreed. "But for that reason it would be a splendid idea if it could
be done—and, of course, all we're going on is guesses about what's happeni ng, anyway. W haven't
any nore proof than anyone does."

There was an appalled silence, in which the muted scuffle of voices sounded bel ow, and
somewhere in the dimhouse rose the thready wail of the new baby. Hesitantly, Caris said, "Have we
been wrong about everything? It can't really be the Dead God behind it all—ean it?"

Antryg grinned. "Disconcerting, isn't it? Caris, for a man who doesn't even believe in the Ad
Faith, you' re awfully worried about the return of sonething that supposedly never existed. | shal
have to speak to the Archbi shop of Angel shand about the general shakiness of religious training
anong the sasenna."

"Worried?" Caris retorted, his cheekbones staining red with annoyance. "I'mfrightened, and if
you had the brains God gave a chicken, you'd be frightened, too!"
The denented smle widened. "Ch, | am" he assured themcheerfully, "I am" In a swirl of

pat ched coat skirts and robes he clattered down the stairs ahead of themand into the hall.

Caris' fine cut nostrils flared and his upper lip seemed to | engthen. He started to follow,
and Joanna caught his sl eeve.

"It has to be Suraklin." She heard the uncertainty in her own voice.

"l agree." The young man threw a gl ance down at the brighter rectangle of the hall doorway,
where Antryg could be seen, half a head taller than anyone else in the room polishing on his
shirt crude spectacl es which had fogged slightly in the steamrising fromtheir danp cl ot hes.
"They say the Dead God has been demandi ng his ancient sacrifices, ruling the town through terror.
It's only superficially different fromwhat Suraklin did for years in Kyml. A perfect setup.”

Sonewhere in the house, the baby's cries sounded agai n, sharp and demandi ng; there was the
faint creak of floorboards, and the cries ceased in a contented gurgle. Looking up into Caris'
face, Joanna saw for one nmonent in his eyes a | ook of such bitter yearning, such hopel ess
unhappi ness, that she reached out with involuntary pity to touch his hand.

Hi s dark eyes returned to her, briefly unmasked by the sound of the first life he had given
i nstead of taken. Then his nmouth twisted in a wy snmle and he shook his head. Wth a warrior's
deadly lightness, he strode down the remai nder of the stairs to join Antryg in the hall

Joanna followed, trying to collect and sort possibilities in her m nd—how Suraklin could have
organi zed the energy transfer away fromthe |lines and how his power mght be net. But this
exercise in logical explanations was hideously evanescent; the tale told by the mayor of Far
W1 den and her frightened del egati on was bi zarre, disquieting, and bore no resenbl ance to what she
knew of Suraklin's cal mmethodol ogy.

It had started, they said, wth noises, knockings, and scratchings in the Church. The old
priest claimed that the place snelled of death and of the col dness of the Dead God and had refused
to enter. The young priest, sent out two years before from Angel shand and still filled with the
arrogance of the sem nary, had insisted upon perforning as usual the services of the Holy Sun, the
Sol e Cod.

"I't was known fromthe beginning what it was, then?" Antryg drooped back in the carved chair
by the hearth, his hands in their shabby gl oves fol ded across his nmddle, his eyelids half |owered
behi nd the cracked and nended | enses of his specs.

"Ch, yes, ny lord." Geer, the mayor of Far WIlden, a tough, sun browned woman in her forties,
nodded. Her white |inen chem se under an enbroi dered peasant bodi ce hung baggy over w de shoul ders
and the slack breasts of one who has |ost weight quickly. Men and wonmen, they all had that | ook,
Joanna thought, sitting curled in silence on the plank floor at Antryg' s side—the slight baggi ness
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of jow s and necks and clothes that no longer fitted as they had. She had grown used to it,
traveling through the Sykerst—that, and that crushed in grayness of stress and uncertainty, of
knowi ng there was sonething desperately wong and not quite knowi ng what it was.

What she had not seen before was the shadow that seened to haunt the depths of their eyes, the
way they tended to stay away from wi ndows, and the way they always seenmed to be listening for sone
noise in the corridor outside. She felt obscurely glad that outside the heat steanmed gl ass of the
wi ndows | ay daylight, dreary though it m ght be.

"We're true Believers, ny lord," Geer went on diffidently, folding her big, brown hands,
"good children of the light. But the Dead God is different."

Thoroughly orthodox in spite of his |long association with the nages, Caris |ooked on the verge
of indignant speech, but Antryg notioned himsilent with one crooked forefinger. "I know," he
said, his deep voice scarcely |ouder than the croon of the wind round the eaves. "It's a beli ef
that sleeps in the ground. And the Dead God was never like the other gods."

"No, nmy lord," the worman said sinply. "Od Father Del, he knew. But in Angel shand t he Bi shops
and the Wtchfinders, they don't like anything that can't be witten in their holy books of the
Sun. It's why they sent out poor Father Sweelumto tell us it isn't true, to make sure the G een
Mass isn't said in the fields, and to knock down the standi ng stones and put fences round the
churchyards to keep the conjures out."

Her dark eyes narrowed as she studied the tall man who sat by the hearth, his faded purple
robe hangi ng sl ack over his bony frane |ike a blanket on a picket fence, the firelight and
dayl i ght sparkling on the nagpie treasure of glass beads around his shackle galled neck. "There's
talk you're a conjure, ny lord. Lord Alport said his lady's life was despaired of, and over to Bel
@l ch that boy..."

Antryg shook his head. "I have worked no nmagic," he said softly. "And in any case it would be
unlawful for me to do so, even if | could. What becanme of poor Father Sweelum who went into the
Church to sing the hymms of the Unconquered Sun?"

Geer's full lips tightened; she sighed and shook her head. "It was only a natter of tine,"
she said. "He went there two, three tines, evening and norni ng—ursed Father Del for refusing to
set foot over the threshold. It was the Dead God's eve; Sweelumwent in to say services at
sundown, though for three days there'd been no one to go into the Church to hear them | was one
of those who stood outside the door. We heard himscream the first tine in fear, the second

time... | can't say, but |'ve never heard a human being screamlike that in all my life. Wen we
| ooked in, he was dead, |ying hal fway between the door and the altar, blood round his nose and
ears, and the look on his face as if he'd seen into Hell itself."

"WAs this before or after sunset?" Joanna asked worriedly, renenbering the hot glare of the
slanting light on the San Serano parking | ot and crouching in the di mess behind the door, waiting
for Gary to pass.

"Before, surely," Antryg nurmured, and Greer nodded.

"He'd just gone in to sing the services. He always had themtinmed fine, the sun touching the
hori zon on the first word of the Farewell Hymm, and no fadiddling about waiting for it. The I|ight
fell nearly straight through the doors on his body when we opened them™"

Joanna shot a troubled glance at Caris, sitting on the black sheepskin of the hearthrug, his
back to the fieldstone chimey; he seened lost in his own thoughts. "And how | ong before this had
the noi ses started?"

Greer frowned, thinking back. One of the younger nen of the del egation said, "Three days? Four
days?"

There had been a Tiger missile programreview during the week before the Dead God's eve.

Gar y—Sur akl i n—had worked | ate at San Serano every night. And in any case, the conputer had been up
and running internmittently weeks before. Joanna subsided, feeling as if pieces of a jigsaw puzzle
had fallen out of her hands. Beside her, she could sense the tension in the Iine of Antryg's

shoul ders and see it in the way his bony hand lay on the chair's carved armand in the tilt of his
head.

After a noment Greer went on, "W—we went and fetched Father Del. We didn't go into the
Church. The snell of it was sonething dreadful, rot and corruption and worse besides. It was
pretty near dark when we opened the doors again." Her voice sank to a whisper, and she gl anced
involuntarily at the window, as if even in daylight she feared what she m ght see looking in. "He
was standing up, mny |ord—Father Sweelum w th blood running down fromhis nmouth and his dead eyes
staring at nothing with the lolling of his head. He said, '|l amthe Dead God. | have returned, as
| said | would.' "

"Ah," murnured Antryg. "When the last of a thousand candl es burns out, the darkness will
al ways return; though a thousand voices sing all the hymms of life, silence always waits upon the
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inevitable failing of their breath. Yes."

Fromthe corner of her eye, Joanna saw Caris, white faced, sketch the sign of holiness on his
forehead and |i ps.

"Entropy always wins," she said softly, and Antryg's fleeting gray gaze touched her

"Precisely." His eyes returned to the peasants, clustered close now, |ike sheep who hear the
how i ng of the wolf, though Joanna guessed they were probably the dozen nost fearless nen and
worren in the village. "What did he ask of you?"

He spoke gently and as if he already knew. There was a terrible silence. Then G eer spoke
wi thout neeting his eyes. "Life," she said, her words barely to be heard in the hush of the room
"Lives."

"Ah," Antryg breathed, |like a nan who sees sone piece to a riddle, but his eyes, on Geer's
downcast face, were filled with conpassion and pity.

She rai sed her gaze to the wizard's, as if asking that he understand that no horror or
accusation of his could equal what she had already felt toward herself. " He would have destroyed
us, else."

"I know." Something in the sureness of his voice, the absol ute understandi ng, nade Joanna
shiver, but it melted sonme of the woman's wretched sel f hate.

"And he can," she said. "He can draw the |ife out of a man Iike a fox sucking an egg, then
stand there in its rotting corpse, speaking out of its nmouth. He can call down spells of death, of
ruin—at least so he told Father Del and the town nerchant, Pettin, who spoke with himin the
Church. It's they who tell us his bidding, now"

"Aye," interpolated a younger nan, stocky and bearded, who sat near the door. "It's not Del I
mnd, for all | think his brain's been turned. But that Pettin! H mand his sons and a bunch of
their hired nmen keep guard on the Church, and do the Dead God's bidding, as he does theirs. Three
of ny sheep he's had, for his own use and none of the Dead God's."

There was an angry nutter of assent, and Antryg nmurnured, "Fascinating. But the Dead God has
no use for beasts?"

That silence returned. They had sinned and knew it; Joanna wondered how nany people they had
given to the terrible thing in the Church and how those had been sel ected. Then an ol der man with
short white braids said, "None. Only nmen. Once he asked for a child..." There was an awkward
pause, as if all of themheard the echo of sone nother's frantic cries. "It used to be every day.
Then none for three, four days at a time. Now he's had three in three days agai n—

Greer took a deep breath. "You have to cone, lord doctor. In the nane of God, of whatever gods
you worshi p. The nights he cones out of the church and wal ks abroad are those nights |ike we've
had all the summer, when it's like all the life goes out of the air, the ground—eut of all of us.
It's he who's been causing themall along. It's got to be! W'll hear him |urching and
staggering, and in the norning there's a trail of sline like a rotting beast was dragged over the
ground, out to the Wtchpath Stone and back. He's destroying the village and all the countryside
around; they say he's drinking the life out of all the world."

"Why the hell would Suraklin be doing sonething |ike that?" Joanna denanded, when they were
once nore gathered in the small sitting roomand Antryg was placidly consum ng the now cold
muffins. "And it can't be Suraklin hinmself anyway—+ know where he was on the Dead God's eve at
sunset..."

"If it isn't Suraklin," Caris said firmy, "we cannot afford to turn aside fromour task, mnuch
| ess risk getting ourselves killed on a side issue." He was pacing |like a caged thing, his dul
robes billowi ng about him the short quiff of his blond hair falling into his eyes.

Antryg glanced up. "I'mnot sure we can afford not to. Wuld you care for a nuffin? Curious to
think the gentry hereabouts inport white flour fromKymnil| at twelve crows the barrel to nake
muf fins, solely because it's the correct thing to do, when rye flour nuffins are just as good." He
licked the butter fromhis fingers and | ooked up at Caris, who had stopped, staring at himin
opennout hed i ndi gnati on

"You are the nost frivolous..." the sasennan began

"Going to Far Wlden may not be frivolous—that is, if by frivolous you nmean apt to pursue side
issues. | hope that it will turn out to be frivolous, yes, for all our sakes. But | can't know
until |'ve been there." He wiped his fingers on a corner of his coat and reached over to pinch
| oose one of the long stalactites of white wax which had dripped down fromthe side of a sitting
room candl e. Even at this hour of the nmorning, the sky outside was darkening with coning rain;
servants were |ighting the candl es once again throughout the house. Antryg rolled the wax deftly
into a ball with his long fingers, his gray eyes growi ng dreany and distant. Then he pulled free
one of the several pins he kept stuck through the frayed velvet |apel of his coat, and began
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scratching signs into the ball
"I"'mleaving you behind here, Caris," he said. "Put this |lipa where you can see it. If it
turns red, beg a horse fromSquire Al port at once and ride for all you're worth to Far W/ den, but

enter the town carefully once you get there. If it turns black..." He hesitated, the pin suddenly
stilled, and his odd nmouth set. Then he sighed, and handed Caris the tiny spellball. "If it turns
black, I"'mafraid you're going to have to deal with Suraklin yourself."

"I's it that inportant?" Joanna hunched her shoul ders under the danp sheepskin of her coat and
the wei ght of the backpack. The day was ending; the thin wind cut her like a knife. The utter
weari ness that seenmed to have settled into her bones during the past week of continual wal king
dragged on her less than it had, but she still felt tired to death, as if she would never be warm
or rested again. Not, she grinned to herself, that she wouldn't have enthusiastically jogged the
fifteen mles back to Squire Al port's had Antryg said, No, not really, let's go back

The spire of the haunted church was visible through a dip in the iron nonotony of the hills.
When the wind shifted, she could snell the village's fam liar stinks—eow byres, woodsnoke, and
privies. It was growi ng dark. Her worry over Suraklin ebbed and she began to be scared.

"I'"'mafraid so, ny dear." In the shadows of his cloak hood, little was visible of Antryg's
face save the | enses of his spectacles, which caught the final pallor of the evening sky Ilike
| umi nous, insectile eyes. "I have a bad feeling about what's in that church. For all our sakes, |

hope it has nothing to do with Suraklin, but I can't risk the chance that it mght."

For the last five mles, the group of villagers had been very hushed and had seened to huddl e
tighter together as they wal ked. Even Greer, who for nobst of the journey had kept up a stolid
appearance of courage while she told themdetails of the hideous visitation, had fallen silent.
Now t hey stood gazing at that silent spire in the distance, |ike a spike against an iron sky.

Hesitantly, Joanna said, "Wat is the Dead God, Antryg?"

In the tail of her eye, she caught the novenent around her, like the rustle of wind in a
grove, as the villagers all blessed themselves with the air of people no |onger sure of the
ef ficacy of a charm Though Antryg was still |ooking out across the hills at the skeletal black
spire, he nust have heard the stirrings of their clothes, for, in the shadows of his hood, she saw
his lips twitch briefly in an ironic smle.

"Not, as nany people believe, the God of Death, the Lord of Gates, who was worshi pped in the
G een Masses held in the fields. The | egends have beconme conflated in the years. The Dead Cod is

the God of Being Dead-not even the 'CGod of,' but just Deadness. He is entropy, if you will. The
final flickering out of the last candle in darkness, the ending of all songs of hope for want of
breath, the dying of the |ast blade of grass when all |ife has been | eached fromthe soil —+that is

the Dead God. As you yourself said, entropy always w ns."

A surge of wind caught his vast purple cloak and tossed it like a huge wing around him In the
twilight, his tall, thin form with his deep voice and round, alien |ooking eyes nade hi m seem
al rost i ke sonething froma Danse Macabre hinsel f.

"That is why the Dead God elected to die, you see. So that he would have it all in the end,
even though it meant being nothing hinself. He is the god of stasis, of stagnation, of the utnost
death wi thout even regenerative decay. No matter how nuch life the other gods created, say the
| egends, the Dead God died so that he would get it all in the end."

"Li ke a black dwarf star," Joanna nurnmured, “"that is so dense that even light can't escape."

Antryg nodded.

She went on doubtfully, "So it can't really be the Dead God—an it? The Dead God—the true Dead
God—woul dn't need sonething as petty as the village; he wouldn't need to nmake all those strange
and sensel ess comands they tal ked about, |ike keeping everyone indoors on certain nights or
bringing vats of blood to the Church or all those other things Geer told us about. Al the Dead
God would need to do is... wait."

"Precisely." The wi zard shoved his hands into his coat pockets, and began to wal k down the
crooked and ice slippery path toward the first wetched sod shanties of the town.

Her half frozen buckskin boots sliding on the stony ground, Joanna hastened to catch up with
his |longer strides, and he slowed to wait for her. "Then what is in the Church?"

A thin streamof white breath escaped fromthe shadows. "I believe it's something |I've been
rather fearing all along," he said. "An abom nation that has intelligence."

Wt hout enthusiasm Joanna said, "Hot dam."

"And | sincerely hope," he added cryptically, "that's all it is."

Joanna sighed. "I'mnot even going to ask how the situation could be worse."

"Don't," Antryg advised.

In the village itself, the silence was al nost pal pabl e and had a watching quality that raised
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the hair on Joanna's nape. Even the occasional nuttered coment anong G eer and her people had
ceased; they wal ked cl ose together, always gl ancing back over their shoul ders at the heavy
darkness that seened to clot between the | unpish buildings of sod and | ogs. The village sounds to
whi ch Joanna had grown used, the lowing of cattle and the grunting of backyard pigs, were absent;
through the door of a byre, she caught a glinpse of a couple of goats, huddl ed head down as if
ill, their green eyes gleamng in the darkness. Before themthe square bul k of the church, wth
its cluster of turrets and single emaciated spire, |ooned black against a cinder sky.

Joanna shivered and drew cl oser yet to Antryg. She thought it was col der here than on the
hills, in spite of the wi ndbreak of the buildings. The foetor of decay hung over the town,
clogging her throat like putrid dust. Antryg had pushed back his hood; in the wan twilight, his
face | ooked strained and ol d.

"So you have returned, Greer." Fromthe shadows of a round, stunpy building a dozen feet or so
fromthe church itself—a baptistry, Joanna knew, having seen them near several village churches
al r eady—et her shadows separated thenselves. A torch was brought forth, and its jerking orange
gl are played over the faces of half a dozen nen and wonmen armed for the nobst part with the
makeshi ft weaponry of farners, though at |east two held heavy but businesslike swords. The nan who
swaggered in their | ead was one of the few Joanna had seen who had not lost flesh in the harshness
of a failed harvest; tallish, red haired, the cut steel buttons of his mddle class coat strained
across an undi m ni shed paunch. He was unarnmed, but a couple of his bullies walked with axes at his
back. "That was stupid of you." Joanna noticed idly that one of his front teeth was gold, with a
tiny chip of ruby set like a stray speck of beef in its center

Greer drew in her breath for an angry reply. At that nonent, however, Antryg forestalled her
by breezing forward, gloved hands outstretched. "My dear Pettin," he cried affably, "you really
must forgive her concern. O course the Unnamed One woul dn't communicate all his plans to a nere
subcreature such as her—how coul d you expect himto? But they serve also who only act as the Dark
God guides, and |I'm here now, so there's no harm done."

And, as Pettin the nerchant gaped in speechless surprise and G eer stared at the wi zard
aghast, Joanna thought, Antryg, you'd better nake this work.

Antryg shook hands briskly with the stunned town boss and flung a friendly armaround his
shoul der. "Surely you don't think He..." He nodded toward the silent church ". . . would have |et
her out of the village unless to fulfill his will."

"Uh— Pettin managed.

"Where's Del ?"

Greer's gasp of rage, of betrayed fury, caught Joanna's attention like the rattle of a snake,
and she turned in time to see the mayor twist an axe fromthe grip of the nearest of Pettin's
guards. "Traitor!" Geer screaned "You were its servant all along!" She strode forward, axe
uprai sed, totally forgetting Joanna by her side until Joanna stuck out one booted foot and tri pped
her .

Joanna herself was a little surprised at the novielike patness of it. Even as a child, she had
never dared to trip anyone deliberately and was astounded at how easy it was when the tripee had
the monentum of rage. Wth a little nore presence of nmind, she supposed she could have dived in
and got the axe away from her then and there, but didn't think that quickly; when she did, she
decided to let Pettin's guards do that part—the axe | ooked danm sharp

By the tinme Greer sprang to her feet again, covered in offal and nud, the guards were upon
her .

"Stop it!" Antryg barked as one of themraised a fist to smash the infuriated wonan across the
face. Such was the authority of his deep voice that the man froze in mdgesture. "Lock her up," he
said coldly. "Don't hurt her." He glanced down at the totally disconposed Pettin by his side. "As
you know, they must be untouched."”

"Yes, ny lord." Pettin clearly wasn't about to adnmit that nobody had comruni cated to hi m about
t hi s.

Wth a shrug that would have done credit to an Enperor, let alone the em ssary of a god,
Antryg shed the patched cloak fromhis shoul ders. Joanna, with perfect timng, caught it and
folded it over her arm Casually, the w zard renoved a club fromthe grasp of the guard nearest
himand didn't even glance at it as its tip burst into flame. Pettin's bullies drew hastily back,
mur nuri ng and whi spering; not a few nade the signs against evil.

"Do as the god has bid you and keep everyone away fromthe doors," Antryg said. In the yellow
glare of the new flames, Joanna could see the glitter of sweat on his face, but his voice was
uncaringly arrogant. Magi ster Magus, Joanna recalled, had said he would have made the best
charlatan in the business. "Qobey ny servant here as you would nme until | conme out." And he strode
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to the church steps as if he'd just closed escrow on the place.

"Liar!" As Antryg's foot hit the step, the doors slamed open; the rolling cloud of stench
that swirled forth caught Joanna cold and she fought not to retch. Wth that stench, darkness
seenmed to pour out |ike snoke. The skinny old nman franed in that vile and | eaden darkness, Joanna
saw at once, was conpl etely nad.

Antryg ordered calmy, "Get out of nmy way, Father Del."

"Mount ebank! " the old priest snarled. In the glare of Antryg's torch, drool gleanmed on the old
man' s unshaven chin; by the black hollows of cheeks and eyes and the slack folds of filthy skin
behi nd the ears, Joanna wondered, in the detached portion of her nmind that wasn't sick with panic,
if Father Del had eaten at all since the coming of the Dead God. Not, living close to that snell,
that anyone coul d..

Antryg's voice was soothing, the deep notes played |ike an instrunment against the shrill ness
of the lunatic's nmind. "I ambut a servant of the Unnaned One, as you are, who was once Del. He
sent for me, and | cane."

"Liar! Jackanapes!" Father Del advanced down the steps, leaning on a six foot staff, heavy oak
reinforced with plates of iron. Its iron tip grated on the stone. "Yes, he sent for you—t suited
hi s purposes that you should cone. He sees all, knows all. Al things cone at last to hinl A mage,
he says. Light shines through your flesh, he says, and the colors that hal o you are not the colors
of other nen. You lie, he says." He stunbled a pace nearer, clutching at his staff with hands that
shook as from pal sy. At twenty feet, Joanna nearly gagged on the stench of his clothes.

Antryg did not nove, but all around her Joanna sensed Pettin's men stir, hefting weapons in
their hands. If | run for it, she thought, it's an adnission. Adrenaline shot through her |ike gas
to an engine racing in neutral

"He snells your mind," Del's voice creaked. "Yours and this little girl's. You seek to destroy
him But he will have your flesh. Perhaps it will kill his long craving..."

Someone grabbed Joanna's wist and she twisted the bone of it against the weak joint of her
captor's thunb, at the sane tine slamming her full hundred and one pounds with her heel on the
man's instep. The grip slacked. As hands snatched at her clothes, she plunged up the brick steps.
At the same instant, the w zard thrust his torch at the priest's face and twisted the iron staff
fromhis grip. Pettin's nen surged up the steps at them weapons flashing in the guttery l|ight;
Del's screamng, shrill as an angry hawk's, stabbed through Joanna's panic |like the sensel ess
sounds of ni ght mare.

Wth the hand that held the priest's iron shod staff, Antryg thrust Joanna before himinto the
utter blackness beyond the great doors, and the doors thudded shut behind them

CHAPTER XI |

"Hold this, please.”

Antryg's cal mvoice was so qui et Joanna, stunned as nmuch by terror as by the hi deous stench
and bone freezing cold of the place, barely conprehended what he said. But she accepted the torch
and the iron staff he shoved into her hands, even as the bolts outside the door were stil
scraping into place. The w zard was al ready down on his knees, a piece of chalk in his hand,
sketching the wide arc of a circle on the stone floor around them He nust have practiced a |ot,
Joanna t hought, as her panic drowned itself and left her feeling oddly cool; the circle was
perfect to within a few degrees. Considering the bad |light and the way her own hands were shaki ng,
that in itself was astounding.

Around them the pillared vestibule of the church was like a well filled up with evil, evi
such as Joanna had never encountered—auseating stink and gl uey darkness pressing in on them
swanpi ng the feeble torchlight. The cold here was intense, far nore severe than outside, and she
no | onger questioned how the villagers had believed the assertion of the thing in the church that
it was the singularity point of eternal death.

The chal k made soft crumbling sounds on the granite slabs of the floor. Straining her eyes
into the aphotic depths beyond the carved and painted pillars—o two alike and all gaily col ored
i ke psychedelic barber pol es—she heard the whispery hiss of the torch as it burned in her hands
and the faint, quick creaking of Antryg's belt as he noved here and there, drawing out a five
point star within the double circle around them He hadn't nade the original ring quite big
enough, and once the star was drawn there was only a square yard or so in its center for themto
stand. Joanna
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had known Antryg | ong enough to know wi t hout being told not to step over the chal ked |i nes.

Sonewhere anong the pillars, sonething was noving.

She heard it blunder against the wood with a fumbling holl ow sound, heard a kind of wet
slither that turned her stonmach with a dozen gruesone inplications. The snmell was grow ng

stronger, too, in spite of the killing cold—eat long rotten, the fetid excrenment of fear, and
somet hi ng el se, something she had snelled in the Void. Don't panic, she told herself, forcing
herself to breathe slow and deep in spite of the appalling stench. If you panic, you'll run, and
there's nowhere to run to... The cold was a living thing, malevolent, eating her bones. She

wondered briefly whether she could scream | ong enough and | oud enough to wake herself out of this
nightmare and, if so, in what place she woul d wake.

Antryg stood up, his face clammy with sweat in the wavery yellow light. He took the iron bound
staff fromher left hand, the torch fromher right. H s voice was cal mand unstrai ned. "Joanna,
get down and cover your head. It's psychokinetic; | think it'll try throwing things first. Don't
try to nove about to avoid ne. I'Il avoid you."

Joanna didn't even bother to try and guess how he knew it woul d be psychokinetic. She nerely
dropped to her knees, pulled off her backpack, tucked it beneath her—npstly to protect the worm
pr ogram di sk—and assumed the position recommended by the California Public School System as
ef fective protection against atom c bonbs. Antryg carefully laid the torch down beside himon the
fl oor and stood straddling her, the iron bound staff in his hands. He'd kilted up his robe al nost
to his knees, and the rough wool brushed her back, weirdly conforting, as was the sight between
her slitted eyelids of the brass rings of his boot harnesses. She clenched her hands nore tightly
over the back of her neck and tried to make herself small.

Sonewhere in the bl ackness of the church beyond the pillars, she heard a knocki ng.

It was inpossible to say where it originated or on what kind of surface. There were a few
experinental taps, soft and strangely holl ow soundi ng, then suddenly a huge crashing |ike thunder
or the slamm ng of some massive door. Heavier and faster the sounds cane, iron boulders falling
from some unguessabl e height to an iron floor, a vast fist beating a ringing wall—4+t's only noi se,
Joanna told herself, shutting her throat on a scream The same as the darkness is only darkness,
the cold is only cold, the snmell is only a snell..

It wasn't. It wasn't.

Sonet hing flashed through the air with vicious force—netal; copper, Joanna thought, glinpsing
it fromthe corner of her eye. Antryg sw vel ed and smashed it with the end of his iron staff,
sending it whirling, bouncing with a hideous clatter against the nearest pillar. Joanna saw it was
an ewer, an altar vessel. Antryg whirled and batted again, catching a heavy piece of stone that

had once been a scul pted cherub's head with a force that nearly snapped the staff in his
hands. The next missile cane in |low and fast, aiming for his ankle. She gritted her teeth and
turned her head away, but he caught that one, too. Cricket as well as baseball, she decided

hysterically. At alnmpst the same instant, she heard somet hi ng connect against his other hip with
vicious force and felt his knees give. The staff whined with an evil swoosh and she felt something
strike himagain and heard his grunt of pain.

Sonet hi ng gl owi ng fl ashed between the pillars, swooping toward themw th terrible speed. Fire,
pal e and flickering like ball l|ightning, streaners ribboning along the floor. Joanna flinched as
it hit the outer magic circle, heard the faint crackle, and saw the flames dash, scattering around
the perineter before they vani shed. Looking up, she saw Antryg's face set and grim bl ood tracking
down froma cut over his right eye and spreading everywhere as it mxed with the sweat pouring
down his cheekbones. His gray hair forned a matted halo in the weak torchlight, broken by the
diamond glitter of his earrings.

Anot her flicker of light, wan and corpsish, appeared anmong the pillars, its reflections
slipping wormike up the Iines of gold |leaf. Joanna shut her teeth hard as sonething cane rushing
and weavi ng anong the dark forest of colums, glowing with a horrible radiance. Antryg hal f swung
toward it as it broke against the outer circle, then turned back as sonme thing el se | unged, dark
fromthe darkness.

A tsunam of stench struck themfirst, overwhel m ng. Even the brief glinpse Joanna got of the
thing was heart shaking, a slobbering, half nelted travesty of a face whose fangs, she realized,
were broken off ribs thrusting out fromthe corners of the rotting jaw. Bone showed where the
flesh of two of the arms was falling off; the other two were reaching to grab. It's material. It
can cross the circle, she thought. She half rose to run, then dropped to her knees again. In front
of her, Antryg braced hinself, the staff bal anced before him Tall as he was, the thing topped him
by over a head. He'll never thrust it off...

The t hi ng—onster, denon, god of rot—was alnost to the edge of the circle when Antryg snapped
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the staff around and thrust its end like a spear into the creature's belly. H's long |l egs | ocked
and his wei ght dropped to take the shock, the thing' s whole nmonmentum slamring into the one inch
circle of the pole's end. The iron ferrule punched through the rotten neat |like an arrow, and an
unspeakabl e fountai n spewed out behind. Wth a violence that seened to shake the floor, the thing
fell just beyond the chalked |ine of the protective ring. It raised its head, fluid trickling from
the working mouth. Then it dropped squishily and lay still. Antryg had to twist and | evel the rod
to pull its dripping end free.

The silence in the church was nore terrible than before. Under the fallen flesh of the face
she hal f believed she saw the silvery gl eam of an eye nove. She sat up, cold and shaking all over
"Can you cut it to pieces with your sword?"

"I could," Antryg whispered softly. "But if you'll look at the way the nuscles are rotting,
you'll realize that it's psychokinesis that noves the whole thing, and the |inbs probably don't
have to be attached to the torso for it to control them So on the whole, | think I'd rather not."

Joanna worked out the inplications of that one and swal | owed queasily.

Rat her white around the nmouth, sweat and bl ood tracking stickily down his face, Antryg stepped
to the very edge of the circle. Like an inmage losing itself down a corridor of mirrors, the echoes
of his deep voice chased one another away into the endl ess darkness of the col ums.

"Can you understand nme?" he asked softly. "I'mnot here to destroy YQU."

Anot her flicker of light, wan and corpsish, appeared anong the pillars. It was waiting, Joanna
t hought .

Sonet hing wet fell on Joanna's hand. Looking down, she saw a drop of bl ood. Another drop
struck her, falling fromthe darkness above; then a pattering, hideous rain. Trails of it threaded
their way down the bright paint of the colums and curled |ike ribbon across the floor. The snell
of it, coppery-sweet and harsh, stung her nostrils. The dying torch snoked and sputtered in it;

t he darkness edged closer, like a ring of wolves.

"Speak to me if you can," Antryg said. "I can help you if you'll let ne."

Slowy the nonster's head noved, white sinews breaking through the slinmy flesh of its neck
Joanna saw the chest rise and fall as if pressed like a bellows to force air through vocal cords
that were all but gone.

"I -amthe—bead—God. " The glottal stickiness of tinber nade her flesh craw, thinking of what
caused it. "I drink the power that shines frommen's flesh. Al things are only lent to life,
before they return to ne. | amthe Dead Cod."

Bl ack fluid | eaked fromits nouth and fromthe hole in its gut as it swayed to a sitting
position, head lolling gruesonely; fat droplets of sline hung fromits wists as it raised two of
its arms; they elongated and finally dripped to the floor with a sticky splat. "The Dead God
demands his due... transdinensional interface... | walk the boundl ess darkness in the pits of the
world... universal field theory... xchi particles... structural shift at the ylem.."

