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BOOK TWO.
TheWizardry Compiled

PartI: LOAD TIME
One: Politicsand Strange Bedfellows

You can alwaystell areally good Idea by the enemies
it makes.

—programmers axiom

Pelus the wizard paused for dramatic effect. " . . . and so, My Lords, we must act quickly,” he
conduded ringingly.



For the sxth time that morning.

"Not so quickly, not so quickly," old Honorious said testily from the end of the table. He cleared his
throat and prepared to restate his position for the eighth time.

Thetraceried windows aong the south wall of the council chamber had been thrown open and the fitful
summer breeze rustled the brightly colored tapestries hung along the buff sandstone walls. Outside
trellised roses climbed the walls and peeked in the windows, perfuming the air. The stained glassin the
window panes threw patches of brilliant color on thewalls, the table and the men and women in the
chamber.

Sitting at the long wooden table was the Council of the North. Fifteen of the mightiest wizardsin the
World—and one programmer from Cupertino, Californiawho was bored out of his skull.

William Irving Zumwalt, "WiZz" to hisfriends, " Sparrow" to mogt, tried to shut out the bickering and
concentrate on the latest improvement to his magic compiler. It wasn't easy, especialy since every so
often he would be called on to say something and he had to keep at least one ear cocked to the
conversaion.

The Council had been arguing over the same point for the entire morning. Everyone knew that eventudly
they would do it, just as everyone knew the ideawas good as soon as it had been proposed. But
Agricolus had to get his opinions on record, Juvian saw an opportunity to snipe a Pelus and Honorious
was condtitutionally opposed to anything that |ooked like action. The result was athree-hour wrangle
over nothing much.

For Wiz, who had made a career out of avoiding bureaucracy in al forms, it was sheer torture.

And | thought ANS standards committee meetings were bad. He tried to shut out the incessant
droning and concentrate on the idea he was devel oping.

A shimmering green shape began to form in the air in front of him. Wiz redized he had been moving his
lipsand that was enough to start the spdll up. Thewizards on either sde of him glared and he quickly
wiped out his unintentiona handiwork, flushing under their eyes.

"Come, My Lords," rumbled Bal-Simba from the head of the table. The enormous black wizard was
clad in hisusud leopard skin and bone necklace. Somehow he had managed to seem interested through
the entire morning. "The hour draws nigh. Let usdecide." He gestured to aray of light moving dong a
designinlaidin light wood in the darker wood top of the table. The spot of light was amost at the end of
the design.

That was one merciful feature of the Council meetings. By custom and for arcane magical reasonsthey
lasted no longer than it took the sun to traverse a certain arc in the sky. That meant about four hours.

So Honorious grumbled, Juvian sniped and Agricolus had one more thing he wanted to make clear, but
they voted nonetheless and of course they decided to act.

Wiz stood with the others while Ba-Simbaled them through the closing ritua . Another morning shot to
pieces, he thought asthey filed out of the council chamber. He sighed to himsdlf.1t could have been
worse. All the Council members could have been present.



"Wiz"

Heturned and saw Moirawaiting for him. The redheaded hedge witch was wearing agown of seagreen
that matched her eyes and set off her milk-white freckled skin. Its cut showed off her figure aswell. Wiz
thoroughly approved.

"Darling, have| told you you look lovely?" he said hugging her.

She gave him alook that made him catch his breath. "Why no, My Lord," she said, with her green eyes
wide. "Not for, oh, at least five minutes.”

"Too long." Ignoring the Council members who were knotted about talking, he kissed her.

In avague way he knew he had improved in the two years since he had been kidnapped to thisworld. A
more active life had put muscle on hisdender frame. He had let hisdark hair grow shoulder length in the
locdl fashion. Tight breeches and puffy-deeved shirts had replaced jeans and short-deeved white shirts.
Over-dl he now looked more like aromantic's idea of a pirate than a pencil-necked computer geek.

But Moirahad been beautiful thefirst day he saw her and she had only gotten more beautiful. Well, he
admitted, maybe that was subjective. They had been married for lessthan ayear and brides were dways
beautiful. Then he looked &t her again. Nope, she was definitely more beautiful.

"I wanted to see you and perhaps have lunch with you.”

"|s something wrong?'

She shook her head. "Nothing, | just wanted to be with you."

"I wish | could darling, but | hadn't planned on having lunch. I've got aspecid tutoring session scheduled
and I'm trying to get the module for the spell compiler done by the end of the week."

Moirasighed. "Of course. | understand.”

"I'm glad to see you though.”

"Probably the only chance I'll get," she muttered.

"What?'

"Nothing, my love. Nothing."

"Look, I'll try to get home early tonight, okay?'

"Il have dinner waiting."

Wiz sighed. "No, you better go ahead and eat. Y ou know how this works."

"I know," she said softly.



The man in the blue wizard's robe looked around carefully before stepping into the clearing. A lesser
man might have shivered, but he was of the Mighty and he knew well how to hold hisemotionsin check.

Therewas no sign of life or movement in the open space. The summer grasseslay pristineand
untrampled. Here and there small red and yellow flowers nodded above them. The trees surrounding the
clearing rustled and sighed as the breeze played through their tops. The air at ground level was il and
smelled of leaves and sun-warmed grass.

The blue-robed man knew better than to trust ordinary senses. Thiswas the time and the place
gppointed for the meeting and his higher sensestold him magic of alofty order lurked in that glade.

Itisfor the good of the entire World, he told himsdlf firmly.
Still, if any of hisfdlow wizardsfound out . . .

Little enough chance of that. No one kept watch on the Mighty and with the Dark L eague defeated,
watch of al sortswaslax in the North.

Even s0, he had taken good care that the others would not find out. He had traveled the Wizard's Way
only part of the distance to this place and come the find league on foot. He left the Capital with a
plausible story about area errand near here, an errand he had accomplished. If no one inquired too
closdy into these few hours, there was no way they could find out where he had gone or what he had
done. If the other had taken similar precautions, they were both safe.

In the center of the clearing he stopped, extended his staff and traced adesigninthe air. The sgil glowed
bright red and then began to fade imperceptibly toward crimson.

"Wecome magician,” avoice hissed out behind him. Whirling, he saw the person he had come to mest.
The man was dmost astdl asthe blue-robed wizard and cadaveroudy lean. His skull was shaven, but
showed black stubble from lack of recent attention. A wizard's staff was clagped firmly in hisright hand.

But mogt striking was his clothing.

In contrast to the blue of thefirst wizard's robe, the other wore the black robe of awizard of the Dark
League.

Wiz Zumwalt plopped down in the carved oak chair, poured a cup of wine from the carafe on theinlaid
table and sighed deeply.

Ba-Simbalooked up from the corner of the Wizards Day Room where he was studying ascroll. "I take
itit did not gowell?' the giant black wizard asked mildly.

"Y ou might say that." Wiz took a pull on the cup. Then he snorted with laughter.
"May | ask what isso funny?'

Wiz shook hishead. "l wasjust thinking. Two years ago today | was being chased through the Wild
Wood by trolls, bandits, Dire Beasts and the sorcerers of the Dark League.”

"I remember.”



"Now here| am, safein the Capita of the North, the Dark Leagueisin ruinsand,” he gestured mock
grandly, "I'm supposed to be the grestest magician in the whole World."

"Y our point, Sparrow?"' Ba-Simba rumbled.

Wiz sighed deeply. "Just that right about now trolls, bandits and evil sorcererslook awfully good."

"l am Seklos," the black-robed one said. "1 speak for the Dark League.”

"Whereisyour master?' the northern wizard demanded.

"Heis—indigposed,” Seklossaid. "'l serve as his deputy with full authority to act in this matter.”

The first one nodded. Since the great battle between the Sparrow and the Dark League, the conclave of
sorcerers had been reduced to a pitiful few remnants. Their City of Night on the southern continent lay
ruined and deserted and the black-robed ones who had once threstened to engulf the entire North were
fugitives everywhere. The leaders of the Dark League, including Toth Set Ra, their chief, had died in the
battle and the new leader was much less powerful. There were dso disturbing rumors about him. The
northern wizard was not surprised he had sent a deputy.

He advanced a step and then stopped. Crouching watchfully next to the wizard was a Shadow Warrior
in the tight-fitting black of hiskind. A dashing sword hung down his back and his eyeswere hard and
mercilessthrough the ditsin hishood.

"Foolish to bring such to awizard's meeting,” the blue-robed wizard said.

The other shrugged. "It seemed asimple enough precaution.”

"Wemeet under asign of truce. Y ou need fear nothing from me so long asthe sgn glows.”

Seklos regarded him with amused contempt. "1 know the usage. But we did not come here to discuss
custom. What is your proposa?’

"My proposa?’

"The 9gn changes color," the wizard pointed at the glowing character, which was now definitely orange.
"Let usnot wastetime.”

He hesitated, thrown off his carefully prepared approach. "Very well. It concernsthe Sparrow, this
wiz"

"Ahhh," said Seklosin away that made the other think that he had known very well what the subject
would be.

"Y ou mean you are not—what was that phrase you used?—'iving happily ever after'?’' Ba-Smba
smiled gently. "Few people do, Sparrow.”



"Yeah, | know, but | didn't expect it would be anything like what it's turned out to be. | thought 1'd be
ableto finish my magic compiler and teach afew people how to useit. Then | could go on to more
advanced magic programs.”

Ba-Simbanodded. More than most of thisworld's wizards, he understood that Wiz's magical power
came not from innate talent—Wiz had no talent for magic in the conventiond sense. Rather, his abilities
rested on his discovery that it was possble to write ameagic "language,” like the computer languages he
had used back in Silicon Valley. Wiz might be spectacularly untalented as amagician, but where
computers were concerned he was about as talented as they come.

Wiz shook hishead. "1 never saw mysdlf Stting in meetings or in aclassroom, trying to pound
programming into a bunch of gpprentices.”

"Power makes its own demands, Sparrow,” Bal-Simbasaid gently, laying the scroll aside. ™Y our new
magic makes you powerful indeed.”

* * %

"Y ou know this Sparrow," the northern wizard hissed. ™Y ou know his power. He broke you utterly ina
sngleday.”

"And you are cast down from your former high estate in the North," the black robe retorted. "Do you
wish our aid in restoring you? A trifle chancy, | fear. Asyou say, we are not so great as we once were."

"| desire no such thing,” the blue robe said with dignity.
"Oh, the presidency of the Council then? To replace Bal-Simba?!
"| desire what we of the north have adways sought. Balance, the preservation of the World."

"| fear your Sparrow is proving as dangerous to your precious balance as ever he did to our League,”
Seklossad. "Well, what did you expect when you Summoned someone so powerful ?*

"We did not agree to the Summoning,” the other said testily. "That was Patriussideaand he did not
shareit with the Council. And asfor danger, he went on fiercely, "heisagreater danger than you know.
With his outlandish magic he upsets the very balance of the World. Mortals attract attention from those
who haveignored us ere now. They arelikely to act againgt us, Council and League both."

Seklos nodded, saying nothing.

"Thereis till time. He can be stopped before matters come to ahead, but to do it | must have your
magic behind me."

Seklos laughed. "Y ou propose to become an initiate of the Dark League?

The blue-robed one gestured angrily. "Do not mock me, wizard. And understand this. We are mortal
enemies, you and |. Under other circumstances | would crush you as | would kill a poisonous serpent.”

Seklos smiled unpleasantly and cocked his head, but he did not interrupt.

"But," the first man went on, "the Sparrow is athreet to every human magic user in the World. For this



once and on this one matter | suggest that we have common cause and propose that we act in concert to
rid oursalves of this menace."

"Y ou put the matter succinctly,” said the black robe. "L et ustherefore consider the destruction of this
Sparrow."

“No!"

The other cocked an eyebrow. "Does our new alliance flounder so soon?"

"The Sparrow isto be neutralized, not destroyed.”

"Why not?'

"Two reasons. Firgt, | forbid it." Seklos smiled again, but the blue robe ignored him. " Second, if you had

amodicum of mother wit you would know his desth is your destruction. Kill the Sparrow, harm one hair

of him, and every wizard in the North will descend upon you. They will grub you out of your burrows and
exterminateyou dl."

"And doubtlessin theinquiry your part in the business would be discovered.”

"Doubtless," the blue robe agreed, making a brushing motion asif to shoo off an annoying insect. "No,
we cannot kill him. But if he were to disgppear there would be many to mourn aoud him and few to
lament hispassngin private.”

"Andyousuggest ... ?"

"A Great Summoning to send the Sparrow back where he belongs. Him and hisdien magics.”

"Such athing would not be easy to do."

"It would take anumber of wizards, but it would not beimpossible.”

"Patriusdid it done"

"l am not as great amagician as Patrius," the northerner said with dignity. "Nor do | wishto end ashe
did." Heremembered how the Dark L eague had cut the mighty wizard down as he performed unaided
the Great Summoning which brought the Sparrow to thisworld. "Thisrequiresmorethan | can
accomplish alone and the others on the Council who fed as| do will not act.”

"And you think we will ?*

The northerner shrugged. "Y ou have more reason and less to lose. It cannot be pleasant to be reduced
tolording it over fiedld miceand birds.”

Seklos eyes glittered and the other knew his shaft had gone home.

"We can do nothing while he remainsin the Capital," Seklossaid at last. "He must be brought to us.”

"He can he maneuvered out of the Capitd."



"He must be brought to—a place. It would be best if it were done while he treads the Wizard's Way.
Thenitisameatter of asmple spdl.”

The blue robe shrugged. Any wizard of the Mighty could be counted on to use that magica meansfor
transport for any journey of over afew leagues.

"How long would it take you to be ready? The next full moonison. . ."

"l did not say | would doit," Seklos cut him off. "1 said we would consider it." He nodded toward the
sgn hanging inthe ar, now adeep violet fading to black. "The 9gil darkens. Our meeting isat anend.”
He turned and walked toward the opposite edge of the clearing. Wordlessly the Shadow Warrior
followed, moving crabwiseto keep hisenemy awaysin sght.

Behind them the blue-robed wizard nodded. He knew full well that the remnants of the Dark League
would join himinthis. What other choice had they?

Two :Nailing Jellytoa Tree

Everything always takes twice as long and costs four times as much as you planned.

—yprogrammer’'s axiom

"I dunno,”" Wiz sghed again and drained hiswine cup. "Thisisn't working out anything like | thought it
would." He st the cup down and leaned toward Bal-Simba, elbows on knees.

"L ook, | took the seat on the Council because you wanted meto. I'm not awizard, I've never been a
politician and those meetings are torture.”

"Y our position and power entitle you to aseat.”
"Y eah, but I've got important work to do."

It was Ba-Simba's turn to sigh. He did so gustily and the bones of his necklace clattered with the
movement of hisbarrel chest. " Sparrow, listen to apoor fat old wizard for amoment.

"You tdk of finishing your spell engine. But that isonly haf your task. The other haf isteaching othersto
useit and the largest part of that is getting them to accept it."

Wiz toyed with the cup, running hisfinger long the rim. "1 suppose you'reright. | never was any good at
teaching. | guess| need to try harder.”

"Perhapsit would be moreto the point if you tried to understand how othersfed. Y our task is difficult.
But you make it more 0. Y our attitude does not make you friends, either on the Council of among the
other wizards and that adds to the hostility against your methods. Specifically, you do yourself no good at
al when you bdittle the Council "

"l don't bdittle the Council!"



Ba-Smba arched abrow. "No? But your work is more important.”
"Wl .. ."

"Sparrow, the Council of the North has stood for centuries as the shield of humans against maevolent
magic, both from the Dark League and from the World at large. It isthe closest thing to aruler thisland
hes"

Wiz nodded. "L ook, I'd be the last person to deny you and the other wizards have done aheck of ajob.
But magical programming changesthings. Assoon as| get the compiler perfected and get to work on the
spells, anyone will be able to use magic. Therewon't be aneed for a Council of wizardsto guard and
protect humans."

Bal-Simba shook his head. " Sparrow, much as | admire your directness| think it leads you astray. But
evenif what you say is so, we must still get from where we are to where you wish to be. To do that you
need the cooperation of al wizards, especidly the Mighty and most especialy the Council. Y ou do not
get someone's cooperation by telling him heis obsolete and hislifeswork isoutworn.”

"It would be easier if some of the Mighty would learn to use the compiler. But they're all sodense ."
"Wizards do not have the reputation for being stupid,” Bal-Simba said with deceptive mildness.

Wiz sighed and rubbed hiseyes. "Y ou'reright. Stupid isn't the word for it. But they don't generdize. You
guyslearn onething a atime and you can't seem to work from abunch of specifiesto agenera
propogition.” He shook hishead. "And alot of programming is generdization.”

"Nonsense!" came afirm voice from the doorway. Wiz and Bal-Simbaturned to the sound and saw a
tall theatricaly handsome man in wizard's blue. Hisslver hair swept over hisearsin carefully arranged
wavesto perfectly set off hisaristocratic features and evenly tanned skin.

Ba-Simbanodded. "My Lord Ebrion."
Wiz dtiffened, but he a'so nodded politely. Dammit, | will notlose my temper.

"The essence of magicisin the particular,” Ebrion said in his beautifully modulated voice as he cameinto
the room. "To control magic we must understandthis tree orthis fire, not these 'classes you keep on
about. All treesare not dike, Sparrow, and it isonly by deeply perceiving an object that we may control

itmegicaly.”

Wiz kept quiet. He had enough trouble with Ebrion and histraditionaist friends dready. Like dl the
traditionaists, Ebrion didn't like Wiz. Unlike most of them he made no secret of hisdidike beyond a
certain cold civility. Worse, he was atheoretician, or the closest thing to atheoretician of magic this
world had ever produced. Wiz's success had thrown him into the shade in his own specidty and that
made him didike Wiz dl the more.

"Magic is both organic and particular, Sparrow," Ebrion went on asif lecturing an apprentice. "The best
magic cannot be built up from bits and pieceslike ajackdaw's nest. It must be conceived of whole."

"Wiz's method seemed effective enough againgt the Dark League," Ba-Smbasaid quietly.



"Lord, | have never denied that the Sparrow ranks among the Mighty, but sheer talent does not make his
theories correct.”

Hewaved ahand dismissingly. "Oh, I will admit thetrick of constructing ademon to recite his spellsfor
him is useful—abelt it was not unknown to us before. But his notion of how magic works?' He shook his
head.

"The compiler isalot more than a spell-reciting demon,” Wiz interjected.

"So you havetold us repeatedly. But at bottom that isdl it does, isit not?"

"No, it'sacompiler written in athreaded interpreted language that . . ."

Ebrion touched hisfingertipsto hisforehead, asif stricken with a sudden headache. "Please Sparrow,
spare us one of your explanations. Y ou have told us this'compiler' demon recites the spells you create

and that much, at least, is comprehensible.”

Wiz darted to protest and then clamped his jaw. Ebrion wasn't interested in explanations and he wasn't
any good at making them.

"Anyway, yourewrong," hesaid sullenly. "1 don't have any talent for magic. Any one of the Mighty can
sensetha.”

"We can al sensethat you do not have our kind of talent. But you have shown usthat you have
enormous magical ability. What you have not shown usisthat your system works. To do that you would
have to teach others to make magic with it, by your own admission.”

"So I'malousy teacher," Wiz said, nettled.

"For over ayear you have dwelt here and tried to teach this marvelous system of yours. Have any of us
madtered it? Has anyone but yoursdf learned it?!

"Programming takestimeto learn. Y ou didn't learn magic overnight did you?'

"No, but with afew-months study | was able to perform certain useful spells. Y our pupilswork and
work and can do little—and that poorly."

"Y ou've got to learn the basics and work up.”

"No Sparrow, this'general theory of magic' of yoursisanilluson. You must learn one spell a atime.

Y ou must practice every gesture, every word, understand every influence. One spell at atime, Sparrow.”
Helooked down at Wiz and smiled mockingly.

"Thatishow magicismade.”

Wiz ground histeeth. He remembered one of the first classes, back when hewas il trying to teach
wizardsin groups. The lesson was to congtruct asmple apparition spell, the rough equivaent of the "hello

world" program in the C computer language.

Of course, the point was no more making aform appear than the point in C program was to put the
words "hello world" on acomputer screen. It was to familiarize the magicians with the basic workings of



the magic compiler. Sowly and carefully, Wiz led his dlass through the fundamentas of his program for
congtructing magic spells. Then he asked each of them to make the spell with the compiler.

With adisdainful flick of hiswand, Ebrion had created a shape that was ten times asred as the shadowy
blobby formsthe other students were struggling to make through the program.

"Thatis how magicismade," he said in acondescending tone as Wiz and the students stared at his
result.

"The theory works," Wiz ground out. "Or did | just imagine taking on the Dark League?'

"Once again, | have never denied you were powerful,” Ebrion said, asif repeating asmplelessonto a
very dow pupil. "Y ou attacked them with the completely dien magic of your world and overwhelmed
them with spells they had never seen before. Thus you established your power. Surpriseisever an
important weapon, Sparrow. Asfor the rest of your power, it would be a ssimple matter to put it to the
tes."

Ebrion meant a contest of wizards. Superficialy it wasafar way of determining who was the better
magician. But there were tricks to such contests, just as there were subtleties to any kind of competition.
From apprenticesto wizards of the Mighty, al magicians practiced against each other for sport. The only
experience Wiz had in such a contest was when he had inadvertently gotten into adud to the death with
the second most powerful wizard of the Dark League. Only Bal-Simba'sintervention had saved him.

When he saw Wiz would ignore theimplied challenge, Ebrion went on. ™Y ou have taught us some new
tricks and given us some important ingghts and for that we must thank you. But they do not amount to

revolutionizing the practice of magic, nor do they sweep away al we have done here for hundreds of
years. Magicisasit ever was, Sparrow.”

"Except that the Wild Wood isn't pushing into human lands any more," Wiz snapped. "The Dark League
isn't one step from throttling the entire North and the common people have a defense againgt hostile
magic. You and al yourtraditions couldn't do any of that!"

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Wiz was sorry. Ebrion's head jerked back asif he had
been dapped and he blanched under histan. He turned his back on Wiz and addressed Bal-Simba.

"My Lord | camemerely totdl you that | will be leaving the Capitd for M ountainhame on the morn and
toinquireif there was some service | could perform there for you.”

"No, nothing." Ba-Simbasaid.

"Then | will take my leave of you, Lord." And with that he bowed and left the room, ignoring Wiz
completely.

"That was ill-done, Sparrow," Bal-Simba said as soon as the door had closed behind Ebrion.
"l know, Lord," Wiz said uncomfortably. "Do you think | should go apologizeto him?'

Ba-Simba shook his head. "L eave him for now," he rumbled. "Perhaps when he returns you should
spesk to him."

"Hewastrying to get under my skin."



Ba-Smbafrowned. "Get under . . . ah, | seewhat you mean. So hewas, but you let him and that gave
him the advantage of the encounter. Y ou must learn to control yoursdlf better.”

"I'll try, Lord," Wiz said uncomfortably.
"L et us hope you succeed,” Bal-Simbasaid. "Y ou have students soon, do you not?"
"Yipe. I'm dready late!™

"Go then, Sparrow. But remember what we have discussed.”

Three:Stirring the Pot

It's never the technical stuff that gets you in trouble. It's the personalties and the politics.

—programmer's saying

Presumptuous puppy! Ebrion fumed as he made hisway down the stairs and out into the main
courtyard.

He did not return to histower or to any of his other usua haunts. Instead he crossed the yard and made
for the main gate of the keep. Just inside the gate was a much less plushly appointed day room used by
off-duty guardsmen, minor merchants, castle servants, apprentices and others.

Thebig, low-ceilinged room was severa steps down from the yard. Light flooded in through the
windows up next to the whitewashed ceiling and reflected down onto the worn plank tables and rough
benches and stoals.

Heads turned as he came in and then turned back. Thiswas hardly a place for the Mighty, much lessa
member of the Council, but Ebrion was known for his common touch. Two or threetimesin every
turning of the moon he could be expected to drop by and exchange afew words with the habitués.

It was atime when apprentices should be at their studies or serving their masters. Still, Ebrion expected
to find the one he sought here and he was not disgppointed. Sitting by himsdlf in acorner was alank man
with smoldering brown eyes and bowl-cut brown hair. Armsflat on the table and legs thrust Sraight out
into the aide, he was scowling into amug of small beer asif he expected it to rise up and chalenge him.

"Wdl met, Pryddian,” Ebrion said pleasantly.

The young man looked up and nodded, but he did not rise as befitted an apprentice in the presence of
one of the Mighty.

"My Lord."

Ebrion eased himsalf down upon the bench and studied the man. Pryddian was the oldest of the Keep's
apprentices and now he was an apprentice without amaster.



Pryddian seemed obliviousto the scrutiny. He kept his eyes fixed on hismug.

"I would spesak with you on amatter of someimport,” Ebrion said. He made a show of looking around
the room and lowered hisvoice. "What | say must stay between us.”

Pryddian looked at him narrowly and nodded. Ebrion did not ask for a binding oath and the apprentice
did not offer one.

"I had heard that Juvian released you."

"Arrogant old fool," Pryddian muttered. That earned him a sharp look from the wizard.

"l am sorry, Lord," he said sullenly. "But you know my story. | started my training here in the Capita
ingtead of in some hedge witch's hovd. | am widdly acknowledged to have more taent than any of the
other apprentices.” Ebrion nodded, acknowledging a plain fact and Pryddian took another swallow of
beer.