"What ?" whi spered Antryg.

Joanna | ooked up at him startled. "Don't you understand?" He shook his head, baffl ed.

"Transdi nensi onal interface?" She spoke the words in English, know ng that neither she nor Antryg
had heard themin that |anguage, though the Dead God had spoken, for the nobst part, in slurred and
stammered Fern

He shook his head again. "You nean, you do get a translation through the spell of tongues?
mean, those words mean sonmething to you?"

Joanna nodded quickly. The Dead God drew itself to its feet like a crunbling nmountain, eyes
gleaning slimly in the failing ruby light. "He's fromanother world, he's got to be."

Still holding the staff warily in hand, Antryg wal ked to the edge of the circle. "Look," he
said, his deep voice echoing in the darkness, "I can help you. Send you back."

"A wizard," nmuttered the Dead God thickly. "Your power shines through your flesh. I will drink
of your brain, your power will be mne. Al power will be m ne—psychokinesis at the nol ecul ar
| evel 4+ amthe Dead God..

"I"'mnot getting through to him" H s eyes never noved fromthe thing that had begun to lurch
toward them one staggering step at a tine, huge arns outspread and broken claws bent to seize.
Antryg's swol |l en knuckles shifted along the staff he held; his voice was |ow and rapid. "Do you
have a weapon of any kind with you, ny dear? | don't think the gun will do rmuch good—ny
swor d—scabbard, maybe, as a club. Renmenber it's only dead flesh..."

But Joanna frowned suddenly at the dark nonster that |ooned on the edge of the dying
torchlight, her mnd taken up with another question entirely. "You know, | bet it's a hardware
problem" she said.

Any ot her conpanion in such adversity would have stared at her and said, "Wat???" in utter
di sbelief, but Antryg, who dealt conpletely in inconsequence hinself, only said, "You nmean with
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t he physical bodies he's taken to nmake up what he is now?"

"Not the bodies—the brain." The stench was so terrible she could scarcely breathe, part of her
m nd screanmng in panic, while another part, cal mand cal cul ating, worked out the |ogic of the
situation. "Your software's only as good as your hardware."

"And he can't put his thoughts through the brains of the people he's taken," the w zard
finished, his gray eyes lighting up like a truly mad scientist's on the verge of discovery.

"Yeah," Joanna breathed. "Only as far as brain chemistry is concerned, it isn't a sinple
bi nary—your hardware is your software. And his nust be half rotted anyway, even if he didn't get
it fromsone not very bright priest and whatever town drunks or troubl emakers the |local sacrifice
|ottery decided the comunity could best spare. He's in there..."

"Poor bastard," Antryg whispered feelingly, and Joanna, |ooking at that filthy col ossus of
decay, felt a shudder of horror and pity. "But he can hear us."

"I''"l'l bet he's only able to process information in terns of what was in those brains to begin
with." She was on her feet now, her back to Antryg's; she slipped his scabbarded sword fromhis
sash to hold |like a baseball bat, knowi ng that her aimnmust be to strike, rather than to cut. The

scabbard was | acquered wood and hard as iron, but it still felt |ike a hopel essly inadequate
weapon in her small hands. "Look, we've got to get through to—to the original part of him the
part that still remenbers what he used to be..."

"I'f he—er she-still renenbers."

Joanna thought for a nmonent. Then, still keeping a wary eye on the creature that |oonmed in the

darkness, she slid her nmakeshift weapon into her belt, dug quickly in a pocket of her backpack,
and pulled out her Swiss Arny knife. Kneeling beside Antryg's feet, she tapped the netal knuckle
of the knife three tines on the stone fl oor

She paused, then tapped again, once, hard and small in the terrible stillness. "I sawthis
done in Red Planet Mars, " she explained breathlessly, and tapped again four tines.

"Don't get it wong," Antryg whispered, still standing braced only feet fromthe swaying form
of the Dead God, his dripping staff held at the ready. "And pray the thing's a mathematician."

"I"'mjust praying the value of pi is the sane in its dinmension as it is in mne."

Pause, one. Pause, five...

"Hmim Sticky if it's not."

Pause. . .
Then, hollow and terrible, vast as the slamm ng of sone great iron door, the knocking cane as
before—nine tinmes. A silence, like the black weight of the air after thunder. Then two knocks,

bl ows that shook the walls. Silence. Six.

The silence stretched into an elastic eternity.

"Five," pronpted Antryg softly, as Joanna, suddenly panic stricken, blocked on the next
number .

Tapping it out, she realized that to be a wizard, the ability to nmaintain the concentration
for working a spell in any kind of bizarre energency had to be the nost vital of survival traits.

Three hol | ow boons answered her; five; eight..

"Can you nake a Sigil?" she whispered.

"For what purpose?"

"Hardware. They're only giant chips, after all—patterns of |ines encoding synbolic logic, |ike
the synapses of the brain. If you can draw one, or sone, or as nmany as you need, on the floor, and
give himan alternative comunications hardware to what he has... Wuld that work?"

"I haven't the faintest idea," he said, an expression of dazzled, scholarly delight in his
face wholly at odds with the bruises and blood that marked it, the hell pit darkness around them

"Il need nmetal..."
"There's about fifty feet of copper wire in ny backpack."
He hesitated. "And I'Il have to step out of the pentacle." He had not taken his eyes fromthe

thing before him her shoulder to his side, Joanna could feel the swi ftness of his breath.

She said seriously, "Not if you drew themreal small." For one second he glanced down at her,
protesting, then realized she was joking and grinned. H's hand was perfectly steady as he gave her
the staff. Having seen himwhip and twirl it Iike a cheerleader's baton, she was startled by its
wei ght .

"Don't let it rush you head on," he cautioned softly. "It weighs three or four tines what you
do. "

"Do you want your sword back?"

He shook his head, dug a piece of chalk fromthe pocket of his coat, and gingerly stepped
across the protective points of the magic circle. There was a flicker of blue light, like tiny
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di scharges of electricity, anong the pillars. Then silence again, that terrible waiting. Crouched
like a lion gauging its nonment to spring, the Dead God edged forward as Antryg knelt and began
form ng the conpl ex shapes of the Sigils on the floor

The torch was going; in the darkness Joanna thought she saw the Iines on the floor begin to

glowwith a cold, frosty light, but it illunminated little save the mad wi zard's | ong nose and
cracked spectacles and the wet gleam of the Dead God's eyes. It was aware of her, she knew,
wat ching with the mind that seenmed to fill the icy blackness around her—as if it knew that it was

she who held all the weapons, she who was totally unsuited to use them Her hands shaki ng, she
braced the staff under one arm and dug into her backpack, pulling out the copper wire and one of
the several candles stowed in a side pocket, which she lit fromthe end of the dying torch. The
Iight wasn't much, but she knew Antryg could see in the dark. She felt the Dead God's gl ance shift
toward her and hastily set the candl e down, praying she woul dn't be panicked into stepping on it,
then gripped the staff once again.

There was no sound but the crunbling slur of chalk on stone, and the swift |ightness of
Antryg's breath.

Watching the pattern of the Sigils take shape, Joanna recogni zed sonme from Caris' practice
drawi ngs: the Sigil of the Gate; the Sigil of the Single Eye; the Sigil of Strength; and the
horned Sigil of Shadows which governs veiled and hidden things. Linking through themwas the Sigi
of Roads, that curious, oddball Seal which, |like the Lost God who governed it, had no power in
itself at all. Across the protective points of the circle she tossed Antryg the copper wire and
duct tape, knowing from Caris' explanations that nmetal was necessary in their workings; and stil
the Dead God edged forward, slinme tracking down the broken ends of his bone fangs, his hands with
their hooked nails stirring hungrily, uneasily, at the ends of rotting arns.

When Antryg straightened up his face seened very white in the ghostly glow of the Sigils under
the stitchwork of tracked bl ood. Around himthe Seals of those ancient gods lay in a | ace of
light, wire, and duct tape, seening to float on the stone. He took a deep breath, wal ked forward,
and held out his hand to the Dead Cod.

Wth a gluey snarl, the Dead God raised two of its hands; Antryg saw what was com ng and
ducked, but not quickly enough. daws raking, they caught hima stunning blow, flinging him
agai nst the closest pillar, as if he'd been in truth the scarecrow he so often resenbl ed; then the
Dead God was upon him

Not knowi ng what el se to do, know ng she could never cross the distance between themin tineg,
Joanna swung the iron staff and caught the pillar behind her with a crack |ike a gunshot. The Dead
God's head swiveled horribly on its neck, one eye glaring, the other drooping sickeningly as the
muscl es that held it began to conme | oose. Picking up one of Antryg's discarded pieces of chalk,
she stooped and marked the fl oor

Hrrrr
Hrrrr
11
Hrr
Hrrrr

The Dead God stood for a |long nonent, staring down at the pattern of chalked |ines. Then it
turned to where Antryg still slunped at the base of the pillar. C osing one huge hand around his
arm and anot her around the nape of his neck it hauled himto his feet. Their eyes held, the Dead
God's glinting like a half mad animal's, Antryg's cal mand conpletely without fear. At length he
took the rotting wistbones in his hands, and drew the thing toward the pattern of Sigils; it |et
himguide its hands to the points where nmetal and magi ¢ entwi ned, and |left themthere when Antryg
rose and wal ked to the other end of the synbolic Road.

The wi zard gl anced down at Joanna's binary code. "What is it?"

"Pl anck's Constant."

"I"'msure Ms. Planck is pleased to hear it." There was a note of strain in his voice, and she
guessed by the way he noved that he'd cracked a rib against the pillar.

"If he's a scientist he'll recognize it. It's the ratio of energy to frequency of light and it
occurs over and over again in physics. Like pi, it was a way to tell himthat we knew he isn't the
Dead God. That we knew who he is really."

Antryg knelt down near the Sigil of Shadow and touched the glowing latticework of wire and
light. "Perhaps he needed renminding hinself," he said softly and wi ped the trickle of blood from
the corner of his mouth. Joanna set down the staff and, shivering slightly, stepped across the
psionic barrier of the pentacle to kneel at Antryg's side.
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"I think you're going to need a technical consultant."

Behi nd the bl ood fl ecked gl ass, she saw the quick flare of concern in his eyes, but he
couldn't deny the truth of what she said. After a hesitation, he took her hands, his long fingers
and the leather of his gloves sticky with the gross corruption of the nonster's touch, and gui ded
themto the wan stringers of criss crossing light. "I don't know how nmuch you'll be able to hear,"
he cautioned softly. "If you feel himtrying to get a grip on your mnd, pull out at once. Don't
try to help me. Al right?"

Joanna nodded uneasily.

"Good girl." He drew a deep breath and flinched at the stab of his injured ribs, then seened
to settle in on himself, half closing his eyes, not working magi c, Joanna thought, but drinking of
the magic of the Sigils thensel ves.

Not bei ng nmageborn, she felt very little, only a kind of warnth where the |ight |lay under her
fingers. For a time she heard nothing; but glancing up in the dimanber reflection of the distant
candl e, she saw Antryg's |lips nove and realized that her own nervous observation of the Dead God
in the darkness that surrounded them was bl ocki ng her concentration

Great, she thought bitterly. Wiat a tine to have to pick up nmeditation techniques. But she had
read enough to have sone idea of what she nust do. Perhaps the hardest thing was sinply to close
her eyes, to release all thought, all fear, and all planning of what she'd do if... to think of
not hi ng. ..

Li ke the distant murnur of a metallic wind, she heard the Dead God's voi ce.

" The nore lives | take, the greater ny power will grow. | can drink the nagic of your
brain, Wndrose—nmgic to keep this flesh fromcorrupting, magic to take, to hold. Wy should
return to ny own world, when with the powers of a god | can spread ny will across the earth here?"

"l suppose you can." Antryg's voice seened distant in the darkness, but perfectly
conversational, no nore ill at ease than if they shared a tankard of beer at sone al ehouse hearth.
"Provided, that is, you're nmore than sem conscious and still able to take care of yourself. But |
don't think you will be. Human psychic energy is really a rather poor substitute for what you eat
in your own world, isn't it? Not to nention the air."

"This flesh tolerates the air."

"You' re poisoning yourself and you know it—er you did know it when you tried to cut back on
human sacrifices and when you tried all those other things—beef blood or wal king out to the
Wtchpath Stone on the nights the energy ran along it."

Joanna felt, through the whispering whiteness of the Sigils' light, the bloody stir of the
Dead God's anger. "The hunger grows," it whispered.

Diffidently, she put in, "That's common with food allergies."

"I'n my omn world | was nothing," the god whispered. "A technician, a tracker of xchi particles

for other nmen's research. Here, | have power."

"Only as long as you retain your consciousness," Antryg pointed out. "My nmagic will give you,
nmore power, yes. But it won't stop the clouding of your mnd. At best, you'll becone a random
force, a psychic whirlwind that grows with every human mnd it devours until soneone finally finds
a way to destroy you as mad dogs are destroyed. At worst, you'll be controlled by others, as

Pettin controls you now. | don't see another choice for you."

There was a rush, a surge, a blaze of |ight behind her eyes and hal f-drunken fury and hate
slamming |i ke a wave agai nst her mnd. Joanna jerked her hands free of Antryg's light touch and
opened her eyes in time to see the wizard flinch aside with a cry. Though the Dead God had not
moved, Joanna saw the fresh claw marks that scored Antryg's face and jaw, running with blood; as
she watched, a second set gouged his neck; the air runbled with a sound of rage that seened to
conme from nowhere, the foggy rage of the Dead God's half polluted brain. Antryg bent under the
bl ows, bl ood streaming fromhis face and neck, but never took his hands fromthe curving horns of
the Sigil of Shadow.

The angry runbling died.

Her heart hammering, Joanna could not bring herself to touch the Sigils again, but in tine she
heard Antryg whi sper, "Were is the body that you cane here in fromyour own worl d?"

The Dead God nust have nmamde sone reply, for after a tinme the wi zard breathed, "Since it has
not corrupted in this world, were | to guide you back into it and back through the Void to a pl ace
where you could get help, would they be able to save you?"

An even | onger silence followed; then Antryg, still half in his trance, smled. "Yes," he
murnured, like a distant echo of his conversations with Caris. "Mad, too. You no nore know that |
won't destroy you when you open your mind to ne than | know that when | open mne to you, you
won't sinply devour it. Do you believe that you need ny hel p?"

If he was sane he m ght, Joanna thought desperately. |If he wasn't fogged out, half poi soned
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with the psychic and netabolic garbage he's been ingesting for weeks... Don't do it, Antryg. Don't
gi ve hi mwhat he seeks..

But Antryg took his hands fromthe Sigils, and clinbed slowy, wincingly to his feet. The Dead
God | ooned over himin the shadows and held out two rotting hands to help himup; together the
gawky wi zard and the nonster vanished into the black hole of the haunted darkness. The gl ow of
light in the Sigils thenselves faded, seeming to sink into the floor, |eaving only a snudgy
tracing of chalk and the tangl ed snakes of copper wire, glinting faintly in the flicker of the
single candl e at Joanna's side.

How | ong she sat alone in the darkness, Joanna wasn't sure afterward, her every nerve
strained, listening for sounds in the utter silence of the distant crypt. The candl e burned itself
slowy down. Reaction was setting in, after a day's exhausting wal k and only hours of sleep
snatched at intervals in the endless childbirth of the squire's lady the night before. Wirdly
enough, the blood that had rai ned down during the conbat with the Dead God had vani shed without a
trace, though Joanna was at a | oss to say when. She wondered whether it had, in fact, ever
exi st ed.

Antryg was alone in the crypt with the Dead God. That he had said nothing to her at their
departure didn't surprise her; she suspected that he was channeling all his strength into
mai nt ai ni ng sonme kind of psychic link with the Dead God's nmind, sone lifeline to that | ost
abomi nation's sanity that he dared not |oose. The cold deepened. Joanna huddl ed i nto her sheepskin
coat, watching the mist of her breath, gilded by the dimcandl e gl eam and wondering how | ong she
should give it.

Bef ore doi ng what ?

The great doors were bolted fromthe outside. In her heart she knew she'd wait a long tine
bef ore she dared nake her way through the sightless forest of the pillared vestibule down to those
ghastly vaul ts al one.

The noi se, when it cane, nearly nade her junp out of her skin with shock—the slammi ng scrape
of the door bolts at her back, and a man's angry curse. Then the night air touched her face, close
to freezing but al nost warm conpared to the icy stillness around her

"Joanna?"

Torchlight fell across the floor over her in a gold bar, sparkling on Caris' blond hair and
the bl ade of his drawmn sword. He fell back with a gasp fromthe threshold. "Wuat the..."

"Here!" She sprang to her feet and stunbled to him her knees al nbst giving way with the cranp
of long sitting; she was shaking all over as he caught her briefly in the circle of his arm He
wore his sword sash and dagger belt strapped over his scholar's robe; past his shoul der Joanna saw
no one in the trough of darkness between church and baptistry save one man sl unped unconsci ous at
the bottom of the steps and the arm of another projecting fromthe shadows of the baptistry door
"Caris, we..."

"Where is he?" The young nan held the torch aloft, |ooking swiftly around the vestibul e,
concern overriding for a nonent both his nausea and his usual shield of aloof and bitter calm "Is
he... ?"

"He went down to the crypt with the Dead God," she said. "He was going to try to send the Dead
CGod back, he said... Caris. You do care for him don't you?" For the fear in his face was
unni st akabl e and had little to do with being left to deal with Suraklin al one.

"He's the nost maddeni ng nooncal f |'ve ever had the misfortune to know," Caris retorted
expl osively, not answering the question. "If he's..."

He broke of f and caught her arm Around themthe freezing darkness seened shaken suddenly,
like a curtain in a wind. Cold terror skated across Joanna's bones and she clutched tight to the
coarse wool of Caris' sleeve. For an instant, the universe seened to ripple into breathing
nearness around them

"The Void," Caris whispered.

Qutside, thin and terrible as the death cry of sonething that has |ong since ceased to be
human, Father Del's wheezing voice could be heard, scaling up into a thin screamthat ended as if
di spersed upon the wi nd.

Joanna said softly, "He's gone."

Caris raised his torch again and, sword in hand, led the way into the bl ack cave of the
church.

After all that had gone before, what was in the sanctuary did not do nore than nmake Joanna
gag, but she heard Caris gasp and choke on the funmes that nade the air there al nbst past
breathing. Frominhabiting the body of the |uckl ess Father Sweelum now an unrecogni zabl e puddl e
in a black habit in a corner, the Dead God had used the flesh of his victims to fashion his own
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body. What was |left over lay strewn across the altar, the chancel, the steps |eading down to the
crypt. Only the deathly cold which the Dead God had gathered about himto preserve his borrowed
flesh intact saved the place frombeing nore hideous than it already was. In the crypt, the
swol | en body of the Dead God |lay, a huge sprawl of carrion, beside a stone niche that had once

contai ned sonme | ocal notable; dry bones |ay heaped in a corner, still bundled in the dessicated

shreds of gold stitched winding sheet. In their place, stretched facedown upon the stone, |ay

Antryg, one arm extended, his fingers still twined with the Dead God's di ssol vi ng hand.
"Antryg..." She stepped forward; at the sound of her voice, and the touch of the torchlight,

he flinched. Then his hand canme up and groped for hers, seeking the touch of a human mind or
perhaps only of living flesh. She barely even noticed what it was covered with as it closed
convul sively around her arm

He whi spered, "Get ne out of here."

On the outside steps of the church, Caris picked up Antryg's fallen cloak and put it carefully
around his shoul ders; Joanna dug into the wi zard's coat pocket for his tin flask of gin, which he
drank like a dying man receiving the elixir of life. Then with a shaky smle he handed it to her,
and she decided after two swigs that there was a good deal to be said in favor of the vile stuff
after all. Torches had begun to flicker around all sides of the square as dark forns energed from
t he shadow+the nmerchant Pettin, |ooking white and scared and Greer the nayor, her face filled with
concern and joy when she saw the three denon hunters gathered alive and nore or | ess whole on the
steps. O Father Del Joanna never saw anything again.

"D you suppose our wel cone would extend to a cup of tea?" Antryg asked softly at |ast, when
hi s hands had stopped shaking. He glanced up at Caris, the old inpishness returning to his bl ack
circled eyes. "You turned up with remarkabl e speed for a man we |l eft back at Al port Hall."

"Don't be a fool," Caris said roughly. "I followed you here, of course." He sheathed his sword
with a vicious click, but did not replace the scabbard in his sash. "The only delay was in putting
Pettin's bully-boys out of the way."

d ancing around the square, Joanna identified only two of the nerchant's hired nen; of those
two, one was nursing a closed eye and a lunp the size of a pigeon's egg on his jaw, and the other
was just pulling the remains of nmakeshift ropes off his wists.

More gently, the sasennan added, "And you? WIIl the Council be able to track you through what
you did here tonight?"

"I don't think so," Antryg replied and pushed the blood tipped ends of his matted hair out of
his face. "I did very little actual magic. Perhaps sonme, in the—the guiding of the Dead God's
spirit back into his fornmer body and back through the Void. Like the aboninations we saw at
Suraklin's Citadel, it was unable to breathe the air here, but for the same reason the organi sns
of decay here had taken no hold upon it. But the Sigils draw and transnit power of thenselves.
They are, as Joanna said, synbolic representations of the mind, in a way; they are fueled, |ike
the teles relays, by the anbient nmagic all around us."

He frowned, as sone other idea teased the back of his mind; his reddish brows pulled together,
twisting the crusted claw marks that scored the side of his face.

Caris stood | ooking down at himfor a nonment in the uncertain dance of the torchlight. There
was sone of the sasennan's old exasperation in his face, tenpered by understanding and pity. In a
|l ow voice, as if for the nmage's ears alone, he said, "You know you can't keep it up."

Antryg glanced up at himswiftly, but there was no question in his eyes.

"It's only a matter of time before you get yourself backed into a corner where you nust use
your power or die."

The wi zard | ooked as if he would have shed this remark with his usual |ightness, but hesitated
on his indrawn breath and then let it go. "I know," he said, so |ow that Joanna al nbst coul d not
hear. He sat for a tine, |looking at the battered netal flask still clasped in his stained fingers,

tiredness settling on himas if sone sustaining inner cord had been suddenly cut.

"My greatest fear was that Suraklin would have heard of the Dead God, and gotten here before
us," he went on quietly. "Wiether the Dead God joined himas a willing partner or was overcone and
dom nated as his tool when his consciousness deteriorated with the pollution of those it subsuned,
they woul d have been a terrible conbination. The thing is..

He stopped, his gray eyes staring out beyond the torchlight, beyond the darkness, | ooking,
Joanna sensed, at sonme additional horror, sone piece of the puzzle that had fallen into place. So
he had | ooked, Joanna realized, when in the Prince Regent's carriage Pharos had spoken of what had
become of his father.

"What ?" she asked qui ckly.

He gl anced down at her and shook his head, his eyes avoiding hers. "Nothing," he murnured.
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Then, "Do you think we could talk these people out of a cup of tea, sone food, and a bed for the
night? I"'mchilled to the marrow and like to die of weariness."

But though Joanna, once they were in the bed of sheepskins and quilts in Geer's house, fel
al nrost at once into heavy slunber unbroken even by nightnares, the last thing she saw was Antryg's
open gray eyes staring into the darkness of the ceiling. Wiatever it was that his encounter with
the Dead God had told himor caused himto guess, she was aware that it did not let himsleep that
ni ght.

CHAPTER XI |
In the ensuing three days Joanna tried to get Antryg to talk about his interview with the Dead
CGod, but found himsilent and preoccupied. In Antryg's case silence, like sanity, was always a

relative matter; on the road he chatted of the obscure custons of religious sects, the love lives
of past Enperors, and the odder nethods of divination; or he listened in absorbed silence to her
expl anations of conputer hardware and the best methods of videotape piracy. But she sensed that,
behind this gentle barrage of persiflage, he was worried and frightened.

They came out of the Sykerst and down into the | ow and countries east of Angel shand, working
their way through the brown valleys along the Gidden toward Tilrattin Island and the node in the
energy lines. She had cone to understand that Antryg was not a particularly brave nman. Like
hersel f, he possessed far too vivid an imagination to contenplate the final confrontation with his
ancient mentor with anything like Caris' singlemnded fatalism He had lived with fear for a | ong
time. Then, too, Joanna realized uneasily, he was the only one of the four conspirators who truly
knew what they were up agai nst.

"As far as | can tell it looks like Suraklin knew what he was doing," she said diffidently one
eveni ng, looking up fromthe heap of photocopi ed progranms on her lap in the feeble illum nation of
a couple of flickering candles. Antryg raised his head sharply fromthe makeshift pillow of his
pack. She had seen the glint of the candlelight in his open eyes, staring up past the broken house
beans that sheltered the abandoned cell ar where they had made canp, studying the winter stars
bl azi ng above the naked trees.

As they had drawn nearer to their destination, they had avoi ded for the nmost part the farmng
vill ages; but, having left the brutal wi nds of the Sykerst behind them this was |less of a
hardshi p. Here in the hedgerow country, too, it was far easier to find deserted barns or the ruins
of old chapels or farms. Lord Al port and the villagers of Far Wl den had gi ven them as nuch dried
meat and the thick, heavily concentrated waybread as they could carry, so there was little need
for themto seek out farners who woul d spread word of strangers in the |and.

Antryg rolled up onto one el bow and squinted nyopically at her across the candles. "I'd
certainly like to think so," he nurnured, falling into the conversation, as was their habit now,
inthe mddle, as if it were sonething they had discussed before. In the dimglow of the candl es,
his breath formed a little cloud; Joanna pulled her quilted bl anket nore tightly around her
shoul ders and brushed with her fingertips the papers that lay in her |ap

"As far as | can figure it wi thout being a nage or a xeno bi opsychocheni st,"” she went on
hesitantly, "the Dead God's probl em stenmed frominconpati bl e hardware software interface—he' d put
hi s consci ousness into the physical brains of beings who were not of his species. | gather he was
able to tap into human psychokinetic powers at w |l —-which no humans but nmages are able to do
ordi narily—but he couldn't nake the transfer until the human consci ousness was absolutely
gone—that is, till the poor yutz was dead. And | suspect he was doing it instinctively, rather
than as a | earned technique."

Antryg nodded. "Mre or |ess, yes."

"I don't think you need to worry that there will be a simlar problemw th Suraklin. | don't
have anywhere near all the subroutines of personality transfer—+ was just pulling themoff the
disk as fast as | could, and a lot of this stuff is total gibberish to me—but fromwhat |'ve been
able to tell fromthe ones |I can understand, he's got all the personalities digitalized down to
the last detail. You're not going to get the kind of organic deterioration we did with the Dead
God. "

The wi zard fished his spectacles out of their hiding place in his boot, which stood drying by
the fire, and eased themcarefully on over the narrow fines of bruises and Caris' stitching that
mar ked the Dead God's final, furious attack. H's coat, blanket, and cloak around his shoul ders, he
edged over to | ook down over Joanna's shoul der at the endless lines of the program

"You haven't happened to cone across any mention of where Suraklin's put his conputer, have
you?"

"Not yet." Joanna wiggled her way under the corner of the cloak he held out to her—hough
still, the night was icy. "I've been looking for it, but you ve got to remenber there's tons of
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this stuff. The copy isn't all that hot, either. Toward the end there, | was just photoreducing
it, doing a fast cut and paste job and having it copied again, double sided to save space, w thout
| ooking to see what it was. For that reason, a lot of it's barely legible, but | had to bring as
much as | could. And it isn't anywhere near the whole."

Antryg grinned ruefully and ran his thunb al ong the edge of the thick stack of unread papers.
"That will teach me not to learn to read English."

She shrugged and smiled back. "Even if you could read English, you still couldn't read
programm ng—the same way | can't understand the spells in here, even if they are in Fortran. At
| east, since Gary was doing nost of the programm ng as Gary, the prograns are in English—probably
because Suraklin couldn't get a keyboard in those hearts and flowers you people use for an
al phabet. | wonder what | anguage he thinks in?"

She shivered suddenly and nmuttered, "OCh, damm," as the bitter, creeping grayness of depression
whi spered in |like floodtide over her soul. Antryg's armtightened around her, the warnth of it
only a ghost, a nenory that such things ought to bring her confort rather than confort itself. She
bent her head wetchedly, steeling herself to endure what might be several hours, what m ght be
the rest of a nightrmare | aden night, or what mght, she realized intellectually, be the beginning
of forever. But she was too drained, too weary, to care.

She whi spered, "I don't know how nuch nore of this I can take."

Antryg sighed and rubbed her back with his big hand. "A great deal nore, |'mafraid. Good
parasites never kill their hosts." She gritted her teeth a little and rested her head on the bony
hardness of his chest. She had never figured out how badly the energy drains affected him though
since they had becone | overs, she suspected they did so nore than he showed.

"Sal teri s—Suraklin—said sonething |ike that once," she commented dully. "That people grow
accustomed—that in a few years no one will know what they're m ssing..

Under her cheek, she felt himstartle and raised her head to neet the hard, speculative glint
in his eyes. "Did he?" Then his lips tightened and his long, narrow nostrils flared with the first
real anger she had ever seen himdisplay. He took a deep breath, alnopst forcibly releasing his
hold on it, but there was still a kind of cold purposefulness in his face as he di sengaged his arm
from around her shoul ders and began to dig through the capaci ous pockets of his great coat. "WII
you excuse ne, ny dear?"

Joanna nodded miserably, thinking, as he rose to his feet, | should have known he didn't
really love ne... and then stopped herself irritably fromthat old and, she knew, quite untrue
train of thought. His decrepit robe nearly black in the starlight, Antryg clinbed hal fway up the
fallen rubble and beans at the other side of the cellar and dug fromhis pocket an astrol abe he'd
gotten from Pel |l a.

"Suraklin thought like that, you know," he said, making a minute adjustnent to the rete and
sighting along the alidade at the North Star, high in the frosty sky. "He operated on the
assunption that he was nore intelligent than anyone el se. For the nost part he was right, of
course, but it led to certain habits of thought. He could never be got to admit that there were
things he did not understand.”

He turned the astrol abe in his hand, manipulating the rule on the back. Joanna watched hi m
wi t hout nmuch curiosity, having seen himtake sightings before in the uncertain glinmer of
starlight. Now and then he would turn his head, his long nose sil houetted bl ack agai nst the
Prussian blue of the sky as he scanned the horizon. Once he turned quickly at the sound of a sharp
rustle in the bl ackened woods that were all around the ruined house, but it was only Caris,
returning cold and wet fromhis nightly patrol. The young man scranbl ed down the decayed steps,
cursing. "Now | can't even nove through the woods wi thout naking noise! This is all your fault..."

"Nonsense." Antryg repocketed the astrolabe and slid lightly down fromthe beamto pull on his
boots. "If mny calculations are correct, the energy line should lie about three niles southwest of
us; there's sonmething | have to check, now, while the energy's noving."

"You nmean you coul d have sighted along it any tine, anywhere, not on the node?" denanded Caris
furiously. "We've conme all this way..."

"Because | enjoy hundred nile hikes in the dead of winter, yes." The wi zard strai ghtened up,
shaki ng back his straggly gray curls; behind the spectacl es Joanna saw t he gl eam of annoyance in

his eyes.

Caris, who had drawn breath to say sonething else, let it out and | ooked away. "lI'msorry," he
muttered. "It's just that..." He let the words trail off.

More gently, Antryg said, "I know." He held out his hand in its stained and ragged gl ove.

"Joanna? WIIl you come with me? It isn't dangerous; but if what | fear is happening, it's better
that | know. "
They traversed the woods in silence. There was a village not far away—at one point Joanna
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could see the pinpricks of its lights across the stubble fields, like the dying glowin the heart
of a burnt out | og—but on these cold and |ifeless evenings there was little |ikelihood of
anybody's being abroad so late. And it was not truly so | ate, Joanna thought, glancing at her
watch in the starlight. Back in California, prine tine television would barely have started. It
was only here, in this bleak world, that the nights went on forever... here where she woul d be
trapped. .

She tried to shake off the depression, but knew it would do no good. Throughout the days of
their journeying, the spells of deadness had becone nore frequent and |onger, descending every few
days as Suraklin conpleted, tested, and downl oaded nore and nore of his prograns. It was only a
matter of tine before he made his final transfer and, she suspected, not very nmuch tine at that.
Her heart turned cold at the thought of it.

Qur | ast chance, Antryg had said. At tinmes like this, with her soul nelting into a cold puddle
of despair, she knew that she had no chance at all.

She felt nothing of the novenent of the energy |line when they reached it, but Antryg evidently
did. In the wet, brittle thickets of the woods he halted abruptly, |ooked this way and that in
such thin starlight as filtered through the bare lattices of trees overhead, and turned west,
hol di ng Joanna's hand to help her over the rolling roughness of the ground. She'd forgotten to put
on her mttens after repacking her backpack—aboriously rew apping her Xeroxed files in plastic
only because she'd nmade it a rule to do everything by the nunbers when the depression was upon
her—and her hands were al nost nunb save where his warmed them She'd far rather have remai ned back
inthe cellar canp with Caris, but had cone with Antryg, obscurely craving his conpany and now, in
spite of herself, heartily resenting his preoccupied silence.

"Ah," he murnured at last. "Here we are."

Under a snarl of brown ferns and ivy stens a little standing stone could be seen, like a
child' s coffin half enbedded in the earth. The trees grew thick around the spot, sapling maple and
elm Antryg pulled off his gloves and waded through the dead underbrush, which rustled sharply as
smal |l aninals darted away. He pulled | oose handfuls of the stone's brittle shroud, baring the
surface, then knelt before it, his spectacles gleaming in the cold starlight as he pressed his
hands to the pitted rock. After a nonent he | eaned forward and touched his forehead to it, as if
listening. Under his fingertips Joanna glinpsed the scratchwork shadows of traced Sigils and
runes.

Shivering and weary, she folded her arns and bit back a nunber of snartass remarks. They
stemmed, she was only too aware, fromthe gray exhaustion of her soul and her fear of that
enor nous woodl and sil ence. What he coul d be seeking she could not inmagi ne, but when he cane back
to her, she could see the anger in his novenents, frustrated rage she had never seen in him
bef ore.

"Dam him" he whispered viciously, as they started back to canp. "Danm him He may be the
greatest nage in the world but he's a conplete and utter fool..."

"What is it?" She had to hurry her steps to match his furious strides. Seeing this, he slowed
i medi ately, offering her again a corner of his cloak for warnmth. Beneath her encircling arm she
could feel the jut of his ribs through several |ayers of coat and robe and the ripple of the
nmuscl e as they wal ked.

"It's difficult to explain..." He paused, |ooking down at her in the wan | ace of star shadows.
"No—+t's difficult to believe. That is—you probably believe that objects are inaninmate. So does
Suraklin."

"Uh..." Joanna said, rem nded once again that, in spite of his intelligence and charmand in
spite of the fact that she loved him Antryg was in fact several bricks shy of a |oad.
"Well," he said sinply, "I don't. By the way, ny dear—n your reading of the DARKMAGE fil es,

did you ever find nention of where Suraklin hid the teles balls that he coll ected over the years,
the teles that he's now using to draw power—ife—ngi c—down the energy paths to convert to his
conputer's electricity?"

Joanna nodded, renenbering one of those many cold little lists of facts that conprised al
that was left of Suraklin's personality. "Sonething called the Bone Wl ?"

Antryg shuddered. "I was afraid of that. | can understand why no one wanted to | ook very
closely there." She felt the shiver of his body against hers, and he started wal ki ng agai n,
headi ng back to canp. In the starlight his face | ooked drawn and a little ill.

@ anci ng back, Joanna saw the little stone still standing |like a stunpy dwarf. Pal e agai nst
the back nets of ivy, the bald patch Antryg had torn seened to glimrer in the darkness. Joanna
could see no scratch on it, no mark of the faint web of signs that she had glinpsed beneath
Antryg' s hands.
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It was, she realized, one of the first markers of the Devil's Road, the arrow straight track
that ran to Tilrattin Island and the crossing node of the |ines.

Softly, she said, "Do you think he has themat Tilrattin Island? The teles relay and the
conmputer? Do you really think he'd put themthat close to Angel shand?"

"He would, if he thought he could get the Archnmage and the Council run out of that city—which
of course he has done." He picked his way over the rocks that crossed a shallow stream sl uggi sh
now with winter, the water like ink between beds of frozen nud Iined with rims of ice. He held out

a hand to Joanna; she noted, anobng the tracks on the bank, the snall, defornmed footmark of
sonet hi ng unknown and hi deous, a track that the marks of weasel and cony gave wi de berth. "But
fromhere, anay fromthe node, | sinply can't tell."

"In a way | hope they are there."

He gl anced at her, his brows raised but no surprise in his eyes to hear her say it.

Stammering, she explained, "Tinme is on Suraklin's side. It isn't that |I'meager to face off
with him as Caris is. But if that conputer's up and runni ng when we get there—f Suraklin's

al ready programred hinmself into it—+ don't know how rmuch consci ous control he'll have over his
i nput."
"You nmean he may sinply spit it out."
Joanna grinned unwillingly at the anthroponorphic inmage. "Well, he can't, not physically. It's

the trade off he's nade for virtual inmortality and a linmitless capacity for know edge. He's at
the nmercy of his input. He can defend hinself froma wormin the way conputers fight human
interference—w th passwords and tricks and codes—but with enough tine, and enough concentration,
those can be worked through. The problemis that, with the teles relays in operation, such
concentration is the first thing to go." She swall owed hard, frightened just to be saying it,

thinking it and its inplications. "If we get there while the conputer's down, we're home free. But
if that conputer's on line, I'"'mgoing to be naking a | ot of mstakes. And any delay's going to buy
himtime to bring up whatever second |ine defenses he's got."

"I see." Antryg sighed and pushed up his spectacles to rub his eyes. "I think there's one | ast

thing he needs to do before he goes 'on line,' as you say—before he becomes his conputer. But he
may have done it already, whilst we were skul king about the Sykerst, pretending to be doctors.

wish | knew. | have a frightening feeling that tine's getting very short."
He stopped, listening in the thin, starry darkness between the trees. Though one pi ece of
woods still | ooked nuch |ike another, especially at night, Joanna t hought she recogni zed the

environs of the fallen cellar. She knew he was |listening for any sound, any clue of danger. Stil
oppressed by the energy drain, physically weary and shivering with cold, she felt a flash of
i npati ence and the urge to jerk on his sleeve and tell himnot to bother. She forced herself
silent until she felt, through his big hand in hers, his body relax, and they noved forward agai n.
She asked softly, "Is that what's been bothering you?"
He shook his head. "No. Since talking with the Dead God |'ve been uneasy about it, and feeling
the energy flowin the stone tonight |I'mnow sure; between his hardware and his software, with his
i nput, once Suraklin enters his conputer there is a very good chance that he'll be insane."

They reached Tilrattin Island two days later in the mddle of a norning drowned in pearl
colored mist that limted visibility to a few feet. Myving cautiously through that clamy opa
wor | d, Joanna wondered if the fog itself were not some defense that Suraklin had thrown around his
headquarters, but Caris shook his head. "It's always foggy in the river basin at this tinme of
year."

"Conveni ent," Antryg rmurnmured, pausing for the dozenth time since they'd entered the shaggy
tangl es of riverbank woods to listen. Though no countrywoman, Joanna renenbered these woods at the
end of sunmer with their nyriad of bird calls, the humof gnats above the boggy places, and the
spl ash of fish in the streans. Al was silence now, save for the nmuted clucking of the river
itself, invisible in the fog. "OF course, tanpering with the weather is very difficult to trace or
even to detect, but if sonmeone is watching fromthe island, all the fog rolling suddenly away so
that we can see where we're headed is going to be a little hard to mss."

"Swel | ," Joanna muttered, tucking her nmittened hands into her arnpits for warnth. Beside her,
Caris said nothing, but his narrowed dark eyes moved here and there about them trying to pierce
the m | ky vapors. Since the spell of deadness the night before last, the cold arnor seenmed to have
risen around his heart again, black and inpenetrable. He had resuned the | oose black fighting garb
of the sasenna and seened glad to have put the distractions and the tenptati ons of passing for a
heal er behind himw th his purplish student's robe. Wen one is getting ready to die, she
supposed, one can not think too nmuch about Iiving.

"Tilrattin and, in fact, all the woods between here and the Devil's Road have been shunned for
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centuries,"” Antryg went on after a nmoment. "If it's been anything near what it was |ike at
Suraklin's Ctadel, the concentration of abom nations won't have inproved its reputation any..."

"This is getting better and better." Joanna threw a nervous gl ance over her shoul der. They
had, in fact, conme across the carcass of one abomi nati on and what Antryg took to be evi dence of
another—a fairly extensive grove of oak trees which within the | ast few weeks had been burned to
their stunps, pulled down and fired until nothing remained.

"Still," the wizard continued, "I doubt we're going to encounter any traps until we set foot
on the island itself. Suraklin wouldn't want to call attention to the place—ot this close to
Angel shand, not this close to the manor at Devilsgate."

"He has Cerdic fetching his shoes for him" Caris put in bitterly.

"That's only been since the end of Septenber," Joanna reninded him "He was setting up the
comput er before then—pity you didn't check Devilsgate for Suraklin's nmarks when we were there."

"I did," Antryg replied. "It was in the study, and quite ol d—twenty or thirty years—but it
hadn't been reactivated; at least it hadn't then." He | ooked around hi magain, scanning the matte
dove colored mist, the flattened cutouts of the trees that faded back into pencil tracings,
streaked here and there with rust. "But | don't feel anything and | don't hear anything,
except..." He frowned, his gray eyes narrow ng behind his specs. But he only said softly, "Cone
on."

Caris slipped his sword sheathe fromits sash, holding it loosely in his left hand, his right
hel d ready at his side. Stained and bl otched with weat her and patched with coarse brown and
butternut fustians, the dull purples and greens of Antryg's coat and cl oak seened to bl end
uncannily with the fog as he noved away. Joanna foll owed, picking her way carefully over the
carpet of frost stiffened |eaves.

They shed their packs at the edge of the river, with the exception of Joanna's ever present
backpack; the water was low, and a long series of crescent shaped riffles |like brown glass narked
the ford. The island itself was invisible beyond a wall of fog. Caris cursed, and Antryg shook his
head.

"Use the shielding spells | taught you," he breathed, pulling off his boots and hose and

shivering as he kilted up the skirts of his long robe. "I'Il whistle if it's safe." He drew his
sword and began to pick his way gingerly down the ice of the bank. Over his shoul der he added
softly, "If you hear a great deal of splashing, but no whistle, | suggest you | ook for another way
across. "

"Thanks," Caris said bitterly as the wi zard vanished into the grayish wall of water and nist.
After what seenmed like twenty minutes but which was, by Joanna's digital watch, |ess than
five, the sound of the wizard's low whistle drifted across the snoky water. Feeling horribly like
a character in a science fiction TV show ("Gee, the Captain's vanished utterly so we'd better beam
down the second in comand to exactly the same coordi nates to see what happened to hinml"), Joanna
pul l ed off her boots and rolled up the I egs of her trousers, gritted her teeth, and waded into the

icy river .38 in hand.

But when the dark wall of the wooded bank materialized in the nmists before her, only the
solitary shape of Antryg was visible there. He was bal anced on a rock above the water, stil
baref oot, she saw, he hel ped her up and ordered curtly, "Put your boots on." Thankful for this
di splay of male chauvinism she obeyed, then stood guard while he did the same. At Antryg's
whistle, Caris appeared out of the fog a few nonents later, shivering a little and tense as
stretched rope. The fog seened thicker here, as it naturally would, Joanna reni nded herself,
surrounded on all sides by water; the silence of the crowding black trees was frighteningly
oppr essi ve.

"The island's less than half a nmile across," Antryg remarked softly. "If Suraklin's here, |
suspect he knows by this tine he's got conmpany, so | think we can di spense with the el enent of
surprise." As he spoke, Joanna felt upon her face the chilly brush of wind that seenmed to cone
from nowhere, and gradually, gently, the fog began to drift and part. Over the water it renmi ned
thick, arolling wall of white cobwebs, but before themtrees energed, scabby greenish el ns and
oaks whose coarse bark was nearly black with danpness, a wiry carpet of knee deep sepia underbrush
beneath their feet. Through the trees, startlingly close, rose the pale heads of the stone circle.

"Do you feel anything?" she whispered to Antryg, and he shook his head.

"Not fromthe knees down, anyway," he added ruefully. "There's no sign of a roof anobng the
stones—he can't have left the thing in the open air. Let's have a | ook, but | suspect all we're
going to find is a vacant lot." On that irreverent remark he noved off through the trees toward
the danp, bluish stone giants, but he did not, she noticed, sheathe his sword.

The stone ring on Tilrattin Island was centuries enpty, silent and overgrown with ivy and wld
grape, but even so, sonething about it nmade the hair prickle on Joanna's nape. She had seen the
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menhirs that nmade up the Devil's Road, and the |long tracks that crossed the Sykerst, sonme of them
twelve and fifteen feet high—the bluestone nonoliths of Tilrattin towered twenty feet high,
dwarfing the humans who trod so warily beneath them Standing within the innernost circle of
trilithons, Joanna had the queer feeling that the ring was bigger than it was and that she stood
in some huge courtyard surrounded by watching entities on the verge of speech. In its center,

di sturbingly rem niscent of that central chanber of Suraklin's power, a circular pool of water
reflected the col orl ess sky.

"What was it?" she whispered, hardly daring to breathe. "What was it used for?"

"Many things." The frayed hem of his robe swi shing wetly through the gray weeds, Antryg noved
fromstone to stone of the five great inner gates, passing his hands along their surfaces as he
had that of the little nenhir in the woods. Joanna thought she saw, epheneral as the silver gleam
of snail tracks in the daylight, the flicker of runes beneath his fingers. "Healing. At a node in
the lines, a powerful mage could draw back life to the dying, back in the days when you woul dn't
be killed yourself for doing so. Listening. Drawing on the strength of the stones thenselves." His
deep voice, always so flexible, had fallen to scarcely a whisper, as if he feared the stones
t hensel ves woul d hear. "They are ruinously old, Joanna. They pass power back and forth anong
thenselves, like cells in a battery. They watch and they listen. They have seen so nuch that sone
of themare close to devel opi ng voices of their own."

"You nean they-they speak?" She followed himto one of the fallen stones of the outer of the
three rings, crouched down as he knelt beside it in the dead bracken while Caris renained,
forgotten, on one knee gazing into the m st skimmed depths of the central pool

"Not to us." The nad wi zard pressed his palns to the pitted stone as he had to the nmenhir in
t he woods, bending his head down as if listening, until the long ends of his tangled gray hair
brushed the danmp rock. Light seened to rise up through the stone, a wan foxfire gal axy of crossing
lines vigils, runes, the marks of mmges |ong dead, glowing palely for a few nonents under the
coarse wi ndi ng sheet of lichen, then sinking back again into the stone's secret heart. "To one

another." Antryg rose, and noved on to the next stone. "W don't concern them nuch, though it's
still interesting to listen to what they have to say. It's a m stake nany wi zards nake to believe
that their spells have no long termcunul ative effect upon their surroundings... Caris!" He turned

his head sharply. "Cone away fromthere."

The young nman | ooked up fromthe pool with a start. He got snoothly to his feet; his strides
made barely a sound in the wet bracken

More gently, the wi zard asked, "Wat did you see there?"

Caris shook his head. "Nothing," he lied. He | ooked gray and sick

Antryg tilted his head slightly to one side, studying him the sasennan's brown eyes avoi ded
his. After a nonent Caris asked in a nmuffled voice, "They used that pool for divining the future,
didn't they?"

Li ke the touch of black silk in the msty cold, Antryg said, "It took a great deal of power to
get a true reading. It always does, with water. Mst people just see lies, if they see anything at
all."

The young nman | ooked at himfor a nonment |onger, an orthodox and unwilling pupil to this half
deranged nentor in his dianond earrings and scruffy cavalry coat. It seenmed as if he woul d speak,
but he only nodded and turned away. After a tine he said, "Could Suraklin have his headquarters
under ground? Under the island?"

Antryg shook his head. "The diggi ng woul d have been far too noticeable and too recent to have
covered the signs. Suraklin's plan has been in preparation for sone tinme, but the physica
assenbly of it—the conmputer, the teles relay, and the conversion nechani sm perfected by Narwahl
Ski pfrag—enly took place in the |ast several nonths. No, we can only wait—there's a rui ned chape
on the far bank of the river—until the next tinme the power relays cone up. From here we can take a
sighting along the lines... | can't believe it's at the Citadel of Wzards itself..."

Caris swng around, slamming the side of his fist into the nearest stone with a sudden
expl osion of pent violence. H's dark eyes blazed, his voice shook with the strain of being
rel eased, once again, fromthe death fight for which he nust still hold hinmself ready. "And what
then?" he al nost shouted. "Take a nonth to journey through the taiga forest in the dead of w nter
and knock on the gates pretending to be wandering tinsmths?"

Al nost before the words were finished Antryg flung up one bent fingered hand for silence. In
the eerie hush Joanna coul d hear nothing but the distant nutter of the water beyond the trees, but
Antryg and Caris both stood frozen, |istening.

Caris breathed, "I don't..."

"Sasenna," Antryg nurnured. "Munted parties, big ones, on both sides of the river, by the
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sound of it—and coming this way."
The young man's face hardened, and his grip tightened over the sheath of his sword. "Then
we' ve been betrayed."

CHAPTER XI V

Joanna whi spered, "it couldn't have been Pella.”

As Caris steadied her down the |last few feet of rope, he could feel her shaking all over.
Though he woul d rather have died than admt it, his own hands weren't too steady either. He wasn't
sure whet her the place Antryg had picked for conceal ment fromthe approaching troops wasn't worse
than an open fight. It had certainly required far nore nerve.

"Who el se could it have been?" He wanted to shout the words, furious at her naive trust and at
his own. Though the energy |ines would have brought hi mwarning | ong before they were anywhere in
earshot, he strained his ears to catch any sound of the troop's return through the now
i mpenetrabl e bl anket of fog that nuffled the island. "They couldn't have seen us approachi ng—not
in this fog—and we hid our tracks. Besides, they were on both banks of the stream They knew we
were here..."

"Did they?" The double line of rope that dangl ed agai nst the clamry stone side of the nearest
great trilithon shook, and Antryg shinnyed down neatly fromthe ei derdown masses of cloud cover
only a few feet above their heads.

The sasenna-several dozen of them by the sound—had searched the circle and the entire island
wi t h unent husi asti ¢ thoroughness, but it had never occurred to any of themto | ook above their
heads, where the vast lintels of the trilithons |oomed invisible on their twenty foot supports.
VWhen Antryg had scranbl ed cautiously up a | eaning stone and nmade that heart stopping junp across
to the nearest of the five nonster gateways of the innernpost circle, Caris had had to forcibly
rem nd hinmself that the stones had been standing for thousands of years and were far too heavy and
firmy set in the earth to be overbal anced by one man's weight. But clinbing the rope and |ying
down at Joanna's side on the four footwi de stone lintel had turned his stonmach, though in fact the
lintel had been as firmas a floor. It was a four foot junp to the next trilithon. He still didn't
know how Antryg had gotten the nerve to do that.

Antryg drew on one end of the doubled rope, winding it neatly around his hands. "They searched
the circle and the island, yes, but they're searching the woods as well—= His brisk novements
paused, and he seenmed to slide nonentarily into something like a listening trance, "—eut past the
Devil's Road."

Caris half shut his eyes, trying to block fromhis mnd his i mediate surroundi ngs—the dense,
clinging fog and the iron col ored shapes of the | oom ng stones—trying to hear out beyond the far
banks of the river. He hadn't the power, but did not doubt for a nonent that the mad sorcerer
beside himdid. "But they know we're somewhere in the | and," he whispered. "They were expecting
us, and they very nearly had us..."

"That doesn't nean it was Pella," Joanna responded coolly, falling into step with him as they
began their cautious return to the ford. Her voice was very quiet in the deep hush of the fog
bound woods. "Don't think that because you want it so badly it has to be flawed, Caris.”

He | engthened his stride, furious at this little nouse of a woman who had never done anything
in her life, not caring that she couldn't keep up..

Her small hand seized the end of his sword sheathe, checking him Wen he swung around on her
in blazing wath she continued, "That's what | did."

It stopped him For a nonment they stood in the dripping underbrush, brown eyes | ooking into
brown, and Caris felt his quick anger cool to bitter slag as he understood that she was right.
Hate himsel f though he m ght, he realized also that some perverse part of himhad wanted it to be
true. Then at |east he would have been able to justify to hinself turning his back on his greatest
joy to wal k into death.

She went on, "W weren't exactly inconspicuous traveling through the Sykerst. After
programm ng in binary for months, Suraklin's got to be able to put two and two together...'

Caris shook his head, his whole soul hurting. Wat she said was true, he thought, but she had
not seen what he had seen in the gray waters of the divining pool within the circle. He turned,
and Joanna followed himnore slowy down to where Antryg waited by the ford

"She coul d have been tricked," he said, pulling off his boots. "W both know Suraklin is good
at that kind of thing."

To that Joanna coul d make no possible reply. The fog was thicker now, sunmoned back by Antryg
as easily as he had sent it earlier away. But listening through it, Caris could hear no sound from
the riverbank, invisible beyond its white wall. He waded across, whistled softly, and stood
shivering with cold and inpatience until the thin little woman appeared wadi ng out of the brown
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silk waters and mi st.

He put on his boots as soon as Joanna had waded across to stand guard and | ocated the packs
where they had |l eft them conceal ed. The long, thickly quilted coat of the Prince Regent's sasenna,
| eft behind in anticipation of action in the circle, would cover the lack of insignia on his
uni form while he asked infornmation. Wth as nmany troopers as it would take to search the area
Antryg cl ai med was under scrutiny, they shouldn't all know one anot her

"Where are you goi ng?" Joanna asked, shivering violently as she pulled on her boots while he
st ood guard.

"The manor, '
there..."

"Try to steal sone food if you can," Antryg put in cheerfully, scrambling up the icy bank,
| ooking for all the world as if he'd just been on a holiday outing, except for the sword
unsheathed in his hand. "I'mdeathly sick of waybread and hardtack."

Hi s soul one well of black pain—-at the possibility of betrayal, at what he had glinpsed in the
pool —€ari s fought the nmonmentary urge to strike him But in spite of Antryg's clowni sh gangli ness,
Caris had seen the wizard fight and wasn't entirely certain he'd even be able to | and a bl ow

"There's a ruined chapel on the far bank of the river, down about a mile and a half and inland

he replied. "Watever's happening, they'll use that as headquarters. | can listen

four hundred and twenty strides or so, in a grove of laurels,” the wizard went on. "If the sasenna
are still searching the woods on that side of the river, we'll fall back to the little range of
hills about ten nmiles north and wait for you on the hill on the west bank of the Spelding Stream

Two stones fifty feet fromthe canp nean it's safe by day—two fires if you don't get there til
after dark. Wistle like a nightingale before you conme in. Al right?"

Cari s nodded ungraciously. Whatever else mght be said of the nad wi zard—and a great dea
certainly coul d—at |east he understood a sasennan's evasion procedure. "1'll be there."

The crooked hand in its half fingered glove sketched a sign in the air. "Good |uck."

It was an old kitchen nmagic spell Caris' grandnother had used to keep cakes fromcollapsing in
the oven; coming at this nonment, from one who had been the Dark Mage's pupil and was universally
acknow edged as one of the greatest nmages in the world, it cracked the wall of Caris' anger and
grief and made himlaugh in spite of hinself. "Don't tell me you believe in that!"

The w zard grinned back. "Ch, | believe in everything." He threw the corner of his cloak
around Joanna's shoul ders; |ike ghosts the two of themfaded into the fog.

During his earlier stay at Devil sgate Manor, Caris had nade nental notes of the |ayout and
approaches to the grounds. Naked with winter, the thin screens of trees and the little ornamenta
groves that dotted the gardens between the woods and the house walls of granite and rose red brick
offered little conceal nent. The gardens thenselves lay |like a peasant's patchwork of unbers and
sepias within the spiky encl osures of knee high box hedges, offering an alnost uninterrupted field
of vision fromthe silvery glass of the wi ndows. Here on the higher ground, the river fog had
thinned to a nere vaporish white cast to the sky.

Against the fallow, liver colored earth, the uniforms of the nmen who noved through the garden
beds stood out in harsh splashes—the bl ack of sasenna, flashing with the glint of gold braid and
the bl ood crinson of the Prince Regent's personal guard.

In the woods beyond the stables, Caris folded up his spyglass and settl ed back agai nst the
warty bark of the el mbeneath which he sat.

So the Regent was com ng to Devil sgate

That woul d explain the troops searching the woods for half a day's walk in any direction,
whose sign Caris had crossed again and again on his way to the nanor. Pharos was said to fear and
suspect everyone and everything; Joanna's first, disastrous, encounter with the de facto ruler of
the Enmpire of Ferryth had stemred fromthe Regent's insistence upon having any house he entered
searched and surrounded before he would set foot over the threshold.

But the old fashioned manor was Cerdic's home, two days' journey from Angel shand. The Regent
was certainly spiteful enough sinply to take it away from his cousin on general principles;
neverthel ess, Caris felt uneasy. Wat he had seen in the divining well on Tilrattin Island stil
echoed in his mnd, |ike the harsh, anbiguous note of an iron gong. At the tinme he had the
i npression that what he had seen was at Larkmoor, but he realized it could just as easily have
been here. The thought turned himcold with anger and hopel ess dread.

Was that what | saw? he wondered bl eakly. That he lied to her, deceived her?

In his heart he hoped that it was. That was, in a way, the lesser of his fears.

Al ong the pale streak of road between the gray cutouts of the trees an outrider came
cantering, his coat gaudy as outseason poppies against the colorless afternoon. Caris knew what
his com ng heral ded. He rose cautiously to his feet, making sure he was out of clear sight of the
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house, and began his slow drift through the rimof the woods, edging along the knotted knees of
tree roots where he coul d keep above the frost stiff mats of |eaves between, covering his tracks
carefully where he could not. In another hour, he calculated, it would begin to get dark. That
shoul d of fer some conceal nent as he crossed the vast brown spaces of the enpty gardens toward the
house itself.

A marbl e gazebo of the sort popular forty years ago stood anmid the open | awns to the west of
t he house; through his spyglass Caris had glinpsed the gold flash of sleeve braid inits trellised
shadows and the glint of a watcher's glass. He approached the house fromthe stables on the east;
with his own glass, he watched the point at which the half nmile drive fromthe main road cl eared
the trees. Wen at long last the dark bul k of the Prince Regent's carriage appeared, its |anps
prinrose in the gathering darkness, Caris folded up his glass, straightened his quilted coat,
strode boldly across the open space between the woods and the stable, and thence along the drive
to the house. Sasenna and guards fromall quarters of the grounds were convergi ng on the front of
the house to greet their naster. Those that saw Caris as he entered the kitchen quarters
questioned himno nore than they questioned one another. Unerringly, he passed along the halls to
hi s chosen destinati on and pl ace of conceal nent.

A fire had been kindled in the roomthat had been Prince Cerdic's study. The | ong curtains of
crimson vel vet had been drawn over the north facing wi ndows, cutting out the sight of the dark
teeth of the Devil's Road against the dun colored hills. Pharos hated the thought of being spied
upon. Caris settled hinself into a wi ndow enbrasure, one of his dirks unsheathed in his hand.

He was prepared to wait for hours, if need be. But a servant canme al nost at once, lighting a
hol ocaust of candles in every hol der and sconce in the roomPharos abhored the darkness—and Caris
felt a twinge of satisfaction that he had guessed aright. In a short while he heard the distant
vi bration of doors opening and closing and the rattle of the carriage teans being led around to
the stables. Then, faint but approaching, high heels clicked on the parquet of the floor

Caris had already arranged a snall parting in the curtains, natural as a dark fold in the
heavy velvet. Through it he saw a man enter fromthe shadows of the hall; from Joanna's
description he nmust be the Regent's bodyguard Kanner, well over six and a half feet tall, scarred,
ugly, and armed to the teeth. A forner sasennan, Caris renmenbered, Kanner had been nade deaf by a
hi gh fever and, instead of killing hinself as sasenna did when they becane physically flawed, he
had recanted his vows to renain as Pharos' servant.

I medi at el y behind hi mwal ked a handsone, freshfaced boy of seventeen or so in white vel vet
and far too nmany pearls, and behind him like a dainty flane of black and gold in the reful gent
light, mnced the Regent hinself, Pharos Gral dus of the House of Destramor, pervert, sadist, and
Pella's rightful husband and | ord.

It was the first time Caris had seen himup close. H s former glinpses had all been brief, and
the |l ast one—n the yard of the roadhouse on the way to Angel shand | ast sumrer—-had been blurred by
t he changeabl e flicker of torchlight. This was the man who had | egal power over Pellicida, Caris
t hought, feeling oddly cool +this doll like, dainty, evil little creature with his painted eyes and
bitten lips.

The boy in white was gazing around with wi de eyes the color of ripe blueberries, his rouged
mouth parted. He breathed, "Ch, ny lord, it's beautiful. Thank you! Thank you."

Pharos smiled and reached up to pat the rosy cheek. "No nore beautiful than you, mnmy lovely
Leynart. It was tine ny charm ng cousin Cerdic |earned that, even though he's the biggest
moneyl ender in Angel shand these days, the property of the Inperial House is nmine to do with as
wish. If | wish to install you here for a year, ten years, or in perpetuity... you've certainly
given ne nore pleasure than he ever did or is ever likely to."

The boy | aughed and hugged him the dark velvet curls mngling with the ponaded gol d. Then he
strai ght ened up agai n—he topped the ol der man by a good five inches—and | ooked gravely down at the
Regent, his hands resting on the bullion stitched shoulders. "I wish | could travel with you."

"My pet," the Prince said, his rather shrill voice quiet, "you know that's not possible."
Leynart broke away from him wal ked around the great desk of inlaid fruitwod to the pink
mar bl e nouth of the fireplace, close enough that, if Caris had reached out from his hiding place
in the window, he could have touched a velvet sleeve. He extended his hands to the blaze, and the
shape of them shone pinkly through the flaw ess |awn of his sleeve ruffle with the saffron gl ow.

"Way not?" he demanded after a nonment. "You know you can do anything you want. Wwo is she to
object if you bring me with you?"

"She," said Pharos, folding his arnms and regarding the boy inscrutably, "is ny wife."
The scene he had glinpsed in the silver depths of the pool returned to Caris again, with cold
and sinking dread, |ike the news of a cancer one has tried for months to tell oneself is

i ndigestion. He felt no surprise, but only a grief that filled his body and hurt it to the marrow
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of his bones. As if it had been spoken al oud, he knew now where Pharos was bound, and why, and
what it was that he had seen.

Leynart | aughed, trying to be boyish and i ngenuous and only sounding tinny. "I still think
yours is the best description of her: one of those big black nares decked out to pull the
processional cart on a peasant's saint's day. | still have ni ghtmares thinking about that awful
yellow riding habit..." The tone was of a familiar ganbit, rallying for a response that he did not
get.

"She's wel cone to wear what she pl eases,

"Not the |avender satin, surely!"

"I certainly don't have to |look at her all the tinme. But | wasn't fooled by that tarradiddle
about the cold. Her? Cold? Pah."

The young man shuddered with exaggerated delicacy. "What a bruiser! |I'Il bet she takes baths
in rainwater straight out of the barrel! | can't think why you sinply didn't take a crop to the
sl ut when she sl apped you."

"Can't you?" Pharos cocked his head a little, his pale eyes in their insomiac circles
glinting oddly in the dancing light. "She would have taken it away from nme and fl ogged the
daylights out of nme. Afilthy little brute, that dog—but hers."

"As | amyours." Leynart turned fromthe fire and wal ked back to where the Prince still stood.
Taki ng one |lace cuffed hand, he raised it to his lips. "You' d be welcone to tornent any nunber of
pets, for all of ne. You know that."

"Yes," said the Prince softly. The boy's head was still bent over his hand, so Leynart did not
see the glint of contenpt in those pale eyes. "Yes, | know that." Pharos turned abruptly away and
wal ked out of the narrow field of Caris' vision. By the sound of his voice, he was near the other
wi ndow, cl ose to the pedinented ni ches where the statues of the A d Gods clustered between
Cedric's bel oved books of occultismand quackery. Leynart stood where he had been, anxiety and
apprehension in his face.

Phar os began inpatiently.

"I won't be at odds with her, Leynart," Pharos' voice said at last. "I need a child."
The boy | aughed crudely. "Is that all? Since when has a man needed to ask perm ssion to nount
his own mare? |'m astounded you can even rise to such an occasion. | certainly couldn't."