"Y et after two years| am turned off over atrifle. Juvian assured me | would have no trouble finding
another magter. But no other wizard will take me on and no one will tel me honestly why."

Ebrion nodded sympathetically. That was not the story Juvian told, but it did not serve his purposeto
sy 0.

"1 know. | sought you out because | thought you should know there was more to the matter than a
disagreement between you and Juvian." He paused, picking hiswords.

"Naturdly | cannot violate the confidences of my fellow wizards, but | can tell you that today thereis
more to being a successful apprentice than magica talent and awillingnessto work hard. Itisaso
necessary to master the Sparrow's new magic.”

Pryddian snorted. He had attended one or two classes and had not done well. Ever since he had made
no secret of his contempt for Wiz's method's.

"l know. And between thetwo of us, | agree." He shrugged and spread his hands. "But who am [? The
Sparrow sits on the Council of the North and has Bal-Simba's ear. He can seeto it that apprentices
ether learn the new magic or are no longer apprentices.”

"How isthis? | thought apprenticeship was amatter between the wizard and pupil done.”

"And s0itis," Ebrion assured him. "But awizard must consder rdationswith hisfdlows. You
understand these things, surdly.”

Pryddian nodded. " suspected there was afavor involved, in pite of what everyone says.”
"Oh, notfavor ," Ebrion said hurriedly. "We prefer to think of it as maintaining harmonious relaions.”
"Cdll it what you will, | am blackballed by the Sparrow."

"Wdl," thewizard admitted, "it would be—hmm—difficult for any wizard to take you as an gpprentice.”



"And my ability countsfor nothing?"

"Times have changed. It seemsthe Sparrow's new magic is more important than talent for the old.”
"So | am forever barred from becoming awizard. Unlessyou . . . 7' Hetrailed off hopefully.

"The Sparrow knows how | fed about him and his new magic. | would do you little good, | fear."
Pryddian nodded knowingly. "And doubtlessit would do you little good to have me."

Ebrion shrugged.

Pryddian finished hisbeer inasinglelong pull. "This Sparrow rises above himsdlf," he said darkly.

"Perhaps, but heis of the Mighty." Thewizard rose. "In any event, | felt you should know. | cannot
speak openly, of course.”

"Of course." The would-be apprentice looked up. "I thank you for the information, Lord. And asto this
Sparrow, perhaps he needs his feathers plucked.” He dropped his eyesto scowl at the now-empty mug
as Ebrion [eft.

Outside the door of the day room, Ebrion alowed himsdf asmile.

Under any circumstances Pryddian would never have become awizard. Taent he had, and
stubbornness to persist in the face of gentle hints and not-so-gentle discouragement, but he was
undisciplined and he had a vindictive streak that ran both broad and deep. If he had tarted histraining in
the villages he probably never would have been sent to the Capita . But Ebrion was very glad he was

here. His combination of talent, frustration and a viperish tongue made him idedl. Yes, the wizard thought,
he is the perfect choice to bait the Sparrow into some heedless action.

Four :Fenceposts and Falling
Rocks

Those who can't do, teach.
—article of faith among students
And vice-versa.

—programmers addendum to students article of faith

Mauswas waiting impatiently when Wiz arrived, obvioudy fuming.

To sAvewizardly pride, Wiz did most of histeaching of actual wizardsin private sessons. Mauswas
one of hisleast-favorite pupils. Asaperson, the pudgy little wizard was nice enough, aways merry and



joking. But he had particular trouble in grasping concepts and the thought that he was asow learner
made him even more res stant to the new magic.

Mausdidn't even let Wiz finish his apology for being late.

"This spdll you showed me," he said accusingly. "It does not work."

Wiz sghed inwardly. "Wéll, let me see your code."

Grudgingly, the plump little sorcerer produced severd strips of wood from the deeve of hisrobe. Laidin
the proper order the characters on them would list out the spell. Putting them on separate pieces of wood
was asafety precaution againg activating the spdll by writing it down.

Wiz arranged the wood strips on the table and frowned briefly at what was written there.

"Oh, you've got afence post error.”

"Fence post?' the wizard asked.

"Y eah. Look, say you've got a hundred feet of fence to put up and you need to put a post every ten feet.
How many posts do you need?"

"l anawizard, not afarmer!" Maus said, drawing himsdf up to his entire five-foot-four.
"Well, just suppose,” Wiz said haf-desperately.

Ma us thought hard for aminute. "Ten, of course.”

"Nope," Wiz sad triumphantly. "Eleven. Unlessyou strung your fencein acircle”

"But one hundred taken astensisten.”

"Yeah, but if you've got a hundred feet of fence and only ten postsin astraight line, you leave one end of
the fence hanging free. If you put the postsin aclosed figure, you only need nine because you start and
end on the same pogt.”

"And how am | to know such things?1 told you | am not afarmer.”

"Well, just keep it in mind, okay? Boundary conditions are dwayslikely to give you trouble.”

"Borders are always unchancy places," Malus agreed.

"Uh, yeah. Let'sleavethat for aminute. Do you have any other problems?’

"Thereisthisbusiness of names.”

For about thefiftieth time, Wiz wished he hadn't been so cavalier in choosing names for the standard
routinesin hislibrary. To wizards, athing's name was vitally important and they took the nameto be the
thing.

"| told you that the names | used aren't necessarily representative.”



Mauslooked a him like he was crazy. "Very well. But even granting that, why must the names change
haphazardly? That iswhat | do not understand.”

"They don't change a random. They don't really change at dl. It'sjust that an object can be amember of
more than one class."

"Classesagan!”

"Look at this" Wiz said, dragging out a couple of sheets of parchment and laying them out Sde by sde
so dl the gpdl wasvisble. "Okay, herethisvariableis caled 'dfshot,’ right?”

"Why isit named thet?"
"It'snot named that. That's only what it's called in thisroutine. Itsnameis'dragons tail'. "

"Well," demanded thewizard, "if itis'dragons tail' , why do you cdl it 'efshot”? And how do you add a
"dragons tail' to this, thisloop variable."

"No, no," Wiz said desperately. "It isactudly seven at this point in the program and that's what gets
added to the loop variable.”

"Well, if it's seven then why don't you just say so?" roared the wizard.
"Becauseit isnt dways seven.”
Thewizard growled in disgust.

"Look, | think I'm getting a headache. Why don't we leave thisfor right now, okay? Just try working the
program through again and well go over it in our next sesson.”

The early end to the tutorid with Mausleft Wiz with time to spare and a completely ruined temper. He
wanted someplace quiet where he could be alone to think. Leaving his workroom door unlocked he left
the central keep, threaded hisway through two courtyards and climbed a set of sairsto the top of the
wall surrounding the entire complex.

The parapet was one of hisfavorite places. It was usualy deserted and the view was spectacular. The

Capital perched on a spine of rock where two rivers met. From the north the ridge doped gently up to
drop off precipitoudy in cliffs hundreds of feet high to the south and along the east and west wherethe
riversran.

On the highest part of the ridge stood the grest castle of the Council of the North, its towers thrusting
skyward above the cliffs. Here the Council and most of the rest of the Mighty had their homes and
workshops. Behind the castle and trailing down the spine came the town. In the cliffs below the castle
were the cavernsthat served as agries for the dragon cavary. As Wiz stood and watched, asingle
dragon launched itself from below and climbed out over the valley with athunder of wings.

The parapet was nearly fifteen feet wide. It doped gently toward the outer wall so that rainwater and
liquid fire thrown by enemies would both drain over the sides and down the cliff. The outer edge was



marked by crendlations, waist-high blocks of stone that would protect the defenders from enemy
arrows. It dwaysreminded Wiz of thewitch's castleinThe Wizard of Oz , except that thiswas much
grander.

Wiz waked aong, guilty about taking the time away from hiswork and yet happy to be away. The
swallows whipped by him asthey swooped and dove aong the cliff edge to catch the insects borne aoft
by therising current of air.

The day was bright and cloudless and the air soft and warm enough that he appreciated the breeze
blowing up from theriver. Faintly and in the distance he could hear the sounds of the castle and town.
Somewhere a blacksmith was besting iron on an anvil. From this distance it sounded liketiny bells.

There was a place he favored when he wanted to get away, a pot where abend in the wall and awatch
tower combined to shut out al sight and most sound of the Capital. From there he could look out over
the green and yellow patchwork of the fields and woods and into the misty blue distance.

Heleaned forward, resting his elbowsin one of the crendlations.If only . . .

He fdt the stone shift under hisweight but by that time it wastoo late. The block gave way and he was
pitched headlong out over the abyss.

Frantically he lashed out with hisarms and miraculoudy hisfingers met stone. His arm was nearly yanked
out of its socket as he twisted around and dammed face first into thewall. But hisgrip held and he was
left dangling by one hand againgt the sheer wall.

The crendlation had taken part of the stone facing with it, leaving the rough inner masonry beneath. Wiz
was hanging by hisfingertips from the edge of the facing, just below where the stone block had been.

Far below him, between his dangling legs, he saw the did odged block bouncing and tumbling off the cliff.
It hit the water with a splash that |ooked no bigger than a match head. Wiz sucked in his bresth and
clinched his eyestight to ward off the dizziness.

Frantically he scrabbled for ahold for hisleft hand. Firgt hisfingers dipped over the smooth surface of
thefacing. Then at last they caught on another place where the facing blocks had pulled loose. With both
hands secure, Wiz opened his eyes and stared at the stonein front of hisnose, bresthing heavily.

At last he managed to look up. Bracing hisfeet againgt the wal, he levered hisway up and snatched
another handhold dightly higher up the wall. Then another and another and at last hewas ableto put his
feet on the lip where the facing had pulled awvay. One more heave and he flopped back on the parapet.
Bruised and shaken, he pulled himsdlf back through the space where the crendllation had been.

He moved away from the edge and sank down with his head between his knees, breathing in great
shaking gasps. Gradudly he got himsalf back under control and looked around him.

The parapet was deserted. Not even the guards could be seen from this spot and there were no other
grollersaong the walls. He was completely isolated, buit . . .

Wasit hisimagination or had he seen afigureflit behind atower as he pulled himsalf back onto the
parapet?



Therest of the day passed uneventfully. He gave two more private lessons, tried to teach a class of
apprentices what the concept of zero was al about and spent nearly half an hour listening to Pelus, who
wastrying to get him to vote againgt Juvian at the next Council meeting. The sun had set over the towers
of the Capita by the time he left hiswork room and trudged down the winding stairs to the suite he and
Moirashared. Lanterns along thewals cast awarm mellow light on the wide corridors.

Wiz was so tired he barely noticed.

As he came down the hal ayoung man came toward him. Wiz stepped dightly to the Sde but instead of
moving out of hisway the man seemed to step in front of Wiz so he jostled him asthey passed.

"Clumsy Sparrow," the young man hissed.
Wiz started to say something, thought better of it, and swept past the sneering young man.

What the hdll is his problem? Wiz thought.

He knew the man more or less by sight. An apprentice with avagudly Welsh name. They had never
exchanged more than ahaf adozen words and now the man was going out of hisway to be insulting.

One more thing to worry about. This place was getting to him. He was trying to do ajob he wasn't

very good at, alot of the people here seemed to hate him, he couldn't concentrate on the parts hecould

do and even the smplest thing seemed to take forever. He was Stretched tauter than aviolin string and
the fatigue and tenson wastelling on him.

Thedoor to their gpartment was open and he saw Moiragtting in the light of amagica lantern. The light

caught her hair and glints of brushed copper played through it. Her mouth wastwisted up in alittle moue
as she bent over the mending in her 1ap.

Stll, Wiz thought, there are compensations.

As he cameinto the room he saw there was someone else there. A painfully thin girl with flyaway brown
hair was Sitting at Moira's feet working on a piece of embroidery.

Without aword the girl got up and I €ft.

"Hi June," Wiz said to her back as she brushed by.

"What have you been doing?' he said as he cameto her.

"Sewing." Moiralaughed. "I fear | will never be skilled with aneedle.”

Heleaned over and kissed her. "That's al right. Y ou're good at plenty of other things."
She arched one of her coppery eyebrows. "And how am | to take that, My Lord?"
"Asacompliment.” He bent down and kissed her again.

"And how hasyour day been?"



Well, let's see. | insulted one of the most powerful members of the Council, botched atutoring sesson
and nearly killed mysdlf by fdling off the pargpet. "Oh, okay," he mumbled.

Moiralooked at him sharply. "What did you do to your nose?"

"l raninto adoor. How is June?’ He asked quickly to change the subject.

Moiragave him an odd look, but she took the bait. " Sheimproves, | think."

Like Moira, June had been found wandering as a child in the Fringe of the Wild Wood. Unlike Maira,
no one knew where she came from or who her parents were. She was quiet, as shy and skittishasa
\;lveroodl and animal. She worked as amaid and servant around Wizard's Lodge—when anyone could find
Wiz had never heard her speak, athough Moira said she occasionally talked.

"Can't you do something to heal her?' Wiz asked.

"Bronwyn, the chief heder, sayssheisnot ill in her mind,” Moirasad. "Thet it ismerely her way."

"If shesnotill, she's sure peculiar.”

"That is odd coming from you, Sparrow,” Moirasaid.

"Hey, 'mdien. | admit it. But she," he jerked his head toward the door, "is about three sgmawest of
srange”

Moiraignored the comment, something she often did when she didn't understand her husband. " She
seems fascinated by your desk," shesad.

Wiz looked at the disorderly pile of manuscripts, strips of wood, dates and books on the desk under the
window. "Did she touch anything?'

"Y ou know better than that. | would never dlow it."

A wizard's working equipment was dangerous. Even Moirawould not touch Wiz's desk, though having
such amessinther Stting room pained her.

"Hmm. Do you suppose she has atdent for magic?
Moirashook her head. "I think it isyour guardian that attracts her.”

Like any wizard, Wiz had created a demon to guard his pargphernalia. Histook the form of afoot-long
scarlet dragon, now curled peacefully adeep atop Wiz's big leather-bound " notebook.™

Wiz sat down and reached for the notebook. The dragon demon woke and dithered over to a corner of
the desk whereit resumed its nap.

For the next quarter hour neither of them said anything. The only sound in the room was the scritching of
WiZz's pen and the rustle of fabric as Moiraturned the piecein her lap thisway and that.



"Oh, | have some newsaswdll," Moirasaid, putting down her mending.

"That'snice," Wiz said without looking up.

"Bronwyn says she will teach me the rudiments of the heder's art. | am too old for an apprentice, of
;:r?;rse Inthe village of Blackbrook Bend | often did smple hedling and Bronwyn sayswe can build on
Wiz grunted.

"And then I'll sorout wings and grow two extraheads," she said sharply.

Wiz raised his head. "What?'

"Y ou have not heard aword | said, have you?"

Moirathrew her mending on the floor and stood up.

"It isbad enough that you are aways gone, but when you are here the least you can do isadmit that | am
dive"

"I'msorry, | wasjust . . ."

"l willnot beignored.” Moiraburst into tears.

Wiz cameto her and took her in hisarms.

"Oh, darling. | didn't mean to upset you.”

"Hold me"

"Moira, I'msorry | .. ."

"Don't tak, just hold me." She clung to him fiercely asif he were about to be swept away from her.

They made love that night. Afterward they lay in each other's arms without speaking. Wiz didn't fall
adeep until long afterward and he didn't think Moiradid ether.

The next day Wiz ssumbled through his classes, groggy from lack of deep. By the time he got home that
evening he was ready to drop, but when Moira suggested they walk out to the drill yard he didn't object.

In the early evenings the guardsmen held free-form practice on the drill ground. Because therewas a
gathering of young men there, the young ladies of the castle naturally congregated, to sit in the shade or
walk along the colonnaded porch that surrounded the beaten earth of the practice court. And where the
young ladies congregated naturaly became a gathering place for everyone in the keep. From the highest
of the Mighty to theworkersin the scullery, it had become the traditiona place for an evening stroll.

Wiz and Moirajoined the promenade with Moiraclinging tightly to hisarm. They exchanged smdl talk
with their acquaintances, received respectful bows Wiz's Sation entitled them to and spent afew minutes



talking with Shamus, the Captain of the Guard and afriend of Moirasfrom her time at the Capitd
learning to be a hedge witch.

From awindow above the practice yard Ebrion watched them pass. It would go hard on the hedge
witch when the Sparrow disappeared and looking at them walk arm-in-arm that thought troubled him.
With an effort he shook it off. The good of the many was much more important than the fedings of one
hedge witch. Besides, there were rumors that the two were not getting along.

She'll get over it quickly enough, hetold himsdlf. Then he concentrated on what he knew was about to
happen in the courtyard bel ow.

"L ook, thereésDond," Moirapointed to atall dark-haired guardsman who was using a short
spear—actualy apadded pole—against aman with asword and shigld.

Dond was one of the guardsmen who had accompanied Wiz on hisforay into the dungeons beneeth the
City of Night to rescue Moira. Hewas skillfully using the length of hisweapon to keep his opponent a a
distance and flicking the spear out in quick thrusts, searching for aweakness in the man's guard. Asthey
watched he executed afast double thrust and parry that swept his opponent's sword to the side and
finished with asolid thrust to the face.

"Oh, well donel" Moirasaid, laughing and clapping.

Wiz smiled. In the back of his head asmall voice was nagging him about al the work he had to do, but

the evening was lovely, the place was pretty, and it was pleasant to walk with abeautiful woman,
especialy when shewas your wife.

Asthey ambled dong, aman stepped out from behind one of the pillars and ran into Wiz, nearly
knocking him down.

"Hey, watchit." He saw it was the gpprentice who had nearly run into himin the hall the night before.
Pryddian curled hislip. "Clumsy Sparrow. Why not use your magic to fly out of the way?'

Moira gasped. Wiz wanted to smash his sneering face. Instead he stepped around Pryddian and walked
toward the opposite Sde of the drill field.

"Wiz, you shouldn't let him talk to you like that," Moira hissed once they were out of earshot.

"What should | do? Turn him to stone?'

"Oh, don't bedlly," shesaid angrily. "But at the very least you should put himin hisplace.”

"How?"

Moira consdered. Wiz did not have the wizard's manner that came with years of practicing magic. He
could not freeze an apprentice with alook theway ared wizard could. Short of using magic on him—a

thing unthinkable—there redly was nothing he could do.

"1 will spesk to Bal-Simbaabout him."



"I wish you wouldn'. It will bedl right, redly."

Moira pressed her lipstogether and kept walking.
"Ah, Sparrow, My Lord." They turned and saw Juvian coming toward them, afussy, balding little man

who wasawaysin ahurry.

Wiz nodded respectfully. "My Lord."

"Ahyes" Juvian came panting up. "My Lady, | wonder if you could excuse usfor amoment. Thereisa
matter of Council businesswe must discuss.” He took Wiz by the elbow and led him off to the reviewing
stand that stood on poles at one side of thefield. Wiz threw Moiraa helplesslook over his shoulder, but

he did not try to break the Wizard's hold on hisarm.
"He'salucky man,” said avoice behind her.

Moiraturned and saw Shamus.

"I doubt he would agree with you at thisinstant.”
"Nonethdless, lucky." He smiled with an infectious warmth Moiraremembered from her student days

and extended hisarm. "While heis occupied would you do me the honor of accompanying me?"
Moirasmiled back. "Gladly."

Shamuswas alithe, compact man whose shock of sandy hair was thinning with the gpproach of middle
age. Hisface was deegply tanned and allittle windburned with tiny crinkles of laugh lines at the corners of
his eyes and mouth. Moirahad had a minor crush on him when last she stayed at the Capita, but her

Sudies|eft her little timeto pursue such things.

"We do not see you out here often enough.”

"Wiz'swork keeps him busy," Moirasaid with atrace more acid than she intended.

"True, but awife does not have to wak only with her husband.”

"l suppose s0," Moirasighed and looked around at the strolling, chatting people. "1t would be pleasant
to be out more."

"It could be pleasant indeed,” Shamus said with asmile. "'l would be happy to show you."

Moiraunderstood exactly what he was offering. Such things were accepted in the Capita and aslong as
the affair was carried on discreetly no censure attached to any of the parties.

Moiraglanced over to where Wiz was finishing his conversation with Juvian.It would serve him right!
She thought. Then she buried the notion with aguilty start.

"l am sorry, My Lord, but | must decline.”
"Ah," said Shamus, looking acrossthe drill yard. "A very lucky man indeed." He sighed. "Y ou've broken



my heart, you know."

Moirafollowed his eyesto Wiz standing benesth the reviewing stand. "1 fed it will mend by thetimethe
next pretty face comesdong.”

* * *

The object of this by-play leaned back against one of the posts, obliviousto the things being said about
him.

In the rings the guardsmen whirled and dodged in mock combat.

AsWiz put hisweight againgt the post it shifted and the entire marshal's stand teetered.

"Look out!" Moirascreamed.

It al seemed to happen in dow motion. The guardsmen and strollers froze. Wiz looked up, mouth open,
to see the entire mass toppling down on him. He started to move out of the way, but he was obvioudy
too late.

An armored body hurtled into him, knocking him sideways and damming him into the earth. Behind them
the stand crashed to earth, raising a cloud of dust off the practicefield. A few boardsfell acrossthe pair,
but the guardsman was on top and his armor protected them both.

"Areyou al right, Lord?" Wiz opened his eyes and redlized that the man on top of him was Donal.

"Fine" hegasped. "I'mfine"

Dond rolled off Wiz and climbed to hisfeet. Wiz garted to rise and fell back, gasping in pain..

"My shoulder. I've done something to my shoulder.”

Moiracame running acrossthe drill yard, skirtsflying.

"Areyou dl right?"

“1"ve hurt my shoulder.”

Moiraknelt beside him and ran her fingerslightly over theinjured joint. "It is separated.” Shelooked up
a Dond. "Hep meget histunic off and | will fix it."

"It would be better if welet the hedershandleit.”
Moiras green eyesflashed. "Areyou saying | cannot heal a shoulder separation?”
Dona met her gazelevelly. "No Lady, only that Bronwyn or one of the others can do it better.”

Moira started to snap back, then with avisible effort, she relaxed. "Y ou areright, of course. Send one of
your men for her, and quickly."

"Already done, My Lady."



"Oh shit," Wiz muttered, "this hurts."

Moirarested her hand gently on theinjured shoulder. "I know, my love. But Bronwyn will be here
quickly enough. Try to relax and do not move."

Behind them Shamus was examining the post where it had snapped off. "Rotten wood," he said,
wrinkling his nose. He broke a piece off and crumbled it in hisfingers. "This needed replacing months
ago, and probably al the rest besides."”

Arianne kndlt by the post, her brown eyesfixed on the break. "Yes," she said and reached up with
dender fingersto caress the broken spot. "Y es, they should al be examined most carefully.”

Bd-Smbawasin his private study when Arianne found him afew hourslater.

"Y ou heard that Wiz nearly brought the marshd's sand down on himsdf on the drill field this afternoon?
she said without preamble.

Bad-Smbagrunted. "I heard. Besdesdl ese, our Sparrow isclumsy.”

"Heisthat," she said toneledly.

Ba-Simbalooked up and gave hislieutenant hisfull attention.

"Meaning?'

"Meaning | examined that post just after the accident. The wood was old and beetle-bored, waiting to
fail. So | went back and looked at the place on the parapet where he dipped the other day. It was damp
and somewhat dick. There was nothing obvioudy unusual about either the post or the place on the

Ba-Simbawaited.

"l could find no definite trace of magic about either the post or the damp spot. There seemed to be ahint
of—something—about the pogt, but if it wasindeed thereit was so faint | could not be sure.”

"Y ou obvioudy think thereis moreto thisthan smple accidents,” Ba-Simbasaid. "What?"

Arianne paused, choosing her words carefully. "Lord, | think someoneistrying to kill Wiz by magic.”

* % *

When Bronwyn findly released him, Wiz went looking for Donal. He found him aonein thearmory,
replacing astrap on hischain mail hauberk by the light of amagic globe.

"l wanted to thank you for thisevening,” Wiz told him. ™Y ou saved my life, | think."
"So clumsily you needed the attention of ahealer to put your shoulder right,” Dond said wryly.
"I'm dive and that's the important thing. Thank you."

Dona stared down at the new strap. "As you saved mine beneath the City of Night."



"Sill L

"Lord, if you wish think of it as payment of adebt." He turned back to the job of threading the strap into
place.

"Y ou know, | think about the time we spent at Heart's Ease. You, |, Kenneth and Shiara” His mouth
twisted into a half-smile. "Back when there was aclear, smplejob to do and al we hadto dowasdo it."

"Yes, Lord," Dona said without looking up from tying the strap into the chain mail.

"Now everything's so complicated and theré's so much moretoit." He sighed. "What do you do when
you're overwhelmed?"

"Y ou do the best you can for aslong asyou can, Lord.”
"And then?'

Donal jerked the strap tight and looked up. "Then, My Lord, you put your back to something and go
downfighting."

"l don't think that redlly applies here," Wiz said.

Dond fixed him with hisicy blue eyes. "Lord, | hope you are never in astuation whereit does gpply.”

* * %

"Subtle" Ba-Smbasaid at last. " Subtle indeed. But so subtleit isnot sure.”