Caris was aware of the pain in his palmfromthe crush of the dagger's hilt in his grip and
forced hinself to relax it. There was the faint slither of satin against |ace, the nmuted creak of
the corner of the desk taking the Prince's slight weight perched upon it. "They're trying to
murder ne, Leynart," that soft, edgy voice said. "All of themare plotting agai nst ne—€erdi c,
Magi st er Magus, the Council of Wzards who wouldn't let ne skin and slice Wndrose when | had the
chance to do it. Wo's to say they weren't behind his escape? O that the Bishop Herthe wasn't,
wi th her sanctinoni ous whi ning? The only reason | narried that nuscl ebound Amazon was that Cerdic
is my heir, and I won't have the country given over to a pack of superstitious dog w zards when
I'"mdead. But having narried her, the least | can do is give her the respect due to ny wife."

Tears gl eaned suddenly in Leynart's cornfl ower eyes. Inpulsively he strode out of Caris' line
of sight, leaving only Kanner in view, standing inpassively, arnms folded, near the door. There was
the swirling flounce of laces and silk as the boy flung hinself to his knees. "So what do you
think she's going to do?" his voice demanded, suddenly trenbling. "Drive you out of her bed with a
stick? She has to want a child as badly as you do, to nmake her soneone at Court and not just the
junped up provincial nobody she is! Your child for preference, to keep the famly |ooks, but I'm
sure anyone with blond hair will do! Pharos, |I love you! | don't want anything fromyou except
your love! If | don't have that, | swear | will die!"

Caris turned his face away, sickened, staring for a tine out into the thin darkness beyond the
wi ndows' m sted gl ass. Against a | eaden sky, the Devil's Road was nearly invisible; the |ong
stretch of open garden and |awn was | ost in a | ake of shadow, broken at the very edge of his sight
by the gleamng white island of the gazebo's donme. He had no business here, he thought; no
busi ness hearing that spoiled child' s hysterical sobs, or the dry swi sh of |ace as, uncaring of
hi s bodyguard's presence, Pharos stroked the dark, ruffled head.

Leynart wept, Caris knew, because he saw in Pharos' eyes the dawning of respect for his wife.
And like Caris, he knew what that respect m ght becone.

In the gray pool he had seen themtogether, Pharos and Pella, sitting side by side in talk
whi |l e Kyssha slept on Pella's swollen lap. Pella's face had been grave, but in her eyes had been
no fear, nerely her matter of-fact willingness to take people as she found them Her husband's
pal e eyes, so shifty with everyone el se, had been on her

I will never have her, Caris thought, the desire for her consuming his flesh at the sane tine
cold grief drowned his heart. Wen the sasenna had arrived to search the island, he had thought
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the scene was one of betrayal, but now he understood. In a way, for Pella to be tricked or forced
into telling her husband of their whereabouts woul d have been preferable to what he now knew t he
scene had been. It was as it should be, he knew. He never could have had her anyway—neither her,
nor magic, nor the brightly colored life that he sensed stirring |like a perfumed carnival beyond
the dark boundaries of his destiny. He wondered despairingly if it was a mark of |ove to wi sh that
her husband woul d continue to hate her, so that she could be his, at least in his heart for the
little that remained of his |ife. But having no experience of |oving, he did not know.

"Antryg?" Joanna said softly and felt the novenent of his pectoral nuscles beneath her cheek
as he turned his head. They had lain a long tinme in silence, twined together in a stone burial
niche in the ruined chapel's wall. At some distance, in the center of the ruin, two small fires
burned a few feet apart. The light of themfiltered through the hangi ng curtain of brown vines,
dappling Antryg's face in a moire of shadow and light. He'd put his spectacles back on, and
fragments of red and orange skated across the cracked lens and glinted in the dianond of his
earrings. "What are the long range effects of nmagi c upon inani mate objects?"

"I don't know." His mellow baritone was little nore than a vibration in his chest against her
ear. "In that, I'mlike Suraklin, except that Suraklin always refused to believe that there were
any at all. He has always di scounted reasons for not doing what he seriously wanted to do."

"You said that the stones in the circle had voices, spoke to one another, because of all the
magi ¢ that had been drawn through them over the years."

"Yes." His bony armtightened around her shoul ders under the pile of blankets, coats, and
cloaks, as if to protect her against whatever |ay beyond the black fog of the night. "Magic isn't
a science, as the Council of Wzards clainms it is, nor an art, as Suraklin always said. It's life
itself. It inbues all things, and particularly those things it touches for |ong periods of tine.
keep thinking about that poor scientist, playing the Dead God in Far Wl den, gradually poisoning
hi nsel f by the very thing that kept himalive. You' re right, Joanna—software is only as good as
the hardware it travels through. Suraklin believes that, because the teles balls that nake up the
power relays, and the stones along the energy lines that convey the Iife force to him don't speak
to him there will never conme a tine when they mght. But they do absorb nmagic. The teles balls
are practically indestructible, and sone of themare ol der than any nmenmory. There were two or
three in Suraklin's collection that—frightened ne. | don't like to think of them I|ying hidden in
the Bone Well beneath the Citadel with the black carrion strippings of half denons he called into
exi stence and then inprisoned there because he couldn't quite kill them when he was done.

"Those teles, those stones, are now going to be in use constantly and have magi c pouring
through themtwenty four hours a day. It may all go as Suraklin believes it will for a year or two
or ten—but how long will it be before those voices begin to bleed into Suraklin's mnd, his self,
| ocked in the conmputer and at the mercy of his input? All magic is bal ance, because all nmagic is
i ndi viduated. When it all gets bound together into one giant interlocking web, we have no idea
what coul d happen. Neither has Suraklin. But he's dangerous because he thinks that nothing will."

The travelers remained for three days in the ruined chapel on the north bank of the River
@ idden, waiting for the next spell of deadness. The weat her was cold, though not the brutal,
piercing cold of the Sykerst; sheet ice broadened out fromthe banks, a filmof it entirely
covering the river between the shore and Tilrattin Island by night, only to crack away at ni dday.
It was a still tinme, but desperately unrestful

Antryg spent a good deal of his tine in the stone circle and refused ever to get very far away
fromit. Though Caris knew he shoul d have been concentrating his energies on honing his warrior's
skills—en hunting the shy beasts of winter to sharpen his reflexes or on swordsmanshi p and
shooting that he had perforce neglected during the days of steady wal ki ng—he found hi nsel f
acconpanying the wi zard there. Hungrily, guiltily, as he had | earned healing, he learned fromhim

alittle of the lore of the stones and that of the energy trails, listening dowm the Iines for the
voices alive in the air. The wizard tried to instruct him too, in the arts of divining and of
seeing things far away. For two nights Caris sat near that tall, gangly figure bent over the fire,

gazing into the enbers with his spectacles throwi ng back the ful vous gl ow, watching the roads for
the approach of danger or, indeed, of anyone or anything that m ght come upon them and spread word
of their presence. The Regent had departed the norning after his arrival, and Antryg kept an eye
on Leynart at Devilsgate. But the boy remained |listless and seldomleft the house.

Tornmented by the know edge that he should not be doing so, Caris tried to fan his own slight
talents into sufficient strength to do the sane. If the wi zard guessed why, he did not say so, and
Caris never admitted that what he wanted, as well as a glinpse of Pella, alone at Larknmoor, was to
know where the Regent slept that night and how soon he would reach his w fe's side.
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The circle at the node of the lines was silent. The brown earth dreaned undi sturbed under the
mant|l e of com ng winter. Joanna, thin and grubby as a shabby little wood elf, alternated between
readi ng Suraklin's inconprehensible files and checki ng and rechecking the contents of her backpack
and the hardcopy, as she called it, of her own "worni that she planned to feed into Suraklin's
conmputer to destroy everything on its disks. Caris reflected bitterly that, |ike her, he should
have been readying hinself for the conmng battle, not spending his tinme in pursuit of what would
not help themand in any case coul d never be his.

Once in the night he slipped away fromthe chapel to wade the iceskinned river and knelt in
the circle's darkness at the side of the divining well. But its unfrozen waters showed hi m
not hing, save the chilly blaze of the watching stars visible above the rising river fog, and he
found that being in the circle alone troubled him He was hi deously conscious of the stones
standi ng behind himin the cold starlight and prey to the uneasy sensation that as soon as he took
his eyes off themthey m ght nove.

By day he was seized with a violent restlessness. Once or twice Antryg stripped out of his
cl oak and vol um nous green coat and fenced with him using trimred saplings for swords instead of
the razor sharp weapons. Cans invariably felt hinself worsted and cursed his sloth still further
At other tines he nerely patrolled the woods, as if by constant novenent he could outwal k his
bur ni ng awar eness of how far Pharos nust be on his journey and how soon he would be at Pella's
si de.

It was on one of these patrols that Caris heard the approach of the troops.

It was a clear evening and sharply cold; sound carried a great distance in the colorless ranks
of the bare woods. Caris heard the strike of hooves first on the hard frozen roadbed, and sli pped
qui ckly down into the conceal ment of the overgrown ditch at its side. It was only as the sounds
came nearer and he realized that the troop nust nunber nearly a hundred riders and a nunber of
carriages that it came to himthat sonething was fearfully wong.

Antryg had had no warning of their approach. Yesterday he'd noted the presence of a peddler on
the way to the village on the other side of Devilsgate, the passage of a wedding party fromthe
vill age church. How coul d he possibly have m ssed an entourage of that size?

Baffled, Caris raised his head. Wiite facings stood out on the unfamliar black uniforns of
fifty nounted sasenna, like floating bars of noonlight in the gathering gloon they were foll owed
by nearly as many househol d cavalry in enerald green. For the npbst part, the sasenna | ooked very
young, newy fledged, newly sworn, tough and cold and trained to a hair. They surrounded a four
horse traveling coach, while several smaller vehicles wth baggage brought up the rear

He couldn't have missed it, Caris thought, baffled. Yet why would he lie?

The only place they coul d possibly have been heading was Devil sgate itself. Mving cross
country through the woods, Caris was at the big rose red manor before them Wthout Pharos
sasenna in the gardens, the place was far easier to slip into. The marble gazebo with its thin
screen of trellises offered anpl e conceal nent and a good view, through the spyglass, of the front
of the house; with luck Caris calculated that he could be away fromthe place by the tine sasenna
or guards were posted around the house or, at worst, pass hinself off as one of themin his black
coat in the evening gl oom

Leynart was on the steps of the manor, his prinrose silk costume glimering |ike a ghost in
the dusk. He | ooked weary and haggard, as if he had found the |last two days no easier than Caris
had; in the dark frane of his curly hair the Ilines and hollows of his face showed through a
careful application of concealing paint. The carriage drewto a stop. Through the glass, Caris
could see it was drawn by a team of the showi est matched sorrels he had ever seen, the carriage
itself ablaze with claret-red |lacquer and gilt. The boy Leynart's haunted eyes brightened. He
strode down the steps, his hands held out in welcone as the footnen opened the carriage doors.

A man stepped down fromthe carriage, and Caris realized instantly why Antryg had not had
war ning of their approach. It was difficult, he knew, for mages to divine the nmovenments of other
mages; even the slight spells that he was able to hold around hinself would thwart any but a very
powerful scryer. And though Magi ster Magus was general ly spoken of as a charlatan, according to
Antryg the dapper little gentleman whom t he footnen now assisted down did, in fact, have true
power .

Presumably, thought Caris dourly, he had been persuaded to use it in trade for being saved
fromthe Wtchfinders.

The footmen and Magi ster Magus bowed | ow as the second man stepped down fromthe carriage, and
Leynart cane forward to catch the lace gloved hands in his own. Prince Cerdic was a good bit
fatter than when Caris had seen himlast and wore a suit of plum colored velvet which nmust have
cost nore than the carriage and team combi ned. Leynart bent over his hands—though the Regent had
taken Devil sgate and given it to his eronenos, it was obvious that, fromthat nmonent, the youth
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consi dered hinmsel f Cerdic's guest.

It took Caris a nonent to realize who the third man nust be. There was sonet hi ng vaguely
famliar about his face; it was young, not yet thirty five, yet settled already into hard and
arrogant lines. His clothes were sinple, a court suit of dark green and apricot, yet the Prince
and Leynart both bowed deeply, and Leynart knelt on the icy gravel of the drive to kiss the man's
hand. Perhaps it was the hair that jogged Caris' nenory. It was shorter than anyone but sasenna
and | aborers wore it, yet famliar. He had seen it...

The man noved, gesturing toward the house. Wth a chill that was not quite anger nor yet quite
dread, Caris remenbered.

The face was the face of the man he had glinpsed through a darkened w ndow, whining excuses to
Joanna whil e the chaos of nmusic and drinking went on at the party around the courtyard pool, |ong
ago and in another universe. The face was the face of the hapless Gary Fairchild, but Caris
recogni zed the gesture as typical of his grandfather

He realized he was | ooking at Suraklin.

CHAPTER XV

"It's just that it isn't fair!" Leynart turned, the snowy enbroidery that |aced his coat
skirts glittering like frost with the novenent of his caged pacing. Wth a passionate gesture, he
strode back to the fire where his guests sat, and his words becane indistinct to Caris once again.

Caris had cal cul ated that the boy's ful sone wel cone of the Prince and the two w zards woul d
have given himtinme to take up his old hiding place behind the study curtai ns, had he chosen to,
but caution warned himagainst it. It was one thing to spy upon the Regent, paranoid though he
m ght be. It was another to spy upon Suraklin. Instead, he had carefully janmed the sneck of the
study door so it would sit slightly ajar and had stationed hinself in the disused al cove down the
hall, listening for the steps of the four men as they passed. It was his guess that they woul d not
risk the posting of a guard, for fear of the guard doing precisely what he di d—+istening. But any
passing servant in the dark corridor would not know it.

Through the crack he could see nmore of the roomitself than he had before—dark paneled in a
fashion fifty years out of date, with a deeply coffered ceiling and heavy antique chairs. Its
shel ves were crowded with books whose titles Caris recognized fromhis days at the Mages
Yar d—tonmes of wi sdom and charl atanry ranked side by side. The resinous glow of fire and candl es
m ngl ed al ong the edges of the Five Mystical Forns carved from polished hematite, objects of
mat hemat i cal meditation whi ch had becone semi sacred to one of the nore crackpot schools of dog
wi zardry and gave a queer life to the statues of the twenty one A d Gods, lurking |ike watchers
anong the books of what had once been their faith. Mst people these days did not even know their
namnes.

Caris did. Aunt Mn, possibly the oldest nage living and certainly the ol dest at the Yard, was
an A d Believer, though, like nost of that discredited faith, she had only chellim elaborately
wrought slips of paper bearing the gods' names, pasted to the walls of her little roomand now
grubby with age and cooking grease. So he knew nost of them those silent watchers of diorite,
hematite, nmalachite, and jade, who guarded shelf and mantl e and whose eyes seened to nove with the
shadow of Leynart's feverish stride

Suraklin renmai ned seated in one of the gilt chairs near the fire, arns propped before him
hands cl asped on level with his chin, and forefingers extended to touch his lips. Caris had often
seen his grandfather sit so, though not, when he thought of it, back in the days of his chil dhood.
He wondered now how he coul d possi bly have been so stupid as not to realize sonething was am ss
even then. If nothing else, the nocking glint of irony in those brown eyes should have told him
I ong ago that his grandfather had ceased to be grandfather

But what, he wondered wearily, could he then have done?

Leynart's voice rose again, fighting for conposure. "It isn't that | begrudge her position,
pl ease don't think that." Hs tone was that of a nan trying to be just against his every
inclination. "But she doesn't care for him She can't. She only wants his affection for the status
it will give her, to fulfill sone petty, bourgeois noralities. She'll dull him stultify him make
himm serable if he tries to please her..."

"I always thought," purred Suraklin, the very turn and inflection of his voice recogni zabl e as
accents Caris had heard in the Archmage's, "that a provincial noneygrubber's niece was hardly the
proper choice for a nan of Pharos' stature, even were she virtuous, which of course she is not."

Only years of training let Caris suppress the snothering heatwave of anger and stifle the
harsh draw of his breath. Wzards had sharp ears and a sixth sense of danger—spying on them coul d
be unbelievably perilous. H's only hope was that Suraklin's mnd was occupi ed with whatever schene
had brought him here and that the nan was conceited enough to be at ease anpong these worshipfu
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victinms. The flanme fl ecked eyes did not even nove Caris' way.

Pella had told himof her seduction by the wi zard, though she was al nbst certain the child she
carried was not his. For that, too, Caris hated the man. It occurred to himthat he was within
touchi ng di stance of the end of his quest, only yards fromthe nan he had sworn to kill. The butt
of his pistol ground against his ribs; he had only to open the door—

Except, of course, that the pistol was not na aar. Wth even an instant's warning, Suraklin
could nmake it either msfire or blowup in his hand. The house was full of the Prince' s sasenna
and househol d guards; Caris doubted that he would get away; and even if he did, where would he
run? The resulting dragnet would pull in Antryg and Joanna. Then, truly, all hope would be at an
end.

Al'l this passed through his mnd in an eyeblink, as Suraklin went on, "No, Leynart, it isn't
wong to begrudge her the Prince's care. You aren't taking anything away from her, you know. Al
you want, truly, is his recognition of your |ove-which in fact your loyalty deserves." He noved
hi s hand. Like a whi pped hound eager for forgiveness, Mgister Magus got hastily up fromhis
unobtrusive seat in the shadows.

It was the change in Magus that hurt Caris nost, hurt and angered him as if he had seen
cruelty to an aninmal or a child. Wen he had been the man's guest in Angel shand, he had despi sed
Magus as a dog wi zard who nade his fortune while the nmages at the Yard ate oatbread and worried
about the leaks in their roofs. But the Magus had always dealt with himwell, had taken care of
Joanna when her presence under his roof had been a clear danger to him and had hel ped her as much
as he could. Seeing how the dapper little charlatan cringed when he approached his new naster,
Caris could guess how that fear had been instilled. Once Magus had been arrested, there had been
no hope for him Cerdic and his Spiritual Advisor were the only ones who coul d have saved himfrom
the I nquisition—and Suraklin needed a slave who was a nmge.

"l have prepared this for you." Suraklin held out his hand. Magus gave the w zard the box he

carried, carved rosewood varni shed |ike satin, then bowed and stepped back out of Caris' line of
sight. The Dark Mage opened it; Leynart and Cerdic | ooked within.
"Wonderful!" Cerdic murnured ecstatically and reached into the box. "It's fresh! Roses |ike

this don't even growin Mllidane at this season..."

"Whoa! " Suraklin drew the box back, laughing. "Don't touch it, ny lord, unless you look to
becone a good deal fonder of our Ley than you are now "

The Prince withdrew his hand hastily and put a few feet between himand the youth for good
measure. Leynart bridled at the pronptness of the gesture, and the wi zard | aughed agai n.

"Of such stuff are bedroomfarces made, ny lord. It's a sinple enough spell, but effective." A
nmocki ng gl eam of anmber danced catli ke at the back of the brown eyes. "So have a care, Ley, unless
you want suitors all over Kym | pounding down your door and snubbing poor Pella for no earthly
reason whenever they see her. And incidentally, don't touch it yourself, until the nonent cones
when you lay it upon his Grace's pillow, where he shall sleep that night. Else all shall be for
naught. Do you think you can do it?"

The youth nodded. His dark ringlets, plumblack in the firelight, swng agai nst his cheeks.
"If you can get nme to Kyml, ny lord Gaire, as you say you can, before his Grace arrives, his
Gace's men will let me into his house."

"Trust me, ny boy." The warm brown eyes smled into the blue. "As | trust you." The wi zard put
out a hand and affectionately tucked a stray curl back into the dark nass of Leynart's hair. His

voice was gentle. "l1've never had the taste for boys—but now | understand it. You'll be in a
position to wield a good deal of power, there on the steps of the throne, little |lover. But I
trust you'll do so wisely."

"I want no power," Leynart whispered, his cornflower eyes grave in their gilt and paint. "Only

his | ove."

"Wel | spoken. And that you shall have."

So this, Caris thought sourly, was a |ove spell—this harm ess soundi ng nmani pul ati on of the
heart and the mind. To nake Pharos snub his wife again and turn to this perfuned little
catanmte—to condenm Pella to lifelong humliation..

Part of Caris wondered why he should be angry. The thought of Pharos touching Pella, Kkissing
her +he t hought of her lying in those thin, flabby arns—had kept him sl eepless for two nights. He
ought to be thanking the boy. But he knew his nmeeting with the Dark Mage was very near now, and he
knew he would not survive it. It was not fair to want to be the only |ove she woul d ever have.

The Council was right, he thought, his whole body hurting with indecision and grief. Geat and
small, the affairs of humanki nd shoul d be safe from neddli ng by those who had the power to do so.
But in his mnd he heard the cries of a newborn infant and felt the flash and throb of a tiny soul
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like primal fire, coming to life beneath his hands, and he did not know what he thought.

Leynart knelt to kiss Suraklin's hands. Beside the hearth, Cerdic was beanming like the bride's
nmot her at a weddi ng, no doubt thinking, Caris reflected cynically, that with this one coup he had
guaranteed hinmself Heir in the place of those that Pharos would not beget. O perhaps he was
merely sentinentally pleased to be hel ping his young friend. Blind, fatuous fool

"Come." Suraklin shut the box and handed it to Leynart with a glance at the ornolu cl ock
"It's time. It must be before mdnight, and there is sonething yet | nmust do here. Mgus..."

Caris slipped quickly away as Suraklin and the Magus turned toward the door. Wth all the

silence of his long training, he glided back to the alcove, waited till he heard them pass, then
drifted, silent as river nmist, through the dimhalls and out of the house. Wthout Pharos' horror
of the dark, Devilsgate was far less well lit than it had been; it proved an easy natter to

conceal hinself near the stableyard as groons brought out three horses, their breath floating in
clouds of steamin the yellow flare of the stable |anps.

Caris' mnd felt shaken, torn as a hound's on a crossed scent. Everything el se aside—Pell a,
the Regent, his dooned, frantic |ove—Suraklin was here at Devil sgate. Could Antryg have been wrong
about the circle? Was the conmputer conceal ed somewhere underground, as Caris had guessed? For that
matter, how close did it have to be to the actual node to drink the energy? As Antryg hinmself had
said, all they had to go on was guesses and deduction. None of them fromstart to finish, had one
shred of actual proof. Antryg hadn't spoken or worked with Suraklin in twenty seven years. How
woul d he or Joanna know what was and was not possi bl e?

Coul d the apparatus be conceal ed at Devil sgate itself?

Refl ected | anplight splattered over the wet gravel of the stableyard. He heard voices and
Cerdic's jolly laugh, then Suraklin's voice, firmand deep: "My lord, forgive me for making you
play groom but in truth | dare not trust another."

They came around the corner of the stables, flanked by a servant with a torch. Cerdic,
heedl ess of that servant or the watching groons, fell to one knee and kissed the wi zard's hand.
"Groon? |'Il put ny hand under your foot to boost you to the saddle, did it please you, ny lord."
Suraklin laughed, raised himto his feet, and cl apped an affecti onate hand on his shoul ders while
a footman hastened to sponge the yard nud fromthe Prince's vel vet knee

They were only facsimles, Antryg had said, copied fromwhat he had seen others sacrifice
thenselves for... But they were copied dazzlingly well.

Heart pounding, Caris flattened hinself back in the shadows of the coach house door to watch,
wonderi ng desperately what to do. Suraklin, Cerdic, and Leynart nounted. The Prince took from one
of the grooms a closed |lantern—+to nmaintain the fiction, Caris thought, that Suraklin, or Gaire as
he was called, couldn't call whatever light he wi shed or see in the dark. The three horses passed
through the yard gate, their hooves crunching softly on the ice underfoot. Slipping fromshadow to
shadow, Caris glided in their wake. |If he lost sight of the Dark Mage now, in all probability he'd
never be able to |ocate himagai n—w zards were notoriously difficult to find. Yet he knew he was
conpl etely incapable of dealing with the wi zard hinsel f.

I"'monly a warrior! he thought. And out of practice, neglectful, indecisive of heart at that.
I"'mno match for him..

Joanna had repeatedly asked, Wiy ne? But she'd always been willing to take on Suraklin, the
I nqui sition, anyone..

What ever happens, at least | can witness it to tell Antryg.

Soundl ess as a noth, he followed the bobbing gold splotch of lantern |ight across the vast
gardens, into the woods, and along the narrow paths that |led toward the dark stubble fields of the
hedgerow country, and beyond that, the m st shrouded river. The three nen rode single file,
Suraklin in the lead, the warmreflection of the lantern tipping his short brown curls and the fur
collar of his greatcoat with gold. Cerdic, bringing up the rear and showi ng a surprisingly good
seat on a horse, kept glancing behind him though nore, Caris thought, from nervousness about what
peopl e woul d say than fromany real sense of being watched. Once they reached the woods, Caris
kept easily out of sight, drifting fromtree to stripped and rain dark tree. Between Prince and
wi zard, Leynart said nothing, only clutched his precious spell box to his chest and huddl ed deeper
inthis mniver cloak like a cold | apdog on a pillow Overhead the clouds had grown thick; the
scent of snow rode the w nd.

The riders took a roundabout path, changing direction frequently, but at last Caris heard the
muf f 1 ed whi sper of the river and dimy glinpsed the white heads of the stones above the dark
branches.

The river was frozen nearly across; the horses' hooves broke through the thin ice, splashing
loud in the black water of the ford. On the island, Suraklin and Leynart di snounted, handling the
reins to Cerdic. Caris crouched in the shadows of a copse of birches, and the sable hem of the
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Prince's enbroidered greatcoat all but brushed across his face as Cerdic rode back, lantern al oft
now, still peering fearfully all around him Suraklin, on the boul der where Antryg had stood,

wat ched himfor sonme nonments, while Caris told hinmself firmy that he was sheltered in that
direction fromthose darkness piercing eyes.

To cross the ford—to followthemto the circle and see what Suraklin did there—€aris woul d
have to break cover. By the stars it was nearing mdnight. Suraklin had spoken of sonething which
nmust be acconplished by then, and the roundabout way they had taken here had nearly doubled their
time. Did the conputer cone alive at mdnight? Caris wondered. And in that case, would Antryg be
drawn to the circle and walk into his trap?

At last the wizard turned away, vanishing in the darkness alnost at once. Still hugging his
precious box to him Leynard followed. There was a nonentary blur of white stockings and hat
pl unes in the underbrush, then not hing.

Should he wait? Caris wondered. For how | ong? Watever it was they had gone to the circle to
do. ..

He took a deep breath and stepped fromhis shelter

Cold and crisp, a voice fromthe wods at his back said, "Take him™"

Caris swng around, sword |eaping as of its own will to his hand. Dark forms he woul d have
taken oath had not been there seened to rise fromthe ground all around him shadowy shapes,
glittering steel. He slashed at one and it nelted before his blade, cut at another, water
splashing icy in his boots as he | eaped to avoid the return slash. Steel grated on steel; at |east
some of his attackers were of human flesh and not illusion. In the woods he thought he glinpsed a
sl ender form the black splotch of a Van Dyke beard on a white face. He thought, Magi ster Magus,
as nmovenent fromthe corner of his eye nmade himspin to neet an attack. As an axe whi zzed toward
his head and he raised his sword to parry he thought, No sound of that one's boots in the water..

But by then it was too late. His turning to defend against the illusion cost himthe nmonent to
parry the real warriors on his other side. He cursed hinself as a hal berd hooked his feet from
beneath him Sonething struck his head as he fell. He had no recollection of hitting the stony
bank.

Fighting upward as if fromblack water, Caris thought, Magus hid his nmen by spells. If I'd
been a true nage, |I'd have seen them—f |'d been a true sasennan |'d have been nore careful ..

Then he sank again into clouded dreans

He was in his grandfather's house in the Mages' Yard, in the narrow, |ow raftered study; |ight
fromthe di anond paned wi ndow fell across Salteris' bald head where he sat before the dull black
turrets of his tall desk. "Caris, please don't think ill of ne, please don't run away," the old

man was saying softly. "Wiy do you believe that | allowed Suraklin to share ny body, share
residence in my mind, without ny consent? We are guest friends, ny son, not captor and captive. He
has let ne come with himinto imortality. You have no idea of the capacity of the human

m nd—there is roomhere for us all. | amnot dead, Caris. Does the butterfly nourn the chrysalis
body that was finished anyway? Cone."

He held out his hands, thin and strong, the blue veins standing out in the white flesh. His
brown eyes were dark and gentle, coffee colored, like Caris' own, save for an anmber gleam Iike
the spark of hidden coals, far back in their depths.

Caris backed away from him confused. He missed the old man, missed himdesperately, all the
mourni ng he had held bottled inside for months welling to the surface in a surge of blinding pain.
The nmagi ¢ pounded in his veins, the power to help and heal; a forbidden power, indulged in |ike

unsanctioned killing.
As if he read his grandson's mnd, the old man nurnured, "Caris, | can help you. |, too, ama
healer. |, too, cared for the sick in secret—we all did. It lies in the palms of your hands..."

Caris woke up sweating, snothered by a sense of panic. For an instant he thought he saw a
silver scribble of light witten on the wooden wall by the head of the bed where he lay, gleaning
softly in the thin light of the foggy dawn. Then he blinked, and it was gone.

He | ay back. Hi s head ached, and his body felt chilled and shaken. A bl anket covered him
thrown back by his restless tossings. H s weapons were gone. By the slope of the ceiling, he
guessed the room where he lay was in one of Devilsgate's attics; the single w ndow was barred;
when he rose and approached it, he found himself shrinking with | oathing at the thought of
touching the frane or the gl ass.

Fear spells. O course, he thought bitterly. Suraklin had known all the time he was being
wat ched. He'd call ed Magus aside, given himtime to set the trap at the ford by that drawn out
journey, set up this prison..
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If they had taken him prisoner, he thought, it neant Suraklin had a use for him

The thought turned his bl ood cold.

O —had his dream been right? Had Suraklin found, instead of a selfish inmortality that raped
his victinms of body and nmind, a nmeans of carrying themforward with hinf

Caris shook his head, pushing the thought away as absurd. Wiy woul d Suraklin bother? He had
al ready shown he would kill w thout conpunction

Yet within him Caris was conscious of a nagging itch to talk to the Dark Mage, to ask him..

Ask hi mwhat? he demanded of hinself in disgust. It was only Suraklin's influence, whispering
to his nmind. He wondered suddenly if this was how the w zard had lured Magus' mind to his, how he
had lured Salteris'?

Antryg, Caris thought. He'll know by now |'m nissing. How | ong before he attenpts to find nme?

O has he already tried and been caught? His heart beat faster with dread.

A quick |l ook around his prison served to tell himthe roomwas utterly bare, barred,
cont ai ni ng not hi ng but the bed on which he had lain, a covered latrine bucket, and a snall table
whi ch bore a | oaf of bread and a pitcher of water. Being at the top of the house, the roomitself
was fairly warm outside he could see patches of new fallen snow on the slaty roofs of the |aundry
and buttery wing. He touched the bread, found it fresh, that norning's. Hungrily, he broke a piece
fromit, then hesitated.

He set it down again and snelled the water in the pitcher. There was no scent of drug, but he
renmenbered he was dealing with a w zard

He had no experience with these sneakier tricks, the spells to deceive and sway the nind, for
they were utterly illegal, unknown to the w zards he had served. Neverthel ess he set both bread
and wat er aside.

It was one of the |ongest days Caris had ever spent. The daylight was the livid yell ow brown
of snow, which occasionally fell, thin as sifted flour, froma sky which seened neither bright nor
dark. H s head ached. Not knowi ng how late in the norning it had been when he had cone to, he
found it even nore difficult to estimate tinme. Sonetines he could hear novenent in the house bel ow
him the com ngs and goings of the Prince's sasenna, and now and then a servant's voi ce.

He wondered how long it would be, before Suraklin cane up to see him

When t he drai ni ng deadness began, the | eaden depression that told himthat Suraklin's
mechani cal brain was in operation again, his captivity becane a thousand tines worse. Part of him
t hought bleakly, So it is here. In the circle, or here in the house itself... Mst of himsinply
did not care. He was hungry and thirsty by that time; with the nunbing of his nmind he craved even
the small activity of eating. The depression whispered to himthat it didn't matter whether the
food and drink were drugged or not—Suraklin would have himanyway. At |ast, unable to stand the
tenptation any nore, he tore the bread in pieces, threwit in the latrine bucket, and poured the
water fromthe pitcher out onto the floor

They' d said that Antryg had spent a good deal of his tinme in the Tower pounding on the walls
wi th his broken hands and scream ng. Lying white knuckled on the bed, Caris knew exactly how he
had felt. If this goes on... he thought.

But it would go on. There was an increasing probability that it would go on, literally,
forever. Antryg and Joanna would go to the circle to take their bearing and wal k straight into
Suraklin's trap.