Arianne amiled nervoudy. "If you mean to make me doubt my suspicions, Lord, you may spare yourself
the effort. | do not know if | believethisor not."

"Oh, itisbelievable," Ba-Simbarumbled. "Overt magic in this place would be too easy to detect—and
to trace back to its source. Wiz isknown to be clumsy and an accident would be easy to accept. An
attack using just the tiniest of magicsto set up amischance could perhaps pass unnoticed. And if thefirst
one did not succeed, the next one might, or the next after that."

"That ismy thinking, Lord."

He shook his head. "We have grown lax, Lady. With the Dark League broken we have et down our
guard.”

"Y ou suspect the Dark L eague?’

"Who else? They are not dl gone, after dl, and those who are left would have ample reason for harming

our Sparrow.”

"Thereisone other thing, Lord."
IIE,.I?I

"I did not come by thison my own. Another first suggested the idea to me—before today."



"Who?'

"June, the orphan servant girl. Sheis convinced Wiz isin danger.”

"How isyour shoulder?' Moiraasked as soon as Wiz camein.

"Finenow." Hewindmilled thearm. " See?'

"l anglad,” shesad quietly.

"What'sthe mater?' he asked, dreading the answer.

Moirabit hr lip. "Wiz, we haveto talk."

"All right." I'mlosing her, he thought. I'm blowing it and I'm going to lose her.
"l am sorry, | cannot go on like this"

"I know. I've got to stop ignoring you."

"Wiz, you arekilling yoursdf," Moirasaid desperately. ™Y our ignoring me, that | could live with—I think.
Itisinagood cause. But you are burning yourself out trying to do too much.”

"I've got to do it. Ba-Simbawon't let me off the Council and we've got to have averson of the spell
compiler anyone can use.”

Moirabit her lip and considered. Thiswasn't just about her needs. As a hedge witch she had been
incul cated with the ideathat service to the community came before personal needs. The whole World
needed Wiz and what he could do. She pushed her fedings to the back and tried to look at the Situation
asthe helper of one of the Mighty with an important task to perform.

Wiz, logt in histhoughts, missed the shift completely. "I dunno,” he Sghed. "Sometimes | think it's getting
worseinstead of better.”

"Worse than you know," the redheaded witch said. " There are some who claim you hide your secrets
from usbehind avell of ddliberate obscurity. That in thisway your power among us grows.”

"Oh, bullshit! Look, I'm doing the best | can, al right? But I'm arotten teacher and these people are so
dense "

"Some of the wisest and most powerful of our wizards have placed themselves under your tutelage,”
Moirasaid sharply. "Are you so superior that they cannot learn the most elementary matters?”

"Of course not! But you people don't think the way we do. | know they're trying but they just don't pick
up the concepts."

"l understand that,” Moirasaid more gently. "I remember what it was like when you tried to teach me
thisnew magic. But Wiz, it makes problemsfor everyone.”



"At least the ordinary people seem to appreciate what I'm doing. Weve dready got afew spells out
there that anyone can use.ddt , the magic repdlent spell, is everywhere and that's solved alot of
problems. But | can't do many more of those until | get the tools built. Meanwhile, I'm trying to teach the
system to people who hate it and wasting time Sitting in Council meetings listening to endless debates on
nothing much."

Moira nodded sympathetically. Wiz was like a blacksmith with agood supply of iron and charcoa but
no tools. Given time he could make his own toals, but until he got them made, therewas very littleelsehe
could do. Shewasn't used to thinking of aspell asathing built up of parts like awagon, but by analogy
she could understand the Situation.

"I | could just get the other wizards to see that and take me serioudy, I'd be alot further dong. Instead |
have Ebrion claiming the spell compiler doesn't work at al!"

"But doesn'tddt show Ebrion and the othersthat your way of magic works?"

"It doesn't penetrate. They seeit asaclever hack and clam it's like a non-magician using an enchanted
item.”

"But youcreated it!"

He shrugged. "So I'm agreat magician. Any great magician could come up with something like that, they
say. It'sdl an accident.”

"They should have been in the dungeons beneeth the City of Night when you broke the Dark League
sngle-handed!"

"They weren't. Most of them didn't find out about the attack until the day it happened and they never had
aredly clear picture of what was going on. Besdes, they clam it only proves my magic was so dienthe
Dark League didn't know what to expect.”

Moirasaid something very unladylike under her breeth.

Wiz made aface. "L ook, the truth isthey don't see it because they don't want to seeit. | can't fight
that—at least not until I've got better tools and can teach some more people to use them.”

Hesdghed. "I don't know. | fed asif I'm being nibbled to death by ducks. If | could just put everything
else asde and concentrate on writing code | could get this done. But theway it isnow,” hewaved his
hand helplesdy over the books. "Theway it isnow I've got so many other things happening | just can't
Say with anything long enough to accomplish anything.”

"Perhgps you could.”

"Y eah, but I've got to have trained helpers. Until | get some people who understand this kind of magic|
can't do hdf thecritical stuff.”

Suddenly Moirabrightened. "1 haveit!" Sheturned to Wiz excitedly. ™Y ou need help, do you not?"
"Yeah," Wiz sghed, running a hand through hishair. "I need help.”

"And there are many in your land who can do what you do?"



"Moreor less"

"Then the thing to do isto have the Council bring othersto your aid. With the Dark League broken they
can do a Great Summoning easily enoughand . . ."

"No!" Wiz snagpped around, shaking her arm off his shoulders.

Moiraturned white and flinched back asif he had struck her.

"I'm sorry,” Wiz said. "'l didn't mean to scare you. But no, I'm not going to have that on my conscience.”
"Look, what Patrius did to mewasadamn dirty trick." He took one of her handsin both of his. "I'll
admit it worked out well inthe end, but it was dtill aterrible thing to do. Even with you and dl therest |
gtill get homesick sometimes." He grinned lopsidedly. "There are times I'd trade dmost everything for a

sausage, pepperoni and mushroom pizza.”

Hetook her in hisarms. "Look darling, I know you meanwell, but | can't let you do that to someone
else. Promise me you won't try to yank someone el se through.”

Moirablinked back tears. "Very wel." Shetapped herself on the chest with her fist. "I swear | will not
use a Great Summoning to bring someone el se here from your world.”

"And that you won' influence anyone eseto do it ether.”

Sheglared a him, but she swore.

"I'll have to ask Bal-Simbato swear that oath tomorrow," he said, releasing her arms.

She stood up straight. "Very well then. Whatwill you do?"

"It'll work out,” Wiz mumbled. "I'll think of something.”

"What? What will you do?'

"Something! Look, leave me done, will you?' He shook her arm from his shoulder angrily.
Moirastood stiff and straight. "Very well, My lord." She turned and ran from the room.

Wiz hdf roseto follow her and then thought better of it. He sank back to the bench and turned his
attention to the book in front of him.

Let her work it off,hetold himsdf.She'll come back when she's calmed down some. It wasn't avery
atractive solution but it was the best he could think of at the moment.

Moiradammed the door behind her and stormed down the hall, the cloak she had hastily grabbed dung
over her arm. By the time she reached the stairs she was crying openly. She paused at the landing to
throw the cloak about her and raise the hood to hide her tears, then swept out into the main court.

She did not see the figure in the shadows at the foot of the sairs.



Well, well, Pryddian thought as Moirawent past. Trouble in the Sparrow's nest. He smiled to himself
and continued down the corridor.

Five:Shiarra Again

Living with a programmer is easy. All you need is the patience of a saint.

—yprogrammers wives saying

Likethe origind Heart's Ease, the new one was a stone tower with an attached hall. The stones of the
tower Hill bore traces of the fire which had destroyed the origind and the hewn logs of the halls shone
white and new. The freshly raised building exuded the odor of woods, the faint sweet smell of oak from
the floors and paneling, the resiny tang of pine from the walls and rafters and the perfume of cedar
waifting down from the shinglesthat roofed the hall.

Gliding through the hdl like aswan, Shiarathe Silver absorbed it dl. She could not see, but she could
smell and she could touch. What she sensed pleased her very much.

The warmth streaming in through the diamond-paned windows told her the day was bright and sunny.
Perfect for Stting outside and enjoying the fed of the summer breezes.

She amiled. It was somewhat lonely here without Ugo, her goblin companion killed in theraid that
destroyed Heart's Ease. Then Wiz and Moirahad gone. But the forest folk took good care of her and
Heart's Ease was till well named. It would be pleasant to Sit in the sun, fedl the breeze and smdll the

growing things
Suddenly she stiffened as the presence of magic sent a sharp pain through her.

Either very near and very weak, or not too near and stronger. She considered again. The Forest Folk
were careful of her and would not allow magic to approach Heart's Ease without warning her. Further
away, then.

She heard the light pit-pat of tiny feet onthefloor. "A vigtor, Lady,” thelittle cresture said. "Sheis
asking for you."

Shiaranodded, stately and graceful. "Make her welcomethen. | will receive her here.”

Asthe sound of tiny feet faded into the distance Shiara smiled once more. She had company. Obvioudy
one of the Mighty since she had come on the Wizard's Way. It would be pleasant to talk magic and lore
once more. Shiarawas no longer of the Mighty. The accident that had deprived her of her sight left her
hypersengtive to magic. Living as she did in the deadest Dead Zone in the North, Shiarawas spared the
pain of magic, but it o meant she wasisolated from the World. Still, she enjoyed sitting and talking
about what had once been so central to her life. Besides, it was a chance to catch up on the news from



the Capita.

"Lady?' came atremulous voice from the door.

"Moira?" The voicewas s0 strained it was hard to recognize. "Merry met indeed.”
"Merry met." Then apause.

"Lady, | need help and | did not know where elseto turn,” Moirasaid miserably.

" ...andthereyou haveit, Lady. | could not stand it, so | went away."

Moiraand her hostess sat on alog bench outside the rebuilt keep of Heart's Ease. The night was mild
and the moon near full above them. Both had cloaks, but they were only stting on them rather than
wrapping up in them. The moonlight picked out the glistening tear Streaks down Moira's cheeks.

"Lady, | do not know whét to do. Thereisno living with him and I'm miserable without him."

Shiaracould not see the tears, but she heard them in Moairas voice.

"Do you love him?* she asked gently.

Moirasniffed. "You know | do, Lady. And | know he loves me. But that doesn't solve everything.”

"It never does," Shiarasaid with asigh.

Moirahesitated and Shiaraheard her skirt rustle against her cloak as she turned toward her.

"Lady did you and Cormac. . ."

Shiarapaused at the mention of her dead lover and quest companion, killed in the same accident that
took her sght and magic. " . . . ever fight?' Shiarafinished the question. "Oh, aye. Often and fiercely. He
would stamp and bellow and bang hisfist and | would scream like afishwife and throw things. Crockery
mogtly.” She amiled at the memory.

"That isnot part of thelegends, isit? Still, it istrue. | think anecessary part of loving someone—loving
them enough to share your life with them—is being able to have it out with them when needs be.”

She put her hand on Moira's shoulder. ™Y ou are strong willed, both of you, and neither is easy. | would
be surprised if you did not fight."

"But it doesn't seem to settle anything,” Moirasaid despairingly. "We argue and nothing gets any better.”
"Now that isanother matter," Shiarasaid.

Shiaraturned her sightless eyesto her guest. "I do not know that | am the person to advise you. | had
little experience in such matters.”

"Y ou and Cormac were as famous for your love asfor your deeds.” She saw the look that crossed



Shiarasface. "I'm sorry, Lady, | did not mean to pain you.”
"Little enough pain in remembering the times you were happy, child." She shook hersdlf.

"Since you want my advice," shewent on precticdly, "thefirst thing | suggest isthat you start with
yoursdlf."

"I have doneadl | can, Lady."
"Forgive me, that is not quite what | meant. From what you say, it sounds asif you have submerged
yoursdlf in the Sparrow and hiswork. Y ou have told me much of him and his problems, but near nothing

about you and what you do. It seemsthat as Wiz hasrisen in the World you have come down.”

"Itisno small thing to be the wife of amember of the Council of the North and the mightiest wizard in
theland," Moirasaid.

"Aye, but that isreflected glory. What do you do yourself?* Shiara asked gently.

Moiradtiffened.

"Itisno smdl thing to be hedge witch of avillage and have everyonelook up to you," Shiarawent on.
"Y ou are someone in your own right and you do important work. At the Capita you have no such work
and your placeislessclear, isit not?"

"Thereissomething in that,” she admitted grudgingly.

"One of the reasons Cormac and | were so0 in love was that we both had important work. Neither of us
was identified by what the other did."

Moira consdered that. "So you are saying | should change?!
"It iseasier and more certain to change yoursdlf than to change another person.”
"And Wiz?'

"He must changetoo, in hisown way." Shiarafrowned. "This may not work. Y ou cannot do dl the
changing, nor will he change smply because you nag at him. Y ou must both strive, and hard, to succeed.”

"I will try, Lady. | think hewill dso. But heis so weighted down with hiswork it will be difficult.”

"It sounds asif the Sparrow istrying to take dl the weight of the world upon his shoulders," Shiarasaid.
"Like acertain hedge witch | once knew."

Moirablushed.

"But Lady, there are nonein the World who can help him and he has forbidden us to Summon another
from hisworld."

"Then you must give him the help he needs" Shiaratold her.

"But how, Lady? 1 haveno tdent at dl for thisnew magic.”



"Y ou are resourceful. You will find away, | think. But that is not theworst of it, isit?"

"No," Moirasighed. "He getslogt in hiswork and it isasif his soul were stolen away. Hisbody isthere,
but Wiz isgone."

"“Thenfindly, you will haveto train him to sop ignoring you. Y ou must make him take time away from
hiswork to spend with you."

"But how do | do that?"

"Seductionisoneway,” Shiarasaid judicioudy. "More commonly, you ssimply must tell him when you
fed dighted.”

Moirasniffed. "I would think that anyone would recognizethe signs.”

Shiarasighed. "Anyone but aman.”

Wiz deepwalked through the whole day. He couldn't concentrate, he couldn't work and he knew his
teaching was worse than usua. Even Malus noticed and gpproached him diffidently to ask what was
wrong.

Ba-Simba hinted delicately that he was available if Wiz wanted to talk, but Wiz wasn't in the mood. He
liked the giant black wizard as much as he respected him, but for the firgt time since coming to the Capital
it was borne on him that he redlly had no close friends here. He thought about Jerry Andrews, hisold
cubicle mate, and some of the other people he had known in Silicon Valey and missed them for the first
timein months.

He broke off in mid-afternoon and raced back to the apartment, his mind full of al the things he wanted
to say to Moira. But there was no one there when he arrived.

Wiz sat down heavily at his desk and tried to work. After shuffling things around for haf an hour or so,
he gave up even the pretense.

Then he moped about the gpartment, trying to think and take his mind off things at the same time. With
no stereo, television or movies, it was hard to kill time, he discovered. There weren't even any booksto
read except a couple of grimores he had borrowed from the wizard'slibrary.

And they don't have much of aplot, he thought sourly.

Findly he opened the sdeboard and poured himself alarge cup of mead from the small cask Moirakept
there. Moira preferred the mead of the villagesto the wines of the Capital and sheliked to have acup
after supper. Wiz hadn't eaten yet, but it looked to be about supper timeto him.

Normaly hedidn't care for meed, finding its sweetness cloying. But tonight it wasn't half bad. He had a
second cup and that wasn't bad at al. The mead didn't exactly make histhinking clearer, but it did seem
to narrow down the problem and focus him on the mgjor outlines.

"Priorities," he said, hoisting histhird cup to the dragon demon sitting atop hisbooks. "I've got to start



Setting priorities.” He drained the cup in asingle long draught and went to the cask to refill it again.

"Moiras priority one," he said waving the cup in the genera direction of the demon. "I've gottaget Moira
back." He dopped alittle mead from the cup and giggled. " Screw the wizards, scroo'm al. Moiras
what'simportant.”

He poured half the contents of the cup down histhroat in asingle swallow.

"Then the compiler. Never mind the Council. They're not important anyway. | finish the compiler and
where'sthe Council, hey? Poof. All gone. Don't need them no more.™

It took him awhile, but sometime early in the morning he finished the cask of mead.

W, he thought muzzily as he staggered into the bedroom,it's one way to pass the time.

The morning was degth with birdsong.

WiZ's head was pounding, his eyebalsfdt like they had been sandpapered and his mouth felt asif
something small and furry had crawled in there and died.

Now | understand why they invented tel evision, he thought as he splashed cold water on hisface and
neck.No hangover.

Therewas no food in the gpartment and the only thingsto drink were water and a bottle of mead. The
thought of the mead nearly made Wiz lose his ssomach and the water wasn't very satisfying.

Somewhere in the back of his head, buried under severd layers of pain, he remembered that the wizards

had a spell that cured hangovers. He needed that more than he needed anything el se right now, except
Moira. Afterwards he could get bregkfast in the refectory with the inhabitants of the castle who chose

not to cook for themsalves.

He groped hisway toward the Wizards Day Room where he expected to find someone who could put
him out of hismisery.

Naturaly thefirst person he met was Pryddian.

The ex-apprentice took in Wiz's condition in asingle glance. "A good day to you, My Lord," he said,
much too loudly.

Wiz mumbled agreeting and tried to step by the man.

"What isthe matter thismorning, Sparrow?" Pryddian boomed, moving in front of him again. " Suffering
from an empty nex?'

"Leave medone, will you?' Wiz mumbled.

Pryddian was amost shouting now. "Poor Sparrow, his magic fails him thismorning. All hismighty spells
cannot even cure asmple hangover.” Again Wiz tried to move around him and again the man blocked his

way.



"Y ou need the help of ared wizard, Sparrow. Maybe he could make you alove philtrewhile he's at it,
eh? Something to keep your wife home a nights.”

Suddenly it was dl too much.

Wiz whirled on histormentor. Pryddian caught hislook and stepped back, hands up asif warding off a
blow.

"backdash," he shouted.

Thelines of magica force twisted and shimmered.
Wiz froze with hisarm extended and his mouth open.
Pryddian shrank back, hisface white.

Wiz dropped hisarms. " cancd "

"I'm sorry," hemumbled. | didn't meanto. . ."
Pryddian gathered himsdlf and beet ahasty retrest.

Wiz became aware that a dozen people were watching him from doors along the corridor. Hisface
burning, he turned and fled.

Wiz had little less than an hour to contemplate the enormity of what he had dmost done before
Ba-Simba came caling. The giant black wizard was obvioudy not in agood mood.

"I must ask you thisand | compel you to answer metruthfully,” he said as soon as he had closed the
door. "Did you threaten to use magic on Pryddian?'

"Yes, Lord," Wiz said miserably.

"And hedid not thresten you firg?'

"Well, hegot inmy face"

"But he offered you no threat?'

"No, Lord."

Ba-Smbalooked asif hewould explode.

"Lord, with the problems with the project and Moiragoneand thenhim.. . . Lord, | am sorry."
Bal-Simba scowled like a thundercloud. "No doubt you are. But that would not have saved Pryddian if

you had followed through with your intent. Magic is much too powerful to be loosed in anger. Y ou above
al others should know that."



"Yes, Lord. But he has been riding me for days."

"Isthat an excuse?' Bal-Simba asked sharply. "Do you hold power so lightly that you will loose magic
on any person who annoys you? If so, which of us are safe from you?"

"No, Lord," Wiz mumbled, "it isn't an excuse."

The huge wizard relaxed dightly. "Pryddian's behavior has not gone unnoticed. He will be dedlt with. The
question iswhat to do with you."

Helooked a Wiz speculatively until Wiz fidgeted under his gaze.

"It would be best if you were to absent yoursdf awhile,” Ba-Simbasaid findly. "1 believe matters can
be smoothed over but it will be easier to do if you are not here.”

"Yes, Lord," said Wiz miserably.

"Infact, thiswould accomplish two things" he said absently. "I have received arequest from the village
of Leafmarsh Meadow. They have asked for one of the Mighty to assist them. That is sufficient reason
for you to be gone, | think.

"Also, we have many reportsthat this new magic of yoursisdready at work on the Fringe of the Wild
Wood."

"That would beddt , the magic protection spell | hacked up,” Wiz told him.

"The reports of the hedge witches and other wizards are somewhat confusing. | want to seewhat is
going on through your eyes."

"Yes, Lord. Uh, what about Moira?"
"l am sure sheissafe. If shereturnswhile you are gone, | will tell her where you are.

"1 will send ajourneyman wizard with you. Y ou will leave tomorrow morning. Meanwhile, it would be
best if you wereto stay out of sight.” He looked down at Wiz. "And take something for that hangover.”

This closeto the Capita, the woods were carefully tended tree lots rather than the raw forest of the Wild
Wood. But the trees till shut out prying eyes and the relative i solation made prying magic easy to sense.
That was the important thing.

Ebrion made hisway to the middle of the grove. He looked around cautioudly, extended his magica
sensesfor any hint of watcher and then extended hisarm, finger pointing south.

Asif on cue, atiny bird flickered through the trees and landed on his outstretched finger. Tothe eyeit
was an ordinary wren, speckled brown on brown. A magician would have sensed instantly that it was no
ordinary bird, but part of the reason for meeting in the woods was to keep the bird away from other

magicians.



The bird cocked its head to one side and regarded the wizard with a beady eye.

The Sparrow has |eft the Capital, Ebrion thought at the bird. He isto be gone perhaps four days and
then he will return dong the Wizard's Way. Beready for him.

He paused and then continued.

One thing more. Your attempts to arrange an accident for the Sparrow have been discovered. |
told you | would not have him harmed. Persist and our bargain is broken.

The wren took wing and flashed through the trees. The wizard waited until it rose above the treetops and
turned straight south. Then he nodded and started back to the Capital.

Applications programming is a race between software engineers, who strive to produce
idiot-proof programs, and the Universe which strives to produce bigger idiots.
—software engineers saying

So far the Universe iswinning.

—applications programmers saying

WiZz'stravelling companion was awizard named Philomen, adender young man with an aristocratic
bearing and areserved manner. Wiz had met him briefly, but he didn't know him and he couldn't
remember seeing himin any of hisclasses.

Aswas custom, they did not walk the Wizard's Way straight into the village. Instead they arrived on a
hill where the road topped the rise to look down at Leafmarsh Meadow. From here the village |ooked
neat and peaceful, spread out along the road that ran to the Leafmarsh Brook and crossed to run deeper
into the fringe. Thisside of the river was aneat pattern of fields and pastureland. The Fringe Started on
the other side of the water and there the land was mostly forest, athough Wiz noted a number of fields,
obvioudy freshly hacked in the ancient woodland.

Towering over thevillage was ahill of naked gray granite. It seemed to be a single enormous boul der,
placed asif acardless giant had dropped it next to the river. Even to Wiz'srelatively untrained senses
there was something about the huge rock that hinted of magic.

"Thiswill bemy first red trip out of the Capital in amost ayear,” Wiz said in an effort to make
conversation asthey started down the hill toward the village.

"Indeed?"' Philomen said. ™Y ou will find much changed, | think."
Wiz didn't have any good answer to that, so they walked dong in aslencefor abit.

"Do you have any ideawhy they wanted help from the Council ?"



"None, Lord. If they did not tell one of the Mighty, do you think they would tell one barely raised from
aoprentice?'

"No, | guessnot,” Wiz said. "Well, well know soon enough. That's the hedge witch's cottage there.”

The place was on the outskirts of the village, a single-story house of whitewashed wattle and daub with
thatched roof. The whitewash needed renewing and the thatch was turning black in spots. It was
surrounded by arather weedy garden and al enclosed by aramshackle fence. The cottage wasn't exactly

run down, Wiz decided, but it looked very much like the owner had other things on her mind than the
condition of her property.

They came up the flagstone pathway to the door and Philomen rapped sharply upon it with his staff.

"Keep your britcheson, I'm coming,” came a cracked voice from inside. Then the door was flung open
inthar faces.

"What the .. . ." She stopped dead when she saw her visitorsin wizard's cloaks with staffsin their hands.
She blinked once and her whole manner changed.

"Merry met, Lords," she said, bobbing acurtsey. "1 am Alaina, hedge witch of this place.

She was older than Moira, but how much Wiz couldn't tell because people aged so fast here on the
Fringe. Her hair was gray and a greasy wisp had escaped the bun on the back of her head. She was
shaped like asack of potatoes. Her skin was coarse and her teeth, what were left of them, were yellow.
From this distance it was obvious she hadn't bathed recently.

On the whole, she didn't look much worse than the average middle-aged peasant woman, but to Wiz the
contrast with the hedge witch he knew best was striking.

Widl, Wiz thought, it would be too much to expect al hedge witchesto belike Moira
"Merry met, Lady,” Wiz and Philomen chorused.

"What brings you to Leafmarsh Meadow?"

"We were sent by the Council in answer to your request,” Philomen said.

The hedge witch looked blank. "Request? Oh, yes, the request. Well, what can | be thinking of to keep
such guests standing in my garden? Comein, Lords, come in and be welcome.”

The place was even more run down and messier on the inside, but it managed to be homey at the same
time. The cottage was asingle large room with afireplace at one end and an unmade bed in the corner.
At the opposite end was alow work table with rows of shelves aboveit. Dried herbs and other less
identifiable things hung from the rafters, giving the place an odor like hay with anise overtones.

"Please excuse the clutter,” Alainasaid and she moved piles of things off chairsto give them placesto sit.
"Thegirl only comesin three days aweek and things do pile up in between times.

"Can | offer you refreshment? | have some very good mead. But of course gentlemen such asyoursalves
from the Capita do not drink mead."



Therewas an undercurrent of resentment, Wiz redized. Asif she didn't want them here.
"Mead would be mogt satisfactory,” Philomen said.

"Nonefor me, thanks," Wiz said and from the way they both looked a him he redlized he had
committed some kind of socid error in refusing the hospitdity.

"l can't drink just now," he said quickly.

Alainas expression smoothed. "Ah, avow. | understand those things, of course. Y ou are saving power
for aspecid spdl.”

"Morelike doing penance,” Wiz said wryly.

Once they were settled into the somewhat dusty chairs and Philomen and Alainawere clutching cups of
mead Wiz decided it wastime for serioustalk. Alainawas keeping up a steady flow of conversation on
inconsequentid topics, asif shewastrying to ward off discussion. Philomen was responding to her with
bored civility, but making no move to come to the point.

"Your pardon, Lady," Wiz said, cutting off an anecdote about the profusion of dragon weed thisyesar,
"could you tell usabout your problem?”

"My problem, ahyes" Alainasaid, draining therest of her mead in asingle gulp. "It isnothing, redlly.
Nothing at dl." Shereached over for the pitcher and refilled her cup.

"l am honored that you have cometo us, do not misunderstand me," she waved an admonitory hand.
"But it really was not necessary. Not necessary at all to send two such great wizards from the Capitd for
this"

"| thought you had asked for help,” Wiz said.

Alainamade adismissng motion, asif shooing off an insect. "That was Andrew, the mayor. He wouldn't
give me aminute's peace until | sent off to the Council for ad." She amiled at her visitors. ™Y ou know
how non-magicians are, My Lords, dways frightened around magic and such. But | never dreamed they
would send someone so soon. And two of you!™

Meaning you expected to have this al wrapped up before the council took notice, Wiz thought sourly.
Now herewe are and you won't get the additional prestige out of this you thought you would.

"I am sureyour skill isup to the task, Lady,” Philomen said soothingly. "It just happened we were
coming thisway on other business so the Council asked that we come to assess the Situation. Consider
us merely observers.”

That seemed to mallify the hedge witch.

"Wel," shesaid. "Wl indeed. | was going to wait until the next full moon to lay this cresture. But since
your lordships are here, | suppose | can do the job tomorrow."

"Very wdl then," Philomen said. "l presume there is a place we can get dinner and stay the night.”



"Oh, thereisnoinninthevillage" Alainasad. "Much too smal, you know." She hesitated.

"I would ask you to deep here, but . . ." She swept out her arm, indicating the clutter and the single bed.
"In any event, | am sure you would be much more comfortable staying at the mayor's house. No, | am
sure he will ingst that you stay with him as soon as he knows you are here."

"l am sure you know best, Lady,” Philomen said.

"Heisout on the brook gathering reedsfor thatching,” the hedge witch told them. "I will have someone
send for him immediatdy." She stood up. "Will you excuse me, Lords?" She bobbed a curtsey and went
out.

"Politica, huh?' Wiz said once he was sure their hostess was out of earshot.

"Such mattersusually are, Lord. At least to some extent. | would suggest that we let her lay this
cregture.” He looked a Wiz. "Unless you have reason to do otherwise."

The man'stone made Wiz uncomfortable. "No, noneat al," he said, looking down at his boots.

"Might | further suggest, Lord, that we stand ready to aid her should the need arise? Her style does not
give me confidencein her abilities™

Wiz and Philomen sat in uncomfortable slence for afew minute more. Wiz till wasn't sure whether
Philomen's coldness grew out of hisnature or adidike for him. A mixture of both, he suspected
increasngly.

Alainacame rushing back bresthless with the news that mayor Andrew had been summoned from the
reed marsh and his wife was preparing to receive them at their house. It would take afew minutes, she
told them, but they would receive a proper reception.

Wiz was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with both of them, so he excused himsdlf.

"l want to stretch my legsabit,” he explained.

Philomen nodded. "Asyou will," and he turned his attention back to Alainas|atest story.

There wasn't much to the village, just agaggle of houses spread out dong anarrow lane. Most of them
were timber or wattle and daub, but afew of the larger ones clustered around the place where the lane
widened into avillage square were made of native stone.

There weren't many people about, or if there were they were keegping out of sight. Once or twice Wiz
passed someonein the street who bowed or curtseyed and then moved on quickly. He saw children
peering at him from windows and doors, but very few adults.

Either people heregbouts were afraid of strangers or they knew who he was and they were nervous
around wizards. Judging from the reactions he got, Wiz suspected the latter.

At the end of the village, where the stresm made a looping bend, there was agrove of poplars on abank
overlooking awater meadow. As Wiz approached he smelled smoke and the smell drew him on toward
thetrees.



Mayhbe there will be someone hereto talk to, he thought.

There was awagon, hardly more than a cart, and an ox grazing in the meadow nearby. A man in rough
brown breeches and a coarse linen shirt was busy building up asmall campfire. He was burly with a
greying beard and a seamed, weatherbeaten face. He looked up and smiled a gap-toothed smile as Wiz
approached.

"Well met, My Lord."
"Uh, hi. Just passing through, are you?'
"Aye, My Lord," the man chuckled. "Passing through on my way to a better life. | an cadled Einrich.”

"Wiz Zumwalt. Pleased to meet you. But why are you camped out here? | thought the villagers put
travellers up where thereare no inns.”

The man shrugged. "1 know no one here and | have no claim to guest right. Doubtless a place could be
made for me, but the weether isfair. The people are willing to let me pasture my ox in their meadow and
gather wood for my fire. That issufficient.

"Besdes," he added, "they have seen many like me recently. Better to save their hospitdity for those
who aretraveling with their wives and children.”

Wiz looked around and realized there were three or four other campfire rings under the trees. No one
was using them now, but most of them looked asif they hadn't been long out of use.

"Whereiseveryone going?'

Einrich grinned, showing the place where hisfront teeth had been. "Why for land, young Lord. They go
into the Wild Wood for land.”

"Y ou too?"

Einrich nodded. "I tarry herefor aday or so to rest and feed up my ox. Then | am aso on my way east
for new land."

"All by yoursdf?'

"My sons and their families stay behind on the old farm to gather in the harvest." He grinned. "They can
gpare adotard such as me and thisway we can get an early start on our new farm.”

Looking at Einrich's powerful frame, Wiz would not have called him adotard. Old perhaps, by the
standards of the peasantry, but he looked like he could still work Wiz into the ground.

"How far are you going?'

"Asdeep into the Wild Wood as | can. That way when my sonsfollow wewill al beableto dam as
much land as my sonsand my sons sonswill ever need.”

"Aren't you worried about magic?'



"No more!" Einrich said triumphantly. "With the new spell | can defeat any magic in the Wild Wood.
Trolls, even eves, | can destroy them dl.”

Wiz frowned.ddt , his magic-protection spell, wouldn't destroy anything. It would only ward off magic
and tend to drive magica influences away.

Wiz opened his mouth to say something, but Einrich interrupted him. "Oh, it isagrand timeto be divel"
Hiseyesshonelikeachild'sa Christmas. "Truly grand and | thank fortunethat | lived to seethisday. No
longer must mortas cower at the threat of magic. Now we can walk free beneath the sun!”

"Wonderful," Wiz said uncomfortably.
"Will you join mefor dinner, Lord? Plain fare, | fear, but plenty of it."
"No thanks. | think | am expected back at the village for dinner.”

Wiz waked dowly back toward the village square, scowling and scuffing his boot toe in the dust of the
road. Thiswaswhat he had fought for, wasn't it? That people like Einrich could live ther lives without
having to fear magic constantly. Most of the Fringe and part of the Wild Wood had been human at one
time, before the pressures of magic had driven the people back. Wasn't it just that they were reclaiming
their own?

Then why do | feel so damn uncomfortable with Einrich and what he's doing?

The mayor met Wiz partway back to the village square. He was a stout, balding man with aface red
from exertion. He was wearing ared velvet tunic trimmed with black martin fur obvioudy thrown hastily
over hiseveryday clothes. He had washed the muck off, but the odor of the reed marsh till clung to him.

Mayor Andrew turned out to be amost as garrulous as Alaina. Thistimeit suited Wiz because it meant
that aside from complimenting the mayor on the village and making agreegble noises, he did not haveto
tak.

Dinner that evening was aformd affair. All theimportant people of the village turned out in their holiday
best to honor the viditors. The villagers manners were strained as they tried to follow what they thought
was polite custom in the Capital. It reminded Wiz of adinner he had attended once where the principals
of an American software company were doing their best to entertain and avoid offending a group of
powerful Japanese computer executives. That one turned into arousing success after both sides
discovered they shared a strong taste for single-malt scotch consumed in large quantities. For amoment
Wiz considered trying to conjure up a bottle of Glenlivet, but he realized it would take more than booze

to help this party.

"What isthisthing that threatens you anyway?' Wiz asked Andrew during a particularly strained pausein
the conversation as the mountainous platter of boiled beef was being removed and replaced with an an
equally mountainous plate of roast pork.

Andrew twisted in hischair and pointed. "That!"

Wiz followed the mayor's finger out the window. Hulking againgt the night sky was the huge granite hill,
its mass and shape cutting off the stars near the horizon.

"Thehill?'



"Aye, the hill. We havelived inits shadow too long.”
Wiz redlized everyone was | ooking a him and the mayor.
"Isit dangerous?’

"Dangerous enough,” the mayor said grimly.

"What doesit do?'

"It mazes people. Those who climb it are overcome by its power and stricken dumb. For days or even
weeksthey wander asif ample.”

"Y oung John fdl off it and broke hisback," adat-thin woman hafway down thetable put in. "The hedler
said it was awonder that he ever walked again.”

Wiz toyed with the pork that had been hegped on his plate. "Uh, maybe thisis adumb question, but why
don't peoplejust stay off the hill?"

Therewas stony slence dl down the table. Philomen concentrated on his plate and everyone el se glared
a Wiz

"Okay, s0 it was adumb question,” Wiz muttered.
"Thethingismagic and | will not have magic so closeto my village" Andrew sad fiercdly.

"L ook, don't worry. I'm sure that we can take care of thisthing tomorrow so it will never bother you
again.”

Somehow the rest of the meal passed off without incident.

Deep in the Wild Wood awren perched on afinger and trilled out its message. Seklos, now second in
command of the Dark League, considered carefully the newsthe bird had brought.

So, he thought,our Sparrow leavesits nest. Very well, we will be ready when he seeksto return. He
dismissed thewren with aflick of hisfinger and turned to hiswork. In concert with the others of the Dark
League, he had ademon to create. A most powerful and special demon.

As he reached for a gpdll book Sekloswondered idly what that fool in the Capital meant about attempts

on the Sparrow'slife. The Dark League would make only one such attempt. And when it cameit would
be crushingly, overwhdmingly successful.

Seven :Demon Debug

The three most dangerous things in the world are a programmer with a solderingiron, a
hardwar e type with a program patch and a user with an idea.



—computer saying

The morning was bright and clear. The day promised to be hot, but by the time Wiz and Philomen
emerged from the mayor's house the whole village was adtir.

"Oh, thisisagreat day,” Mayor Andrew told them, rubbing his palmstogether. "A greet day indeed.”

"l ansureitis,” Philomen said soothingly. "We are honored to be here to observe. Now, if you will
excuse us, we must consult with your hedge witch before the ceremony.”

Asthevillagers drifted in the direction of the monolith, Wiz, Philomen and Alainaretired to one corner of
the meadow for some shop talk.

"Okay," Wiz said, looking over his shoulder at the enormous mass of granite. "Probably the best tool for
thisjob isthe Demon Deterrent Trap,ddt ."

"Why notdemon_debug 7" asked Alaina.

"What'sthat?' "A wonderful curefor magic of adl sorts" the datternly hedge witch told him. "1t wipesit
right out.”

"Where did you get it?"

Alainagestured vagudly. "It is being passed through the villages. Much better thanddt , | assure you."
"Well, let's seeit.”

Alainanodded and raised her staff.

"demon—debug exe!" she bawled at the top of her cracked voice.

There was ashimmering and shifting in theair in front of them and a squat demon perhapsthree feet high
and nearly as broad appeared on the grass before them.

Wiz looked the thing over and frowned. "Thisisn't one of my spdls.”
"Of course not, My Lord," the hedge witch said. "Thisis better."

The warty green demon leered up a him, showing saw-like rows of teeth in acavernous mouth. The
thing looked singularly unpleasant, even for ademon.

"How doesit work?"
Alainashrugged. "It ismagic of course. How €l se does a spell work?”
"No, | mean how doesit function? Haven't you listed it out to examine the code?"

"List?" Alainasaid, puzzled. "Forgive me, Lord, but how do you make aspdll lean? And what good



wouldit do."
Wiz shot her adirty look. Then herealized she was sincere. She didn't have the faintest idea how a spell
worked or how to find out.

He shook his head. "Wdl, let's see then."

Philomen and the hedge witch hung back to watch the master work.

"Emac."

"Yes, magter?' A small brown mannikin popped up at hisfeet. It was perhaps three feet high with ahead
amost grotesquely largefor its body. It wore agreen eyeshade on its bald brown head and carried aquill

pen stuck behind oneflaplike ear.

The Emacs were one of the first classes of demons Wiz had created when he declared his one-man war
on the Dark League. They were trandators and recorders of spellsin Wiz's magic language, magica

clerks.

"backdash." Wiz commanded.
"$," said the Emac.

"list demon_debug,” Wiz sad.
The Emac pulled the pen from behind his ear and began to scribble furioudy on the air infront of him. A
mixture of runes, numbers, and mathematical symbols appeared in glowing greenfire,

Wiz frowned as he studied the symbols.
"It's based onddt , but it's been changed." He turned to the Emac again.

"backdash."
II$.II

"dif demondebug/ddt.”
Again the Emac scribbled and again the lambent characters hung in the air. But one section of spell stood
out in violent magenta against the neon green.

Wiz bent forward over the Emac's shoulder to study the magenta section. It represented the changes
between the origind ddt and this new version. Hetraced hisfinger dong the linesand hislips moved ashe

worked out what the changes did.

"Jesus H. Christ," he breathed at last. "What a nasty piece of work!" He straightened up and glared at
the other two magicians.

"Who'srespongblefor this?'
"Ah, responsible for what, Lord?" Philomen asked.



"Thid" Wiz shouted. "It isnt adefensve spdll. It's offengve, amagic killer. Y ou turn thisloose on any
kind of magical creature and it won't just protect you, it will destroy thething.”

"So much the better,” the hedge witch said firmly. "That way it will never come around to bother us
agan.”

"But why kill it?"

Alainasat her jaw firmly and her eyes glittered. "Becauseit ismagic and becauseit threatens us. Perhaps
the Mighty do things differently in the Capitd, but we are smplefolk out here on the Fringe. We trest
harmful magic the way we treat poisonous serpents.”

Before Wiz could reply Philomen placed ahand on hisarm. "Forgive me, My Lord, but perhaps we
should discussthis. Will you excuse us, My Lady?"

Alainacurtseyed stiffly and withdrew to the other end of the meadow.
"My Lord, it isunwiseto give an order you cannot enforce,” Philomen said as soon as the hedge witch
was out of earshot. "Were you to forbid this, she could smply wait until we are gone and use

demon_debug hersdf."

"Thisistoo much. That thing doesn't hurt anyone permanently. From what they say it doesn't even affect
anyone who doesn't climbit.”

"Still, it isstrong magic and that makesit an unchancy neighbor. The villagers desireto rid themsalves of
thething isunderstandable.”

"Gregt. But wherewill it al end? Are these people going to go around destroying anything just because
itsmagic?'

"If they have the opportunity.”

"That'scrazy!"

"No, itisunderstandable. It isthe peoplein the villages, especially dong the Fringe, who have suffered
the most from magic. To you in your paletower in the Capital magic may be athing to belearned and
applied. Hereit isathing to be hated and feared. Isit any wonder that as soon asthey were given an
opportunity to practice magic safely, they should go looking for aweapon?”

"l gavethem adefense,” Wiz protested. "I didn't expect them to turn it into something so dangerous!”
"Y ou did say you wanted even common folk to learn your new way of magic,” Philomen said mildly.
"Yes, but not likethigl"

"Are you now complaining because someone took you at your word?"

"I'm complaining because this spdll isfucking magica napam!™ Wiz yelled. "I expected peopleto have
more sense than this"



"Sense?' Philomen asked with atrace of maice. "My Lord, forgive me, but when have thefolk of the
villages ever shown such sense?

"Onceit wasthe Council'sjob to maintain the balance of the World. But as you have said, the Council is
outworn and lives beyond its usefulness. Or did you expect the folk aong the Fringe to learn restraint and
baance overnight?'

"I never said the Council wasusdess.”

"You never put it inwords,”" Philomen retorted. "But you said it with every act, every gesture, every rall
of theeyesor yawn in Council meeting. Oh, your message got through, right enough. Even to the villages
on the Fringe of the Wild Wood.

"Then you compound your actions by giving villagers a powerful spell they can usefredy and tdlling
everyone who would listen that you do not have to be awizard to practice magic." Philomen'slip curled
in contempt. "No, My Lord, you are getting exactly what you strived for.”

Wiz couldn't think of anything to say.

"So come, My Lord, let us attend the laying of thisthing. And for the sake of what little order remainsin
the World, let us put agood face onit." With that he turned and walked back across the meadow to
where Alainawas waiting. Wiz hesitated for an instant and then followed.

The entire village was gathered before the stone by the time the three magicians arrived. All of them
were wearing their holiday best. The adults were clumped together talking excitedly and the children
were running around laughing and shrieking at play.

They parted like awave for the three magicians. Andrew was standing at the front of afew of the other
people from thefeast last night.

Alainalooked over the crowd, eyes shining and her coarse face split in ahuge smile.
"Well," shesaid briskly, "shdl we begin?'

She motioned with her gaff and the villagersfel back, Wiz and Philomen with them. Then sheturned to
face the rock, struck a dramatic pose and thrust her staff skyward.

"demon_debug BEGONE exe!" she bawled.

At first nothing seemed to happen. Wiz could fed the tenson rising in the crowd and knotting up in his
stomach. He took afirmer grip on his staff and began to review the spells he might useif thisonly roused
the creature.

Maybe it won't work, he thought to himsdf, haf-afraid and haf-hopeful. Maybe the spell will crash.

Then the rock moaned.

The sound was so low it sent shivers through Wiz's bones, asif someone was playing the lowest possible

note on the biggest bassfiddlein theworld. It started low and then built and rose until it threatened to
drown out dl other sound.



There was something el se there besides sound, Wiz redlized. Some sort of mental influence, asif . ..
Wiz went white. "That thing'sdive," he shouted to Philomen. "It'sadive and intelligent!”

"Such things often arein their own way," the wizard agreed, keeping his eyes on the mass before them.
"But you cant kill it, it'sinteligent!"

"Can we not? Watch."

Still groaning, the stone reared above them, heaving itsdlf free of the earth and towering above them asif
it would dam down on them and crush them like bugs. The villagers gasped and shrank back, but the
thing dammed to earth in its own bed. The ground shook so hard Wiz nearly lost hisbaance. The

creature reared again, not so high thistime, and pounded to the earth once more. It tried to rear athird
time, but could only quiver.

"Sopit!" Wizydled."Sop it! Can't you seeit can't hurt you?”
" Tismagic,” Andrew replied. " "Tismagic and must be burned from the land.

"Too long we trembled under the magica ones. Now let them tremble." His voice rose to a shout over
the windy moans of the dying stone. "L etthem know fear!"

The crowd behind him growled agreement.

The thing thinned, its stony gray turning opa escent and gradudly lightening until Wiz could dimly seethe
outline of the hillsthrough it. Then the creature's body went foggy and he could seethat the hillswere
cloaked in summer's green. The outline blurred and became indistinct and findly, at last, the mist
disspated, leaving nothing but a hole in the ground with tendrils of smokerising fromiit.

Wiz stood shocked and numb, oblivious to the cheers of the villagers. Someone was pounding him on
the back and shouting in his ear, but he couldn't make out the words.

Alanaleft inthemidst of an excited knot of villagers, talking and cheering and doing everything but
hoisting her on their shouldersin triumph. Some of the others remained behind to gape at the huge pit
wheretherock creature had stood. Then by ones and twos they began to drift back toward the village
quare.

"A wadte, | calsit,” oneold gaffer said to his younger companion as they passed by where Wiz stood.
"They should have pounded it into gravel stead of just making it disappear. We needs grave for our
roads, we does."

Findly only Wiz remained, standing at the edge of the pit and looking down.

He didn't know what the thing was that had died here today. He had never heard of such a creature and
it may well have been the only one of itskind. But whatever it wasit didn't deserve what had been done
toit.

His cheeks were wet and he redlized he was crying.

There was afootstep behind him. Wiz didn't turn around.



"Areyou coming, My Lord?" Philomen asked. "Therewill be afeast tonight in honor of daying the
mongder.”

Wiz turned to face the wizard. "No thanks. Right now | don't think my stomach could stand afeast.”
"Our presenceis expected.”
"Vomiting on your hostsis probably bad form, even in thisbunch.”

Philomen's face froze and he bowed formdly. "Asyou will, My Lord. | will seeyou at the mayor's house
then."

"Maybe." Wiz strode off toward Leafmarsh Brook and the bridge into the Fringe beyond.
"My Lord, where are you going?"

"Into the Wild Wood," Wiz flung back over his shoulder. "Right now | want some civilized company.
Weasals maybe, or snakes."

Eight : Side Effects

You can't do just one thing.

—Campbel's Law of everything

Sitting under aflowering bush on ahillside, Wiz called up an Emac and studied the code for
demon_debug agan.

It was obvious what had happened, he thought as he traced the glowing lines. Somewhere out in one of
the villages, some bright person with aknack for magic and alittle knowledge of his programming
language had takenddt apart and found away to make it more effective. What he or she had done was
related to the magic-absorbing worms Wiz had invented for his attack on the City of Night. The new
spdl,demon_debug , sucked the magical energy right out of itsvictim. It was crude, it was dangerous
and it was absolutely deadly.

Without one hdll of a protection pell there was no way that anything magica could survive
demon_debug . Idly he picked up awater-worn pebble and ran his thumb across it while he thought
about theimplications

Thismust be what Einrich meant when he said he could destroy any magic he met in the Wild Wood.
That, and theway Alainatalked, made Wiz pretty sure the spell was spread far and wide through the
Fringe.

Wiz flung the stone into the weeds. He had screwed this up more thoroughly than he had ever messed
up anything in hislife. Before he had just affected himsdlf, and perhapsthe lives of afew people around
him. Now he had managed to meddie in the lives of an entire world; to meddle destructively.



Hewasn't sorry he had invented the magic compiler. He thought of the last time he had come thisway.
He and Moira had sumbled over the burned ruins of afarm shortly after the trolls had raided it. He had
dug the grave in the cabbage patch to bury the remains of the people the trolls hadn't eaten after roasting
them in the flames of their own homestead. He till had nightmares about that.

He didn't want to go back to the way things had been. But looking down at the village and the scar
where therock creature had stood for time out of mind, hewasn't at al surewhat was replacing it was
much better.

He stood up and looked down on the village. The evening breeze bore the faint sounds of drunken
revelry up the hill to him. In the center of the village people were piling wood head high for abonfire.
Ding dong the witch is dead! Never mind that the "witch" had stood harmlesdy for longer than the
village had been there. Never mind that the people who killed it behaved like awolf pack with the blood
lust up. The witch was dead s0 let'shave aparty. And if it'sagood party, maybe we can go out
tomorrow and find some more witchesto murder.

He couldn't go back there. But he didn't want to go back to the Capital with its packs of wizards and no
Moira. All heredly wanted wasto be aonefor awhile. Say acouple of centuries.

Wéll, he decided, there redly wasn't any reason to go back. He had come to the village with only his
cloak, staff, and a pouch containing afew magica necessities. He had his staff and pouch and the
weather was warm enough that he doubted he would miss his cloak.

Turning his back on the village, Wiz headed down the other side of the hill, toward the Wild Wood.

He very quickly lost any sense of where he was. He might be wandering in circlesfor al he knew—or
cared. If he wanted to go somewhere he could take the Wizard's Way. What he needed wasto be aone
and to try to sort out the mess.

Once he stopped to munch handfuls of blackberries plucked from astand of thorny canes. Another time
he stopped to drink from aclear rivulet. Mogt of the time he just walked.

The evening degpened and the shadows grew denser but Wiz barely noticed. Findly, the second time he
amogt ran into atree he sat down to think some more. As he sat the dusk darkened to full night. Thelast
vestiges of light faded from the sky and the moon rose over the treetops. The night insects took up their
chorus and the night blooming plants of the Wild Wood opened their blossoms, adding just a hint of
perfume to the earth-and-grass smell of the night. Wiz fell adeep under the tree that night. He dreamed
uneesily of Moira.

"Y ou step more spritely thismorning,” Shiara observed as her guest cameinto the grest hall.

"Thank you, Lady, | fed better." She joined Shiaraat the trestle table benegth the diamond-paned
window and began to help hersdlf to the breakfast spread out there.

"Y ou found a solution then?'