Despair at their naivete, at his own stupidity, and at the hopel essness of his fate drowned
himlike a velvet wave. They would be killed, he would be enslaved, Pella would be condemmed to a
living hell of nockery and derision, and what did it matter, anyway?

He slept, and Salteris sat on the foot of his cot and whispered to himin his dreans.

The sliding back of the door bolt was so soft that, had he been sl eeping even normally—and he
was, as all sasenna come to be, a light sleeper—he woul d not have heard it. But after the passing
away of the grayness, his dreans had changed. The despair faded again into i mages of his
grandfather, kindly, gentle, speaking of how they had all m sunderstood Suraklin's intent, while
that amber glint of nockery flickered somewhere in the coffee dark eyes. Troubled, Caris tried to
pull clear of the dream Once he nanaged to open his eyes, and thought he saw again the w zard's
mark gl eaning on the wall near the bed in the sem dark. But the dreans were strong, dragging him
down like the sodden wei ght of river weeds. Dinly he wondered how | ong he woul d | ast.

But the slight whisper of slipping iron pierced his consciousness like the first drip of rain
froma leaking roof. He was fully awake and poised to spring, a straight leap frombed to door,
even as it opened and Antryg drifted through

Caris aborted the |leap half made, but he could see his lunatic nentor had been ready for it.
Antryg touched his lips, signaling silence, and beckoned with his huge gray eyes; outside the
wi ndow t he sky was deepening toward final dark. Wthin, [anps would be kindling.
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"Hol d your breath as we go through the nmain attic," Antryg whispered, and Caris nodded, not
asking why. In the attic outside, a lanp had been lit, illumnnating the table where two sasenna
sl ept over a spread of cards. Four nore had rolled, unconscious, fromvarious hiding places. A
doubl e baited trap, Caris thought as they noved swiftly through the hazy scrimof |anp snoke,
pausing only | ong enough for Caris to collect a sword. They were expecting a rescue. Suraklin
didn't need ne at all, except as bait.

"An opium conpound in the lanmp oil," the w zard breathed, as they descended the attic stairs,
hol ding close to the wall so the risers did not creak. "Part of ny nedical satchel. The woods are
simply stiff with sasenna—ot the Regent's, either "Cerdic's." Caris kept his voice to a subvoca
wi nd—urnmur as they glided along the upstairs hall. "How did you get in?"

"Thank goodness for the sins of bygone Enperors; there's a stair fromthe naster bedroomto a
passage that runs out to that marbl e gazebo. Fromthe way the guards are positioned | think
they're expecting ne to fire the stables by way of diversion. Did you know t he Enpress Chananda
was credited with having forty seven lovers during the tinme that her husband was keepi ng her
pri soner here because of her debauchery? Here we are."

"Antryg, Suraklin's..

Caris never afterward coul d deci de what warned Antryg—whether it was natural caution or the
magi ¢ that all ows nmages to see other nages in spite of cloaking spells. As his fingers touched the
pai nted porcel ain door handle the mad wi zard suddenly turned, |eaping aside as he thrust Caris
back. The narrow corridor echoed with the whoppi ng crash of a crossbow, and the iron bolt cane
slamm ng fromthe shadows at the far end of the passage, punching through the door panels where
Antryg's back had been an instant before. On second | ook—and Caris knew he had seen no one there a
split noment before—€aris sawthe figure at the turn of the hall near the stair, dapper inits
full skirted dark coat, the pale green eyes wide and gleaming like a cat's in the dark

Antryg cried, "Magus, no!" as the little dog wi zard threw the crosshow aside with a clash on
the parquet floor and pulled a double barreled pistol fromhis coat.

The Magus hesitated for an instant, grief and shame contorting his white face. He whi spered,
"I"'msorry, Antryg," and leveled the pistol at his friend s chest.

At the same nonment Caris glinpsed a shadow on the staircase behind the Magus, a blurred
i mpression of enerald velvet and straggly blond curls, Joanna in the uniformof one of Cerdic's
pages... Even as the pistol cocked she had her armup, and flung sonething with all her strength
at the Magus' back.

Caris heard the tap of it, no louder than if she'd throwm a clot of horse dung, but the result
was astoundi ng. The Magus screaned as if she'd thrust a knife in his spine, flung up his arnms, and
in that one bought second Caris had covered the distance between them The brief, tangled fight
with illusion at the ford was in his nmnd, and the | ong agony of the day, as he grabbed a handfu
of superfine coat front; the hollow crack of the Magus' head hitting the paneling seemed to shake
t he house.

Downst airs men were shooting.

Antryg flung open the bedroom door. "Cone on!"

Caris bent to scoop up whatever it was that Joanna had thrown, even as the girl reached for
it; before his hand could touch it he jerked back, realization slamming himlike the butt end of a
barge pole in the stomach-he al nbost threw up with shock. It was the Sigil of Darkness.

Joanna caught it up, shoving it back into its protective | ead wappings and into her backpack
as she sprang over Magus' |linp body and ran for the bedchanber door. As he followed her, Caris saw
the stains of |anpblack on her velvet jacket sleeves—she nust have disguised herself as a page to
take up the poisoned |anp to the sasenna who lay in wait.

"He woul d have killed you..." She flung a last hurt |ook over her shoul der as Antryg yanked
open the section of dark |inenfold paneling near the head of the bed.

"Suraklin," Caris gasped. "He nade the Magus a sl ave—they were all here together..

"Suraklin was here?!'" In the darkness of the little cubbyhol e behind the panel, Antryg's gray
eyes flared wide with shock. An instant |ater he was plunging down the narrow stair ahead of them
into bl ackness, suffocatingly hot fromthe chimey against which it ran

"But he couldn't be!" stamrered Joanna. "The computer was up..."

"It has to be in the house." Caris' shoul der brushed the coarse plaster of the wall as they
rounded a turn. "He was out at the circle last night; if you didn't trip over himtaking a reading
today, this is the only place it could be..

Pat ched coat skirts swirling, Antryg stopped abruptly at the bottom of the stairs, caught
Caris by the shoulder, and thrust himagainst the warmbrick of the wall. In the frosty gl eam of
the witchlight that hung above his head his dilated eyes seened al nost silver. Soft as it was, his
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deep voi ce echoed against the close, earth snelling arch of the |ow roof. "And did you speak to
hi n"

Caris shook his head. Even a few days ago he woul d have been furious at the inplied mstrust;
now he understood. "They—Suraklin and Leynart—had already gone to the circle on the island when
Magus took me. | don't know what they were doing there, whether Suraklin wanted nme for bait or to
use ne, whether he came back here or not..."

"Did you eat or drink anything," Antryg asked quietly, "whilst you were there?"

"No." Caris swallowed hard at the evil recollections. "There was bread and water. | threw them
away. The room was marked—+ had dreans..."
Antryg sighed. "So have we all." Turning, he led the way into the narrow, dirt snelling tunne

that stretched away into darkness before them

"But if Suraklin was here," Joanna protested, hitching her backpack up onto her shoul ders and
hurrying at his heels, "the conputer has to be sonewhere near, and not..."

"Not necessarily,” the wizard said, striding ahead of them his sheathed sword gri pped sasenna
fashion in his left hand. "Theoretically it could be at any node in the lines. The |ines—the
energy tracks—dsed to be called wi tchpaths, though few renenber anynore how to use them As it
happens, Suraklin was one of the few He could have walked fromKynil| to the circle in a night,
and wal ked back in another..."

"Kym|I!" Leynart's words cane back to him with the glow of the study hearth and the glint of
the forgotten gods' watching eyes. "Leynart said Suraklin could get himto Kynil before Pharos
reached there. Suraklin gave hima love charm a rose..."

"Specializing in it these days, isn't he?" inquired Joanna viciously.

Bitterly, he said, "OF course it's to Cerdic's advantage to nake sure the Regent has a boy and
not a woman in his bed."

"Don't be naive." Antryg paused at the foot of a steep stair, alnobst a |ladder, his tangl ed
gray curls tugged by the draft fromthe outer air. "That was a snallpox rose. It's a favorite
trick of his. It will trigger an epidenmic so virulent it will take out Pharos, Pella, Leynart,
nmost of their househol d, and a sizable portion of the population of Kynil in the npst innocent
possi bl e fashi on, coincidentally |eaving our clean handed and horrified Cerdic with Regency over
his inbecile uncle. Wen we hit the open air, make for the woods—with luck they'll all be
convergi ng on the house." The witchlight that illum nated the tunnel faded; Joanna, who coul d not
see in darkness as Caris could, took a handful of the nage's patched and ragged cl oak as they
mounted the narrow twi st of the hidden stair.

The gardens above them were alive with sasenna. For a noment they paused in the gazebo, like a
mniature marble tenple with its fluted columms and domed roof, the dancing rush of light fromthe
guards' torches splashing over their faces through the lattice of last year's trellised vines. The
woods were over a hundred yards away with no nore cover than was offered by the knee hi gh brown
hedges that defined the fallow beds. Caris felt his stomach sink

"Don't run," murrmured Antryg's deep, confident voice. "Stride as if you knew where you were

goi ng and nmake for the woods. Wth luck they' |l take us for other sasenna..."

"Are you... ?" began Caris, and switched it to, "Not in those robes they won't."

"I''"l'l have a cl oaking spell over us—Joanna, you're going to have to keep up. Once soneone
notices there's sonething amiss, we can't get the illusion back."

"Sort of like being in love." She grinned wyly and gave her backpack an extra hitch

"Less painful in the long run," he replied, with the swift flicker of a snmle and, cloak
swirling, strode down the pink marble steps and across the dark paths of the garden

They made it less than thirty feet. "There!" shouted a voice. Turning his head, Caris saw
Magi ster Magus cone running fromthe house, twenty sasenna and guards at his heels. "Kill them"

Antryg grabbed Joanna by the arm | eaped a knee hi gh hedge, and bolted across a brown sward,
Caris running, naked sword in hand, at his heels. Around themin the darkness warriors were
pl ungi ng out of the gloom white markings dancing on their black uniforns, pale faces above the
grass green of Cerdic's household troops. Dimstarlight flickered across drawn swords, pisto
barrels dark with snoking and scratched with the signs of na aar, the w cked barbed tips of
crosshow bolts, closing around themlike a tightening noose of razors. Fromthe darkness of the
woods far ahead Caris saw others energi ng and knew they were trapped.

Seeing their way bl ocked, Antryg stunbled to a halt; as Caris took his stance beside him
sword in hands, he glanced back and saw the w zard's face in the darkness suddenly haggard and
ill. The ring of sasenna was thirty yards away, closing, nmetal glittering in the nmoonlight. In
Antryg's eyes was the despair of a man whom Fate has defeated agai nst everything that he could do.
W et chedly, he whispered, "Oh, hell." Sheathing his sword, he thrust it into the sash at the wai st
of his threadbare green coat. "Hand nme the flashlight, would you, Joanna?"

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harry/...0Windrose%202%20-%20The%20Silicon%20Mage.txt (97 of 124) [2/24/2004 10:33:10 PM]



file:///D)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/New%20Fol de...bara%20Hambly%20-%20Windrose%6202%620-%20The%620Siicon%20M age.txt

Caris, settling into fighting stance in the bitter know edge of usel ess death, |ooked back at
hi m and said, "What?"

As calmy as if he were back at the ruined chapel, Antryg was unscrewi ng the flashlight's
bul b, tinkering with the cylinder's innards. In the advancing glare of the torches his eyes,
behi nd their rounds of cracked glass, were invisible, but his nouth, usually flexible and silly as
a rubber doll's, was suddenly hard and set.

There was a faint zap and hiss, the whiff of ozone as the batteries sparked..

And the spark | eaped |like tanme lightning, tiny, vicious, living, between Antryg's forefinger
and t hunb.
He held it up before his eyes, the fey purplish light of it for a nmonent illumnating the

| ean, ridiculous nose, the tangled hair, the tawdry beads, and the claw scarred cheekbones that
seened so delicate in that absurd face. Like a physical inpact, realization hit Caris and
under st andi ng of what was goi ng to happen

Since he had first met Antryg, when he was a child of six, and |later, when he had encountered
the genial nadman chatting of tortoise shell rubbings and playing cat's cradle in the Silent
Tower, he had known by reputation alone that he was a wi zard. Though he had | earned magi c from
him he had never seen himdisplay power of any kind, save in little things that he hinself could
do. Insensibly, he had cone to think of himchiefly as a scatterbrai ned and devious lunatic, his
maddeni ng nmentor, Joanna's |lover, cheerfully pursuing a quixotic quest from which he could not
hope to energe alive

He had al nost forgotten that this nan had been Suraklin's chosen student.

He renenbered it now, as Antryg raised his hand, the spark still flickering, an inch and a
hal f of baby |ightning between thunb and fi nger

Uncertain, the advanci ng sasenna slowed their rush. The wi nd caught Antryg's cloak and coat
skirts in a batwing swirl, edged in that crackling glow. Caris, seeing that drawn face, the serene
mouth, and the pain filled, grief haunted eyes, understood—+t was a face of unhuman power, the
nmost powerful wi zard in the world, Salteris—Suraklin—had said, including nyself...

A voice screaned, "Kill them " and the ring closed.

Antryg's arm |l ashed down. As if he had a whip in his hand the |ightning el ongated, shattering
out fromhis twisted fingers to smte the earth at his feet and show his face |i ke a denented
god's in the stream ng mane of his gray hair. Fromthe ground, the |ightning sprang upward,

vicious, living, swelling to a whirlwind in which Caris could see eyes, teeth, whips, claws, too
bright to I ook upon in the exploding darkness. In a colum of blinding fire it |leaped fromearth
to sky, the sasenna still rushing toward them as it was the Way of Sasenna to do, unflinching..

What ever had taken shape within the lightning fell upon them and the scream ng began

Bl i nded, shaken, shattered, Caris was aware of nothing else until a hand like an iron claw
shut around his armand he was nearly dragged off his feet by strength he never knew Antryg had
The wi zard held Joanna by the other arm dragging themboth at a run within yards of the howing
electric naelstrom through the break in the lines of the sasenna it had caused, and across the
huge darkness of the gardens, while the shrieks and cries behind themripsawed the night. As he
ran, Caris caught a glinpse of Antryg's face and saw it was |ike cut bone, a dead man's face; in
his gray eyes was a terrible darkness over half a lifetine deep

No one pursued themthrough the woods.

The ford was frozen, the river stilled. Snow lay thinly everywhere on the island, save upon
the circle itself; their feet slipped in it as they clinbed the gravel ed slope of the riverbank
Antryg stunbled as they reached the circle, as if all the strength had gone out of him and | eaned
agai nst the bluish granite of the outer ring, his face as gray as the stone. He whispered, "They
never had a chance."

"Neither had we," Caris gritted through his teeth.

The wi zard pressed his gl oved hands together against his face, as if by doing so he could

still their shaking; a spasm of shuddering wacked him bowi ng his whol e body. Behind the broken
fingers Caris saw the hard glitter of tears
More gently, he said, "It was themor us."

Antryg nodded, but his wetched sobbing did not cease. He had sinned, Caris knew, in the true
sense of the word. Wiether it had been necessary or not to protect themlong enough to enconpass
Suraklin's defeat, the fact remained that he had turned his nmagi ¢ upon those unable to defend
against it.

"An el emental ?" Joanna asked softly, and Caris gl anced back at her

"How did you know?"

"They say Suraklin used to call them | think he called one to destroy Narwahl Skipfrag, when
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Ski pfrag caught himtrying to renmove his electrical experiments fromhis |aboratory. Fromthe | ook
of it he used broken glass to clothe it, to nake its substance."

Leani ng agai nst the stone, Antryg nodded and raised his head as if against the weight of sone
terrible yoke. "He could use anything," he murnured. "It was the only thing that woul d—aoul d
remai n when we had |left the area and that Magus couldn't brush aside." Hs breath blew fromhis
lips in pale steamin the cold traces of glinmering noonlight that were able to pierce the clouds;
he had taken off his spectacles. Tear tracks shone on his ravaged face. "They had no magi c—apst of
them probably didn't even believe in it." He was shaking as if naked in a place of bitterest cold.

"You can't think about that," Caris said quietly.

Antryg shook his head, agreeing without the horror or the grief in his eyes abating one
degr ee.

Joanna said softly, "They'll be com ng after you now, won't they? The Council can find you..."

"Hence the circle." The w zard raised his head again and, with trenbling fingers, pushed back
the hair fromhis face. He | ooked spent, nore weary than Caris had seen himexcept perhaps in the
Tower after they'd put the Sigil of Darkness on him all the colored fires of his absurd courage
burned to ash by what he had done. "The other nages will guess |'ve used the wizard' s path, but it
will take thema while to guess where |'ve gone, and longer to follow It's only a matter of tine
now, but then it has always been." He noved his shoul ders against the cold slab, pushing hinself

to a standing position once again, his whole body noving slowy, achingly, like an old man's.
"Antryg, listen," Caris said quietly. "You and Joanna have to go to Suraklin's headquarters,

wherever it is. | understand that—especially now, while he's in Kym| with Leynart. But Kymil is

where | have to go. |If what you say about the snallpox rose is true, | have to stop Leynart before

he delivers it. Does one have to be a nmage to use the path? Wuld | have the power..."

"No," Antryg said sinply. "But it doesn't matter. Wile the conmputer was up, Joanna and | cane
here to the circle and took a bearing along the line. The energy is flowi ng back to Kynil."

Caris stared at him digesting this information, the inplications sinking in... "But we went
all through Suraklin's Citadel," he protested. "W | ooked—you | ooked. That's inpossible."

"I know." Antryg replaced his spectacles on his nose, gingerly avoiding the healing wounds of
the Dead God's claws. The ghost of his old lunatic grin brushed his lips. "But that's never
prevented ne from doing things before. Now conme—t's growing late."

CHAPTER XVI

The strangest thing about traveling the witchpath was that there seemed to be nothing strange
about it. Though intensely cold, the night was clear. Only a | ayer of ground fog clung like white
snoke about the feet of the menhirs as Antryg led his two conpani ons across the circle and under
one of the great trilithons, and Joanna, clinging apprehensively to Antryg's hand, shivered and
| ooked around her, waiting for the magic to begin.

Only it did not begin. Antryg sinply wal ked, hol ding her by the hand and Caris by the arm
al ong the aisle of broken nmenhirs. Beyond in the darkness Joanna could see the dark shapes of
trees and the occasional patches of snow shining faintly through the gloom A scrimof Iight clung
like a thin frost about some of the stones nearest them that was all. She wondered if Antryg
woul d be able to overconme his revul sion at what he had done enough to work the nagic that woul d
carry them south. But |ooking up at him she dared not speak. Hi s face was set and very tired, his
eyes seeming to look inward on some pit of haunted nmenory. The shinmrer of the stones caught |ike
starfire in his earrings, on the gincrack tangle of his beads, and on the tears that still marked
hi s face.

Gve himtime, she thought, wondering apprehensively how nuch time they had. Gve himtine.

It was only when they had been wal king for twenty five mnutes by Joanna's digital watch and
had still not reached the river—at best a hundred feet fromthe edge of the circle—that she
under stood. They were on the path already. The magic breathed so softly fromthe menhirs that
neither she nor Caris could detect it. Only Antryg, wal king silent between them knew it was
t here.

"Can all wi zards do this?" Caris asked quietly, and Antryg, at the request for specific
i nformati on, seemed to rouse hinself a little fromthe dreadful isolation in which he was trapped.
"Or could they once?"

"Not all, no." The nmage pushed up his spectacles to rub the snudgy circles weariness had
pai nted beneath his eyes. "How to use themfor travel was never know edge held by nore than a few,
even in the old days before the Battle of Stellith. How they work, what they are, why journeys
al ong them al ways take the | ength of the night, provided they are begun before m dni ght, why one
doesn't sleep on the path, and can't do so, in fact, and why at certain seasons of the year they
must not be traveled at all..."
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"There are | egends, stories, conflicting accounts. |I—+ sense things about them as | sense
things about the Void, that | can't put into words. But | have no proof."

Joanna | ooked out beyond the |line of |ight edged nonoliths and wondered where she woul d find
hersel f if she stepped through one of those weedy gaps. She had, however, no intention of trying.
Though the stones |eaned tiredly, weatherworn and obviously ruinously old, nowhere did the |lines
gap, as she renenbered themdoing in the fields south of Devilsgate. She knew the |ines did not
run continuously clear to Kynmil. Yet fromthe inside, the track was unbroken. Each stone al ong the
way was individual, shaped and weathered to its own personality; each was cold and danp when she
touched it, hard and real under her hand. Weeds grew thickly around them stiff with frost. They
bent and crackl ed under the brush of Antryg's heavy cape hem and now and then Joanna could see in
the frosted nud of the track other footprints, running on south ahead of themthe footprints of
t he Dark Mage.

They rested several tines during the night, Joanna glad to be relieved of the weight of her
backpack. By this tine she had becone inured to wal king, though the cold troubl ed her; under her
thi ck sheepskin coat, the velvet uniformof Cerdic's page was | ess warmthan her coarse |aborer's
cl othes had been. She felt shaken and depressed, the sight of Surak lin's footprints—Gary's
f oot prints—di sconcerting her unexpectedly, reninding her that soon they would neet. She tried not
to think about that, about the possibility of defeat and enslavenment, or about the possibility of
her own death. Throughout the |ast few weeks, even trapped in the stinking Erebus of the Dead
God's church, she had taken confort in Antryg's presence. He had sel dom used his power; but unlike
Caris, she had al ways been conscious of its possibility and in her heart had never really believed
in his defeat.

But though gradually the desperate tension of self hate eased out of his body, she was
consci ous, through his gloved hand in hers, of his utter weariness. The power he had used to

summon the elenental and to clothe it in lightning had left himspent and ill. Not knowi ng what to
say, she only wal ked close to him under the vast purple blanket of his cloak, her armaround his
wai st. After a nonment, like a man seeking warnth, his armtightened around her shoul ders.

Freezing cold and nearly as black as the night they had just left, dawn found the three
travelers at the nadir of the gaping pit that had been Suraklin's Ctadel. Throughout the night
Joanna had been prey to fears of what awaited themat the end of the witchpath, entertaining in
her mnd half a dozen hideous and nutual |y excl usive scenarios, fromentrapnment within the G tade
to cosnic rerouting to sone distant point.

But when the nists faded around them as they stepped through the gap between the last two
menhirs of the line, Joanna saw only the barren sides of the pit funneling up around her,
cal cined, charred in places, dangling with stiff black stringers of cold killed vines. Above the
vast circle of the pit's lips, the sky was the bl ackish yell ow of an old bruise.

The air snelled of snow and of the sickening carrion whiff fromthe rotting doorways all about
the pit's sides. On the ground high above, the wi nd screaned over the stones. Even down here in
relative shelter, it riffled the | ead colored waters of a vast pool of seepage that |ay before
their feet.

Antryg | ooked around him exhausted and baffled, his tangled gray curls shifted by that
cutting wind. "It has to be here," he said softly. "Somewhere—hi dden so deep Suraklin woul dn't
even need to guard the place for fear of drawing attention to it. It has to."

"W've been through every pit, every vault, every passage of the fewthat are left," Caris
said, his voice quiet but hard as chipped flint, "and we have proven to ourselves that it isn't.
If he nmakes anything like the sane time we did, Pharos should be at Larknoor tonight. Wether you
go there or not, Antryg, I'mgoing to be there to intercept Leynart before he uses that charm of
his to trigger a plague."

"Do that." Behind his spectacles, Antryg's eyes seened to have darkened to snoke color with
tiredness, but they studied the young warrior evenly, as if he, like Joanna, realized that, given
a choice, Caris placed saving Pella's |ife above what mi ght be his only chance for revenge upon
the man who had nurdered his grandfather. But neither commented on the final breaking of his
obsession. There was a brittle, desperate quality about the young man now, |ike a sword bl ade bent
to the snapping point.

Deep and soft as silk velvet, Antryg continued, "Joanna and | will stay here, search once

agai n—there has to be sonething |'ve overlooked. If we find nothing..." He hesitated, absently
rubbi ng his crooked hands, then went on, his tone carefully neutral, ". . . if nothing finds us,
we'll sleep the night at the Silent Tower. In the weeks past, |'ve scried the place by magic.
Since ny escape, it's been abandoned. If you don't conme I'Il scry for you..." He paused again, as

if his mind stunbled over the prom se of that casual use of little nagic, the nuscles in his | ean
jaw junping, as if he had carel essly brushed a raw wound. Then he took a deep breath and forced
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hinself to go on. "Good | uck."

"Thank you," Caris said quietly. He stood for a tine |onger, studying his sonetine teacher
Joanna coul d see the hardness of his dark soul armor, an al nbst visible aura about that mnuscul ar,
bl ack clothed form but his eyes were not the eyes of the young nman who had begun the journey
north. He had made his choice, whether he articulated it to hinself yet or not, that the saving of
lives was preferable to the taking of them "Go carefully, Antryg." Hs glance noved to Joanna,
and he said, "Take care of him" and was rewarded with the ghost of her grin.

Joanna and Antryg watched him as he ascended the long, steep ruin of the old stair to the weed
curtained pit rimabove. After his black uniformhad vani shed agai nst the nottl ed sky, Antryg
stood for sone tine, head bowed, listening intently while the cold deepened and the wi nd noved his
stained cloak and the gray tousle of his hair. Then he sighed and took Joanna's hand. Toget her
they began again to search the blasted ruin of what had once been his hone.

"He'll be here in a few hours," Pella whispered.

"I know." Caris started to rise. "Hi s nmen were everywhere outside the house."

Her hand on his bare shoul der drew him down again. The nmuted reflection of lantern |ight
through the I adder hole in the floor snaked along the gilt braid of his coat sleeves, where the
garment lay in a heap with Pella's plain brow riding dress. Here in the stable | oft the warnth
fromthe horses bel ow col |l ected, though the wi nds groaned outside; now and then they heard the
muf fl ed clunk of a hoof or the distant voices of the groons cleaning tack at the far end of the
stone fl agged passageway. But that was all. Kyssha dozed, Caris knew, like a dropped muff at the
foot of the ladder. His arns | ocked nore tightly around Pella's shoulders; for a tinme he said
not hing, only breathed the thick snmell of the hay and the cardanmom scent of her hair.

He woul d have been able to keep his distance fromher, he thought, as he had resolved to do,
had he only net her in the house. Their situation was inpossible, and he knewit. No matter how
much he hated the thought—and the hatred of it filled his flesh Iike slow burning gunpowder in a
fl ash wound—she was and al ways woul d be Pharos' wife. He had no right to come between them
particularly when he hinself was very likely to die in the fight against Suraklin. His frantic
|l ove did not want to let this girl go, but fairness and caring told himthat it would be nonstrous
to conplicate whatever she and her husband woul d have with the torment of mi ght have beens.

But he had found her, wapped in her many caped tweed coachman's cloak, silently patrolling
the perineter of the house as they had done together, and all his resolutions had cone apart |ike
soaked tissue paper at the first hesitant joining of their hands.

At | ast he whispered, "W'd better go back to the house. |f Pharos is conming this afternoon,
Leynart has to be ahead of him You know none of the Prince's men will keep himout."

Pel | a nodded, but caught his hand as he noved to get up. She said softly, "I know. And | know
we can't let Leynart succeed and unl eash a plague, can't let Suraklin rule the country through
Cerdic. It's all—+the part of nme that wants good rul ership, the part of nme that still wants to

follow the Way of the Sasenna. But—there's a part of ne that doesn't ever want anything but this."

He brought her hand up to his lips. "Joanna's right," he whispered. "These things have to be
done one—ene subroutine at a time." As he had hoped, her friend s logic nmade Pella |augh. "Then
we'll see.™

It was a lie, and he knew it. He knew now that there was no way he could go on living w thout
her in his life.

But as they crossed the thin, hard snow toward the house, |ike a powdering of salt on the
ground, he renenbered the anber glint of Suraklin's eyes and knew al so that there was very little
i kelihood that such a contingency would arise. And that, he thought, caught between his present
boundi ng joy and the black enptiness of the future, was probably just as well.

The Regent's sasenna were in the house when Caris and Pella reached it, slipping quietly in
through the kitchen quarters with Kyssha peering inquiringly frombeneath the folds of Pella's

capes. Caris said, "lIs there a back stairs up to the state bedroon? Waring this— He touched his
bl ack and gold coat. "—was enough to get ne close to the house, but if the captain gets a | ook at
me, she'll know |I'mnot one of hers. It would only take one of the servants saying they saw nme

here with Antryg to destroy everything."

Pel | a nodded and set Kyssha down, then led the way to one of the several narrow back stairs
whi ch all owed servants access to the principal apartnments to unobtrusively renmpove the chanber pots
of their betters. As they clinbed the enclosed flight, Caris was aware of the subdued turmoil in
the house all around then servants scurried to prepare a neal up to the Regent's exacting
standards, and sasenna prow ed quietly through the halls. In the great state bedroom the curtains
had been drawn and a forest fire of candles lit. Against the old fashioned, gilt edged paneling of
the walls, the bed hangi ngs of bronze and pink | ooked |ike colums of flowers, the enbroidered
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coverlet |ike an autum neadow. Standi ng before that synbol of dynastic duties, Pella' s cheeks
reddened as if scal ded. Shakily, she began, "Caris..."

He put his fingers to her lips. "Don't." Then he took his hand away and put it behind his
back, for the touch kindled in himan overwhelm ng desire to crush her in his arns, drag her to
that inperial bed..

He | ooked away from her, confused and hating hinself. Hesitantly, stammeringly, not sure that

he shoul d even be speaking the words al oud, |est he give them power, he went on, "It isn't that I
don't want to help you, Pella. But | can't. | amsasenna—er at |least | was, before | went north.
But nmy determination to follow the Way is | eaving me—daily, hourly now, | can feel it going,

dripping out of me like wine froma cracked cup. It used to be | coul d—ould take a worman... And
take her was all 1'd do, and a wonman was all she was. That's not the sane with you. It shouldn't

be this way—+ shouldn't let it be this way—but it is. | should be out at the Ctadel with Antryg
and Joanna now, not here, trying to save you—trying to save Pharos..."

He was, he realized, asking for her help, as he had not asked help of anyone since he had
taken his vows. It was not the Way to do so, not even in small things, physical things, let alone
inthings that truly mattered, things that were not supposed to nmatter..

Li ke an echo of his troubled thoughts, he saw Pella's training and her understanding in her

eyes. "I know," she said softly. "I'msorry. If I'd been a true ruler or even a true sasennan, |'d
have sent you away nyself." She smiled wyly across into his eyes, for they were nearly of a
hei ght; her black hair lay thick over the collar of her cloak, |ike coarse skeins of silk tangled

with flecks of hay. Then abruptly she turned away, and preceded hi mout through the nmain door of
t he bedchamber, and into the darkness of the hall

Fromthe great stairwell, voices could be heard, nuffled and distant fromthe front of the
house, and the scurry of feet. A shadow was flung on the dark paneling of the walls—the hall |anps
bel ow had been ki ndl ed—and there was the quick creak of weight on the stairs. A servant's voice
called, "My lady? H's Grace's carriage is comng. Shall | send your maid up?”

In the reflected glow, Caris saw the girl's jaw tighten and put his hand on her shoulder. In a
voi ce of forced cal mshe said, "I—+'d better get nyself ready..." Her fingers strayed to her
tousl ed hair, the rough tweed cloak still over her shoul ders..

"We should get a guard in that room" Caris said quietly, |like her, hardening hinself to speak
of commonpl aces. "Renmenber that it won't be enough to find the snall pox—+ose. |If Leynart touches
it he'll be infected, and anyone he touches, according to Antryg. He has to be stopped the nonent
he enters the room before he even opens the..."

At Pella's heels, Kyssha suddenly raised her pointed nuzzle, her feathered ears shapping in
the direction of the state bedchanber, and she let out a shrill bark. Pella's eyes and Caris' net
for one instant. Then they were both striding back down the hall

The first thing Caris saw when he flung open the chanber door was the great bed, its coverl et
now turned wel comingly back, a red rose lying |ike a great gout of blood upon the pillows. The
second was Leynart, standing beside the enbroidered curtains, his speedwel| blue eyes enornous
with startlenent and alarm Caris strode forward toward him calling back to Pella, "Get the tongs
and throw that thing on the fire!"

The boy gasped with horror. "No!" He snatched up the rose to his chest and dived across the
bed a nmonent before Caris reached him plunging into the dark rectangle of the back stairs door
and slamming it shut behind him Caris jerked on the hidden handle, but the door held fast.