Moirafrowned. "Part of asolution, | think."



She heaped berries into an earthenware bowl and poured cream over them. She took an oat cake from
the platter and drizzled honey on it. "Wiz dways said that when you could not meet aproblem straight
forward you should come at it straight backwards.”

Shiaranibbled reflectively on an oat cake. "That sounds like the kind of thing the Sparrow would say."

Moiranodded. "Once he told me something about amountain that could move but wouldn't and a
wizard named Mohammed.” She wrinkled her nose. "I never understood that, but it gave me anidea.”

Shiarachuckled. "Now that truly sounds like our Sparrow. And from this obstinate mountain and a
straight backwards approach, you have discovered something to help you?!

"To help Wiz. But Lady, | need your advice."
"I know nothing about going straight backwards or moving mountains.”

"No, but you know Bal-Smba. Hewill haveto ad mein this"

The sun was high in the sky before it worked itsway under the tree where Wiz lay. Twice he wrinkled
his nose and shifted his position to keep the beams out of hiseyes, but still he dept on.

Wiz was about to shift for the third time when something ran across his chest.
"Wha. . ." Wiz made abrushing maotion with hisarm. Something smal and manlike hurdled hislegs,
squedling like afrightened rabhbit. Wiz sat upright and shook his head to clear the deep fog. He heard

something &'se moving through the brush. Something—no, severa somethings—large and heavy. He
clambered to hisfeet and faced the noisejust asatroll crashed through the undergrowth and into the

clearing.
Fortuna!

Behind the first came two more, and then afourth. All of them were more than eight feet high, hairy,
filthy and stinking. They wore skinsand rags and carried clubsthe sze of Wiz'sleg.

Hethrew back hisarmsand raised his staff. Frantically he sought apell he could use againgt four trolls.
Thetrolls stopped short, bunched up in atight clump.

Wiz braced himself for their charge, but there was no charge. There wasfear in their eyes. Asonethey
turned and vanished into the forest.

Wiz let out hisbreath in along sigh.

"Okay," he called over his shoulder, kegping his eyes on the place where the trolls had disappeared,
"you can come out now."

"Thank you, Lord,” said asmdl voice behind him.

Therewerefive of them, all formed as humans and none of them more than afoot high. One of the



women had achild no longer than Wiz's forefinger in her arms.

As soon asthey cameinto the open Wiz knew what they were. Moira caled them Little Folk. Wiz
aways thought of them as brownies.

"Thank you, Lord," the onein the lead said again. "We owe you our lives. | am called Lannach.” He
turned to his companions. "These are called Fleagh, Laoghaire, Breachean and she Meoan.” At the
mention of their names each bowed or curtsied in turn.

"Glad | could help," he said uncomfortably. Then he frowned. "Y ou're alittle far from home aren't you?|
thought you aways lived with humans?"

"No more, Lord," thelittle man said sadly. "Mortaswill not have us™

"Welived in the place mortals cal Leafmarsh Meadow," Lannach explained. "We were dwaysthe
friends of mortals. We helped them as best we could, especidly with the animals and the household
work."

"We asked little enough,” the small cresture said. "A bowl of milk now and again. A bit of bread on
Midsummer's Day asasign of respect.”

"But now mortas have their own magic and they need us no more."

"Need us no morg," the little one crooned. "Need us no more. Need us no more. Need us no more." His
mother hushed him and he trailed off into babbling.

"Y ou mean they chased you out?' Wiz asked incredulously. Dangerous magic was one thing, but he'dd
never heard anyone accuse brownies of anything worse than mischief. People were supposed to be glad
for the help brownies provided with the chores.

"Chased us out?' Meoan hissed. "They kill usif they can." The little woman was white and shaking with
fury. "Look at us, mortal! We are dl that are |eft of the Little Folk of our village."

"Shewas handfast to onewho isno more," Lannach said. "Thefather of the child."

"They laid inwait for my Dairmuirgh,” she said. "When he cameto the stable to groom their horses, they
et their demon upon him and made him no more." She was crying openly, the tearstrickling down her
tiny cheeks, and rocking back and forth. "Ay, they murdered him as he sought to help them.”

Back in Silicon Valey Wiz had known afew programmers who refused to work on wespons systems or
any other kind of military job. Hed aways thought that was alittle peculiar. The programmer'sjob was
to deliver software on time, in spec and functiond. It was the job of the designers and managersto worry
about what would be done with it. Now he was confronted by the results of hiswork and those people
didn't seem peculiar at dl.

"Oh ghit. Look, I'm redlly sorry." He stopped. "I'm, well I'm responsiblein away," he confessed
miserably. "1t was my spell they took and hacked up to make that thing."

"We know," Lannach said. "We dso heard what happened when that bitch from the village destroyed
the Stone." He placed atiny hand on Wiz'sforearm. "L ord, you cannot be responsible for the uses
mortals choose to make of your magic.”



That made him fed even worse. "Thanks, Lannach. Wherewill you go now?'

The brownie shrugged. "We do not know. Unlike dryads and some other creatures, we are not tied to
one place. But it was our home." Helooked up and hislimpid brown eyes gazed into Wiz's. "It ishard to
|ose the place which has been your homefor so long.”

"l know," Wiz said miserably, thinking of smoggy sunsetsover Silicon Valley.

"Wewould not leave even now savefor thelittle one," he nodded to Meoan's baby. "He must be
protected.”

Wiz understood. Children were rare among the manlike immortas. An infant was a cause for great
rgjoicing and such children asthere were were carefully protected. The adults might be willing to stay and
diein aplacethey loved, but they would not risk the baby.

"Lord," said thelittle man tentatively, "L ord, could we impose upon you further and travel with you?”
"I'm not redlly surewherel'm going.”

The brownie shrugged. "Neither arewe, Lord."

The Wild Wood was till atangle of ancient forest that abounded with dangerous magic, but Wiz wasn't
afraid. His own magic was potent and very frankly he wasn't sure how much he cared.

"Sure" hesad, "comeon."

They spent the rest of the morning travelling. In spite of their size, the brownies moved quickly and had
no trouble keeping up with Wiz. They found berriesto eat ong the way and once the brownies located
atree bearing smdl wild plums, just going ripe.

It was shortly after noon when they topped arise and looked down into the heavily forested valley
beyond. Six or eight thin curls of smoke arose from scattered |ocations on the valey's floor and merged
to form athin haze over thewhole valey.

Wiz remembered the last time he had come into the Wild wood. The forest valleys had been an
unbroken sea of green. Mortals were not welcome in the Wild Wood and the few who came were not
gently treated.

"l didn't know there were so many people out here," Wiz said, looking down on the scene.

"Mortals, spread quickly," Lannach observed.

"Aye" agreed Breachean in arusty voice. "Give them afew harvests and they'll carpet thisvalley like
flieson meat."

"I don't think we want to go that way," Wiz said. "Let'sfollow the ridge and skirt that place.”
It was harder going along the ridge and they used game trails rather than the well-trod footpath that led

down into the valley, but it was more pleasant for al of them. The trees here were huge and old,
unscarred by woodsman's axe. The birds sang and the squirrel s dashed about as they had for centuries.



Most of the time there was neither sight of aclearing nor smell of wood smoke to remind them of what
wasgoing oninthevaley.

Stll, it was dower going. It was dmost evening when they came down off the ridge and into the next
vdley.

They made their way down the trail in the degpening twilight, looking for a place to camp.
"What'sthat?" Wiz asked pointing to a strange glow moving though the woods ahead of them.
"Off thetrall," Lannach whispered. "Quickly!"

Wiz took afirmer grip on his staff. "Hide?"

"No, just do not stand in their way."

The light came clearer and brighter through the wood, like sky glow at dawn. Then thefirgt of the
procession rounded the bend and Wiz saw the light emanated from figures on horseback.

Elves, he thought, atrooping of eves.

They came by ones and twas, riding immaculately groomed horses of chestnut, roan and blood bay.
They weretal and fair of skin, asal even kind, and dressed with the kind of subdued magnificence Wiz

had come to associate with €ves.

They passed Wiz and the brownies by asif they were not there, looking straight ahead toward a distant
god or talking softly among themsalvesin their own liquid tongue.

Last of dl camethelord and thelady of the hold.

The man wore green and blue satin with an embroidered white undertunic. Instead of asmplefilet to
hold hislong cornsilk hair, hewore asilver coronet. He had a hawk on hiswrist, unhooded.

Thewoman was asfar and near astall as her lord, with hair the same cornslk color flowing free of her
coronet and down her back to almost touch her saddle. She wore along gown of deep, deep purple with
atrain that flowed over her saddle and her horse's rump.

The woman turned her head to look a Wiz where he stood beside the trail. The combination of beauty
and sadness clutched at his heart.

Wiz stood open-mouthed in awe long after the party had disappeared.
"They go Eadt," Lannach said. "Beyond the lands of men.”
"l didn't think the eves would be bothered,” Wiz said numbly. "They're too powerful "

"Not all the Fair Folk are as powerful asyour friend Duke Adric. Oh, doubtlessthey could protect their
hills and afew other spots most dear to them. But what then? The lands they called their own would be

changed utterly by the mortds.

"Asal theland changes," he added sadly.



Pryddian cameinto the room atrifle uncertainly.
"Y ou sent for me, Lord?"
Ba-Simbaignored him for amoment and then looked up from the scroll on his desk.

"I did," the great black wizard said. "We have no further need of you here. Y ou are released from your
apprenticeship.”

Pryddian started. "What?"

"Y our presence hereisno longer required,” Ba-Simbasaid blandly. ™Y ou may go."

"That isadecison for my magter!"

"Y ou have no master, nor will any of the wizards here have you." He turned his attention back to the
scroll.

Pryddian stood pa e and shaking with rage, hislips pressed into abloodlessline.
"S0. Because | am the victim of an attack by magic | am to be punished.”

"Y ou are not being punished, you are being rel eased.”

"And what of the Sparrow, the one who attacked me? What happensto him?"

The giant wizard regarded Pryddian asif he had just crawled out from beneeth adamp log. "The affairs
of the Mighty are none of your concern, boy. Y ou have until the sun's setting to be gone from this place.”
He turned his attention back to the scroll.

"Ebrion will have something to say of this"

"Ebrion isnot here."

Pryddian frowned. "Wéll, when he comes back then.”

Ba-Simbalooked up. "If Ebrion or any of the other wizards wish to spesk for you they may do so. But
until they do you are no longer required here.”

"I will wait then."
"Y ou may wait. Outside the wals of the Keep."

"Do you wish to provoke me now?' Ba -Simbarumbled. "I warn you, you would find me harder sport
than the Sparrow and perhaps not as forebearing." He amiled, showing off his pointed teeth.



Pryddian snapped his mouth shut, spun on his hed and stalked from the room.

What would Ebrion have to do with that one?Ba-S mbawondered as he listened to the
ex-gpprentice dam down the corridor. He made amenta note to ask him when he returned.

Thecloudsralled in during the morning, light and fleecy at first, but growing grayer and more threstening
asthe day wore on. Wiz and his companions trudged onward.

At lagt, just asthe threat of rain became overwheming, they found arock shelter, a place beneath an
overhanging dliff where the rain could not reach. They were barely inside when the skies opened and the
summer rain poured down in torrents.

It was still so warm they did not need afire and Wiz didn't fed like dashing in to the rain without a cloak
to gather the wood for one. He and the brownies settled down with their backs to the cliff and watched
the rain drape traceries of gray over the forest and the hills beyond.

Scant comfort,” Lannach said asthey settled themsel ves among the rocks.

"At least weredry," Wiz told the brownie. "Thelast time | camethisway | got soaked in one of these
storms." He thought of the trek through the dripping forest and the peasant who had sheltered them that
night. The one who had gained afarm in the Wild Wood at the cost of hiswife and three children dead
and adaughter given asa servant to the elves.

Meoan plopped herself down on one of the rocks and yanked at the ties of her bodice.

"Wemust be grateful for small comforts," she said bitterly. "Those who are driven from their homes had
best take what they can find and be happy with it." She pulled down her bodice and offered a breast no
larger than thefirg joint of Wiz'sthumb to her baby.

"I'm sorry for what happened to you," he said tentatively.

Thelittle woman looked up a him. "1 know you are, Lord. But sorry does not hea what it hurts.” Then
she sghed deeply. "And | gpologize to you. Since we met you have shown us nothing but kindness. |

should not blame you for what those others did.”

"We're not dl like that, you know. Where | come from we learned the hard way that you've got to
protect non-human things, to try to live with them.”

"Would that the mortals of thisworld were so wise," Meoan said.

"Maybethey can be. It'sjust that they've been oppressed by magic for so long they're afraid of it and
they want to exterminateit.”

"Whether it hurtsthem or not," the brownie woman sniffed.

"When you're afraid of something it's hard to make fine distinctions. Humans suffered alot because they
had no protection againgt magic.”

Meoan nodded. "I have heard the mothers lamenting for their children, struck down or stolen away by



magic." She hdd her infant to her breast. "Life has been hard for mortals.”

Wiz looked out at the rain. The sun had broken through at the horizon to paint the bottom of the clouds
red and purple with its dying rays. The trees of the forest were tinged aglowing gold above, shading to
deeper green out of the light. Already the shadows were beginning to thicken and take on substance.

"It'sgoing to be too dark to travel soon," Wiz said. "It looks like we stay here tonight.”

Helooked around ruefully. The ground was hard and full of sharp rocks fallen from the ceiling with
amost no drifted leaves which could be used to make a bed. There were leaves aplenty out on the dope,

but they were soaked.
"Well, it won't be our most comfortable night, that's for certain.”

"Unlessyou would care to share other quarters,” said amusica voice behind them. "Welcome,

Sparrow."

Nine :Meeting by M oonlight

Friends come and go, but enemies accumul ate.
—Murphy'slaw #1024
... and sometimes thereal trick istelling the difference.

—Murphy'slaw #1024a

Wiz whirled and saw an df standing in the gloaming at the edge of the overhang.

Hewastdl and sraight asaforest pine. His skin wasthe color of fresh milk. Hiswhite long hair was
caught back in acirclet of slver set with pale blue opas. Although the forest was dripping and therain
dill fel inalight mist, hewas completely dry.

"Duke Adric?'

The df duke nodded. "The same." Then he smiled and stepped aside to reveal another ef standing
behind him.

"AndthisisLisdla"
Shewas nearly astall as Adlric and her skin asmilk-fair. But her hair was black and glossy asaraven's

wing where Adric's was snow white and her eyeswere green as emerads rather than icy blue. Her gown
was old rose with a subtle embroidery of deeper red. Her figure was dender and elegant.

Wiz gulped and bowed clumsly.

"| discovered you were in the area and thought you might do us the honor of dining with usthisevening,”



Adric said. Helooked around the rock shelter. "Perhaps you would care to guest the night with me as
wdl."

"Why, uh, yes," Wiz said, managing to tear his eyes away from the df duke's companion. "Thank you,
Lord."

"Well, then," Adric said. "If you would care to accompany us. And your friends, of course.”

The brownies had dived for cover as soon as Adlric appeared. Now they poked their heads out from
behind rocks or from the crevices where they had gone to earth.

"Comeon," Wiz said. "Hewon' hurt you."

Reuctantly the brownies came out and gathered tight around Wiz. Lannach wasn't clinging to his pant
leg, but Wiz got the feding he wanted to.

"Shdl we go?'

Adric and Lisdllastrode to the back of the shelter and the elf duke made agesture to the blank stone.
Soundlesdly the rock dissolved and there was an oak door, magnificently carved and bound with silver.
The door swung open and warm golden light flooded out.

Wiz had no ideawhere he was in the Wild Wood, but he was pretty sure he was along way from where
he and Moirahad entered the f duke's hold the first time they met.

Time and space run strangely in places the elves make their own,Moirahad told him then. He
shrugged and followed Adric and Lisdllainto the hill with agaggle of brownies close on hishedls.

Onceagain Wiz sat in Adric'sgreat dining hdl. The magicd globes floating above the table cast the
samewarm light onto the scene. The food was as superb asit had been before and the soft music in the
background was as enchanting.

But there were differences. Thelast time he and Moira had been fugitives, snaiched from the pursuing
army of the Dark League by Adric'swhim. Now Moirawas somewhere elseand Wiz was. . . what?

And beyond that therewas Lisdla

In the warm glow of the magic lights she was even more beautiful than she had been benesth the moon.
Her presence reminded Wiz that before he met Moira he had been attracted to tall dender brunettes.

From timeto timetheir eyes met acrossthe table. Lisdllalooked at Wiz with akind of intent interest that
both stirred him and reminded him uncomfortably of the way a cat regards ababy bird it can't decideif it
wantsto play with or eat immediately.

Although Adric and Lisdlawere careful to include Wiz in the conversation, he had the distinct fedling
that he was missing most of what was actudly being said. They were playing some kind of game, he
decided, some eaborate elven game with malice a its heart. Whatever these two were they were
definitely not lovers.



Throughout dinner Adlric had kept up an easy conversation on inconsequentia topics. Wiz had sensed
that his host did not want to discuss serious matters, and still in awe of the df duke, he had likewise
avoided them. Finally, aslight-footed servants placed bowls of nuts and decanters of wine on the
damask-covered table, Lisdllarose.

"Alas, My Lords, the hour grows late." She curtseyed to Adlric. "If you will excuse me?"

Adric stood up and Wiz followed suit. "Of course, My Lady." He bowed and kissed her extended
hand.

Then sheturned to Wiz and fixed her green eyes on his. "Perhaps we shall meet again,” she said softly
and with arustle of her brocaded gown she was gone.

"Remarkable, isshe not?' Duke Adric said. Wiz redlized he was gaping and made a determined effort to
shut hismouth. Adric sat down and Wiz followed suit.

"| thought it would amuse you to meet her." He picked up hiswine glassand again Wiz followed his
lead.

"Uh, why? | mean aside from the fact that she's beautiful .
Adlric cocked an eyebrow. "My dear boy, shehas been trying to kill you for months."
Wiz choked, spewing wine across Duke Adlric's fine damask table cloth.

The df duke dabbed the wine drops from his deeve. ™Y ou mean you did not know? Dear me, and | was
about to comment you for your insouciance.”

"How . .. | mean why?| mean |'ve never seen her before.”

"That isimmaterid, Sparrow. Asto the how, she has been arranging little accidents for you for some
time. So far you have been lucky enough to avoid them.”

Wiz remembered the faling stone and the toppled viewing stand and felt sick. Then helooked closdly at
the df duke. "Somehow | don't think it's been entirely luck."

Adric smiled. "Y our escapes were at least as much luck as your accidents were mischance.”

Wiz absorbed that in silence. All of asudden hefelt like a piece on someone elsg's chess board. He
didn't likeit much.

"Thanks, | think. But why isshetrying to kill me?

"Oh, many reasons, | expect. Thetechnica chalengefor one. Penetrating a place so thick with magic as
your Capita undetected and laying such subtle traps. That required superb skill, | can assure you.”

He smiled reminiscently. " So did countering them. Y ou've provided quite adiverting experience.”

"And if | had missed that handhold on the parapet? Or hadn't jumped the right way when the stand
collgpsed?’



Adriclooked a him levelly. "Then the game would have been over.”

Wiz was slent again. "Y ou said there were many reasons Lisdlawanted to kill me" he said at last.
"What are some of the others?'

Duke Adric poured more of the ruby wineinto acrysta glasswith an eaborately wrought and ddlicately
tinted stem. " Surely you can guess. When last we met, | said | would follow your career with interest,
Sparrow." Hesmiled wryly. "1 admit | did not expect it to be quite thisinteresting.”

"l didn't either, Lord."

"Itisnot often amorta is sufficiently interesting to hold the attention of one of us. Y ou have become
interesting enough to fix the attention of quite anumber of the never-dying.”

The df duke looked at his guest speculatively. ™Y ou have made yourself much hated, you know."

"Yeah," said Wiz miserably. "It wasn't supposed to work thisway. Things kind of got out of hand.”

"Not unusud when mortasdabblein magic,” Adric sad. "Lisdlaisaminor difficulty. Y ou would do well
to dismiss her from your mind—after taking proper precautions, of course. What you have done has
deeper consequences.”

"Y ou mean the destruction of magic aong the Fringe?"

"I mean the destruction of mortas everywhere," the df duke said. ™Y ou mortals make this new magic
and in the process you raise forces againgt yoursalves you do not understand. For thefirst timein
memory thereistalk of agrand codition of magic widders, acoalition aimed & the mortals.”

"That's crazy!"

"That ismortal logic, Sparrow. None of these are mortals and many of them are not logica in any

"But, | mean awar."

"They would not think of it asawar. Rather the extermination of a particularly repulsive class of vermin
who have made themsel ves too obvious."

Wiz stared straight into the depths of the ef duke's eyes. " Do you think you could best us?*

Adric shrugged gracefully. "1 redly do not know." Then he caught and held Wiz'sgaze. "But | tell you
this, Sparrow. Whoever wins, the outcomeislikely to be the utter destruction of the World."

Wiz dropped his eyes. "Y eah. But doesit have to happen? | mean, can't we prevent it?"

"It would be difficult at best,” Adlric said. "That isnot aconsequence dl of uswishto avoid. Thereare
some who hunger for death and destruction on the widest possible scale. There are some who by their
very natures cannot comprehend or appreciate the threat. And there are some who would find the end of
the World merely diverting. A new experience, so to speak.”

"What can | do?'



Adlric shrugged. "Remove the cause. The magica forces of the world make uneasy dlies. If the threat
were gone, the codlition would dissolvein an eye blink."

Wiz thought about that, long and hard. Adric sipped hiswine and said nothing more.

Hedidn't know what the chances of heading thisthing off were, but he didn't think they were very good.
Given thefedlings of the people of the Fringe about magic, and given the power of the tools he had put in
their hands, it wasn't going to be easy to get them to quit wiping out magic wherever they found it.
Keeping them from pushing into the Wild Wood in search of land would be harder yet.

And he was going to have to have ahand in finding a solution. Not only because he helped create the
problem, but because he was the only one who redlly understood the new kind of magic that lay at the
root of it.

Wiz was even less confident of hisability to solve those problems than he was of his capacity asa
politician or ateacher, but dammit! he had to try.

"I'm going back to the Capitd," he announced. "Maybe | can undo some of thismess.”
"A wisedecison,” Adric said. "When do you propose to return?’

"I should go back tonight, but I'm beat and there's not much | could do there. Firgt thing in the morning,
then."

The ef duke nodded.

Wiz reached for hiswine goblet. Then hefrozein horror.

"Wait aminute! If Lisdlawanted to kill me, shejust had the perfect opportunity to poison me or
something!" He stared at hisgoblet asif it had sprouted poison fangs and tried desperately to remember
if Lisdlas hands had ever been near it.

Duke Adric chuckled. "Oh no. Murdering you while you sat together at dinner would be gauche. The
far Lisdlais never gauche.”

Wiz consdered that and decided the df duke was probably right. But he didn't drink any more wine.

"Oh, one other thing. The Little Folk who came with me. Could you, well, could you take care of them
for me?'

Adlric looked startled.
"Arethey so important?’
"Not important, no. But | kind of fedl responsible for them and | can't take them with me.”

The ef duke's brow creased and for a second Wiz was afraid he was angry. Then he relaxed and
rubbed hischin.

"| doubt they would be happy within my hold,” Adric said finally. "But | could send them on to Heart's



Ease under my protection. | do not think those who dwell there would mind their presence.”
"Thank you, Lord. | redly appreciateit.”
Adric made athrow-away gesture. "Y ou are most welcome.” Then he smiled wryly. " Sparrow, itis

aways a pleasure to share your company. One never knowswhat you will do next." He sighed. "Or what
oneislikely to do under your influence."

Lisdllawas not in evidence the next morning when Wiz bade Adric farewell. The df duke and the
brownies accompanied him to aclearing outside one of the éf hill's many doors. It seemed impoliteto
walk the Wizard's Way from indde the hill—something like parking your motorcyclein your host'sliving
room.

"Good luck, Sparrow,” Adric said as Wiz faced in his chosen direction.

"Merry part, Lord."

Adriclooked a him and Wiz flushed, remembering that the elves did not use the human formula.

"Merry meet again,” Adric said findly.

Wiz raised his gtaff to begin the spell that would take him home.

"backdash.”

Ten : The City of Night

Whenever you use a jump, be sure of your
destination address.

—programmer's saying

Something had gonewrong! Wiz fdlt asif he had been spun around and tackled by alineman. Hewas
dizzy, pointing in the wrong direction and everything was wrong. His vision blurred, his head hurt and he
was on the verge of throwing up.

Ashissight cleared, Wiz saw hewasin alow stone room. It was cold and lit by torches, not magic
globes.

Ebrion stood before him.
"Merry met, my Lord,” Wiz said ingtinctively. Ebrion looked uncomfortable.

"Merry met, Sparrow,” came a cackling voice from behind him. "Merry met indeed.”



Wiz turned and saw a bent man in the black robe of awizard of the Dark League. He hobbled forward,
leaning heavily on hisgaff.

The black-robed one amiled, not at dl pleasantly. "Welcome, Sparrow. Welcometo your find resting
place

"Stayed behind?' Ba-Simba demanded. "What do you mean he stayed behind?*

"He departed into the Wild Wood when we had finished,” Philomen told him.
"Andyou let him?'

Philomen hesitated. "We had words earlier that morning. | fear he was not well-disposed toward me.
Then it turned out thisrock creature wasin some way sentient and that disturbed him even more. The

Sparrow has an unusually tender regard for magical creatures of al sorts. He seemsto fed that even the
usdless ones should be protected.”

"So he went off into the Wild Wood. Alone.”
"Lord, | tried to reason with him, but he would not listen. | am sorry, Lord.”

"No need for that," Bal-Simba said flipping his hand dismissingly. "Perhaps our Sparrow needs some
time by himsdlf. And in any event, the longer he stays away the better for the situation here." He sighed. "'l

only wish he had gone through the settled lands rather than into the Wild Wood. But, no, you did nothing
wrong."

"Thank you, Lord," said Philomen and withdrew with abow.

Ba-Simba stood at the window looking out over the rooftops of the Capital toward the east asthe
shadows groped their way toward the horizon. Then he sighed again, shook himsdlf and turned away to
his desk.

At least he will bein no danger, Ba-Smbatold himsdf. Aslong as he stays avay from elvesheis
certainly more powerful than anything heislikely to meet on thiswandering.

Wiz looked around desperately. The chamber was low but wide and long, with rough stone for thewalls

and floors and a couple of smoking torchesto light it. Standing back in the shadows he saw even more
black-robed wizards of the Dark League.

"We are going to send you back where you came from, Sparrow,” Ebrion said finally. "Back to where
you belong.”
"But | don't want to go."

"Then you shdl not," the other, black robe, said as he hobbled more fully into the light.
Wiz gasped.



The man'seyes glinted like chips of obsidian in apink hairless mass of scar tissue. Hisnosewas adit
and his ears shriveled like dried apricots. The hand clutching the staff was reduced to a claw, with only
the thumb and forefinger remaining. Like the face, the hand was pink with scars.

"That was not the agreement,” Ebrion protested.

"The agreement has changed,” the other flung over his shoulder as he closed in on Wiz, thrusting hisface
50 close Wiz could see where his eyebrows had been.

"Look upon me, Sparrow. | am caled Dzhir Kar and | am your desth." His breath stank in Wiz'sface.
"My form does not please you?' he said, looking up at his captive. "A pity, Sparrow. For you caused it.

A ceiling fell on me when you attacked the City of Night. Therewasafireaswell and | lay within the
flames, dowly roagting and unableto move."

Hisface plit into a hideous grin. "But | do not hold that against you, Sparrow. Oh no, not &t all. For as|
lay there and burned | discovered new strength within me. As| struggled to recover, | honed that
strength. It made me Master of the Dark League, Sparrow."

He grasped Wiz's chin with a claw-like hand and pulled hisface close.

"Look at me, little one! For | am your creation.”

Wiz twigted his chin from the other's grasp and flinched away.

"Then look atmy creation, Sparrow. My creation and your doom.”

He gestured and two of the black-robed wizards moved forward into the fitful light. Each of them held a
heavy chain and on that chain was athing that made Wiz catch his breath.

It waslong and lean, with abody made for coursing. The legs were ahound's legs, although the three
ripping talons on each paw were like no dog that ever lived. The head was narrow with ivory fangs
protruding from the heavily muscled jaws. Dzhir Kar made agesture toward Wiz with his staff and the
thing lunged and snapped a Wiz. The sound rang like arifle shot in the gloomy chamber.

"Do you like my pet?" the black-robed wizard crooned, laying agnarled hand upon the scaly heed. "'|
made him especialy for you, Sparrow.”

The demon remained impassve under the caress, its yellow eyesfixed hungrily on Wiz.
"Not nearly as powerful as Toth-Set-Ra's demon, but he has seen you and that is enough.

"Heisattuned to your magic, Sparrow. Make magic. Oh yes, please make magic. Hewill be upon you
and your end will be truly wonderful to watch."

Wiz started to form a spell mentally. Ingtantly the creature's yellow eyesflicked open and its ears
pricked forward.

"Go ahead," the wizard was dmost dancing in anticipation. "Oh my yes, go ahead. Wewant to seethis
new Northern magic up close, don't we?"



The man wasinsane, Wiz redized. Crazy and full of spite and mdice at the sametime.

"No?' said thewizard in adisgppointed tone. "Wdl, we will have to persuade you then. Flaying dive for
adtart. With st rubbed well into the flesh to preserveit asthe skin is peeled off. Toth-Set-Rawasright,
thereisso much one can do with awizard's kin.”

"No!" Ebrion bellowed.
Dzhir Kar stopped and regarded him as if he were an insect.
"| told you I would not have him harmed! We are to return him to his place only. That was our bargain.”

"Bargains are made to be broken,” Dzhir Kar said. He gestured to the surrounding wizards. "Take this
one away."

"Fools," Ebrion shouted. "Y ou sed your own doom.”

"Wewill see who is doomed when the Council is deprived of itsmost powerful member," Dzhir Kar
retorted. "And when it becomes known that one of the most powerful wizardsin the North had ahand in
the deed.”

Asthewizards of the Dark League closed in on him Ebrion stepped back and raised hisarms. With a
crash and aroar adozen bolts of lightning struck him where he stood. Wiz flinched from the noise and
thelight.

So did the two wizards holding him. Ingtinctively, Wiz twisted in their dackened grips and broke free.
Before anyone could react he was across the room and out the door.

"Get him!" screamed Dzhir Kar and the othersleapt past the till smoldering corpse of Ebrion to
comply. But Wiz was hafway down the rough flagged passageway and running for hislife.

Heturned the corner so fast he dipped and abolt of lightning exploded on the stone behind him. He
scrambled to hisfeet and ran on asthe wizards came clattering out behind him.

He ran on at random, turning this way and that on panicked whim. The place seemed to be a maze of
low stone passages with rough flagged floors. Behind him aways he heard the sound of pursuit,
sometimes close at hand and sometimes further away, but dwaysthere.

Heran out into arotundawhere five or six corridors came together and dashed down oneto his eft.
Down another corridor he saw the bobbing gleam of torches.

The corridor was long and straight and Wiz ran down it full tilt. He was going so fast he dmost ran
graight into the wall ahead. Blind dley! He whirled and pounded back the way he had come, ribs aching
and breath burning in histhroat.

Again out into the rotunda and down another corridor. No sign of the lights now, but he was sure they
were not far behind. Halfway down the corridor there was a place where thewall had collapsed. He
dowed to avoid the pile of sonesand saw lights before him and behind him, distant but coming hisway.
Without athought he darted up the rubble pile and through the holein the wall.



Suddenly he was outside on anarrow street between two- and three-story buildings of rough black
stone. It was night, he redlized and the moon was hidden by clouds. There waslittle enough light, but Wiz
didn't dow down. He turned right and pounded down the street, heedless of the stitch in hisside.

The empty windows of the upper stories gaped down at him like accusing eyes. Here and there an open
doorway yawned like adevouring mouth. He ran without purpose or direction, on and on until ared mist
fogged hisvison. Findly, chest heaving and staggering with exhaustion, he turned into one of those open

doorwaysin search of aplaceto hide and catch his breath.

Once through the door he sdled to theright, hugging thewall. After adozen steps he ssumbled over the
bottom landing of astone staircase. Still gasping for breath, he picked hisway up the Sairs.

The narrow twisting staircase had no railing and the steps were uneven and dick with wear. Wiz hugged
the wall and made as much speed as he dared. At last he came to the top of the tower—or what was
now the top. The entire upper section was missing, the walls bulged outward and the stonework was
disrupted asif someone had set off an explosion insideit. Wiz looked out over the blasted,
fire-blackened stone and for thefirst time he knew where he was.

The harbor with its encircling jetty, the ruined towers and the volcano bulking up behind him told him.
The City of Night! The capita and base of the Dark L eague before their power had been broken.

A gibbous moon cast asullen, fitful light over the landscape, picking out the tops of the ruined towers
and the acres of rooftops below him. Wiz looked out over desolation and shivered.

Puffing and blowing, he sank down to St on the sair, hisback againgt the ruined wal and hisfeet
dangling over emptiness. He tried to remember what he knew about the geography of this place.

Almost none of it wasfirgt-hand. He had been here only once before, when he mounted his great attack
to free Moirafrom the League's dungeons deep benegath the city. He had come along the Wizard's Way
and departed in the same fashion. In the hours he had been here he had never seen the surface.

The City of Night was on the Southern Continent, he remembered, separated from his home by the
Freshened Sea. It was ableak, barren land, locked in the grip of eterna winter.

Supposedly the city had been deserted after the Dark League had been defeated. Large parts had been
destroyed by the forces unleashed in the final battle. The League wizards who had survived had been
hunted from their lairs, their daves had been freed and returned to their homes and the goblins and most
of their other creatures had departed aswell.

But the land itself was ruined beyond reclamation by decades of exercise of power with no thought to
the consequences. For the people of the North the city was a place of fdll reputation where no one but
would-be apprentices of the Dark League went willingly. There was nothing to attract anyoneto the
place and even maintaining awatchpost on the Southern Continent had been consdered too difficult and
not worth the effort. The City of Night had been left unrestored and uninhabited.

If there was anyone here besides the L eague wizards they were unlikely to help Wiz.

Wiz ground histeeth in frustration. All he had to do to get help or to go home was to use magic. One
sngle smple spdll and it was done.

Of course before he could ever finish that spell the monster in the dungeon would be on him. He



remembered the eagerness and ferocity burning in the thing's evil red eyes and he shuddered. He had no
doubt at dl the wizard had been tdlling him the truth.

He listened to the wind whistle through the broken tower and tried to decide what to do next.

A clattering in the street below drew his attention. Peering out through the shattered wall, Wiz saw a
dark shape cross aslvery patch of moonlight. Then another and another.

"He camethisway." The voicefloated up to him from the street nearly a hundred feet below.
"Hemust be near here," the other wizard called out from the shadows. "Down thisway."

Wiz could not see which way he pointed, but severd pairs of feet pattered off away from hishiding
place.

So they weren't waiting for him to use magic! Those searchers were as dangerous to him as the mongter.
They knew the city and he did not. How many of them were there? Wiz wracked his brain trying to
remember how many wizards had been in the room when he appeared. A dozen? Certainly that. And
more besides.

And Ebrion. A traitor to the Council and now dead at the hands of hiserstwise dlies.

W, Wiz thought grimly, you brought this on yoursdlf. If you hadn't been so high-handed with the
Council, Ebrion never would have gone to the Dark League.

Somehow the thought didn't make him fed any better.

The wind gusted and Wiz shivered harder. He didn't remember any part of the city being this cold.
Perhaps the Dark League had warmed it by magic when they held it. Now therewas dick black icein
patches on the streets and occasiond piles and drifts of snow in the corners and sheltered spots.

Wiz shifted position and listened again. Save for the moan of the wind down the deserted streetsand
about the ruined tower, there was no sound. Slowly and cautioudly, he rose and started back down the
steps. He couldn't stay here and if he didn't find some kind of shelter soon the wind would do what the
Dark League and their pet monster hadn't yet been able to.

The moon cast apale light on the steep, narrow street bel ow when it was not obscured by scudding
clouds. The City of Night was built on the flank of avolcano and the whole town doped up from the
harbor. Wiz hugged the side of the buildings and headed downhill. Not only wasit easier walking, it was
away from the underground room where he had appeared and where the wizards and his demon waited
for him.

At every corner he paused and listened. The streets were narrow and the hard black basalt of the
buildings turned them into echo chambers. His own footsteps rang so loudly on the pavement he was
certain that any pursuer could track him by sound alone. He hoped that he could pick up atrace of
anyonein the areathe same way.

At thethird cross street he paused an especidly long time to catch his breath. Up ahead there wasthe
tiniest scuffling sound, asif something was dragging stedlthily aong the building ahead of him.

Wiz froze and then dropped back into the shadows. Across the narrow street on the other side of the



intersection he saw a stealthy movement in the shadows. At firgt it was just aflicker here and there, then
it looked asif the entire shadow on that Sde of the street had cometo life. Then the shadow took form
and substance and Wiz held his breath as he redlized what it was.

The huge head was man-high off the ground as the serpent glided dong. Itstongue flickered in and out
congtantly asit tested the air for scent of prey. Even in the moonlight Wiz could see the diamond patterns
of itsscales.

Then it turned and soundlessly whipped down the side street. Wiz caught his breath, but he stayed in
hiding for along time.

"Alone?’ Arianne asked wide-eyed. "Aloneinto the Wild Wood?"

"So it would seem,” Bal-Simbatold her. He had spent the last two hourstrying to control his unease and
findly told his deputy what had happened. "Philomen did not stop him.”

"He could not very well forbid him," Arianne pointed out. "Wiz isamember of the Council, Lord."

"Y es, but he knows less of the Wild Wood than achild,” Ba-Simba said. "Remember the stories Moira
told about the troubles she had with him on their last journey.”

"The Dark Leagueis not seeking him now."

"True, esel would have every magician and dragon rider in the redlm searching for him. But he has
barely been out of the city in the last two years and he till hasllittle understanding of the World's
dangers”

They were both silent for amoment.

"Lord," Arianne said findly, "what do you think is troubling Sparrow now?"

"I | had to guess, | would say he is discovering the price of power." Bal-Simbamade aface. "'l do not
think helikesit overmuch.”

Part | :
LINK TIME

Eleven : A Bit of Burglary

Always secure your files. You never know who's lurking about.



—programmer's saying

Pryddian, once apprentice wizard, closed the door softly and looked around the sitting room. He saw no
signs of traps or warning devices anywhere. Once the apartment's door had been breached there seemed
to be nothing to protect the contents.

There was no reason why there should be. Ordinary theft was virtuadly unknown in the Wizards Keep
because it was so easy to find thieves by magic. Thewizards workrooms were carefully protected by
multiple spdlls, but there was no reason to extend that protection to living quarters. After al, no one
worked in hisor her gpartment.

With one very important exception.

Pryddian moved cautioudy across the sitting room toward the desk piled high with books and papers.
With the hedge witch fled and the Sparrow sent away there should be no one here, but the enormity of
what he was doing made Pryddian careful nonetheless.

Well, Pryddian thought,the Sparrow had it coming. Thiswasaway to avenge himsaf and perhaps
profit aswell.

As he approached the desk benegth, the red dragon demon reared up from among the clutter and hissed
at him. Pryddian stopped and studied the creature carefully. He had expected something like this. Not
even the Sparrow would be so careless asto leave his secrets completely unguarded.

However, Pryddian had come prepared, just as he had come armed with an unlocking spell for the
door. Thefact that it was athing of the Sparrow's made it all the more ddlicious.

"ddtexe!" he whispered, pointing at the guardian demon.

Thelittle red dragon paused in mid-hiss and scampered off the table. Pryddian watched in satisfaction as
it ran whimpering for the bedroom.

Eagerly he bent over the desk and began to riffle through the materid piled there. The large leatherbound
book in the center of the table seemed most important, so he opened it first. But what was insde wasthe
confused mishmash of the nonsense the Sparrow foisted off upon the wizards. Not atrue spell inthelot.
He dammed the book in disgust and turned to the piles of parchment, dates and tablets stacked around.

Quickly he sorted them, putting aside everything that was too arcane or too fragmentary to be useful. He
was |eft with a szable amount of materiad. Stacking the pile on top of the book, he reached into his cloak
and produced a pen, atravelling inkwell and a sheaf of parchment. He dipped his pen into theink and
began to copy asfast as he could write, cursing when he blotted something in haste.

Thiswaswhat he wanted. Not the inane babblings the Sparrow expounded in his classes, but his spells.
Hisred power. Frantically he copied the crabbed smudged characters, taking care to put aternate lines
on different sheets of parchment to prevent activating the spells. He added the margina notes as he went,
even though most of them meant nothing to him. With time perhaps he could puzzle out their meanings.

He was perhaps halfway down the pile when he cameto theredl prize. A powerful searching spell that



would show the user anything that went on in the world. FHipping through the parchments he saw the spell
commanded three separate sets of demons.

Pryddian licked hislips and his hand trembled. This must be the spdll the Sparrow had used to track the
Dark League. Like any magician, he believed that knowledge was power and thiswas a spdll that would
give him knowledge of the entireworld.

The dragon demon peered around the corner at him and occasiondlly ventured a haf-hiss. That Pryddian
ignored. Every so often he glanced over his shoulder at the door, gripped by amixture of eation and
terror. If he was caught the consequences did not bear thinking about, but if he got away with thishe
would possess the essence of the Sparrow's magic.

Throw him out, would they? They would see who was the better wizard before he was through.

As he bent to copy the sheets he looked out between the drawn curtains and saw Moira coming across
the courtyard, till wearing her travelling cloak.

Fortuna! The most powerful spdll in the Sparrow's arsend and he did not have time to copy it. Without
thinking hethrust the originalsingide his jerkin with the wad of copies. Hagtily he gathered up his pen and
ink and tried to put everything back where he found it.

Moirapaused at the branching of the corridor and summoned up her courage.

W, she thought,soonest stated soonest done. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and
strode off down the hall toward the apartment she shared with Wiz.

As she made her way down the hal, afigurein ahooded cloak hurried by her. She nodded and
half-voiced a greeting out of habit, but the hooded oneignored her. As he twisted to pass her she saw
that it was the apprentice who had insulted Wiz on the drill ground.

If she had been less distracted, Moiramight have wondered what an apprentice was doing in awing
reserved for wizards. Or why he was wearing a cloak with the hood up indoors. But she had more
important things on her mind. She paused outside the door to their gpartment, took a deep breath, wiped
asweaty palm on her skirt and opened the door.

The room was deserted. Thelittle red dragon raised its head inquiringly as she camein, but there was no
sgnof Wiz

Just like him! Moirathought. She was dl steeled for what must be said and he wasn't here. She plopped
downin her chair, determined to wait for him to come back.

Around the corner, Pryddian leaned againgt the wall, shaking and cursing inwardly. She saw me! He
ground histeeth. The bitch saw me! True, she had not seen him come out of their gpartment, but she had
seen himin ahal where he had no business being. Once the Sparrow returned and missed the searching
spdll, it would take no great leap to trace the deed to him.

Even if the Sparrow noticed nothing amiss, it meant hisforay was useless. As soon as he sarted using
the knowledge he had stolen, the hedge witch would remember his presence and it would be obviousto
everyone what he must have done. For dl his daring and cunning, he was blocked before he could even



begin. Pryddian turned hisface to thewall and beat hisfist againgt he Sonein frustration.

Then he dropped his hand and gained control of himself. Perhaps he was not so blocked &fter al. If he
used the Sparrow's magic anywhere in the North he would be detected as athief. But there were other

magics—and other places.

He let out along, deep breath and straightened up. It was not the path he would have chosen, but there
wasaway sill opento him.

Bal-Smbalooked up at the knock upon his study door. He wasn't surprised to see Moirastanding
there.

"Merry met, Lady," he said, leaning back in hisoversize chair. "Comein."

"Merry met, Lord. Whereis Wiz?' The words tumbled out almost as asingle sentence.

"l sent him on an errand,” Bal-Simbatold her. "It seemed expedient.”

"l heard something . . . Lord, did heredly thresten magic against someone?"

Ba-Simba nodded and Moiraclosed her eyesin pain. "Lord, we have got to help him. Wemust!"

The giant wizard shook his head. "Neither of us hasthe skill, Lady. We are mere novices at this new
magic and Wiz needs the help of the Mighty of his own world to do what needs to be done.”

"Lord," shesad formdly. "l ask it of you and the Council that you do whatever iswithin your power to
adwiz"

Ba-Simba smiled, showing his pointed teeth. "Willingly granted Lady, but what would you of us?

"I have been thinking about this" Moira said. She stopped, gathering hersdf. Ba-Simbawaited. The
candles gave a bayberry tang to the air and the evening breeze made them flicker and the shadows dance

onthewdl.

"Lord," the redhaired witch said dowly, "we promised we would not Summon anyone hither, did we
not?'

Ba-Simbalooked at her narrowly. "That we did. A most solemn promise.”
"Soitwas," Moiraagreed. "But | do not recall ever promising not toask othersto help us.”
IIE,]?I

" Suppose we did not Summon another to us," she went on. " Suppose instead we used a Great
Summoning tosend someone to Wiz's people to apped for their aid? Would the Council approve, do
you think?'

Theblack giant'sface split in an enormous grin. "Brilliant, Lady!" Hislaughter peded off the calling. "You
will wind up on the Council yet."

Then he sobered. "But it would be adangerousjourney.”



"True, but think of what we could doif | brought Wiz back one of the Mighty of hisworld!"

"Ifyou brought back . . . Oh no! No, My Lady! Wiz would have my head if | let you go haring off on
such ascheme. And hewould berichly entitled to it."

"But Lord..." Moirabegan.

"No! Not you. Someone else, but not you. And that's final!"

Wiz leaned back against the stone wall and shivered. He was so tired he could not keep his eyes open,
but the least little movement or sound brought him awake with a start.

Hewasterribly hungry. Hislast meal had been at Duke Adric's—how long ago? More than that, he was
cold. Desperately, numbingly, bone-chillingly cold. He exhaled and watched his breath puff white.

It would be so smpleto be warm again. But with thatthing around he dared not use magic of any sort.
He had only to begin forming aspell in hishead and he could fed the quiver of the demon's anticipation.
No matter how careful he was, he would be dead before he could ever complete the first line.

In theory he could write the spell out and then summon a demon to execute the code. But that wouldn't
buy him much. In thefirgt place, just the act of putting the spell down might be enough to send the demon
arrowing after him. In the second place, even if the demon did finish the spell hewouldnt liveto seeit.
He might come up with something that would finish the demon, but he wouldn't be there to seeiit.

Besides, he thought, I've got awar to stop. I've got to get back to the Capital.

He had been stupid to travel unprotected, he saw now. Moirahad told him that wizards kept one or
more defense spells primed and ready against sudden danger. He'd laughed and told her he didn't need
such precautions. With his new magic he could launch aspdll in an ingtant. He remembered that Moira
hadn't |ooked happy, but she hadn't said anything.

If only he had time to prepare he knew he could take the beast, or at least get beyond its grasp. But he
had come unsuspecting and unprotected and now it wastoo late.

He leaned back and thought of Moira. At least she's safe, hetold himsdlf as he drifted off into arestless
haf-deep.

Twelve :Stranger In a Strange
L and

Never argue with a redhaired witch. It wastes your breath and only delays the inevitable.

—the collected sayings of Wiz Zumwalt



" il think thisistoo dangerous," Ba-Simbagrumbled for the twentieth time.

"Hush, Lord," Mairaplaced her hand gently on his massive ebony arm. "It isless dangerous for me than
for any other. Who e se knows as much about Wiz'sworld?"

"Will you not &t least take a couple of guardsmen? Dond and Kenneth . . ."
"No, Lord. From what Wiz hastold me they would only attract notice. And perhapstrouble.”

"l suppose 0." He sighed and looked around the room. Six other wizards were aready at their places
and the shadow on the sun dia crept ever closer to noon. "Best you take your place then, Lady.
Remember, we will search for your signal every day two day-tenths after sunrise and two day-tenths
before sunset. When we sense your signa we will perform the Grand Summoning. Do you have the
cord?’

"Yes, Lord," Moirasaid, touching the pouch at her waist, "and thank you." She stretched up to kisshim
on the cheek. "Please when Wiz returnstell him not to worry.” Then she turned and strode to her placein
the center of the circle of wizards.

Ba-Simbafrowned dightly at that. He did not tell her he had expected Wiz back days ago. The gresat
black wizard was beginning to get worried.

"Merry part, Lady."

Moiradropped him adight curtsey from her position in the center of thefloor. "Merry meet again,
Lord."

The chant swelled up in Six-part harmony as the wizards sought to bend the forces of the Universeto
their will. Moira stood straight-backed at her place in the growing maelstrom of magicd energies. Asthe
grayness swirled up about her Bal-Simba thought he saw her lip quiver.

Jerry Andrews rattled off the sequence to start compiling the program. Then he leaned back and the
chair creaked. He sucked alungful of the chill, air-conditioned air and rubbed his eyes. The after image
of the screen was burned into hisvision.

Thefix he had just ingtalled was afairly eegant piece of work. He would have liked to show it to
someone, but he was aone. His new cubicle mate was a day person and they seldom met unless Jerry
was going home late while hewas coming in early.

Whole damn company's going to hell, he thought sourly. Next thing you know well be doing weekly
project reviews with input from marketing. When that happened Jerry intended to bail out. He was an old
hand and he knew the signs.

Besides, he thought, this place hasn't been the same since Wiz Zumwalt went away.

WiZ's disappearance had shaken people up plenty. There were lightsin the parking lot at ZetaSoft now
and security guards patrolled the grounds and the buildings.



It wasn't unknown for alate-working programmer to be robbed or killed in company parking lot, but it
gl struck hard when it happened close to home. Especidly since they never found the body.

Besides, Wiz had been hisfriend. If it hadn't been for histaste for truly rotten puns, he would have been
the perfect work companion.

Wi, hethought, just link thismoduleinand. . .
There was a sudden blurring of the world and Jerry Andrews redized he had agirl in hislap.

Since mogt of Jerry'slap was dready taken up by hisrather ample ssomach, she promptly rolled off and
landed on the floor.

She shook her mane of red hair and looked up at him, her green eyeswide. "Oh! Crave pardon, My
Lord."

Jerry stared at her, stunned.