At the same nonment Pella said sharply, "Listen!" Caris heard the grinding crunch of carnage
wheel s on the drive outside. He swore, gave the handl e one final yank, and nearly overset hinself
when the inner catch gave way; then he was racing down that dark inner stair, hearing the clatter
of high, jeweled heels rattling around the narrow turns ahead of him

He'd be making for the drive. Caris heard the slamof the door at the bottomof the stairs and
swore again, called to mind in mdrun that the door did in fact open out into the kitchen, tucked
his head and his arm and hurled hinself straight off the steps at it with all the nonmentum he
coul d summon.

The panels burst but the frame of the door held firm entangling Caris in a splintery web of
shards. Swearing, he managed to get his armthrough and funble free the latch that held it. Behind
the heat of his anger at the fatuous Leynart, he felt cold dread, renenbering the small pox
epi dem c that had swept Innkitar during his first year of training there, the stench of snoke and
corpses and the quicklinme burial pits at the streetcorners. Pella could be gotten out of here, but
many others would die, either of the disease or of being forced to take to the roads in w nter.

The clatter of Leynart's heels on the stone floors of the kitchen quarters | ed himon, and
Caris ran lightly, dodging through the big house, knowi ng the boy was infected already and that he
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must touch him nust seize him..

He heard the boy cry out, "My lord!" like a sob, and burst through the green servants' door
into the hall, where Pharos stood anobng his sasenna and his guards, tiny, glittering, an evil,
jewel ed doll. H's head snapped around at the sound of Leynart's voice, and Caris saw Pel licida
beside him half a head taller, like a crunpled | ooking hoyden in her tweed cl oak and plain gown
with her hair in black handful s over her shoul ders.

Leynart halted for an instant, the poisoned rose still in his hand, as sasenna closed in on

Caris fromboth sides. As his arnms were seized and his sword wenched fromhis hand, Caris
shouted, "My lord, don't let himnear you!" and Pharos' pal e eyes narrowed.

H s nouth trembling, Leynart's eyes darted fromCaris to Pella again. "You' d |like that,
woul dn't you?" He al nost spat the words. "You'd like even to take ny gifts away from hi m and nost
of all the gift of nmy heart, which he's always had..." High heels clicking on the polished floor,
he wal ked forward, |like a golden inage in his buttercup coat, the rose in his hand. His childlike
bl ue eyes were on Pharos. "Please, ny lord, if you nust send ne away, at |east take this, to
renenber ne..."

"I't's poisoned, Leynart," said Pella quietly.

The boy stopped, his eyes slitting. "You' re lying, you frunpy bitch."

But she was sasennan now, not a girl uncertain of Court usages, and the insult slid off her
wi t hout breaking her serene battle calm "I wish it were a lie," she said in her deep, husky
voi ce, "because | don't want to see you hurt. But you were tricked. Cerdic was tricked. The rose
is inmbued with a spell to cause snall pox."

There was a sharp stir, a murrmur and a drawi ng back of Pharos' redclothed retai ners. Pharos
hi nsel f bl anched and backed hastily toward the door

"You believe her!" Leynart's eyes flooded with tears of rage. "You'd cast ne off on her say
so!" He whirled on Pella. "If it is you'll never live to have him" he cried, and flung hinself at
the girl.

In the split second of confusion, Caris kicked the ankle of the man on his right, jabbing back
with his elbow to break his balance, and whirled to snap kick his other captor in the gut. He
shouted "NO " and sprang at Leynart, hands reaching, knowi ng there was no way he could stop the
boy.

In a single fluid novenent, Pella had her heavy tweed cl oak free of her shoul ders and tossed
it over Leynart's head. The boy let out a shriek of rage and clawed at the thick fabric as Pella
st epped asi de, holding a corner of the cloak to further entangle him the next second Caris caught
the muffled figure and foot swept himto the floor. Leynart ceased struggling al nost at once.
Under the stifling | ayers of capes, Caris could feel the slimbody shaken with sobs, through which
the boy gasped, "Liars! Liars!"

Fromthe safety of the door, the Regent said, "Take himaway. Let him be confined in one of
t he best bedroons..."

"I'"d suggest the state bedroom your Gace," Pella said quietly. "It was where he put the rose
originally for you to find."

O her sasenna hel ped Leynart to his feet, taking care not to touch nore than the entangling
folds of Pella's cloak. The boy shook his head free, raven curls matted around his face, and tears
of bitter frustration tracking the powder on his face with streaks of nelting blue. As they |ed
himto the door, he braced his feet and | ooked back at Pharos, who still hovered in the doorway
behi nd his bodyguards. "My lord, if it's true, | knew nothing of it," he choked. "I—+ only wanted
your |love. You have to believe that."

"If it is true," Pharos said with unwonted gentleness, "I fear that the reason will not mnuch
matter, my Ley. If it was false..." His pale eyes slid sidelong to Pella close beside Caris. The
cal mof battle was wearing off her and enbarrassment taking over; her brownish skin stained with a
bl otchy red blush. But she nmet the Regent's eyes squarely, a warrior, not a confused Princess
trying to make herself sonething she was not.

After a |ong nonent, Pharos asked, "Do you hate me, child?" He spoke as if there was no one
el se in the room

"I don't know," Pella said frankly. "You' re the ruler and ny husband... and generally, | don't
hate people. Even if | did," she added honestly, "I wouldn't say so in public." Then she bl ushed
even hotter, realizing the gaucherie of conparing her own manners with his.

But after a quick flicker of irritation, the Regent's sinful eyes smiled. "Then | shall take
an opportunity to ask you the question in private, ny little Princess." And as he stepped forward
to kiss her hand, Caris faded silently out of the room

"It has to be there," said Antryg quietly, raising his chin fromhis el bows, which were
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crossed over his knees. He had been sitting in much the sane fol ded up position in one of the
crude wooden chairs in the watchroom of the Silent Tower when Joanna had fallen asleep beside the
heart h—hours ago, by the grayish quality of the light. That he'd gotten up in that time she knew,
the fire had been repl enished, and his cloak lay over her |like a dilapidated purple horse bl anket.
But she hadn't heard him Wariness that she had carried all the way north crushed her, far nore
than a few hours' sleep would dispel. Like the bitter cold, it had eaten into her bones, and she
wondered if she woul d ever recover fromit.

They had found nothing in the Ctadel ruins, nothing but the aboninations, hiding deep in the
dead ends of such of the underground |abyrinth as had survived the wi zards' wath and the

attenuated dreans of an evil long calcined to nothing. Not even the Church's sasenna watched the
pl ace now, they had | ong deserted the Silent Tower to the darkness of its nenories. And so at
| ast, as the day grew colder with the turning of noon and a thin, dry snow began to fall, they had
come to the Silent Tower, the only shelter in all the bitter hills.

"Al'l the signs point to it," Antryg went on. "It isn't just that the energy of the lines was
flowing to the south to Kym | —danmit, Joanna, it's the only place it could have been fl ow ng!
felt it, I knewit was going there! It's other things as well."

She sat up under his cloak, pulling the thick wool around her shoul ders, though the watchroom
built into the thickness of the wall off the arched passage of the tower gate, was warm now. On
the hearth she saw a tin teakettle and a big pewer tankard which had evidently been pressed into
service as a teapot; an earthenware cup rested on the table near Antryg's chair, though no steam
rose now fromits long cold contents. He had refused to enter the Tower itself. Though the Sigi
of Darkness had weeks since been renpved fromits door and taken back to the Bishop's treasure

house, the walls of the Tower were still thick with spells that prevented the working of
magi c—thi ck too, she thought, with evil nenories.
Thr oughout the day, Antryg had been silent. In his eyes she still saw the darkness of the

garden at Devilsgate and the blinding reful gence of the elenmental springing to life, clothed in
the lightning he'd given it to destroy those whose only defense was netal swords. The nenory |ay
on himlike the brown scar |left by the Sigil of Darkness that marked his throat anong his tattered
shirt ruffles, but it was a pain that it would take nore than a carbi de hacksaw to renpve

He went on, "It's the logical place for it, you know. Yes, the Church has watched it froma
di stance, but seldomclosely, I'll wager. Everyone el se would have shunned it. And though there
wer e abominations near the Tilrattin node in the north, they weren't anything near as plentiful as
there. "

"That's because the woods woul dn't concentrate themlike the pits did," Joanna pointed out.

"Even given that," he insisted, "there are still nore—smny tines nore. | never felt—easy—going
to look for it el sewhere. Everything points to the old Citadel. It has to be there. | knowit. |
feel it."

Joanna pushed asi de her backpack, which she'd been using for a pillow, and poked at the rock
hard jerky and waybread Antryg had dug from what renai ned of the guardroom stores. "That's neither
here nor there," she said reasonably. "W've | ooked twice, and it's not. "

"Nei ther here nor there," the wi zard repeated ironically, |eaning back in his rickety chair
and hugging his knees again. "Fromhere to Tilrattin and back—from your world to m ne—neither here
nor there..." He paused, his gray eyes suddenly sharpeni ng behind his spectacles; then he sat up
straight, unfolding his long legs to the floor. "Neither here nor there!"

H s eyes met Joanna's. For a time the silence in the guardroomwas so intent that the silken
whunp of the log crunbling in the hearth sounded | oud and individual beneath the chaotic drone of
the wind in the passage of the gates outside. Doubtfully, Joanna said, "A-a vest pocket
di mensi on?"

Hi s eyes w dened. "You know of such things?"

"They're in all the com c books."

"Actually, a sort of enclave between universes, like a bubble in the fabric of the Void. They
sonetines occur, but they're fairly short |lived because the novenment of the Void pulls them apart.
But now that | think of it, your universe and mine have been in phase for a long tinme, and
certainly energy is being drained fromboth."

"Coul d he nmake sonething like that? O find it?"

"Found, probably, and is shielding in some fashion to keep the di nensions together
indefinitely and to keep me frombeing aware of it." He | eaned forward, and the grief that had
haunted himfor the last twenty-four hours faded fromhis eyes in the daft glow of a theorist's
enthusiasm "You see, I'mthe only person | know who can 'cast through' the Voidsee things on the
other side, touch its fabric with ny mind. Suraklin never could; though he can cross it at wll,
he has no sense of how the Void operates. It is actually a rather specialized field of know edge.
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Many wi zards have them sone of themconpletely useless, like the ability to sumon frogs or
scul pt the wind. But all the sane..."

"Could you find it?"

He shook his head. "That's the trouble. Before | can see through the spells of unseeing that
guard it, 1'd need to know what it |ooked like, knowits shape and boundaries, even as | have to
know what the Gate to it |ooks |ike before | can see it. And, of course, such things exist only in
Suraklin's mnd."

Joanna | ooked up at him feeling inside her such a blaze of illunm nation that she wondered her
flesh didn't glow Her voice was not quite steady as she said, "No they don't." Wth shaking
fingers, she reached out and touched her grubby backpack. "If he's programmng it, he can't do it

in patterns—enly linearly. And |I've found graphics prograns in here, mathematical equations that
translate into three dinmensional shapes—er four dinensional ones. The human mnd can't really
picture a four dinensional shape, but a conputer doesn't give a dam whether a thing is supposed
to be able to exist or not..."

"Rather like w zards," Antryg nused, "or madnen. Are all conputers insane?"

Joanna hesitated, disturbed by the question for reasons she'd preferred not to exam ne, and
the wi zard went on, "Can you graph those equations? Gve ne a picture of it?"

She nodded, shivering all over with suppressed excitenment. "It's really only reverse
engineering. |I'll need graph paper."

"There's paper in the Tower. Lines can be drawn on it."

"I't'Il take a hell of along tine. If I'd knowmn |'d have brought ny calculator..."

"I had a set of calculating bones—tittle slips of ivory about the size of your finger with
nunbers on them They're probably still up there. A mathematician in Ml !lidane showed nme how to

use them They work very quickly."

He got to his feet, collected his cloak from around her shoulders, and started for the
wat chroom door. Then he stopped, came back to her, and seized her in a fierce hug of mngled joy
and desperation, his face pressed against her hair. Her arns went around his waist, being carefu
of the rib he'd cracked during his encounter with the Dead God. For a |ong nonent, they stood so,
whi |l e she thought, This is going to be it. We're really going to have to deal with Suraklin this
time. The thought left her weak w th dread.

Then he was gone, striding across the courtyard in the failing light with all his old gawky
i nsouci ance, the snowy wi nd whipping his cloak and coat skirts into lunatic billow about his thin
formand fraying at his long gray hair. Watching himgo, Joanna felt a stab of grief and the burn
of tears behind her eyes; for all his height, his loose |inbed strength, and his scatterbrained
cheerfulness, it cane to her how fragile he seenmed. She understood, suddenly, Suraklin's obsessive
desire to preserve the things in his life as they were, to hold to those joys no matter who el se
suffered for them and to keep the taste of themon the tongue, so they would not slide away into
the fast flow ng darkness of tinme. She forced the feeling down, telling herself, One thing at a
time. Caris was right. There were sone tinmes when it did not pay to think too nuch.

Shaken inside, she sat down by the hearth again and began di ggi ng through the DARKMACE files
for the four dinensional equations whose significance she hadn't understood and whose i nportance,
at the tinme, had seened to her to be neither here nor there.

It was |long past dark when Caris returned to the Silent Tower. Had he not been mageborn and
able to see in the dark, he doubted he could have found it at all, for not even stars pierced the
bl ack sheet of clouds that covered the sky fromhorizon to horizon. To his nage's sight, the Tower
| oomed queerly agai nst the ebon backdrop, black within black, utterly untouched by |ight. The w nd
had risen, driving the hard little pellets of snow |like a sandstorm agai nst his cheeks; the cold
ate through his tunic, jacket, and cloak as if he had worn nothing but a thin shirt of cotton
| awn. Neverthel ess, he circled the Tower tw ce, observing the ground and the walls, seeking for a
sign. It was only when he clinbed the rear wall with the hook and line of the standard sasenna's
equi prent which he'd gotten fromPella that he saw the blue glow of witchlight fromthe
wat chroom s slit wi ndows and the faint shiver of heat above the chi mey, before the wind whirled
t he snoke away.

If they were here, he thought, they had not found Suraklin at the Citadel after all. H s heart
turned sick inside him Another tine of search, then; how nmany nore weeks of forcing hinself to be
what he no | onger was, of warmi ng hinmself at a revenge that had grown cold, and of waiting to die?

But it would have been worse, he knew, to have returned and found them not there.

H s feet made no nore noise than did his shadow as he crossed the court. He stood in a lee
angl e of the gatehouse passage and |istened until he heard Antryg's deep, beautiful voice before
slipping up to the door
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Before he could raise his hand to knock, he heard Antryg say within, "Ah, there's Caris."
There was the scrape of a chair, and the door opened to the cool brilliance of witchlight and the
warnth of the fire. Caris reflected that there were tinmes when he wanted to hit the wi zard up
al ongside the head with the hilt of his sword.

He said dully, "It's done. | got there in tinme—teynart's under guard, and they know about the
rose."

Joanna | ooked up fromthe vast graph spread across the table—a bedsheet, in fact, ruled with
penciled lines, on which she was marking dots in the mdst of half a dozen wax scribbling tablets
that were covered with mathematical fornmulae in the spiky little nunbers her people used. "And
Pel | a?"

"She's gone back to Pharos." Caris stripped off his cloak and jacket and fol ded hinself up
beside the hearth, his arns crossed before his chest. There was hard bread and dried beef there.
He realized he hadn't eaten all day, save for a few nouthfuls of bread and ham Pella had stol en
for himfromthe kitchen, but didn't care.

Joanna set down her pencil, startled and aghast. "Pharos..."

Roughly, Caris said, "It doesn't matter. It's better. There was nothing for us."

Except joy, he thought, |eaning his forehead agai nst the stones of the hearth and closing his
eyes, feeling the warmh of the fire like the brush of Pella's fingers on the |lids. Except joy.

Behind him Antryg said quietly, "W've found Suraklin."

"Good," Caris nmunbled. He |lay down and drew his cloak over him At |east, he thought, it wll
t hen be over.

And on that thought he slept.

He was wakened by grief, dull and uncaring, beyond even the effort of tears. Pella was gone,
and it seened to himthat even his pursuit of Suraklin was futile, a waste of his tinme, a fool's
errand. Opening his eyes he saw wet grayish |ight seeping through the watchroom w ndows that |et
into the courtyard, naking the small chanber seemdimand frosty, with its stink of old snoke and
wet cl othes. The vast graph spread over the table was now covered with arcane |lines and synbol s,
with scribbled marginal calculations half hidden by tablets, by the disgorged contents of Joanna's
preci ous backpack, and by Antryg's little ivory calculating bones. Under the grubby curtain of her
straggling blond hair, Joanna's face |ooked thin and old, as it had by the candle |ight of the
posting houses on their journey south, ravaged by |lack of sleep and weariness, the sharpness of
her cheekbones and chin enphasi zi ng the awkward nose and the shrew |lines around her eyes. She was
| ooking at the strange magi ¢ watch that was strapped to her wist. Antryg, sitting on the bench
besi de her, seened strangely subdued.

She said quietly, "lIt's nine in the norning."

The wi zard gl anced across at her, his fingers, as if idling away from his consci ous thought,
beginning to make a corral of his mathematical ivory bones. "There have been daylight spells
before. "

"Not on weekdays. This is Tuesday, Antryg; if Suraklin was still being Gary, he'd have to be
at work. He needed to stay working so he could programon the San Serano conputer. The fact that
he isn't means he's done with that."

The sleep cleared fromCaris' nmnd, but left it still nmuzzy, as if he were half drunk. He
realized that his depression and grief were not solely his owm. "You nean he's gone into his

conputer." He sat up, scrubbing his fingers through his cropped bl ond hair, wondering why it
didn't matter to himthat they had lost their race with the Dark Mage.

Joanna nodded. "I think so." She began folding up her papers, nechanically, as she always did,
like a task she was forcing herself to perform Her eyes were dull; she | ooked beaten, wetched,
and badly scared. "I hate to say it, guys—but | think the systemjust went on |line for keeps."
CHAPTER XVI |

Under a cut steel norning sky, what was | eft of the citadel of Suraklin lay cold and bl eak,
t he puddl es of slush frozen, and skiffs of hard, powdery snow bl owi ng restlessly over ground
barren now of any living thing. Save for those ghostly flurries, even the snow did not lie here,
though it blotched the hills all around with white. Joanna, huggi ng Antryg's patched purple cloak
around her, wondered if Hell would look like this after Judgnment Day—nhabitants gone, Devi
destroyed, even the glamour of evil burned out of it, |eaving nothing but a few lines of stones
that stank of forgotten corruptions.

Besi de her, Antryg | ooked ghastly in the dun colored light. "Can you feel it?" he whispered.

Joanna nodded, though she was not certain what it was that she did feel. Her mnd felt
clouded, dulled with the now familiar uncaring depression of the energy drain; but added to that
was a hi deous sense of wongness, as if she night extend her hand and push it inadvertently
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through the structure of the universe itself.

"He's weakened the whole fabric," Antryg said softly. "The enclave is being maintained from
nmonent to nonent now by the conputer's power, by the energy relays. It's unstable; where it
touches, this universe is unstable as well." He spoke barely above a whisper, as if he feared that
too |l oud a sound would shatter the very senblance of reality around them Wnd stirred his hair
and swirled the long skirts of his coat; a foot fromhim Joanna felt none.

Sonet hi ng caught her eye, and she whirled, her heart in her throat.

She thought she had seen sonething near one of the old pits, scraggly with wet stones and
frozen slush, but there was nothing... or..

Try as she woul d, she could not focus her eyes on the place. It was like a puzzle with pieces
m ssi ng, though she could not describe what was preventing her fromseeing the spaces in between.

"Yes," Antryg murnured. "There are aboni nations here."

"Let's get this over." In spite of the day's freezing wind, a rime of sweat glittered on
Caris' face. Hs long sword flashed naked in his hand, cold in the daylight like a living thing;
it was his eyes that seened dead.

"I't will be in the pits." There was no doubt now in Antryg's deep voice. "In the bottommost
room at the center of his ancient power. It's fairly easy to see sonething invisible, if you know
what you're | ooking for, have a picture of it, as the graphic programdelineated it. My dear..."

For an instant Joanna seriously considered giving Antryg a qui ck rundown on how to input
progranms fromfloppies to mainfrane, then stopped hersel f. Experience had taught her that whatever
could go wong with a conputer would, even ones that didn't house the corroding souls of dead
wi zards. Though her own soul felt dead within her, she knew intellectually that she still |oved
this man and that he'd need her help. After several nights of little or no sleep, he | ooked |ike
ten mles of bad road; if he felt anywhere near as bad as she did, he would, she told herself,
need all the help he could get.

Trying to keep the whinper of fear out of her voice, she said, "Once | programthe wormin,
we'll have five or ten minutes. That's how long it would take that programto wi pe the whole Cray
at San Serano—eps, systens, everything."

"All right." He was glancing all around himas he spoke, his |ong nose pointing |ike a nervous
dog's, the dianbnds in his earlobes flashing |ike nuggets of dirty ice. "That will give us tinme to
get out before the enclave itself collapses. Presumably, you can't tell which prograns will be the
first to be devoured, so there is the chance that we—aon't nmake it out."

Joanna swal | owed. During the spells of deadness, she always felt anxi ous—the anxi ety now had
intensified to a wetched sense of al nost-panic in which she wanted only to do whatever she had to
do quickly and then run away, run to safety... She said in a tiny voice, "You nean—di e?"

Hi s gray eyes were sonber, |ooking down into hers. "I don't knowbut probably not. There's a
good chance," he added carefully, "that, though the enclave will seal up once the power goes down,
Suraklin won't die. He will only exist in the enclave, unable to touch either of our worlds again,
but... his consciousness may remin."

Joanna whi spered, "Ch, swell." No Exit, she thought: the Sartre play about the damed seal ed
into a roomw th those who understood themall too well, for all eternity.

"So when you get your programinput, | suggest you run like hell. It's certainly what 1'Il be
doi ng."

She thought, 1'Il never make it. Antryg, with his longer |legs, mght. The door would cl ose

bet ween them and she would be Gary' s—Suraklin's—forever..

Wth the hideous sensation of plunging down a limtless elevator to nowhere, she stunbl ed
after Antryg and Caris toward the brink of the nonster pit.

"Antryg..." Caris whispered, his voice fading to nothing.

Antryg turned his head, to follow the young man's eyes. A ragged stringer of ground m st
whirl ed aside, and Suraklin stood before themat the head of the broken stair.

Joanna's throat felt as if it had been shut with a val ve.

What ever el se Suraklin was now, he was not Gary anynore.

It was Gary's body, Gary's jeans and jacket and N kes under the black cloak of a Counci
wi zard. Even the face, she supposed, was still Gary's, though the expression had changed it so
conpl etely that she was no | onger certain she would recognize the man she had once nade | ove to,
years ago on a hot Los Angeles night. There was nothing left of that slightly vapid, good natured
sel fishness, anoral and greedy w thout being actively offensive to anyone. Nothing left at all
The lines of the cheeks and around the brown eyes with their queer golden luster were the |ines of
age, age infused by driving will and a single overnmastering purpose.

Suraklin smled, |like sonmething wound with a key. "Antreges." His voice, nothing like Gary's
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now, softened the hard g of Antryg's name into a dimnutive, the nane of the boy he had known.
"Li ke the windrose on a map, you point in all the directions of the wind—but | did suspect you'd

finally point your way back here, to your home, to ne. Babe..." His eyes touched Joanna, the
ni ckname turning her stomach. "Do you think, if | can nake a roulette wheel stop on red or sumon
lightning, | can't degauss a disk? You're just not thinking, babe..." As Joanna gasped, sickened

with shock, the brown eyes noved to Caris, the inflection of the voice shifting again. "My son."

The sasennan began, "You dare..."

At the same instant, Antryg whirled utterly without warning, caught Joanna by the shoul ders,
and flung her to the ground. Lightning seared up like a blue white snake striking fromthe earth
as he dived on top of her. Caris, his breath and attention monentarily diverted in anger, wasn't
so quick. The lightning flung hima dozen feet, its earsplitting crack drowning his final cry. It
was over before Antryg had tine to react. Her face in the dust, her nostrils filled with ozone and
the stink of burned flesh, Joanna was still nearly blinded by an explosion of light that seened to
ignite the very air. She felt Antryg spring to his feet and wi sely stayed where she was; his coat
skirt brushed her face briefly and that soft, flexible voice whispered, "Get under cover and keep
hol d of the backpack." Then he was gone, his footsteps thudding through the ground in her ear

Even faced with death, the effect of the energy drain made her want to stop and argue—the
backpack was too heavy, the disk it contained was now usel ess, Suraklin had said so..

Do it by the nunbers, she told herself fiercely. They'd been standing near a shall ow
subsi dence. She rolled over and over, nearly blinded through her shut eyelids. The ground dropped
away beneath her and broken masonry dug into her ribs through her heavy coat as she skidded down.
The searing white glare seened to sicken and purple; raising her head a little, she could see
Suraklin with his head down, squinting against the light. Antryg, sword in hand, was within thirty
feet of himby the tine the Dark Mage coul d see enough to use the inplenent he had whi pped out
from beneath his cl oak

Quite sensibly, somewhere along the Iine, Suraklin had acquired a subnmachi ne gun

Joanna had to clanp her hands over her nmouth to keep from screaning. Antryg flung hinself
down, sliding and rolling, his sword screaming in a steel arc toward Suraklin's ankles. Bullets
stitched the dust in front of him He jerked and twisted like a cat flung in water, diving for the
m ni mal cover of a broken wall; the glaring, unnatural |ight faded as he let the spell slip from
his mind. It had served its purpose, but he had been just too |ate.

"Real ly, ny dear," Suraklin said, anused. "You used to be quicker than that."

"dd age cones to us all." Antryg was noving already, flattened to the single broken course of
stones, though Joanna thought his voice still seenmed to cone fromwhere he had first gone to
ground. He'd done voice throwi ng, she renenbered, as one of his dog w zard tricks to earn supper
when they'd first travel ed the post road fromKyni|l to Angel shand during the sunmer. Behind the
truncated wall, there wasn't nuch of anyplace to go, but already she could see the dead weeds
around the place begin to snoke and wither as if under blasting heat.

"Not to nme, ny |love. Never to ne."

Antryg had reached the linmit of the wall. He lay crushed to the ground, to keep from
Suraklin's line of sight; Joanna could see blood black on the dull green of his coat sleeve, the
sweat of concentration beading his face. "No," he said. "Nor youth, either, nor warnth, nor cold.
Don't you understand yet what you've done to yoursel f?"

The snout of the gun never wavered fromthe wall. The bare ground was bl ackening there, the
dead weeds starting to snoke inches fromAntryg's feet. A counterspell, Joanna guessed, held the
burning at bay, but for how | ong?

"Indeed | do. What you see is only what our little Joanna would call a wal do, operated by ny
mnd at a distance. Now that |'ve taken steps to put Pharos out of the way for good, |I'll have
plenty of them Cerdic will see to that. But the nmind is not in any of them | have nade nyself
imortal ."

"You have nmade yourself |ike the Dead God."

Suraklin's brows cane together, his voice sharp. "Nonsense!"

"The Dead God isn't imortal," Antryg pressed. "The Dead God is dead. Wthout feeling, wthout
caring, even for hinsel f—wa thout changi ng. Mdore stagnant than the very stones, which transnute
fromrock to air and sand. Wat do you have, Suraklin, that makes you want to continue? As a
conputer, as a nmetal thing of electricity and know edge, what do you want? Are you Suraklin
anynmore? O have you becone |ike Joanna's Xerographs, a fourth generation copy of what you once
were, wWith each copy a little less legible than the last, a little nore mxed in with other
peopl es' minds? What is deathl essness on those terns?"

Around her, Joanna was conscious of the snell of dust, rising fromthe ground as if bl own by
i nperceptible wind. She fought to stifle a choke, but found the air increasingly thick with it,
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grayish, stifling, clogging her breathing and burning her eyes. A gust of wind cleared it a
little. Through it, she saw Antryg's face taut with concentration, fighting the spell of the

dust's suffocation. The heat around the wall was still intense; she could feel it, even at this
di stance, on the unsteady wind. A conputer is capable of mllions of operations per second; she
wonder ed how many subroutines constituted a spell, and how nmany spells could be naintained by a
comput er as opposed to a nman.

"I was in the Silent Tower for years, Suraklin," Antryg went on. "I risked death to win ny

freedom But you have walled yourself into a tower fromwhich there is no escaping."”

Suraklin laughed. "Are you tired, nmy love? You're older than | am now... Trying to talk ne
into surrender, when you know you cannot defeat me by nmagic? | suggest you save your breath—+ can
outl ast you, you know. Entropy always wins. | wll still be here, waiting for you, when your
concentration begins to crack fromstarvation or weariness—ust how many spells can you hold of f?
Shal |l we see?"

Antryg's hand noved, flinched as if with sudden cranp; Joanna saw his face contort with pain.
The wind faltered, the dust al nbst suffocating her. A nonent |ater sonething stirred in the thick
grayness, like a whirlwind rising froma slush pool between the buckled pavenent of the old court,
droplets of slime shivering into the air, half formng into the shape she recalled fromthe
el ectric darkness of the Devil sgate garden. The countering wind died. Through a curtain of silt,
she saw Antryg gat her hinself together for a rush that woul d take hi munder the nuzzle of the
wai ti ng gun.

Then she saw Caris nmove. His face was white where it wasn't snmeared with nmud, twisted with
pain, but the hand that held his .45 was conpletely steady. Suraklin turned his head in the sane
instant that Antryg yelled, "NO" Wth a shattering crack of flanme the gun blew up in Caris' hand.

Caris screaned, doubling his body over the ruined bone and bl eeding flesh; Antryg was already
movi ng. One sword stroke severed Suraklin's right hand where it held the Beretta's trigger before
the Dark Mage could bring the gun back to bear on him At the same nonent, Antryg backfisted the
Dark Mage across the face with his other hand, sending himstaggering back. Suraklin swing around,
as if blood weren't pouring fromthe stunp of his right armand his shattered nose, and with the
heavy | ock of the gun, still clutched by the | eft handgrip, cracked Antryg across the tenple.

Antryg fell to his knees, a yard fromthe edge of the chasmthat had been the Citadel vaults.
Before he could raise his sword again, Suraklin swept the spouting stunp of his armthrough the
air, and the blood itself whirled—+ed, hideous, nultiplying—+nto the formof an elenental that
pl unged down on Antryg in a reeking wave.

White Iight stabbed like a | aser beamfrom Antryg's bony fingers as he sprang back. The
el emental dissolved before it in a torrent of flying gore, even as the pit edge gave and crunbl ed
under Antryg's boots. He tried to catch hinself, but Suraklin was upon him weathed nowin fire,
his single hand weighted with the gun flashing through the air to crack like an iron club on the
side of Antryg's skull.

Antryg clutched at the brittle weeds on the edge as he went over; then even his shabby half
gl oved hand slithered from sight.

Bl ood streamng fromhis severed arm Suraklin stood | ooking down into the pit. "That was very
foolish, nmy darling," he said. Joanna's heart lurched into beating agai n-Antryg had to be hol ding
onto sonme projection, sone | edge, not too far down the abyss. He was alive—and just for the nonent
she wasn't going to have to cope with the Dark Mage al one

Suraklin's back was to her. She could hear Caris still mpaning faintly where he |ay anong the
br oken, weed grown pavenents, renenbered his screamas the gun exploded in his hand and thought
detachedly, Thank God | deci ded agai nst expl osives. Had that been a general spell, she wondered as
she dug the .38 and the Sigil of Darkness from her backpack, or only against Caris, because
Surakl in had seen hin? She was shaking so badly she could barely tear the Sigil's | ead w appi ngs
free or hold the gun straight. One shot, she knew, was all she'd get, if she got that rmuch. After
that, she reflected in weirdly wy terror, he could not help but notice her

The Dark Mage hitched the submachi ne gun under his arm switching his left hand fromthe grip
to the trigger. "Killing this body won't do you any good, you see."

Joanna braced the .38 in both hands, straightened her el bows and took time to align the sights
as carefully as she had done during her few practice sessions; she pressed the round | ead pl aque
of the Sigil tight against the lock as well as she could while keeping her fingers clear of the
cylinder flash. It seened to take forever; blood and terror pounded in her head, an al nost
pal pabl e roaring noise that she was certain Suraklin had to hear. The first night Gary had ki ssed
her flitted briefly through her mnd, and her elation that for the first tinme in her |life someone
found her desirable.
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Sur akl i n—Gary—braced his weapon under his arm to aimdown. "There's plenty of tinme |eft
before it bleeds to death to..."

Her e goes not hi ng, Joanna thought, and squeezed the trigger

She saw t he expl osion of bone and hair and brain shatter outward as the automaton that had
been first Gary, and then Suraklin, bowed forward and fell into the pit.