Moirarose quickly and clutched at the edge of the desk asthe room spun around her. Even with
Bd-Simbasimproved technique she was gill dizzy and weak from the aftereffects of the Summoning.

"Uh, hi," Jerry said for want of anything better to say. Not only was thistotally unexpected, but she was
gorgeous—if you liked busty redheads. Jerry liked busty anything.

"Greetings, My Lord," Moirasaid, ill clutching the edge of the desk. "1 am cadlled Moira"
“I'm Jerry Andrews.”

Her eyeswidened again. "Oh, well met! Wiz hastold me agrest dedl about you."

"Wiz? Wiz Zumwat?'

"Yes. Heisintrouble and he needs help.”

"Wizisdive?'

"Ohyes, but heisnot here. There was a Great Summoning and Wiz . . ." shetrailed off. "It isarather
long story, | fear, and perhaps a complicated one.”

Jerry nodded. "That soundslike Wiz."

They couldn't stay here, he decided. Moiradidn't have a badge and sooner or later the guard would
come by. But it was early in the morning and there wasn't any placeto sit and talk.

* * *

Jerry decided to fall back on hisfirst ingtinct whenever he had a problem. "L et's get something to eat.”

The Capita of the North did not so much end asit trailed off in adispirited gaggle of buildings, set ever
further gpart along the high street asthe rocky promontory danted down to the surrounding plain. At the
upper end of the town, the Front, the houses and shops of the well-to-do crowded close to the walls of



the Wizards Keep. The further you moved down the spine of rock, the meaner and poorer the town
became.

Pryddian was no stranger to the Back of the Capital, but this was an area he had little occasion to vist.
Down atwisting Sde Street, so narrow the overhanging houses aimost blocked the sun, therewasa
stable. So small and dark was the entrance Pryddian nearly passed the place before heredized it was
what he sought. He kept the hood of his cloak up and looked up and down the street before ducking
through the low door.

Inside the place smdt of moldy straw and horsesill-kept. The ex-gpprentice wrinkled hisnose a the
odor and wondered what kind of person would keep ahorsein such foul quarters.

"Y ou want something?'

He whirled and saw aman standing beside one of the stdls, leaning on a pitchfork.

"1 am looking for something.”

The other advanced, still holding the pitchfork. Pryddian saw the man was short and powerfully built,
with a permanent squint and lank dark hair. As he came closer Pryddian's nose told him hewas as
ill-kempt ashisstable.

"If it'sahorse we got 'em. If not, be on your way."

Pryddian licked hislips. If the rumorswere wrong about this place he could bein alot of trouble. But if
they weretrue. ..

"l wish to meet—some people.”

"Well, theré's none here but myself. Now be off with you!" The man gestured threateningly with the
pitchfork.

Pryddian amost turned and ran. But he was desperate, so he stood his ground.
"1 need to reach the Dark League.”
The man stopped. "Y ou're an gpprentice from the castle.”

"Former apprentice. | seek adifferent master and | bring something with me that will be vaued in other
quarters.”

"The way to the Dark League lies south and over the Freshened Sea, as everyone knows," the man said
llenly.

"No more. The City of Night isin ruinsand the old roads are closed.”
"That's nothing to me. | have no truck with the likes of those."

"A pity," said Pryddian, fingering his pouch. "I am prepared to pay for information." He reached in and
pulled out asiver coin. "'l pay well." Heturned the coin around in hisfingers so it flashed in the dim light.



"Well," said the stableman, lowering the pitchfork. "I don't say | know anything and | don't say | don't.
But there are those that say that if you take the road west to the Wild Wood there is a place where you
might be met, sometimes.”

Pryddian held out the coin to the man'sgrasp. "Tell me more.”

Damn! Jerry muttered as he peered around the corner into the lobby. The guard was at the desk reading
asupermarket tabloid.

He pulled his head back and stopped to think. Moira had no business being in the building, of course,
and right now Jerry didn't think he was up to inventing agood excuse for her presence. He had hoped
the guard would be off making around, but they did rounds at irregular intervasand in this caseit looked
likethe next interva would come when the guard finished his reading.

"Okay," he whispered, "just stay close to me and don't say anything." Moira nodded and they both
sauntered around the corner.

Asthey cameinto the lobby the guard glanced up briefly and went back to hisreading. Moirawas
behind and to one side of Jerry's bulk and the man obvioudy missed her.

Jerry leaned over to Sign out on the sheet. The guard kept his nose buried in the tabloid.

"Good night," he said. The guard mumbled aresponse without looking up from his magazine. Asthey
went by, Jerry got aglimpse of the headline.

Americans Fdling Down

On the Job, Prof Warns

Wiz took adeep bresth and examined the scenein front of him carefully, weighing the odds. Therewas
afant reptilian scent inthe air hedidn't like at dl, but he was hungry enough and desperate enough to
ignoreit.

Mogt of the buildingsin thisdigtrict were utilitarian; warehouses, barracks, workshops and thelike. This
onewas different. It was made of glossy dark marble instead of rough hewn basdlt. The danting late
afternoon sun picked out the fine carving on the window and door frames. The courtyard itself was
paved in an e aborate pattern of black and white and dark green blocks, laid in away that made the
surface appear to swoop and undulate wildly even though it was perfectly flat. Around the court was a
colonnade and extending off the colonnade at close intervals were open doors like gaping black mouths.
Wiz stood in anichein the gateway for amoment and studied the place.

He could edge around the courtyard under the colonnade, but that would expose him to anything that
might be hidden in the degpening shadows or lurking in one of those rooms. The main entrance was
directly across from the gate and in this case the better part of valor seemed to be a dash acrossthe
center of the court.



Place like this ought to have a lot more in it than a barracks, he thought as he looked around
caefully for the last time. Then again, maybe not. A place like thiswould attract |ooters.

He was halfway across the courtyard when he had another thought. A place like this would have been
guarded, too.

Then the ground opened up beneath him.

Jerry and Moira stepped out the door into aworld Moirafound completely unsettling. The sky was gray

but the night was not foggy. She wrinkled her nose. The air stank—an odd pungent reek like nothing she
hed ever smelled before.

Infront of them was alarge flat areawhose black surface was marked with white lines. Here and there
curioudy shaped and brightly painted metal boxes or sheds stood on the dark surface. Lights on tall metal
poles cast an orangish-pink glare over the scene. In the background she heard a continuous whooshing
roar.

All indl, it was an unsettling place, stranger than she had imagined. Y et Wiz had come from here o it
must bedl right.

"Okay," Jerry told her, "the next question iswhere do we go to eat.”
"My Lord, could we get pizza?'

"Right. Pizzait is. Little Italy'sjust around the corner. Come on, well walk." He set off toward the gate
with Mairatraling behind.

The Little Italy wasthe sort of place that devel ops both regular clients and an idiosyncratic style over the
years.

It wasfour o'clock on Saturday morning, but Mario, the owner, was behind the counter, baking loaves
of bread to be used in the day's sandwiches. Jerry knew that at seven Mario's son would relieve him so
the old man could go home and get afew hours deep. Then he would be back for the lunch rush, teakea
nap in the afternoon and come back for the dinner crowd.

"Well, what do you want?' Jerry said asthey came up to the counter. Mario stopped shaping loaves of
dough and came up to wait on them.

"Pizza" Moairatold him.

"Y eah, but what do you want on your pizza? What toppings?”
"Toppings?"

"Thosethingslisted on the board.”

Moairafrowned. "Lord, | cannot read your language,” she confessed.



"Look inthe binsthen." He pointed at the row of stainless sted containerslining the rear of the counter.
"What are you having?' she asked Jerry.

"I"Il have my usud. Sausage, ham, sdami, pepperoni, hamburger and extra cheese. Medium, to eat
here”

Mario nodded and got to work, swabbing the dough with spicy red tomato sauce redolent with basil and
oregano. Next he scooped up handfuls of coarsely grated cheese and sprinkled them lavishly over the
pizza. He didn't stop until the cheese hid nearly every trace of the sauce.

"Do you want the same thing?" Jerry asked.

"That isagresat dedl of meat,” Moirasaid dubioudy asthe old man piled on the toppings. "1 think |
would prefer something else.” Shelooked at Jerry. "1 can have any of those | want?"

"Or any combination. If you come up with an unusua combination Mario namesit after you." He nodded
toward the board. "Wiz had one up there for awhile. Something with ja apefios and pepperoni.”

"l want WizZ'spizza."
Mario shook his head. "Don't got no ja apefios.”

The hedge witch's brow furrowed and she went back to frowning at the bins, absently brushing back her
coppery hair asit fell forward.

"Made up your mind yet, lady?' Mario asked, setting Jerry's pizzaaside.
"What are those?' she asked, pointing to one of the bins.
"Anchovies" Jary told her. "Highly sdted fillets of tiny fish."

"I want some of those on mine," Moirasaid, looking over the bins. "And onions. Lots of onions. Oh, and
isthat garlic? Can | have some of that aswell?

"And what isthat on the end, floating in water?"

"That'sfeta. Goes on the gyros.”

"It looks wonderful. | would have that on my pizzaaswell."

Jerry and Mario exchanged looks, but the counterman marked the order down.
"By theway lady, what's your name?"

"Why do you wish to know?"

"Because," Mario sad, "if you est that, I'm gonna put it on the menu and name it after you."



Even deathtraps need regular maintenance. This one had not been touched since the City of Night fell
and it might have been damaged by the earthquakes touched off by the attack. That, and an ingtinct to
keep hisfeet together, saved Wiz.

Wiz shook hishead and climbed dowly to hisfeet. He was bruised, stunned and his ankles ached from

the shock of landing, but he was alive and basically unhurt. He looked up and saw a gtrip of daylight
disappearing as the trap door swung dowly closed with a creaking of unoiled hinges. The door didn't
close al the way and by the dim light coming though the remaining crack, Wiz took stock of his
surroundings.

On ether sde of the pit was a contrivance of rotting wood and rusty iron spikes aslong ashisarm. Wiz
wasnt at al surewhat it was supposed to do and he didn't want to think about it too closely. Whatever it
was, it wasn't working and that had saved him.

Still, his position was precarious enough. The trap was shaped like a bottle, narrow above where the
trap door was and wider down at the bottom. Even if the pit had not been twenty feet deep It would
have been impossible to climb back out.

Wiz looked around. He didn't think he was going to get out of thiswithout help and right now he didn't
have the faintest ideawhere he could find help.

" ...30Yyousee My Lord," Moirasaid, "Wiz needs help."

They had taken abooth in the back while they waited for their pizzaand Moirafilled Jerry inon his
cubicle-mate's adventures and current plight.

Jerry consdered. The more he consdered, the lesslikely the whole thing became. There was no way
that Wiz Zumwalt could ever have landed someone like the redheaded dish Sitting across from him. The
rest of her gtory didn't sound too plausible either.

Stll . . . When abeautiful woman dropsinto your lgp out of thin air, the event demands some
explanation. Hers was no more outrageous than any other theory Jerry could come up with.

"Okay, | bedieveyou," Jarry said. "Buit it's not going to be as smple asyou think."
"Pizzasready," Mario caled from the counter.
"Excuseme, I'll get them.”

Moirafidgeted until he returned with the two steaming pizzas and parapherndia. He set them down and
shook adash of red pepper flakes onto his.

"Want some?"
Moiralooked at the shaker and liberally lashed her pizza with them.
"Careful, those are hot.”

The hedge witch frowned and shook some flakesinto her palm and popped a hefty pinch into her



mouth.
"Sothey are," she agreed and added some more to her pizza.

Jerry sghed and took abite of hisown pizza. A couple of dices of pepperoni fell off the heaped
toppings and onto the table.

"What isthat?' Moiraasked, pointing and wrinkling her nose.
"That's pepperoni,” Jerry said. Here" he picked adice off hispizza, "tasteit.”

The hedge witch drew away. "Thank you, no. It smells spoiled. | do not mean to be discourteous, My
Lord, but I do not see how you can et that."

Jerry eyed Mairas anchovy, onion, garlic and feta cheese pizza and said nothing.

They atein slencefor afew minutes, Jerry devouring about haf hispie and Moirafinishing her first dice.
"My Lord," Moiraasked findly, "would you be willing to help us?'

"Oh sure. My ded with ZetaSoft isabout through. But it isn't that Smple.”

He took another enormous bite of pizzaand dribbled sausage crumbs and a piece of mushroom back
onto hisplate.

"If what you say istrue you're going to need alot more than me," Jerry said around the mouthful of pizza
"Y ou're talking about taking aone-man program and turning it into full production software, with
documentation, a bullet-proof user interface and probably a suite of programmers toolsaswell.”

Moiraregarded him serioudy but uncomprehending.

"Now, | presume there's some sort of deadline on thisthing?'

"We need it as quickly aspossible”

"Okay, that's do-able, but not with just one more programmer. Weve got to have more people. We
need afull tesm."

Moira helped hersdf to another dice of pizza. "Can we get them?'

Jerry considered. " There are some problems. For onething it will be expensive.”

Moira set down her dice of pizza. From the folds of her skirt, she produced aleather pouch. She
opened the drawstring and tipped it up. A ringing cascade of golden coins rained out between the hot

pepper flakes, grated parmesan and napkin dispenser. One or two of them rang tinnily against the pizza
pans.

Behind the counter, Mario continued with his baking, obliviousto the fortune that had just been poured
onto one of his Formicatabletops.

Jerry stared and licked hislips, tasting pizza grease. Conservatively this redhaired space cadet had just



put about $25,000 on the table—literally.
"Will that be enough?' Moiraasked innocently. "I can get more, but it would mean another Summoning.”

"Lady, for that kind of money we could buy acouple of software sartups, progranmersand dl!" Jerry
sad fervently.

Then he stopped and frowned. "But that's only haf of it. Well have to recruit them and that's not going
to be easy. Y ou need the people fadt, right?”

Moira nodded.

"Y ou aso need them good. They're going to have to pick up on anew language and awhole new
operating environment and charge right into work. Thisis not gonnabe ajob for BASIC bozos or
COBOL drones."

Moiranodded vigoroudy. She didn't know what BASIC or COBOL were, except that Wiz said they
caused brain damage in those who used them.

"Now there's another thing. This has to be done secretly, correct?’

"We have no objection to telling those of your world how you aided us. Bal-Simba and the Council
would not be so mean asto deny them credit.”

"The Council?"
"The Council of the North. The wizardswho oversee our land. They would gladly provide testimonial.”

Jerry thought about what aletter of recommendation from acouncil of wizardswould look likein his
resumefile

"Totaly secret,” he said firmly. "And we need to find the peoplein ahurry.”
"Isthere some guild hall or chantry where we might go to find people?’
Jerry considered while he polished off another dice.

"WEéll, the headhunters are out, that's for sure.”

"1 should hope s0! We need these people dive.”

"That's not what | meant—athough with the kind of candidates headhunters turn up it can be hard to tell
if they aredive”

"Y ou make sport of me."
"A little, maybe. But it's going to complicate things." He reached for the last dice of pizzaon hisplate.
"So what we need,”" he summed up, "are people who are good enough to do the job, who are available

and who can be made to bdieve you." And, he added silently,who are crazy enough to come along on
something this dangerous. "That's not acommon combination.”



Jerry's eyesfel on one of the handbills tacked to the bulletin board. Even from this distance he could see
the picture of the man in full armor and thewoman in along dress.

"I think," he said dowly, "I know just the place.

Jerry took Moirahomewith him for the night. "There are no motels close by and | live near enough to
wak," he explained asthey trudged the deserted Streets.

Moirasmply nodded, unconcerned by the proprieties.

Shewas yawning behind her hand by the time they reached his apartment. He offered her his bed but
shewould not hear of it. So he settled her on the couch in his cluttered living room with ablanket and

pillow.

"Tomorrow well get an early sart,” hetold her. "The place is about an hour and ahdf from hereand it
may take usall day to find the people we need.”

"Good night, My Lord," Moirasaid, drawing the blanket over her.

Jerry |eft her and headed into the bedroom. If she's not here in the morning I'm not going to believe any
of thisl he vowed to himsdlf.

Thirteen :Recruiting Drive

If you eat a live toad first thing in the morning, nothing worse will happen all day long.
—Cdiforniasaying

To you or the toad.

—Niven'srestatement of Californiasaying

—well, most of the time anyway . . .

—Jprogrammer’s caveet to Niven's
restatement of Cdiforniasaying

Wiz spent acold, miserable night in the freezing pit. With the dawn his prospects didn't look any
brighter. If he didn't get out of here hewas going to die of hunger and thirst. Actudly, he'd probably die
of the cold before he could die of hunger or thirdt.

Faceit, hetold himsalf as helooked around for the hundredth time, the only way this could get worse
would befor the sorcerersto find you.



Up abovethere was a scraping, asif something was clawing at the cover of the pit. With agroaning of
hinges the cover moved aside and a shaft of sunlight streamed down into the depths.

Wiz looked up and saw a huge scaled head peering down at him. The dragon cocked its head to one
sde and ran itsforked pink tongue over itsivory fangs.

Okay, Wiz thought, so | waswrong.

The dragon was a late adolescent, not yet grown to the point of acquiring true intelligence, but not far
short of it. It was obvioudy one of the mountsfor the Dark League's dragon cavary, goneferd.

That meant the animal had al the ferocity native to dragonkind and not the least fear of man.

Again the forked tongue licked out, tasting the air in the pit. Then itslips curled back revealing even
more of ripping fangs and the anima growled.

Wiz shrank back against the wall asthe dragon inhaed deeply. Ingtinctively he crouched and turned his
back even through he knew it wouldn't help him.

With awhoosh the dragon blasted agout of flame down into the hole.

It was the shape of the trap that saved him. The dragon aimed hisfire at Wiz, but Wiz was back out of
sght under the overhang. That meant the full force of the dragon fire struck the rock walls of the neck.

The rock was wet, soaked from the eternal damp and the dragon'sfire converted a good portion of the
moisture into steam. The overhang protected Wiz, but the dragon got aburst of live steam square in the
face.

Dragons are not immune to dragon fire, and il lessto steam. The beast snapped its head back and
roared a high whistling scream like atea kettle gone berserk. It jerked back from the pit, whipped
around and galloped off, roaring and screaming at the top of itslungs.

Son of a bitch! Wiz thought as the dragon’s screams faded into the distance. He drew a deep lungful of
moist warm air that stank of sulfur and dragon and looked around the pit in wonder.

I'm alive. Son of a bitch! Hewas till trapped in the pit and he was till hunted, but he was dive.

Wiz threw back his head and laughed at the wonder of it all.

"Rise and shine," Jerry said as he came out of the bedroom. "We need to get an early start today."

It was mid-morning, which didn't Strike Moiraas particularly early, but she didn't comment. She
watched fascinated as Jerry pulled a couple of packages out of the refrigerator's freezer compartment
and popped them into the microwave oven.

"Breakfast will be ready in a couple of minutes. The bathroom's over thereif you need to freshen up.”

Moiranodded and went through the door. Most of the fixtures were strange to her, but fortunately Wiz
had told her enough about hisworld that she was able to figure things out.



"Hope you like country breskfast,” Jerry said. "'l wasn't expecting company and it'sal I've got.”

The microwave oven beeped and Jerry removed the boxes. Moira opened hers and poked the contents
dubioudy with her fork. The eggs were tough, the sausage patty tougher and had an odd metallic taste
besides. The biscuit and gravy were steaming hot on the surface and icy intheinterior. If thiswasthe
"fast food" Wiz had raved about there was something serioudy wrong with the man'staste buds.

She looked over at Jerry, who was busy shovelling the contents of his box into his mouth.

Well, | have eaten wor se, she thought. Wordlessy she began eating what wasin front of her.

Jerry drank coffee with hismeal. Moira, who had wanted to taste this beverage Wiz had talked about,
took one sip and stuck with water.

The day was bright but overcast. Except for the odd stink in the air, it was very pleasant.

"It will take us about an hour and ahaf to get there," Jerry said as he unlocked the door of his Toyota
"Depending on traffic, of course."

He held the door open for Moiraand then went around and did behind the whedl. Oncein he reached
back behind himsdf and pulled adark cloth strap diagonally across his body. Then he looked at her.

"Srgpin.”
Moiralooked a him, puzzled.

"Reach behind you and pull the belt out, bring it across and buckle it over beside the seat. No, you've
got to pull it out smoothly or it won't come dl theway."

With much tugging and contortions, Moiragot the lap and shoulder belts fastened.

"It'sfor your own good,” Jerry told the hedge witch. "It will protect you in case of acrash.”

"A crash?' Moiraechoed faintly.

"Y eah, awreck. Oh, but that almost never happens,” he said, catching sight of her face.

Moirabarely had the belt fastened when Jerry started the car and pulled out in traffic. Moirafound
hersdf speeding dong at an incredible clip bare inches from another car moving in the same direction.
She looked up and saw other vehicles charging toward them, only to whiz by close enough to touch.

Moiragulped and turned white. Jerry, nonchaant and oblivious, kept his eyes on the road.

They cameto an intersection and Jerry whipped the car through aright angle turn in the face of
oncoming traffic. To Moirait appeared they had missed the truck bearing down on them by ahair's
breadth. She stared at the dashboard and tried to ignore the outside world.

There was atremendous roar in her right ear. Moirajumped at the sound and looked up involuntarily.
To her right, barely an arm's length away sat aman who was going faster than they were. Hisarmswere

extended to the front and his beard and long hair were whipped into awild tangle by the wind. The hedge
witch caught a glimpse of the complicated black-and-silver contrivance he was Sitting on before he



flicked away around another car.

Jerry reached a place where the road narrowed, and climbed gently. Instead of dowing on the hill, he
speeded up. Moiramoaned softly and concentrated hard on her 1ap. Her hand grasped the door handle
until the freckles stood out stark against the white knuckles.

Jerry glanced over at her. "Don't pull onthat!" he said sharply. "If the door comes open in traffic we
could beinred trouble” Moirajerked her hand off the handle asif it had turned into asnake. She
reached forward with both hands to grab the dashboard tightly.

Jerry wasn't avery good driver, but he had been driving the Cdiforniafreewaysfor amost twenty years.
He speeded up smoothly and edged |eft to merge into the center lane of traffic.

Out the right window Moirasaw trees and greenery whizzing by so fast they were ablur. Shelooked left
justintimeto see Jerry jerk thewhed and dip the car into a space barely longer than the automobile.

They were sandwiched between two semis—roaring, bellowing monsters that threatened to spread
Moiraand the car between them like butter on a sandwich. She moaned again and closed her eyes.

"It'snot bad today," Jerry said conversationaly. ™Y ou should see it when the traffic's heavy."
Moiramumbled something and kept her eyes on her |ap.

"l beg your pardon?

"I said | hope | never do seethat,” Moirasaid moreloudly. But she didn't lift her eyes.

Jarry looked at her sympatheticaly. He was awhite knuckle flier himsdf. "Okay. If there's anything you
need, just let me know."

"My Lord," Moirasaid fiercely, "the only thing | need isfor thistrip to be over as soon as possible.”

Wiz ran hishand over the surface of the stone one more time. There had to be away out of this. After
al, the Dark League would need to retrieve anyone captured in the pit, wouldn't they?

He looked over at the spike-and-wood contraption in the pit. Then again, maybe not. It would be
perfectly in character for the Dark Leagueto leave a captiveto rot in aplace like this. Well, he wouldn't
get anywhere brooding on that. He would have to see what he could find.

Wiz put both his pams againgt the wdl and pushed. Hisleft hand met unyidding resstance, but the stone
under his right hand seemed to shift. He pushed again. Y es, the stone had moved!

A secret door. Wiz didn't know much about dungeons and mantraps, but that fitted perfectly with his
conception of them. There must be a passage behind thiswall.

He pushed again. The block shifted alittle, but nothing el se happened. He pushed the stones around it.
Some of them aso moved but no door opened. He put hisfingers on the edge of the block and tugged
hard. The sone moved dightly, but that wasdl.



He dropped his arms. Either he hadn't found the right stones to push or the door was broken. Either
way, it seemed like the best thing to do was force the door rather than rely on the mechanism. For that he
needed something to pry with.

Helooked at theiron spikes of the trap reflectively. The metal was dark and pitted with rust, but it
looked strong. Each spike was about three feet long and perhaps two inches around, crudely forged to a
point on one end.

He grabbed the end of a spike and tugged. The spike moved ever so dightly. He dug his hedsinto the
stone floor and wrenched back on the spike with dl his strength. The spike moved some more.

Eventually he was able to work the spike free of damp and somewhat rotten wood. It was heavier than
he expected and his biceps ached from the pulling, but he ignored that and attacked the loose stonein the
wal.

The tool was clumsy and there wasn't much of ajoint around the stone, but Wiz set to with awill,
heedless of the noise he made. Histechnique was crude and it took along time before he was able to pry
the block part way out of thewall. With hands trembling from eagerness and fatigue, he jammed the bar
into thejoint and heaved onefinal time. The block clattered out onto the floor and Wiz thrust his hand
into the opening.

Behind the stone was nothing but dirt and rock.

With agroan he threw theiron bar acrossthe trap and umped to the floor. It wasn't adoorway at al,
just aloose stonein the wall. Helooked up at the hole in the ceiling. The only way out of here had to be
through that hole. That meant he was trapped unless he could climb the overhanging wals or build a
ladder.