Dust still hung heavy in the air as she stunbled to the edge, still clutching her backpack and
the gun. She sensed a shifting sonewhere in it, not far off, and remenbered that there were
abomi nati ons about, drawn to the snell of blood. Caris, she thought desperately, but did not
swerve aside to where the dying sasennan | ay.

Bl ood was puddl ed everywhere on the lip of the pit, steanming faintly in the cold air. Her head
ached with the weight of the drained weariness that clutched her soul. Her hands, as she funbled
at the pocket of her backpack for the nylon rope, seened to belong to soneone el se. And what,
after all, she wondered bleakly, would it matter? Suraklin had been right. Killing himkilling
Gary, or what was |left of Gary-had done no good. The disk was wi ped, and she knew that, while the
conmput er was running, she'd never be able to maneuver through the |long and conplicated process of
putting together another worm

And the conmputer would run forever

Tears of despair nearly blinded her as she peered down. There was no dust below the |evel of
the ground. She could see Antryg clearly, pressed flat to what had once been the wall of sone
vaul ted room One hand gri pped about three inches of what had been ceiling nolding; the other
spread out over a sharply sloping piece of stone that offered little if any purchase. One boot toe
was wedged into the remains of a broken capital. Below his heels gaped a hundred and fifty feet of
straight nothing, with Gary's body |ying smashed like a road kill at the bottom

Her hands shaki ng, she nade a loop in one end of the rope and stunbl ed back four or five feet
to wap the other end around the nearest broken rocks. Things were noving in the dust, converging
on t hem-abom nati ons, she thought, for they |lacked the deadly speed of elenentals. But that, she
knew, woul d come soon. Antryg's over stretched concentration couldn't keep them at bay forever
She had killed the Dark Mage's | ast body, but he was far from dead.

Antryg came scranbling, gasping, up the rope, crushed her in one fast hug, and planted a kiss
on her sweat soaked hair, even as he was draggi ng her toward the nmatted weeds which hid the broken
stair. "Caris..." she began, and he shook his head.

"There's nothing to be done," he said hoarsely. "W have a few nonents now when Suraklin can't
see us, when he nust marshall his influence on the nminds of whatever he can—the abomni nations, for
a guess—+to stop us. Before he does..."

"But it's no good!" She bal ked, her feet sliding on the ice that had turned the broken rubble
of the hidden stair to treacherous glass. "Antryg, Suraklin was right! It wouldn't take anything
to demagneti ze the disk; you can do it by |eaving one too near the tel ephone! There's nothing we
can do in there!"

He stopped on the slippery track bel ow her, looking up; in spite of its coating of dust and
grime, his face seened suddenly very white in the frane of his unruly hair. "Are you positive it's
bl anked?"

She shook her head, the stringers of her wet hair trailing against her nunbed cheeks. "But
it's Suraklin's |ogical nove."

He took a deep breath, as if bracing hinself, then nodded. Sweat tracked down through the dust
on his face, and Joanna realized that, dead though Suraklin's |latest body m ght be, his magic
still lived, pressing against Antryg's hard held counterspells with the relentless patience of a
conmputer. It was only a matter of time, she thought, until the human wi zard tired, and then..

He said, "All right. Gve ne your backpack and get as far away from here as you can. If this
deadness doesn't end, it will nean |'ve failed. Find the other w zards of the Council, tell them
everyt hing, nmake them believe you. If it does, find themanyway..."

"What about you?"

Hi s gray eyes shifted away fromhers, behind their cracked rounds of glass, then returned,
after a nonent. "Whatever happens, ny life is forfeit," he said quietly, his long fingers closing

around the dirty webbing straps of the backpack. "If it wasn't when | broke out of the Tower, it
has been fromthe nonent | summoned the elemental to hold Cerdic's warriors at bay. | don't know
whether |'I1 succeed or fail, but once | go into that enclave, | won't be conming out."

She heard it as if fromsome great distance, her soul nunbed by exhaustion, terror, and the
| eaden ache of the energy drain. He started to nove off down the ruined stair again, and she
tightened her grip on the packstraps, holding himback. "Wat are you going to do?"

"Put the Sigil of Darkness where the teles relay feeds into the electrical converter. It will
break the flow of the magic and seal off the enclave."
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"Wth you in it," Joanna said. "Inprisoned alone with Suraklin, forever." It had, she
realized, been his backup plan fromthe first.

He | ooked away again, his face contorting with nonentary pain. "I can't think about that now,
Joanna," he said softly. Desperation shivered in his deep voice. "Now |l et ne go. W' ve wasted too
much tine already—every second he'll be rallying new defenses, and | don't know how long I'Il be
able to hold themat bay. Can't you feel the spells around us now? It'll be worse within the
di mensi onal enclave. If ny concentration breaks, we'll both go up |like touchwood."

"And the mnute your fingers touch the Sigil," she returned, "all your defenses w |l vanish
anyway, won't they?" Cold panic and the scorch of adrenaline stifling her, she drew the backpack
fromhis hands and slung its famliar weight once nore onto her shoulder. "Let's get this over
with, "

The entrance to Suraklin's enclave opened directly above the bl ack pool in the stone chanber
of his ancient power. Joanna couldn't see it at all until Antryg reached out over the water and
touched it; then it flared into snoky life in the darkness, nore like an optical illusion, a trick
of mirrors and light, than a real gateway. The burning, unnatural glare of the witchlight that
he'd call ed added to the sense of surreality. Through the clotted darkness of the |abyrinths they
had heard the lunbering, slurping tread of abomi nations, closing on the place, tracking them by
the scent of their blood, and only the searing radiance of all the light that Antryg could summon
had held them at bay. H's sword was gone, |ost sonewhere in the frozen, weedy rubble of the pit
where it had fallen when he'd gone over the cliff edge; with the abom nations gathering and
Antryg's face growi ng grayer and grayer fromthe strain of the tireless spells bearing down upon
him there had been no tinme to search. Even maintaining the |ight, Joanna sensed, was taxing him
draining his strength like a cut artery. H's hand was shaking as he sketched a gl owi ng sign on the
wal | of the underground chanber.

"When | tell you to run,"” he said, "run for this. Don't distract ne, don't interrupt nme—do
exactly as | command. Al right?"

She nodded, the fear in her growing, swelling—fear, and the sense that there was sonething she
was forgetting, sone detail knocking at the back of her mind..

He sprang lightly to the threshold of the gate, his boots resting on the glow ng surface that
seened to be no nore than a projection in the air. Her heart beating heavily, positive she was
going to end up falling through into the accursed pool, Joanna reached across, tw ned her snall
fingers in the bone and grubby | eather of his hand, and junped.

It was deathly cold within Suraklin's enclave. This didn't surprise Joanna, in view of the
physi cal preferences of conputers, but it depressed her further and wei ghted her down with a
physi cal exhaustion, as if her very body were unable to produce enough heat, enough life, to keep
her going. There was a noise there, too, a kind of whispering humthat tugged oddly at her
attention. She sensed the presence all around them of unseen forces, the shift of the stone
wal | s—er were they stone?—n the darkness that stopped the nonment she turned her head, and the
tingle on her skin that nade her wonder in terror what would happen if Antryg's concentration on
his protective spells broke. Once she snelled a burning, a spot of itching on her thigh that
swel | ed suddenly to searing heat. In nunb panic, she pressed her hand over it as hard as she
could, not daring to speak for fear of distracting Antryg's mnd and naking things worse; in a
monent the heat passed. We'll both go up |ike touchwood, he had said, and panic sweat rolled down
her sides under the dirty sheepskin of her coat and the green velvet jacket underneath.

Then the darkness opened out before them It swall owed the beam of Joanna's repowered
flashlight, which she'd turned on to save Antryg's strength; a vast chasmstretched in al
directions, colder than the bitterest of the Sykerst nights. Faint and bluish, a glow rose from
the double ring of globes on the floor, sone of themno |arger than a good sized grapefruit,
others the size of soccer balls; around and between them |ike a nonster web of brass, glass, and
scribbled Sigils of Light, lay the apparatus Dr. Narwahl Skipfrag had invented for converting the
anbi ent energy of life into electricity. The wires spread |ike weed runners along the floor,
interspersed with Sigils and marks witten in light, so that the web seened to sink into the
physical fiber of the place itself. Joanna had a sense of those veins of power fanning out over
the walls and ceiling of the place, if there were any, hidden in the darkness. And eerily like the
trilithons on Tilrattin Island, in the center rose the tripart bul k of what Joanna recogni zed from
articles as an experinmental fiber optic superconductor Cray Three, undoubtedly the one which was
runored to have dropped out of sight early in the year fromthe Alta Cara Research | abs—harder to
steal than the 250 odd mi croconputers necessary to nake up a parall el —process Cube, but far easier
to program Like a vast nonolith behind it rose the biggest power conditioner Joanna had ever
seen.
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Joanna whi spered, "Dam!"

"What is it, nmy dear?"

The whi spering in her mnd was growi ng stronger, and with it was the sense of a half guessed
pattern, like an optical illusion of negative spacedo you see a |anp, or do you see two faces?

And whose faces?

"I't's a UPS—an Uni nterrupted Power Source—a backup battery. It nmeans that, even when we pul
the plug, the conputer itself will be up for at |east a day, naybe nore. W'I||l be able to get
out..."

"But his spells will continue. And he'll be able to summon reinforcenents."”

Joanna wal ked forward, her heart slamm ng against her ribs, loathe to step across the teles
ring. Wan and blue, their sickly light was worse than darkness; as she passed between them she
felt a. cold sense of evil, as if she heard the tittering whi sper of laughter in the darkness
beyond the reach of any light. Her nouth dry, she whispered, "I'mgoing to check the disk. You
start pulling the |leads out that connect the power conditioner with the spare battery packs—those
smal | boxes stacked beyond it.

They're to give it still nmore running tine if the power goes down. Just unfasten the clips and
pull the plugs out..."

Antryg noved to obey, his flowi ng robe and | ongskirted coat incongruous against the hard edged
metal and plastic, his face set now and lined with intolerable strain. Near the chair before the
computer's central nonitor, a single teles sat in its copper housing, the focal point of the vast
spi derweb of wires and leads. It was by no neans the | argest; Joanna could have cl osed her two
hands over it, had she dared. But nothing in the world could have induced her to touch the thing.
She didn't know why she felt that it was aware of her, watching her; old, far older than Suraklin,
it was far nore evil—-and alive.

Her hands were shaking as she pulled the flat disk box from her backpack. She dropped it twi ce
before she got it open, sweat stream ng down her face in spite of the intense cold. And all the
while in the back of her mind, that whispering suspicion nagged at her, the feeling of being faced
with a quadratic equation, with two solutions..

She managed to get the disk in the drive, trying not to think about the process of bringing it
up, and let her hands go through the notions automatically.

The di sk was bl ank.

Resol utely, aware that the conputer was Suraklin and m ght be |lying about it, she tapped
through the entry sequence, but the machi ne made no sound.

Then, before her eyes in the darkness of the screen, the green words fornmed up

VELCOVE, JOANNA.
I HAVE WAI TED A LONG TI ME FOR H M TO BRI NG YOU TO ME

Rage hit her like a falling wall. Betrayal, grief, horror, realization, and fury at herself
for not seeing that she had been led all along, tricked into coning to this single place that she
had nost feared, deceived into walking into Suraklin's hands at | ast. Hate expl oded in her as she
swung around in her chair, her hand diving blindly for her backpack, coming up with the .38.

He had been Suraklin's servant fromthe first.

The crash of the gun was |ike thunder in the vast darkness. The bullet took Antryg in the
si de, knocking hi mback agai nst the power conditioner—Joanna had not paused to take aim and the
kick jerked her aimawy. He raised his head, the sulfurous glow of the teles turning his
spectacl es to opaque rounds of gold and glinting in the star fracture of the left |ens. She braced
hersel f carefully for a second shot, aimng for his forehead in the spiral strings of his blood
ti pped hair. He had used her, used her..

She never knew what he shouted at her. Her nane, she thought, and some other word, a spel
word that sliced through the calmfog in her mind |like throwm ice water. At the sane nonent, she
felt the burning scorch of fire on her hair, her back, and her arns. He stunbled to his feet,
caught her, and held her, smothering the heat between her skin and her coat, pressing her to him
heedl ess of the gun wedged between their bodies.

After a nonment the heat faded again. She brought up her hand fromhis side and saw her fingers
covered in bl ood.

She began to shake uncontrollably. "Antryg, |I'msorry," she sobbed. "I'msorry—t was a
spel | —Suraklin's spell =

"Don't!" he whispered desperately. H's breath cane as if he fought for every lungful, his face
chalk white with shock and strain. "Don't say anything. | understand. Put the Sigil in place and
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let's get out of here. Soneone's comi ng; he's sumobned hel p, and we have to stop them before they
get here..."

"Who..." she began dazedly.

"Never mind that!" Behind his specs, his eyes were frantic.

Her hands shaki ng, Joanna tore open the velcro pocket of her backpack, funmbled with the | ead
shielding in which the Sigil was wapped. She felt an increasing reluctance to touch the centra
tel es under which she knew she nust place it, a distaste for the whol e project—she woul d be

killing the | ast vestiges of Suraklin, Salteris, the Regent's father, Gary... It was nurder..
So was your trying to shoot Antryg, she reninded herself disgustedly. And Caris, dying up at
the top of the cliff... Antryg made a swift gesture toward her, swiftly repressed; |ooking up she

saw the strain on his face and the sweat tracking down through the grinme and bl ood, and realized
that in his mind, too, Suraklin was whispering.

Her fingers shrinking fromthe task, she swiftly pushed the teles aside in its copper bed and
slid the Sigil of Darkness into place.

The breaking of the energy drain was |ike the snapping of a nmetal band encircling her brain.
She felt al nost shocked, once nore aware of the bone nunbing cold, of the danger in which they
stood, and the snell of gunpowder and of Antryg's blood. The bl uish gleamof the teles balls died,
and the scribbled light of the runes on the floor faded. Only the red and green lights of the Cray
gl eaned, bal eful stars in the darkness, picking out Antryg's nose and |ips and spectacl es and
wi nki ng in the haphazard collection of tuppenny beads and | nperial jewels around his neck. The
drone of the UPS kicking in filled the black enptiness around them broken by the shrill hooting
of the alarm At the same time, she felt the power all around her grow, the crackle of inchoate
hatred in the darkness was held at bay only by Antryg's failing spells. Heat seened to whisper,

i nches fromher flesh.

"How | ong?" he breathed as they stunbled through the darkness, back toward the beckoning
glimrer of his mark.

She shook her head. "A battery that size can keep a conputer going for about a day." She felt
hi m shi ver and knew he'd never hold out that long. "But he'll be drawing energy fromit for his
spells to keep the enclave open for his repair crew, whoever they are, to get in—and to destroy
you. "

Antryg managed a crooked grin. "Added incentive for ny death, | see."” He was |eaning on her,
the sl eeve of his coat warm and scratchy on her frozen face, permeated with the snells of sulfur
and bl ood. Joanna realized Suraklin would never have needed an added incentive-Antryg was the only
wi zard who woul d have been able to hold out this |long agai nst the defense spells. No wonder
Suraklin had tried at every opportunity to have himkill ed.

"l don't know how rmuch that takes, but |I'd guess an awful lot." She cocked an ear back,
listening to the alarm hooters. WAas it her imagination, she wondered, or were they nore frequent
than before? "Wth all the spare battery packs di sconnect ed—aybe an hour ?"

He shuddered again at the endless length of time. "Unless he can break me first."

The i nner chanber of the Citadel, beyond the Gate of the enclave, was crawing with
abom nations. Pausing on the insubstantial threshold above the pool, Joanna heard them and snell ed
themin the foul darkness, and all her innards seened to contract with dread. She whispered
queasily, "Can you sumon |ight?"

Antryg shook his head. "Not now," he breathed. "Joanna, | can't. He's in ny mnd, tearing at
it with his spells..."

"Ckay. Don't worry about it." She unslung the backpack from her shoul der and found her
flashlight. Its feeble beam gl anced off the obsidian waters beneath their feet and caught the
glitter of sline, the flash of m smated eyes. The beam shook as it traveled over them fat things
i ke monster slugs with foul, dripping snouts; sonething |ike a daddy | onglegs skittering
nervously near the wall; bloated, mutant rats; and things that nmust once have been cockroaches
before sone effect of the Void had changed them She clenched her teeth hard, trying not to make a
noi se.

Beyond them the door into the sightless mazes of the vaults stood open, and she coul d sense
movenent in the darkness beyond.

"We've got to close it," Antryg whispered desperately. "Block it, barricade it..."

Behi nd them the grating runmble of the backup battery echoed like a bass thunder; the al arns
were hooting faster. If nothing else, thought Joanna, they had to get out of the gateway before it
col | apsed. ..

"Here goes nothing." She pulled open her backpack, renoved the first of the DARKMAGE fil es,
and wadded the photocopi ed pages into a ball. Thank God, she thought obliquely, | brought |ots of
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mat ches. .. The abominations shrank back fromthe fire when she tossed it among them She lit five
more crunpled balls and flung them sone to one side, sone to the other

"Screw the sheets into torches." Antryg was al ready doing so as he spoke. "If we can nake it
to the door..."

"We really have to bar it with us on this side of it?"

"Bel i eve ne, Joanna," he said softly, "I guarantee you it's preferable.”

She didn't believe himuntil they reached the door—ancient, dusty, thick wood strapped and
reinforced with iron on the inside and sheeted with copper on the outside. It was hung perfectly
on steel hinges and it would swing with a touch. For a nonment Joanna stood in the black arch,
listening, and heard the footsteps in the passage beyond. They were sl ow and draggi ng; once she
heard the thud of a body falling against a wall, and the clash of a dropped weapon, then a
scrabbling noise as it picked itself up again.

She | ooked up at the tall wizard beside her, her revulsion stark upon her face.

"Bolt it," said Antryg softly. "Suraklin's nagic will still be in his flesh."

Behi nd them the abom nations closed in. Joanna formed a barrier of wadded paper, crunpling
and lighting all the DARKMAGE fil es, the pounds of paper she'd |ugged on her back for hundreds of
mles, the last details of the Iives of two wi zards, an Inperial Prince, and a conputer
programer—the final records of their existence. Fromthe enclave gate, still hanging, glimering,
above the pool, the tenpo of the alarms had increased, shrieking, desperate, calling help, blocked
on the very edge of imortality. Al through the horrible shadows of the room the abom nations
stirred, prowing back and forth, the rats' eyes gl eam ng, outsize chisel teeth bared. Listening
behi nd her, Joanna imagi ned she could hear the approaching footfalls in the hall, stunbling,
slurring. Leaning against the door beside her, Antryg | ooked gray and drawn, his eyes shut,
reaming the last strength, the last magic, fromthe marrow of his bones.

The bl ow on the door, when it cane, seened to shake the very stone from which the vaults were
cut. Antryg flinched, but turned a little, to press his face and hands to the iron bound wood, his
eyes shut and his face twisted with pain. Joanna heard a sharp hissing behind her, snelled danp
snmoke, and swung around to see a trickle of water fromthe pool snaking toward the flickering Iine
of her barrier blazes. That was inpossible, she thought, terrified, as the abom nati ons noved
forward with the | essening of the fire—the floor sloped up..

She pul | ed nore paper from her backpack, twisted it into another torch and it it. Gitting
her teeth, she strode toward the slobbering, pulsing things on the other side of the light,
| ashing at themwith the torch

The water was indeed seeping up fromthe pool. Wder, thicker streans of it, |ike black sling,
flowed up the slope of the floor toward their feet, dousing another one of her little fires.

Anot her bl ow fell on the door, and she saw, close to Antryg's head, the solid oak tinbers heave
and crack. Antryg hinself seenmed hardly to notice; he appeared to be alnpst in a trance, except
for the gasping of his breath and the desperate contortion of his face. Gimy, Joanna stuck the
torch into a crack in the wall and tw sted another one, then caught at the first as it fell-she
could have sworn it had been firmy wedged. Wth quick blazing fire in each hand, she swung at the
abomi nations. One of the rats, the size of a dog and grossly fat, hissed at her; for a hideous
second, she thought it would leap, but it backed away, its tw sted face a ni ghtnare.

Anot her bl ow drove a shard of the copper sheathing through the door and nede the strapping
jerk and pull in the wood. It was Gary out there, Joanna thought as she swung again at a tentacled
thing Iike a groping black wart that edged toward them Gary with the top of his head bl own off,
Gary with his nose a bloody nash, Gary with nothing in his eyes but Suraklin's will...

Antryg nmade a small sound of pain. At the same instant, Joanna herself felt a stab of
si ckness, deep in her guts, the burning wench |ike poisoned heat. Fromthe enclave, the al arns

were screamng, thick and fast now, |ouder and |ouder, |ike a heartbeat skipping out of its
rhythm spiraling up into the danger zone. Bl ackness swamin front of her eyes, and pain and
nausea tw sted at her guts as she pulled anot her handful of paper out, lit it with shaki ng hands

fromthe last, and swung it at the things that waited greedily in the ankle deep waters of the
fl ooded fl oor.

The poundi ng on the door seenmed eerily to pick up the tenpo of the alarnms, faster, nore
urgent, nore desperate. Antryg cried out again, blood tracking down fromthe corner of his nouth
as his counterspells began to crack under the inexorable pressure of the conputer's strength. The
al arns scaled up, blending into a single, screamng note. Beneath the screani ng, Joanna coul d hear
voi ces, |like the wicker of colorless flame. Sonme of themwere thin, unforned whispers of ninds
that had never been human; others were terrifyingly fanmliar..

Babe, you're coming out to ny place this weekend, aren't you? |I've got four new ganes for the
conmput er, sonme good beer... new jet systemfor the Jacuzzi...
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You nust do as you think best, nmy son, but | think you would be a better healer than a
fighter...

My father won't hear of it, but if you say Suraklin really is a danger, ny lord Archmage, then
I am behind you with all the support | can raise..

And far back of themall, half obliterated by those random snatches of nenory, an old man's
voi ce, high and harsh and terrible, whispered, You were ny only love... nmy only love. O course
can still love... | can still feel... | can still taste the wine of life... It's all in the
programs and will be forever. | still live...

The silence falling was |like a blow over the head with a club. For an instant Joanna wondered,
What now? and turned to | ook back toward the shimrering gate of the enclave and the distant
glitter of the red conmputer lights that were like evil stars in sone inpossible darkness. But the
lights were gone. Wth a tired gurgle, the water around her feet had al ready begun to slither away
toward the well again; the abom nations, sniffing and hissing, backed further fromthe crude
bundl es of burning paper still in her hands. A nonent |ater, |ike snpoke dispersing, the dark gate
faded away.

Antryg's voice was no nore than a thread. "Entropy always wins," he nurnmured. Wth hands that
woul d barely close, he shoved back the door bolts. Neither of them | ooked at what |ay across the
threshold as they began their stunbling ascent once nore to the light.

CHAPTER XVI | |

They found Caris |ying where he had fallen, twenty feet or so fromthe lip of the chasm a
broken bl ack shape in a pool of blood. Joanna knelt beside himand felt his face and his renaining
hand, searchi ng agai nst hope for sone sign of life. She had thought all enbtion wung out of her
by the ordeal in the vaults, but now realized that that had only been the result of the energy
drain. Now tears collected in her eyes—for Caris and for the fact that she had left himto die
wi t hout a backward gl ance.

It had, of course, been what he woul d have done-what it was the Way of the Sasenna to do.

The short wi nter day had passed noon. The sky was a | ow sheet of steel colored billows, |ike
the undersurface of nurky water; the air snelled of snow.

She heard the crunch of Antryg's boots on the hard frost behind her. G ancing up, she saw he'd
retrieved his cloak fromthe subsi dence where she'd rolled wearing it. In the daylight he | ooked
ghastly, his haggard face tracked with runnels of blood through the sweat matted dust, and

spreading stains of it dark on his left sleeve and side. He noved stiffly, slowy, like an old
man. H s crooked hands shook as he covered Caris with the cloak

"We'll have to get word to Pella," Joanna said dully.

"I"'msure the wizards will do that." Antryg knelt beside her and pushed back the short cropped
fair hair fromthe young man's still face. "They'|ll be here very soon now. "

The thought of the effort flight would entail turned her stomach, but she said, "W'd better
go." She started to get to her feet, then gasped with startled pain. Under her coat and jacket,
hal f her back was burned and beginning to throb. She gritted her teeth, fighting the tears and the
wave of faintness that canme over her at the pain. It was nothing, she knew, to what Antryg was
going through or to what Caris must have gone through, raising hinself for that final shot. "W've
got a lead on themwith any luck they' Il think you and Suraklin destroyed each other..."

Somet hi ng changed in the air, some shock blast inmpact—as if the reverse side of the universe
had been kicked by a giant foot. The air as well as the ground seened to shudder with a noise that
Joanna was not entirely certain was not solely in her own skull, the crying of voices in a dream
She caught Antryg's shoulder in fear. Dust rose in a white colum fromthe abyss that had been the
Citadel vaults, slowy nushrooming into the freezing air, then slowy dispersing.

"The enclave," Antryg said softly. In the ashy daylight, his face | ooked as deathly as that of
the boy at whose side he still knelt. "He's used the [ast of whatever power was left to himto
implode it conmpletely—+to destroy hinmself. So he did renenber, after all."

Through the pain in her back and her grief over Caris, it was hard to think, but Joanna said,
"Remenber what ?"

"Wy he wanted to live forever." Tears nmade a shining track through the grime on either side
of his beaky nose. "The operative word in that phrase is not 'forever,' but 'live." And living is
not only listening to songs, but singing them not only possessing the wine in bottles, but
tasting it in the conpany of those you love. Part of the beauty of a sunset is the way its colors
change and intensify as it fades to night. Maybe he did realize at |ast that he was only the copy
of a copy, a series of subroutines condemmed to an eternity of Read Only..." He sighed and pushed
up his specs to wipe his eyes with the back of his glove. "Or maybe, like me, he sinply couldn't
abi de the thought of being | ocked up once again."
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She | ooked down at his face, half hidden by his hair, and the grief that haunted his gray
eyes. "You still loved him didn't you?"

A smle flicked at the corners of his nmouth. "Ch, not actively anynore. But |, too, renenber."
He sighed and stopped hinself sharply, pressing his hand to his side where her bullet had grazed.

Gently he raised Caris' right arm the burnt chunk of the gun butt dropping fromthe two
remai ning fingers. Blood oozed stickily fromthe wound.

Through a bl ur of exhausted tears, Joanna scanned the barren hills. The iron colored earth was
streaked with snow beneath a | eaden sky. Cold wind stirred the singed ends of her hair. Though the
| andscape was utterly desol ate, she had the uneasy feeling of being watched. She said, "W'd
better go. The wizards will be here soon."

"I know." He folded Caris' hands on the young man's breast, and laid his own on top of them
the long, crooked fingers stained with blood. "I can feel them seeking ne with their mnds,
seeking nmy magic. But here at the node of the lines, there is one nore magic that it's possible
for me to perform" He sat for a nonment, gathering the remains of his concentration and his
exhaust ed powers through the staggering wei ght of pain and weariness. Joanna did not understand
what he neant, until his eyes slipped shut and his head bowed, and she realized he had gone into a
heal ing trance

She stood for a long tine at his side, her throat hurting, half sick with her own pain and
exhaustion. Then slowy, painfully, she sat down again on the gray earth. Despite the thick
sheepski n of her coat, the quilted velvet page's jacket, and the lace trimed shirt beneath, she
felt cold to the marrow of her bones. Tears burning at her eyes, she | eaned her head agai nst
Antryg's shoul der and tucked her chilled fingers for warnth around his arm The w nd spat snow at
them fromthe surrounding hills and groaned anbng the charred bones of the Ctadel all around.

After nearly an hour of silence, Joanna saw Caris' eyelids nove, his ribcage rise, sink, and,
after a long nonment, rise again.

After two hours, with the darkness beginning to thicken in the |ouring sky, she was wakened
froma half doze of sheer weariness by the strike of hooves on stone. She raised her head to see
the ring of nounted sasenna who surrounded them hal berds and spears glittering like netal teeth
inthe failing light. Half a dozen horses stood apart in a group, the black robes of their riders
whirling like stormclouds in the sleety wind. At their head sat Lady Rosamund, her face |ike
stone and her green eyes pitiless as jade.

"I't's odd, you know," Antryg said quietly, steamblurring his spectacles as he poured bubbling
water fromthe kettle into a cracked earthenware teapot. "The two places |'ve lived |longest in ny
life—really the only two places where |'ve stayed | ong enough to qualify as 'hone' —have been
Suraklin's Ctadel and here in the Silent Tower. Wuld you care for sonme tea?" he inquired of the
pair of red robed Church wi zards who sat stiffly watching himby the door. Both of them glared and
the ol der of the two, a woman, nade the sign against evil.

Antryg sighed, wincing a little at the pinch in his cracked rib, and replaced the kettle on
the narrow hearth. He handed Joanna a cup of tea with a rueful snmile. "In any case, they can't put
the Sigil of Darkness back on ne." He rubbed absently at the brown mark on his throat. "Have you
heard how Caris is?"

Joanna shook her head. The sheer nass and darkness of the Silent Tower oppressed her
Curiously, though the wi zards, both Church and Council, who kept guard over her solitary cell on
the lower level of the Tower, treated her far better than the Wtchfinders had when she had been
their prisoner, she found herself far nore frightened. Perhaps this was because, when she had been
a prisoner of the Wtchfinders, she had known Antryg, and Caris, and Magi ster Magus, were stil
free and capabl e of hel ping her escape, as indeed they had done. She was now wi t hout options.

Then, too, she thought, watching Antryg's tall shadow nove across the snoke stained granite of
the ceiling vaults, her sense of utter hopel essness mght sinply stemfrom exhaustion, the
physical reaction to pain and overexertion, and to the repeated enotional shocks of the previous
day. Upon being |locked into her cell in the Tower, she had fallen alnost inmediately asleep, in
spite of her wetched conviction that Antryg mght very well be dead by the tinme she woke up
Looking at the weariness that seened to have ground its way indelibly into the deep lines of his
face, she wondered if he had done the sane.

"I know he's at Larkmpor," she said in a small voice. "And that they say he'll live."

He took the battered and nended chair at her side, and his long, swollen jointed fingers
automati cally sought hers. The roomin which the Council had inprisoned hi mwas his old study,
crammed with his books, his astronom cal instruments, and his nechani cal toys. In shadow at the
far end, Joanna glinpsed a narrow cot, heaped with a haphazard collection of furs and faded
quilts. It did not look as if it had been slept on
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"He'l'l live," Antryg repeated softly and sighed again. "Now | wonder why they said that?"

"Because there are certain nenbers of the Council who insisted upon it."

Both of them | ooked up quickly at the sound of that cold, sweet voice fromthe doorway. Lady
Rosamund stood there, framed in darkness, inmmcul ate as ever, the red purple stole that marked her
position in the Council sparkling faintly in the fire's reflected light. The Church w zards bowed
to her and stepped past her through the door, though Joanna sensed they were in the narrow
stairway still, listening for the slightest rise in her voice to summpn them back

"And because in your |atest confession, you swear that he was injured in trying to apprehend
you for your attenpt upon the Regent's life. O didn't you read it this tinme?"

"No," Antryg admtted, with a ghost of his old airiness, at which her Ladyship's pink nouth

tightened disapprovingly. "I didn't think there would be rmuch point." He | ooked down and net
Joanna's frightened glance. "They didn't hurt ne," he added, seeing the way her eyes darted to his
hands, as if to see what new injuries those threadbare half gl oves m ght conceal. "But | told them

I'"d sign anything, as long as it contained a clause saying that | had forced you to help ne by
means of ny spells, and that you were not responsible for what you did. At least they didn't have
totie the penin ny fingers this tine."

Joanna opened her nouth protestingly, his inage in the firelight and shadows suddenly blurring
with her tears. He put out a hand and brushed her tangled blond hair.

"Joanna, there was never a shred of proof that things were as we said they were. Even the
DARKMVAGE fil es are gone now. "

Crushed and m serable, she | ooked away. After a nonent, he gathered her in his |ong, bony
arns, holding her against him the fabric of his shabby purple doctor's robe and the ruffled shirt
he wore beneath it soft and scratchy as an animal's pelt against her cheek. She wondered what had
happened to her, whether it was the pain and shock of her burns in spite of the wi zards' treatnent
of them or whether she was sinply too weary to go on fighting. She seened to have cone to the end
of her subroutines. For the first tinme, she understood that she, too, stood in danger of
i mprisonnment or execution in this world—that she, too, faced punishnent as Antryg's acconpli ce.
But she felt only exhaustion, her nmind too tired to grope for the next possible course of action
It was very odd, she thought detachedly, only to sit here in the strong ring of his arns,
confortable in the single present nonent, and | et events take their course into a black and
hopel ess future.

Past her shoul der, she heard Lady Rosamund say, "M nhyrdin has gone to Larknoor, with |Issay
Bel Caire, to deliver your confession to the Regent and to ask for clenency for the girl. Wether
that perverted mad dog will grant it or not, | cannot say; but beyond a doubt, before they return,
the Regent's nessenger will arrive with the orders concerning the nanner of your death."

Joanna felt Antryg shiver, but he only nurrmured, "Thank you." A nonent |ater she heard the two
Church wi zards reenter and the whisper of the Lady's black robes as she passed down the stairs.

"Wy did you let ne live?"

Caris was a little surprised at the weakness of his own voice. Once the words were spoken, he
doubted they had carried as far as the carved arnchair between his bed and the w ndow, through
whi ch the bare trees of the wi ndbreak could be seen clawi ng the dun col ored sky. But the old |ady
who slunped there |ike a bag of black wool raised her head, the thin Iight catching silvery on the
cap of her hair. The steady click of her everpresent knitting did not stop

"Hush, boy," was all she said.

"What ever you told the Regent, you know | broke ny vows," Caris went on, finding every word an
effort against the | assitude of weakness and drugs. "I may have turned ny back on the Way of the
Sasenna, but | know what it neans. They say a sasennan who breaks his vows, for whatever reason
seens good, proves nothing about that reason, but only that he is a man who will break his vows.
And then," he added, noving his bandaged hand on the coverlet, and w ncing against the stab of the
dulled pain, "I don't imagine the Council had much use for broken sword bl ades. No one does."

"Nonsense." The old | ady gave her knitting a tweak to clear its tangled strands and gl anced
sidelong at himwith those faded blue eyes. "All things have their uses—even broken sword bl ades.
Was your reason so good?"

"l thought so."

Partly from weakness and partly fromhis bitter self recrimnation, he spoke half to hinself,
barely audi ble, and perhaps the old lady did not hear, for she | apsed back into fussing with her
knitting like any old granny by her hearth, nuttering to herself as she did. "I knew him" Caris
heard that thin, wavery old voice nunble. "Not well, but | knew hi mAo one really knew himwell
but that poor boy of his. And | knew your grandfather and the Enperor, that was the Prince then,
and so handsone. | talked to Antryg when he signed all those papers they wanted himto sign | ast
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ni ght —eddl er, oat hbreaker, and nmad, yes, conpletely mad. But | knew themall." Her weak bl ue
gl ance flicked to him suddenly disconcertingly bright. "You do as | say, little son. You get
well..."

"For what?" he burst out desperately. "To live as a cripple? | was no good as a w zard, and
now as a weapon, too, | amflawed..."

"Then be just a man." She seened to forget that her yarn had becone tangled in her too—ong
bl ack sl eeves and resuned the steady cl acking of her needles, her little white head bent over
them her face in the crossed lights of the window and the fireplace nearby like a very winkled
apple at the bottomof the winter barrel. "ls it so hard?"

Caris said softly, "Yes."

"Are you sasennan of the Council ?"

There were tinmes when Aunt Mn rem nded Caris of the old weapons riddl e anong the sasenna—that
hat pins coul d al so draw bl ood. After long silence he stammered, "I vowed to be so, to the end of
my life. But | don't know. "

She made no reply to that. Caris realized the clicking of the needles had stilled and, turning
his head on the pillow, saw that she had fallen asl eep.

For along tine he lay still, staring at the play of honey colored firelight on the red cedar
of the rafters overhead. He felt as if his |life had been | aid down on the coverlet beside his
remai ning hand, and that it was now his choice as to whether he would pick it up again.

The nunbness of his soul, cracking these | ong weeks, had broken like spring ice, and pain
wel |l ed through like a dark fluid—the pain of a child whose soul will not bow to the responsible
rhythns of seedtine and harvest, no matter how he | oves them and those who try to teach themto
him the pain of a youth whose inner magic is sinply not strong enough to nmake hima nmage. At the
age of sixteen he had vowed away that pain, the pain of choosing and of wanting. As a result, he
was aware now that he had little experience of either.

Tears | eaked from his eyes, hot on his tenples—ot the stifled, hurtful tears of anguish shed
at his grandfather's nmurder, but tears of weariness and of deeper grief that |eached fromhis soul
poi sons of which he had | ong been unaware. As a sasennan, it was expected of himthat he refuse to
continue as a cripple in his life—-he who, like a fighting dog, had been trained for nothing else.

And yet. ..

As if a door had been opened, he seened to snell again the fragile sweetness of the dried
herbs in Antryg's nedical pouch that had been |l eft behind, with so many other things, in the
chapel on the north bank of the didden. The kinesthetic menory of sifting salts and powders
together cane back to himand Antryg's deep voice, speaking of the qualities of certain
pl ant s—ground holly for rheumatism slippery elmfor disorders of the bowels, the white berries of
m stletoe for bleeding. He recalled the way his hands had warnmed when the healing |ight passed
fromtheminto the body of another and the shattering touch of a newborn child's mnd on his..

He was not aware that he had slept until he began to wake again, floating, it seened, a few
i nches beneath the surface of dreans, aware that the firelight had deepened to anber with the
turning of the afternoon light. He was aware of the small warnth of Kyssha |lying curled against
his side, her nose under what was | eft of his bandaged hand, and of the strength of Pella's
fingers over his own. From sonewhere in the room he heard the rustle of silk taffeta and Pharos

voi ce saying softly, "I thought | should find you here."
The hand over his flinched, but did not release its hold.
"l just thought you ought to know, ny little Princess, that Leynart has indeed fallen ill wth

smal | pox. The nmage Bel Caire is with him So it seens you did save ny life."

He heard her take in breath to answer, then hesitate for a nonent, as if not sure what to say
to those inscrutable blue eyes. Then she spoke, her deep voice like an alto flute in the gl oom
"I"'msorry Ley is ill."

Pharos sniffed. There was the nuted click of high heels on the parquet of the floor—€aris
renenbered, half dream ng, that the Regent wal ked very quietly—and the overwhel ming waft of orris
root perfunme. "Tedious little bitch. | expect if he survives, his looks will be gone, though I'lI
see he gets sone reward for his devotion."

Pella's voice was angry. "He only did it for |ove of you."

"Let hinself be made a dupe? Tried to work nagic on ne that he didn't understand, on the bare
word of sonmeone he didn't know that it was for his own good and m ne, and not ny heir's? That
silken rat you call a dog has nore brai ns—+pre courage, too."

"That's still no cause to be cruel."
"As far as |'ve ever been able to ascertain, ny little—Pellicida..." Caris heard hi mchange
his formof address to her and knew that, again, he had net her eyes. ". . . the world has never
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had any cause to be cruel to ne or to you. But | think we've both suffered a certain anpbunt of

pain anyway. |'msorry," he added, his voice halting on the words. "You did not have to save ny
life. | pay Kanner to do things like that. Hurting the weak is a habit with me—a bad one, like
biting ny fingernails. I'lIl try not to do it to you again. You had at |east one good reason to

wi sh me dead—was this young man anot her ?"

"No." Pella's hand cl osed nore tightly around Caris' fingers, and he heard the slide of her
hair over her satin shoulders as she bowed her head. "Neither of us w shed you dead."

"Ah." The way she had spoken the word "us" was, even to Caris' ears, unm stakable. "I thought
| did not recognize himas one of my men, in spite of the uniform" There was a slight,
undefinable shift in the harsh voice. "They say you're with child. Is this true?"

Again he heard the dry slither of her hair.

"Yes."
Caris opened his eyes, to see those two forns silhouetted in the anber Iight, Pharos standing
like sone pretty doll in black and gold, two white fingers emerging froman explosion of sable

lace to rest lightly beneath Pella's chin. The girl was gazing up into his face, her green eyes
unwavering, |ooking very young and yet very calm as she had in the clash with Leynart—the face of
a sasennan who is al so a queen

Pharos' nouth twitched in a wy expression. "A pity, in a way," he said at last. "A nmadman, a
credul ous fool, and an idiot are no advertisenent for a dynasty, whatever our respective fanlies
m ght say. | amnot good nyself, any nore than | ama nman for wonen, but | do know goodness when
see it—and | know that the good are often happy as well."

There was a | ong pause as he studied her, this girl whose spirit he had never been able to
break, and the scorn in his eyes with which he | ooked upon a hostile world seened to abate, as it
had abated a little in the study at Devil sgate.

"Well," he said at last, "God knows | have little use for a wonman, except to bear ne an heir,
and you seemto be fulfilling that part of what strikes ne as a rather agricultural custom So
will ask of you only that you raise ny child and whatever other children you may happen to bear,
with a sense of responsibility for the Enpire and what ever happi ness you can nmanage to gi ve them
as well." Picking up her other hand, he kissed it, turned in a great rustling of black silk
ri bbons, and wal ked toward the door

Pel |l a rose, holding out her hand. "Pharos..."

He paused, | ooking back. "Yes, Pellicida?"

"What about Antryg and Joanna?"

The Regent hesitated for a | ong nonent, the old vindictive paranoia gl eanmi ng once nore in his
pal e blue eyes. "They betrayed ne," he said at last, with soft and vicious finality in his voice.
"Both of them™

"They were trying..."

"W have Wndrose's confession,"” Pharos cut her off, his shrill voice suddenly harsh. "That
sane docunment exonerates your friend here..." The dianonds of his rings glittered sharply around
the great, cut hematite in the mddle, live stars circling a dead one, as he gestured to Caris.

Then, he went on quietly, as a ruler explaining a decision to a counsellor he trusts, "You mnust
have known there was never hope for his reprieve. The nmessenger has already left for the Silent
Tower. Sentence on themboth will be carried out tonorrow "

"Bot h?" protested Pella. "Joanna..

The snmal |l hand waved asi de her fear. "Ch, never fret. It isn't your affair..." Pella started
to rise, and Pharos went on hastily, "O course, nothing fatal will be done to
her —bani shnent —npri sonnent..." But Caris saw his pale eyes shift fromhers as he turned toward
the door and heard the carel ess evasi veness of the voice. Caris knew that Pharos |ied.

Even through the thick walls of the Silent Tower, Joanna heard the stormwi nds rise, groaning
in the wheel spoke rafters overhead. As Antryg had said, even in the sumertinme, the Tower was icy
cold; nowin the dead of winter, the wind slipped like black snakes through the barred and hi dden
ventilation slits to drain the warnth of the room She and Antryg had sat for a long tine before
the fire, sharing his scruffy cloak and one of the quilts fromthe bed, while the two hasu
wat chi ng them shivered slightly, having indignantly refused Antryg's offers of other bl ankets.

They had tal ked, of California, of Mellidane, of Antryg' s village of Vel skonoe on the edge of
the taiga forest deep in the Sykerst, whence Suraklin had taken himas a child, of Star Wars and
the different types of magic, and of the possibility of Joanna's inprisonnent for a greater or
| esser tinme in this world.

"I tried to do what was best,"” Antryg said softly, his breath stirring the ends of her hair on
top of her head. "Unfortunately, it's sonmething |'ve never been terribly good at. | couldn't |eave
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Caris; and if |I'd sinply sent you away, you woul dn't have gotten far before the w zards caught you
anyway. There were still aboni nations about, too."

"And | woul dn't have gone." She raised her cheek fromhis chest |ong enough to push clear one
of his trashy gl ass neckl aces, then settled it back again.

"Ch, Joanna." He sighed, and tightened his arms around her shoulders. "I did want to keep you
out of it, as nuch as | could. It isn't the first time nmy friends have been hurt through ny
meddling. It's just that | needed you too nuch..."

"Hey, they always said conputer consultant was a high denmand field."

He | aughed softly and | ooked down into her face. "That wasn't what | neant."

She knew it hadn't been and felt her throat tighten again with tears. But all she said was, "I
knew the job was dirty when | took it." She wondered, feeling the hardness of nuscle and rib
t hrough the baggy folds of the robe beneath her cheek, how | ong they woul d keep her prisoner here,
and if she would ever nake it back to California. Her old |life seened very strange and distant to
her. The thought of being here alone made her feel weak and frightened, but it was totally
peri pheral to that blacker grief she resolutely refused to contenplate, the know edge that Antryg
was going to die.

She had fought it as a rearguard action for so many nonths that at tines it seenmed conpletely

unreal, and his perfectly genuine cheerfulness tricked her mnd away fromit still further. But
she'd seen it in the eyes of the Church dogs and heard it in the whispers of the nmages who guarded
her cell. Antryg was going to die and, in all probability, die tonorrow.

After tonorrow, she would never see him again.

Except, perhaps, in dreans.

In the darkness of the twisted stairwell, Joanna heard the nopan of the wind and then the Lady
Rosanmund' s voi ce, raised in indignation, "Don't be absurd! The Regent has no intention of letting
her go and you know it!"

Then she heard old Mnhyrdin the Fair's creaky little wheeze, coning closer with the scuffle
of her | aborious feet. "Nonsense. What know you of the Regent's plans—er care?" The two wonen,
| ady and crone, appeared in the darkness of the doorway. Wth an inpatient sign, the Lady Rosanund
di smissed the two guards. Aunt Mn peered up at the elegant Lady with a shrewd ol d eye and added,
"Or do you care what Pharos thinks?"

"Of course not!" her Ladyship retorted hotly. "But sinply to go against his orders..."

"H s orders have not yet arrived," the old | ady pointed out blandly, turning her head a
little, because of the stooping of her bent back, to look up at Lady Rosamund. "How are we to know
his intention? H s nessenger has been delayed by the storm"” Aunt Mn's black robe was wet through
and her cl oak, patched, shabbier even than Antryg's, was covered with flakes of nelting snow and
ice. She was drawi ng off her knitted red and green mttens and getting the ends of her nuffler
tangled in her eternal knitting, which, clotted with ice, was still in its basket under her arm

Lady Rosamund's eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Wen | scried the skies this nmorning, | saw no
trace of a comng storm™

Antryg smled graciously fromhis seat beside the hearth and chipped in, "Wll, these things
come with practice." Joanna alnost stifled, trying not to laugh at the way the Lady's green eyes
flared with rage.

Unperturbed, Aunt M n continued, "But since we have received no orders, run al ong now and
fetch what | asked you."

"W have no right..

The withered little ancient drew herself with sonme effort to her full height—an inch or so
| ess than Joanna's five foot barely. And Joanna, |ooking at that old, seanmed face in its thin
tatter of white hair, suddenly understood why she had once been called Mnhyrdin the Fair by all
In a voice totally unlike her usual vague nunbling, she said, "I amthe Archnage. | have the
right." Then she dropped her knitting and bent | aboriously to pick it up, dropping the needles as
she did so. She funbled for them The Lady Rosamund bent to help her, and Aunt M n waved her
fussily away. "Oh, let it be, Rosie! Now run along and do as | asked."

Stiffly, her Ladyship straightened up and strode with an indignant billow of black robes into
the darkness of the stair. Joanna and Antryg both got to their feet and went to help Aunt Mn
Archmage of the Council of Wzards, collect her scattered bel ongi ngs.

"Thank you," the old |l ady said, shoving the sodden tangle of wool haphazardly back into her
basket and sticking the needles into it at random "Thank you, mny dears." She had to tw st her
spine to look up at Antryg's great height. She reached out to pat his big, crooked fingered hand.
"You al ways were a good boy."

He smiled down at her and held out his hand to help her to a chair. "No," he said, with
genuine regret. "But | always did want to be. | never thanked you for speaking out for ne at the
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end of summer when they brought ne back here..."
"Only to escape again." She shook her head, clicking her tongue pettishly, as if at a child's

scrapes. "I knew him you see—knew Suraklin. | knew themall."

"I renmenber." Antryg smiled. "In fact | renenber you taking a broomhandle to him the one
time you were at the Citadel... at the time | was shocked to death, of course.”

The old |l ady chuckl ed, her pale eyes warmng briefly with a trace of their old color. Then she
sobered and said, "It cannot be so again."

"I know," Antryg said quietly. The brown mark | eft by the Sigil of Darkness showed up nore
darkly agai nst the whiteness of his face. "Just please get Joanna out of here."

"Since we have received no orders fromthe Regent concerning the girl Joanna," the old | ady
sai d, "though we have no jurisdiction over her, as Archmage | think it best that she be taken back
to the place where we cane through the Void, the shed marked with Suraklin's marks."

Joanna felt Antryg's long fingers close tightly around hers; then he said, "Thank you."

She was | ooking up into his face as he glanced past Aunt Mn to the shadow of the door and saw
what was | eft of the color there drain away. Her glance flicked after his. Lady Rosamund stood
there, silent and disapproving, in her hands a cup nmade of gold and horn

Aunt M n | ooked, too, and nodded her little head. "Set it down, dear, set it down," she
instructed, nmaking vague little gestures toward the tabl e and dropping her knitting again.
Automatically Antryg stooped to retrieve it, then straightened up again as the old | ady conti nued,
"And be careful of it, Rosie—+t's poison, you know. "

Her Ladyship's beautiful mouth flexed with di sapproval as she turned and stal ked fromthe room
once again. Aunt Mn plucked her knitting needles fromAntryg's yielding hand and said, "You know

there is nothing we can do for you. The original sentence of death is still in effect.”

Joanna renenbered Antryg's airy recital -hanged, broken, skinned, and sliced... At the tineg,
that day long public torture had seenmed so far away.

Antryg whi spered, "I know. "

The old | ady added, "I amsorry."

Antryg nodded and patted her tiny hand where it curled around his own.

Joanna caught his sleeve, her nmind refusing to take it in. It seened to her that the warnth
and the color of the afternoon was still on her and the taste of the deep and nebul ous joy of
m ngl ed friendship and | ove. She had the hel pl ess, protesting sense of being suddenly forced to
| eave a party long before it was over, of |osing sonething which had been, and shoul d have been,
part of her for years.

Aunt M n touched her arm "You had better cone along, ny dear. The stormwon't be a |ong one."
She said it with a serene know edge that was al nbst com cal, but for the circunstances. "There is
no knowi ng when the nessenger will cone and then, of course, whatever orders he bears nust take
effect."”

Joanna shook her head, her mnd a blank of darkness and grief. Antryg folded her gently into
his arnms and bent his tall height to press his nouth to hers. Her hands tightened over the patched
robe and tangled in the long gray hair. For a nonent, it was as if she were trying to nenori ze,
once for all, the sinewy novenent of the | oose jointed franme, the magpi e sparkl e of beads and
di anonds, cracked spectacles, and those wide, intent gray eyes, and the brocaded fl anboyance of
hi s deep voice

Then he murnured, "Good bye, ny love." The word he used in the | anguage of Fen was the
equi val ent of Adieu,—+to God—the | ong goodbye fromwhich there is no returning.

Aunt M n took her hand and | ed her into the narrow darkness of the stair, where she saw that
Lady Rosamund waited. As they escorted her down, to | ead her far enough away fromthe Tower so
that no chance weakening of the veil between worlds within the Tower itself would permt Antryg
again to escape, she | ooked back at the gold rectangle of the door

Through it she saw Antryg standi ng beside the table, the cup between his hands, his face |like
chalk in the firelight. As she watched, pulling against the Archmage's coaxi ng, she saw himraise
the cup to his lips, drain it, and set it down, his fingers shaking uncontrollably. Then he wal ked
back to his bed, lay down in the shadows, and turned his face to the wall.

CHAPTER XI X

It was January, and late blowi ng Santa Ana wi nds fl owed over Los Angeles like a river of silk.
After weeks of winter in the Sykerst, the balny desert warnth was even nore disorienting to
Joanna, the crystal nmagic of the air adding to her sense of separation fromthis world to which
she had returned, as well as fromthat which she had | eft. That was another thing, she reflected
detachedly as she stepped through the double glass doors of the Building Six |obby and | ooked out
across the tepid twilight of the nearly enpty parking Iot, that they never mentioned in tales of
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advent ure—the sheer anmount of cleaning up the participants had to do afterward and the gut
wr enchi ng period of |etdown.

Antryg was dead.

She was young enough never to have | ost anyone close to her in her |ife—ertainly not soneone
as close as he had been. She felt stunned and enpty, not only of himbut of everything. She had
not imagined it possible to m ss sonmeone that nuch.

As she descended the shall ow concrete steps, she thought to herself that she had not realized
in the fall how lucky she'd had it. There was a good deal to be said, after all, for fear of
Suraklin, terror of crossing the Void again al one, obsessive paranoia, and her frantic nmantra that
Antryg was not—oul d not be—dead. At least it had kept her busy. There had been alnbst no tinme to
think or to feel

Now t here was.

During the Santa Anas it was as if Los Angel es had never heard the word "snpg." Al around the
| ow concrete bunkers of San Serano, the hills seened to have crept nearer during the day, vast,
rounded cutouts of matte cobalt cardboard against a periw nkle sky. The wind lifted strands of her
hair |ike a sensual ghost; the air was m | ky agai nst her bare arns. Weks of freezing, she
refl ected, did have the one advantage of nmking her tenporarily proof against all but the
chilliest evenings. She hitched her nmmssive purse with its dangling tassels and rabbit skins nore
firmy onto her shoulder, still kinesthetically mssing the famliar weight of the backpack. Wen
it brushed the bandages over the worst of the burns she flinched, though after four days the pain
had dulled to no worse than a really bad sunburn.

It was after six o'clock, and nost of San Serano's enpl oyees had braved their way onto the
freeway an hour ago. Joanna had stayed, as she had stayed late the last two nights. Part of it was
catching up on the horrible volune of work | eft undone at her departure, but a great deal of it
stemmed fromher unwillingness to face the enptiness that waited for her at hone.

The snow woul d be deep around Larknmoor now. Aunt M n had assured her that it was possible now
for Caris and Pella to be together. She wondered how Pel |l a was, whether they were happy and how
Caris was adjusting to the newlife that had been Antryg's final gift to him She wondered, too,
whet her Magi ster Magus had recovered fromhis slavery to Suraklin, whether Cerdic had hel ped him
regain his ostentatious house, and whether Marqui ses and Countesses again clustered to his pink
and bl ack drawing room waiting to pay himlavish suns to tell themwhat they wanted to hear

She woul d never know, of course. It was as if they, too, were dead. Sonetines in these |ast
three days her |oneliness had seened to fill the earth.

Most of the tinme it seened as if Ruth believed her. Fromthe gas station near San Serano, she
had phoned Ruth to cone and pick her up. Al the way back to Van Nuys, her friend had not said
much, but had | ooked at her sidelong, where she had sat slunped in the corner of the front seat in
her grubby green vel vet knee breeches, squalid peasant boots and tattered, lace ruffled shirt. She
must, she knew, have | ooked very different, besides being nuch thinner and having three inches of
her hair singed off. That first evening Ruth had treated her with a care very nmuch at odds with
her usual breeziness and did not disnm ss what she said.

Wher ever she had been, thought Joanna wearily, she at least nust look as if she'd been
sonmepl ace. As ever, she had no proof.

She' d gotten sonething of the sane reaction fromher coll eagues at work who saw her and a
great deal of synpathy regarding her fictitious sister inlaws three nonth bout with term na
cancer. Most, though not all, respected her flat request not to talk about it.

Sl oWy she began reacclimating herself to driving a car, gauging traffic speed, taking
showers, and having noise around her virtually all the tine. It was odd to have possessi ons again,
odd not to be always on the nove, and odd not to be terrified of capture half the tine.

But it all felt hollow and strange, as if it, and not the past three nonths, had happened to
soneone el se

Antryg was dead.

Gary was dead, too, of course, she thought, feeling the residual heat of the pavenent
radi ating softly against her sandal ed feet as she crossed the parking lot. But it wasn't Gary's
voi ce she renenbered, |ying awake at night.

1"l get over this, she told herself, fighting the wave of grief that threatened to swanp her
It won't always be this bad.

She didn't believe it. She felt a flash of synpathy for Suraklin. It wouldn't be too bad, she
thought, sinply to programherself into a conmputer and forget what it was |ike to feel

She rai sed her head, scanning the parking lot for her blue Mistang. It sat in solitary
spl endor beneath one of the tall Ianps which, like a network of artificial npons, cast prinrose
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Iight against a |umnous blue dusk

Soneone was sitting cross | egged on the hood of her car

She stopped, regretting the absence of her hammer and reflecting that m scellaneous weirdos
were things she hadn't had to put up with on the other side of the Void. But after Suraklin and
the Inquisition, she found the thought of minor hassles of this kind far less frightening than she
once had. Then he turned his head.

She saw the flash of round spectacle |lenses, the gleamof a silver foil rock concert |ogo on
his baggy t shirt. As every drop of blood in her veins transubstantiated painfully into straight
adrenal i ne, she thought, Supposition A cannot be true. And then: Woever it is, I'Il kill himfor
doing this to ne.

She crossed what seened like twenty acres of black pavenent, first quickly, her heart squeezed
like a fist inside her, then slower and slower as she cane near the spot.

He unfol ded long, jeans clad | egs and scranbled to his feet. The | anp overhead sparkled on the
cracked spectacle lens, the dianmond earrings snagged in the curly tangle of gray hair, and the
strands of ginctrack beads. Even at this distance, she saw there was a bandage on the bare arm
where Suraklin's bullet had grazed.

"Joanna?"

Her arms crushed himin a hug before she renenbered he had a cracked ri b—she could feel the
stiffness of the dressing under his t shirt. If it was a dream she thought obliquely as his arns

cl osed painfully around her burned back, it was an awmfully accurate one... H's enbrace lifted her
of f her feet.
When they'd finished the first hundred year kiss, he nanaged to say, "Look, | swear | won't be

a burden to you—dnenpl oyed wi zards can always find work..."

She dragged his nmouth down to hers again, the famliar awkwardness of their nismatched hei ghts
convincing her finally that it couldn't be a dream She nust have caught himon his cracked rib
agai n because his convul sive grip suddenly relaxed. "I'msorry," he gasped. "I forgot about your
back..." He | ooked around at the enpty parking lot. "Did they nake you stay on after everyone el se
| eft as puni shnent for desertion?"

He must, she realized, have been sitting on the hood of the Mistang for an hour at |east,
wat chi ng the sun go down. He was wearing only the jeans, boots, and t shirt he'd had on when she'd
first met him but didn't seemchilled—+ike her, he had cone froma place of bitterest cold.

"No. | had sonme things to finish..." She paused in the midst of her usual excuse, then said,
"That's not really true. | just didn't want to go hone to be al one."

"Ah," he said softly. For a few mnutes they didn't speak, only stood wapped i n one another,
as they had done under his grubby cloak in the Sykerst, silent and content.

After she quit crying Joanna said, "l guess | shouldn't be surprised."

"It's flattering of you to say so, ny dear. |'m speechless with astonishnent that |'m not
dead. "

Her armtightened briefly around his waist. "You' ve never been speechless in your life," she
said, with unkind accuracy. "Don't tell me the Council niscalculated the distance they had to be
away fromthe Tower when they opened the Void to send nme through?"

He shook his head. "No. It was—+ather unlikely. A deus ex machina, so to speak." He sounded a
little shaken, as if it still puzzled him not only the manner of his escape, but that he had
escaped at all.

"Don't tell me Cerdic canme through at the last minute? O Aunt M n?"

He grinned, and shook his head again. "Though | wouldn't swear Aunt Mn was as asleep as she
seenmed to be when she was all egedly keeping the deat hwatch over ne. She seldomis, you know. " He
rubbed his hands absently, as if trying to massage sone old ache fromthe swollen joints. "No, it
was quite literally a deus ex machina. " For a nonent he was silent, as if still trying to puzzle
it out. At last he said, "It was the Dead God who saved ne."

A technician, thought Joanna. A scientist. She renenbered the rotting tower of borrowed flesh
and bones, the gluey, freezing darkness of the haunted church, and the poltergeist knocking,
hamreri ng out the nunbers of pi. She wondered whether the thing he had built out of the bodies of
others had been neant to resenble his true physical form

Lanpl i ght snaked al ong Antryg's spectacles as he turned his head. "Universal structural theory
was his specialty, you know. In fact that was why he got trapped on our side of the Void to begin
wi th, because he was investigating the Gate that was opened, rather than running away fromit |ike
a sensi bl e person. After having crossed the Void twi ce—through and back—he knew of its existence
and was doi ng experinments with it. He picked up the heavy disturbances on his instrunents when
Suraklin destroyed the enclave and was focused on that area when the Council sent you through
Since he had telepathically touched your nmind as well as mine through the Sigil net he recognized
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you; and he realized you were being sent through under guard and agai nst your will. Having | ocated
you, he was able to backtrack the nmages to their starting point and |ocate ne."

He fell quiet again, staring out into the Prussian blue darkness, as if through it he could
| ook into sone other, deeper night. The |lanplight overhead glinted on his earrings, and anong the
trashy finery around his neck Joanna recogni zed the neckl aces given to himby Pella and earlier by
Phar os, delicate as Faberge work anbng di nestore beads.

"l had already taken the poison," he said softly, as if to hinself. "Considering what was in
Pharos' warrant, the Council was doing ne the greatest favor they could. The Dead God—he told ne
his name, which is really only an identificati on sequence—was worki ng on a machine to open Gates
in the Void, but it was only in the experinental stages. He ran a considerable risk comng to get
me at all. If Aunt Mn had been awake, she coul d have stopped himeasily, trapped himon that side
of the Void, and destroyed him But she wasn't or didn't seemto be."

I knew them both, the old Archmage had said. Aside fromAntryg, Aunt Mn was probably the only
person |iving who had known both Suraklin and Salteris well.

Joanna reached across and put her hand over his. "Are you all right?" Her voice sounded
smal | er than she had nmeant, her thoughts on that silent stone roomand Antryg |ying there al one.

He brought his other hand around to cover hers, the big, crooked bones of it reassuring. "A

little surprised at the Dead God. | hardly suspected himof that kind of sentinentality, or honor,
or whatever it was that notivated him | was nearly unconscious when he fetched nme through to his
own world and then | was ill for days, living on artificial air while he got the poison out of ny

system And then | cane here."

He put an arm around her shoul ders and drew her nouth once nore to his. In the mdst of the
ki ss he added absently, "You know, you really are going to have to do sonethi ng about your
height..."

"I promse |l won't be a burden on you any longer than it takes nme to find sonmething to do for
money and ny own place to live," he went on after a few nonents. "l can tend bar—read tea
| eaves—heave coal ..."

"There hasn't been a coal heater in Los Angel es since before Wrld War [1"

"Anot her prom sing career blighted. You have to give themnnunbers to tell them apart?" He
dubi ously regarded the car as Joanna unl ocked t he passenger side door, then clanbered in and
pul l ed the door shut behind him Joanna got in, gave hima brief | ecture on the operation of the
wi ndows, started the engine, and, blithely disregarding the white lines, roared off across the
parking lot, out the gate, and down Lost Canyon Road.

She braked where the road crested the hill above the Ventura Freeway. Full dark had conme, warm
and magic; the electric wind had fallen; and in the dry, brilliant air, the San Fernando Vall ey
lay before themin a glittering carpet, with the outlying blaze of the greater city of lights in
the di stance. Beside her, Antryg was silent, gazing out across the jewel box glory of the world in
whi ch he would now live as an exile.

Quietly, she said, "Your nmagic is gone, isn't it? You have no power in this world."

"Probably not." Against the reflection of the light, his face was only a dark profile of
extravagant nose, shining steel spectacle rim and a point of |ight caught in the beads at his
throat. "Considering the uses to which | put ny magic in the past, that may be for the best, at
|l east for a tinme. Later..." He shrugged. "Is later. Right nowl ' monly glad that there is a
| ater—er even that there is a now And in fact, that's really all there ever is."

"Had | world enough, and tine," Joanna quoted softly, wanting nothing nore than that nonent,
the velvet voice in the darkness, the liquid warnth of the night, and the mles of flane sprinkled
bl ackness stretching out to the encircling hills that hemmed a flane sprinkled sky.

His |l enses flashed as he turned his head; his deep voice was rueful in the dark. "Al those
weeks you were in ny world, under ny protection, | never fully appreciated how unconfortable it
must have been for you to be that dependent on soneone."

Joanna nodded, her small hands resting on the worn plastic of the steering wheel as she gazed

out into the night. "Well, let nme warn you, dog wi zard, now that you're in nmy world under ny
protection, | intend to take advantage of you to the fullest."

She couldn't see in the dark, but she sensed his grin. "Ch, good... Wat do people here eat?
And will you teach ne how to drive one of these things?"

She shuddered as she put the car in gear and headed down the hill toward the freeway. "That
will be all | need... W'll talk about it later. In the meantine, let nme explain to you about
tacos..."
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