There waswood in the spiked device, but not nearly enough to reach the surface, even if it were dl
combined into asingle long pole. Stick the spikesinto the wall and climb them like aladder? Not enough
spikes. Besides, how would he get past the overhang?'

Magic? With that demon on the loose held never live to complete thefirst spell.
And that was it, some haf-rotten wood, afew pieces of iron and ablock of stone levered from thewall.
A block of stone? Just one?

Wiz stood up and began to try the wall again. He found another |oose stone, and then another and
another. Mogt of the wall seemed to be loose, dmost every other block could be pried free.

It was the cold, Wiz redlized, the cold and the damp working at the stones. When this place was built
the City of Night was kept magicaly warm. But with thefdl of the League the magic had vanished and
the stones had been subjected to aternate freezing and thawing. The wals of the trap had not been
mortared and the working of the water had shifted the stones. The fact that most of the courtyard was
paved in dark stone probably hel ped warm things up.

He picked up the spike and eyed the wall. Thiswasn't as elegant as a hidden passage and it was sure
going to take alot longer, but it would work.Besides, he thought as he attacked the first stone,| don't
have anything better to do.



Therea problem was going to be to get out enough of the blocks to do some good without bringing the
whole place down on his head, but he had someideas on that and it would be awhile before he redly
had to worry.

Moiradid not look up when they turned off the freeway and headed up a poorly paved road. She did
not know how long they rocked along before they turned again onto adirt road and rattled over acéttle
crossing. The dust tickled her nose and made her cough, but she il didn't look up.

"Well, herewe are," Jarry said. Y ou can look now." Moirakept staring at the dashboard, asif she
intended to memorize every wrinkle and crack in thevinyl.

"Come on, end of theline. Areyou dl right?'

"l think," Moirasaid judicioudly, "that Wiz wasfar braver than | ever knew."

Shetore her eyes away from the dashboard and looked around. They werein asmal valey. The brown
hills above them were crowned with the gray-green of live oak trees. There was dust everywhere. The
gink was dill inthe air, but not as strong here asin the city.

Thefield before them was crammed with vehicles standing cheek-by-jowl and al covered with athin
film of dust. A steady stream of peoplefiltered out of the field, stopped at atable by the path and then
headed over alow hill. Most of them were weighted down with bags, boxes, bundles and long poles of
some light-colored wood.

"What isthis place?’

"It'sawar. These people come hereto pretend to be living in ancient times. Um, something like your
place but with no magic.”

Moiralooked around, bemused. "They come here to pretend to be peasants?’
"Wdll, ah, not exactly."

"And why would the Mighty of your world wish to pretend thereisno magic?"
"Actudly," Jerry explained, "some of them are pretending thereismagic.”

Moira opened her mouth to ask another question and then thought better of it. Thiswas remarkably
smilar to conversations she had sometimes with Wiz.

"It getsalittle complicated. But we've got abetter chance of finding what we need here than anyplace
esel canthink of."

Moiranodded and followed him across the fid d toward the table. She wondered what awaited them at
the end of that path.

Wiz |leaned back againg the wall and examined his handiwork. Even with the iron bar and the



frost-loosened stonesit had been arough job to pry the blocks loose. His knuckles were scraped, his
pamswere blistered and his shoulders and arms ached from pulling on the prybar.

He had taken the stonesin more or less checker-board around the walls and piled them in the center of
the pit directly under the trap door. Standing on the pile, he could reach up to the narrow neck of the pit.
He still had along way to go before he would have enough blocks to reach the top of the trap.

Thisis going to take forever, he thought, rubbing his shoulders and looking up. But the sooner he got to
it the quicker it would be done. Anyway, it took his mind off how cold and hungry he was.

Sighing, Wiz picked up the bar again and went back to work.

"Morning, My Lord, My Lady," said one of the three large young men sitting at the table. "Site fedsfive
bucks."

While Jerry peded off severa gray-green paper oblongs, Moirastudied him, trying to make sense out of
what shewas seeing.

He was not a guardsman, of that Moirawas sure. He had the body of aman but the face was till that of
achild. He was dressed in asmpletunic over the sort of blue trousers Wiz called "jeans.” Hewore ared
leather belt with acheap, gaudy sword thrust scabberdlessthrough it. Like aboy pretending to be a
warrior, she thought, but with more saf-importance, asif he expected people to take him serioudly.

"Okay," theman said. "Medievas are required on Ste. You'll have to stop by the hospitaler and get a
loaner costume.” Helooked over at Moirain her long green wool skirt and scoop-neck blouse. ™Y our
friend'sfine”

Jarry wasfitted with adightly-too-smal tunicin purplish gray, trimmed with adarker purple zig-zags and
tied about the middle with a piece of brown cord. The color made him look ill, but the woman with the
trunk of clothing had nothing ese that would fit someone of hisgirth.

Asthey topped the rise Moiragawked at what was spread out in the small valley below.

Nestled in among the live oaks and chaparra was an encampment of hundreds of tents of different
shapes, sizes and colors. What seemed like thousands of people in clothing of every shade and hue milled
about thevalley like antsin an anthill.

In the center of the valley was a cleared space with perhaps two hundred men whaling away at each
other with wooden weapons. The smack of wood on wood, the clank and clatter of steel and the shouts
echoed off the hillsides.

For an ingtant she thought they were actually hurting each other. Then she saw awarrior who had
dropped like a sack of sand under the blow of apole-ax roll out of the fight, stand up and walk off the
field. Asthefighter came away from the battle, he took off his helm and shook out a mane of long blond
hair. Moiraredized with a shock it was awoman.

"Excuse me, My Lord, My Lady," came avoice behind them, "but you're blocking thetrail.”

Asthey stepped aside aboy of perhaps fourteen struggled past them loaded down with severa bundles



and a half-dozen pole weapons. When he passed, Moira saw the heads were padding wrapped with
somekind of slvery materid.

At the bottom of the hill was a market. There were booths aong the trail, and tables with cloths spread
over them. The smell of roasting mest rose from the food stands and people milled and jostled through
the throng, admiring wares, talking, eating and sometimes buying.

Most of the people seemed to be dressed in rags and patches, athough here and thereaman or a
woman might be more substantialy dressed. Everyone and everything was covered with fine brownish
dust.

Many of the men and afew of the women were wearing what she recognized as armor, mostly
concoctions of padded cloth, leather and light metd that looked asif it would come apart a the first
serious blow.

Moiralooked around eagerly, but missed the thing she had expected to see.

"Whereisthe hiring block, My lord?’

"Thewha?'

"Thehiring block. Thisisahiring fair, isit not?"

"No, not exactly. In fact most people come here to forget their jobs."

"Then how are weto find the ones we need?'

"Well haveto ask. | think we need to find aherad firs."

A man in agreen cloak with crossed trumpets approached them. "Excuse me, My Lord, but did | hear
you say you needed a herald?'

"Uh, yeah, | have an announcement I'd like you to make. We're looking to hire anumber of
programmers and other computer specidistsfor arather specid job."

"And s0 you came here?' The herad nodded. " Smart move. | think there are more computer types per
square foot at one of these wars than at anything this sde of an ACM mesting.”

"ACM?' Moiraasked.

"Association for Computing Machinery, aprofessona group,” Jerry told her. "Anyway," he said turning
back to the herald, "werelooking for systems-level programmers, systems analysts, documentation
specidigts, people with red-time or process control experience—if we can find them—and compiler
writers.”

"No machine operators?' the herald asked. "Employment or contract?’

"Contract. Probably three to sx months.”

"Wdl, normally they frown on even mentioning computers at these events,” the said. "King Alfonsoisa
particular stickler for authenticity so you're not going to get it announced at court. But | don't think thered



be any real objection if | announced it in the merchant's areaand the non-medieva camping area.”
"Gresat. Uh, isthereany place| can st and talk to people?

"Y ou can borrow my pavilion," the herdd said. "'l want to talk to you about this anyway. I'm looking for
achange mysdf."

The herald's pavilion turned out to be an duminum-framed camping tent hung with banners and set well
off to the Sde of the encampment.

Moirasat at afolding table under an awvning, spping lemonade from awooden goblet and watching the
knot of people who had gathered in response to the heral d's announcement.

They didn't look like the Mighty Moirawas used to. There wasn't afull gray beard among them and
none of them showed the stately bearing and serene self-control she associated with powerful magicians.

Thefirst oneinto the tent was adumpy dark-haired woman in ablue-and-silver gown whose long
dagged deeves nearly trailed in the dust. Far too el aborate for such aplace, Moirathought, especidly
snce these people did not have cleaning splls.

Behind her were atal dark-haired woman with piercing dark eyes and a shorter, sandy haired man with
aneat spade beard who seemed to be her husband.

Next to them was alean man going bad on top with hisremaining hair pulled back into a pony tail.

She wondered how Jerry was explaining her world's needs to them.

"Y ou certainly seem qudified, Ms. Conndly," Jerry said to the woman sitting acrossfrom him. "I can't
tell you the nature of the job until you sign the nondiscl osure agreement.”

"Judith, please," the dark-haired woman in the blue-and-silver brocade gown corrected.

"I cantell you it isashort-term contract, probably about six months. The assgnment requiresthat you
live on-gite until it iscompleted. The Steisremote and rugged and contact with the outsde world is very
limited."

"A black Ste?"

Jerry recognized the reference to an ultra-secret project where the programmers were kept totally
isolated.

"Kind of dark gray, actudly."
Her eyebrows went up. "SDI, right?"

Jerry smiled, as he had seen so many recruitersdo. "1 am redly not at liberty to say.



"Now," hewent on, "'l should dso warn you that thereisan element of physica risk inthis."
The other'seyes narrowed. "Thisislegd, isn't it?'

"Yes" Jary sad, "That is, thereis absolutely no law against what we are doing.” At least not in
California, he added mentally.| think Massachusetts still has a law against practicing witchcraft.

"Now, tell mealittle bit more about your background.”

Theinterviewswent quickly. Jerry wasn't interested in playing interviewer games, there was no
application to fill out and no one had brought aresumeto an SCA war. Besides, Jerry wasa
programmer himself, not some personnel bozo who only had the vaguest notion of what the job entailed.
And nobody isgoing to ask meto fill out an EEOC report on this one.

He had just talked to the eighth candidate when the herald, who went by the name of Ali Ahkan, stuck
his head into the tent with a peculiar expression on hisface.

"HisMgesty, King Alfonso of Seville," the herald announced.

Jerry wasn't up on the etiquette, but he stood up as the king entered.

"Your Mgesy."

King Alfonso turned out to be atal, rather lean man in his mid-twenties with an olive complexion and
dark unruly hair. He was wearing a crown of sheet brass set with agates, dark hose, ablack velvet
doublet and riding boots. A broadsword hung from his hip on awhite belt. His clothes were powdered
with the brownish dust from the site,

Theking stuck out hishand. "Karl Dershowitz," said the king with adistinctly Texas drawl.

"Jerry Andrews.”

"Sotdl me" said the king, pulling up the stoal, "what's this super-secret job you're recruiting for?
"How did you find out?'

He shrugged. "It'sal over camp. Did you know you're with the CIA and you're recruiting programmers
who are expert swordsmen to fight their way into Afghanistan so they can tap into the Russians SDI
computer network?'

"It'snothing likethat," Jerry said uncomfortably.

"Of course not." Theking smiled. "If anyonein this bunch has a choice between agood story and the
truth, the good story will win out every time."

"Look, I'm sorry if we're interfering with your event, but we needed some people with specid tdentsina
hurry."

The king waved that off. "What interference? Y ou're off in acorner in someone's pavilion talking to
people one a atime. Oh, a couple of people did come to me to complain about the announcement you



had the heralds make." He snorted. "Down in Texas we called them piss ants.”
"Then why areyou here?"

"Because my current contract just ran out and the job sounds interesting—Afghanistan or no. Could you
tell me about it?"

The next candidate was as unimpressive as the king—Karl, Jerry corrected himsaf—had been
impressve.

At firgt he thought the kid had wandered in by mistake. He was dightly plump in theface. A downy
blond beard decorated his cheeks. His eyeswere brown, dark in contrast to his skin and hair. He was
wearing apair of blue jeans and a satin tunic that had probably once been purple but was now faded and
stained to something resembling blue. A cheap hunting knife was clipped to his belt and awooden goblet
hung from aleather thong.

Without waiting for an invitation he sat down. "Thorkil du Libre Dragonwatcher. | understand you're
looking for programmers.”

Jerry eyed him without enthusiasm. "We are. Are you a programmer?”'
"Yeah," hesad flushing, "and I'm damn good."

"Do you have a degree?!

"| attended Cal Tech."

"Y es, but do you have adegree?’

The kid fidgeted under Jerry's stare.

"Okay, so maybe | don't, but I'mgood ."

Jerry sghed to himsdlf. Well, if you wanted to find frogs you had to kiss afew toads—or however that
Saying went.

"We need people with experience.”
"I've got experience,” he protested. "I've worked in TOS 1.4, AmigaDOS and ProDOS."

Jerry, who didn't consider acomputer acomputer unlessit ran at least BSD Unix, winced. "Those are
gamemachines”

"The Amigas no game machine," the kid flared. "Neither isthe ST. Besides, I've donered-time
programming in Forth on a Trash 80 Modd 1."

That was dightly more interesting. From Moira's confused recitation of what Wiz had done, Jerry knew
he had used the Forth language for some of the programming. Besides, anyone who could do anything
useful in red time on something aslimited asaModd | clearly had taent.



"Okay," he said, making amark on the clipboard, "I'll let you know later."

Panting, Wiz jammed his pry bar into thejoint and leaned on it with dl his sirength again. The stone
shifted more. He dropped the bar, got hisfingers on the edge and tugged at the stone. The rock moved
dightly and its neighbors shifted with it. Instinctively Wiz jumped backwards, lost his balance and went
tumbling down the side of the rock pile. With a crash and aroar awhole section of the neck gave way.
Stones cascaded down into the pit and went bouncing in every direction.

Coughing from the dust, Wiz looked up. The side of the neck had dumped in on itsdf. Half the pit was
full of blocks and rubble and the verticd wall had collapsed into a steep incline that led out of the trap
and into the courtyard.

Wiz shook hishead to clear it.Well, that works too. Sowly and carefully, he climbed up the pile of
rubble and out of the pit.

* % *

"Better than | expected,” Jerry told Moiraat the end of three hours. "Weve got systems programmers,
documentation specidigts, red-time programmers and people with control and smulation experience
here"

"Arethey of the Mighty?"

"W, they're a pretty high-powered bunch, especialy consdering we had to put together the team at
such short notice. That first one, Judith Conndly, has done real-time programming on military projects.
Mike and Nancy Sutton, the husband and wife team, are a process control programmer and a
documentation speciaist respectively.”

Hemade aface. "If | know Wiz, were gonnaneed a documentation specialist. Anyway, weve got some
good potentia here."

"How will you sdlect them?'
"Wéll, Maira, it'syour show. Y ou've got the ultimate say in who we choose."

"l will be guided by you inthis, Lord,” Moirasaid. "1 know little of such maiters. But thereisone | would
likeincluded. The young one. Thorkil du Libre Dragonwatcher."

Jerry raised his eyebrows. "That kid? He's not in the same league with most of the rest of the people and
| think he'sapirate to boot."

"| thought he said he was a programer.”
"A pirateisakind of programmer. He steals other peopl€e's software.”
"Nonetheess, | would have him."

Jerry shrugged. "1 think hel's going to be more trouble than hesworth, but okay. I'll add him to thelist.”
He made a note on the pad and looked up.



"Why do you want him, anyway?"
"A feding,” Moirasad. "Just afeding.”

"A premonition?’

Moirasmiled. "In thisplace? No, | just fed that he has something to offer. | do not know, perhaps he
reminded me of Wiz."

Jerry made aface. "Now that you mention it, thereis a certain resemblance.” He scribbled another note
ontheligt. "Okay, then. That's our team.”

"Now what?' Moira asked.

"Now we call them back, explain the terms and give them the contract to Sgn." He made another face.
"Thisiswhereitisgoing to getreal interesting.”

There wasfood in the black and white palace after al. Wandering what had been the kitchen, Wiz found
half aflat round loaf of bread and severa strips of dried meat that had falen behind a counter

The mesat was probably tough before it had been dried and it was certainly stringy. The bread was
heavy, and full of what seemed to be sawdust, but after two days and anight in the pit Wiz wasin no
mood to complain. He wolfed down hisfind and then curled up in acorner.

Maybe thereisjustice in the world after al, he thought drowsly as he drifted off.

" ... and you receive asigning bonus of two point three ounces of gold and arate of pay of two point
three ounces of gold per week for the duration of the contract,” Jerry told the selected group of

programmers gathered under the awning.
"Gold?" asked Ali Akhan, the herdd.
Jerry shrugged. " Simplifies mattersfor the employer.”

"Thisguy's either alibertarian or adrug smuggler,” Karl Dershowitz said. Jerry did not reply.

Moirasmiled. "Weredly are. . ."
"...notatliberty to say," Nancy Sutton finished for her. "We know the drill."

"Okay," said Cindy Naismith, a short, dender woman with close-cropped brown hair. "What about
performance penaties?’

"None. We can tell you so little about the project until you get on-site that it wouldn't be fair. However
thereisabonusif the contract is completed on timeto the client's satisfaction.”



He pushed the clipboard out into the middie of the table. "I you accept the terms, sign this agreement.”
Ali Akhan sat down and began to read through the six-page document. Jerry waited to see what
happened when he got to the non-disclosure clause. The contract was something they had whipped

together out of the pieces of contracts Jerry had in his computer at home. It was pretty much the
standard verbiage—except for the non-disclosure agreement.

" ... if thisagreement is breached, employee will immediately be struck by lightning and hereby agrees
toforfeit hisimmortal soul . . ." Ali Akhan read out. He looked up angrily. "What kind of shit isthis?|
mean it'svery funny, but who's gonna believe that nonsense?

Moirasmiled sweetly. "Oh, | think we can contrive to convince, My Lord."

"Thisisweird,"” he muttered, reaching for a pen. Then he looked up and grinned. "Y ou don't want meto
sgninblood do you?'

"Oh no, that will not be necessary,” Moiratold him serioudly.

Ali Akhan gave her afunny look and then signed his name. Taking the contract back, Jerry saw that his
real namewas Larry Fox.

Severd other peoplelooked at them strangely after they finished reading the contract, but none of them
refused to Sgn it—much to Jerry's surprise. Either things were dow in the Vdley or these people were
stranger than most compuiter types.

Congdering themilieu. ..

"Finethen," hetold the assembled group. "We will meet at the back parking lot of Los Alamitos Mall at
seven o'clock Wednesday morning. Have someone drive you or leave your cars a home. Transportation
will be provided from the meeting point to our destination.

"Come packed and ready to leave. Oh yeah. Don't have anyone wait for you. Security, you know."
Severd peoplelooked a him strangely.

"Gottabe SDI," someone muttered.

"I wish we could leave sooner," Moirasaid as the newly formed team dispersed.
"I know, but we've got to give peopletimeto get their affairsin order. Three daysisredly pushingit.”
"Oh, I know, but | just wish. . ." Shelooked up at him. "Besides, | miss Wiz terribly."

Jarry sudied her expression. "I'm getting kind of anxiousto see him mysdf.”

Wiz stayed at the black and white palace for aslong as he dared. But there wasn't any more food to be
found in the kitchen or the palace storerooms. Besides, the Dark L eague's search was working its way



down into the waterfront neighborhood. He could hear the wizards calling to each other asthey searched
the streets and warehouses.

With the search moving to the waterfront, he decided the best thing he could do was to head back to the
top of the town. Maybe there would be places up there heated by the volcano.

"|sthere aught €lseto do here?' Moira asked after the last of their new employees had signed and I ft.

"Well, we could head back tonight, but there are a couple of more people hereI'd liketo talk to. The
king has offered us space in his motorhome. Would you mind spending the night?*

"If weleft now we would have to drive back the way we came in darkness?’
”YS"

"Then let usstay the night,” Moirasaid firmly. She wasn't looking forward to the return trip in daylight
and theidea of doing it at night was more than she could stand.

While none of the city of Night was warm, there were definitely some parts that were colder than others.
Whether because of the natura microclimate or magic, Wiz didn't know. But this Street was especidly
cold.

Water had trickled down the street and frozen into alayer of glareice, dark, shiny and unbelievably
dick.

Wiz picked hisway up the edge of the Street carefully. The last thing he needed now was a broken leg.

He was so busy watching his step that he forgot to watch where he was going. He turned the corner and
literdly collided with a black-robe wizard.

They were both knocked flat, but Wiz recovered quicker. He spun onto his hands and knees and took
off like asprinter around the corner.

The wizard pounded around the corner hot on his hed's and shouting at the top of hislungs.”1 have
found him. To me! To me! | have found HHHHITITTTTTIMMMMMMMM . . "

Wiz ducked into adoorway and looked back to see the wizard go diding by, flat on hisback with his
amsand legswaving intheair like abig black beetle. He dmost laughed. Then he thought better of it
and took off running asfast as he could.

When he stopped running he was more than ahaf amilefrom theicy street. He sank to hishedlswith
his head between his knees while he gasped in great lungfuls of the frigid air. Gradually his bresth came
back and he began to study his surroundings.

Behind him was a gate big enough to lead an e ephant through. Through it he could see a courtyard with
rooms opening onto it.

One place is as good as another, he thought. Keeping awary eye for traps, he started exploring the
building.



Nearly three hourslater, Wiz stepped through the last smashed door and wrinkled hisnose. The
storeroom had been thoroughly ransacked, more than once from the looks of it. Besides, it smelled asif
something had been lairing here.

But there was nothing here now and a storeroom seemed like the best place to find food. The buildings
around this courtyard had apparently been barracks, with the workrooms, armories and storerooms that
supported the soldiers. The armories had been stripped to the walls and the barracks were deserted, but
there was a chance there might be something I€eft in the storerooms.

Thisone didn't look promising, he admitted as he poked among the rubble. There were bolts of cloth
that had been pulled off the shelves, torn and trampled. Boxes of iron rivets had been broken open and
the rivets scattered across the floor. Bundles of |leather thongs, cracked and rotted hung from pegs on
onewall. It didn't seem like the kind of place where food had been kegpt.

Still, hewas here and aquick check of the other buildings showed nothing more promising. The
barracks kitchen had been easy to locate, but there was nothing to eat there. What hadn't been carried
off had been consumed by rats or larger animals.

The City of Night was more complex than he had ever imagined, Wiz thought vaguely as he poked the
piles of rubbish in the corners and turned over debris on the floor. Somewhere there had to be food
storehouses to feed the people who had lived here. But he didn't have the faintest notion where.

Wiz stopped short. There, on the very top shelf was a pottery jar with afamiliar shape.

Pickled fish,he redlized. There were some districts d ong the Freshened Sea where sdted fish was
packed in vinegar with garlic, onions, vegetables, and spices and sealed in crocks to age and ferment. To
the people of those districts pickled fish was addlicacy. Everyone else made jokes about it, especidly
about its tendency to produce gas.

Apparently the jokes about pickled fish were universal and whoever used this room had kept a persona
cache hererather than listen to them.

With shaking hands he took the jar off the shelf. It wasfull and the clay sed around the lid was
unbroken. Quickly he smashed thelid with a piece of wood from the floor.

The contents were dark brown, definitely past their prime and Wiz had made his share of jokes about
pickled fish. But thiswas the most delicious thing he had ever eaten. Heedless of the promissory
rumblings of his somach, he finished the entire crock.

At 7:00 am. the group gathered in the back parking lot of the shopping center.

They were carrying everything from designer luggage to backpacks. One or two of them had laptop
computers under their arms. Jerry wondered how well those would work where they were going. A
couple more had gpparently bdlieved the Afghanistan story enough to bring cases of liquor with them.
That, at least, would be useful, he decided.

"Okay, people," he cdled out. "Moirahere, will . . ." helooked around. "Wherés Moira?"



"Here, Lord." Moiracametrotting up with alarge flat box under her arm.
"What'sin the box?" Jerry asked her.

"A present.” She handed it to him. "Will you hold it for me?' Be careful not totipit." Then shelooked up
and frowned at the sky.

"The haze will makeit hard to tell thetime," she said. "That complicates matters. Perhapsit would be
best to wait for the afternoon time.”

"That's smog and it's not going to clear today," Jerry told her. "If you need to tell thetime, use my
watch." He stripped it off his meaty wrist and handed it to her.

Moirashook her head. | must know the timein day-tenths after sunrise,” she said. "Not the time by your
locd system.”

"Day-tenths?"
"Onetenth of the time between sunriseand s&t."

"Wait aminute," said asmal man with the face of an intelligent mouse and amop of brown hair. He
stripped off his own wristwatich, and began punching the tiny buttons beneath the face.

"Thereyou go," he said handing thewatch. "I haven't set it against the Naval Observatory in acouple of
months so it may be atenth of a second off, but | hopeit will do.”

Moirastudied the madly spinning numbers on the display. They looked something like the numbers Wiz
used, but she didn't know them well enough to use them.

She handed the watch to Jerry. "Here, My Lord. Tell mewhen it istwo day-tenths.”
"Coming up onit now."
"Hey, guys”

Thorkil du Libre Dragonwatcher—Danny Gavin, Jerry reminded himse f—came running acrossthe
parking lot with a backpack dung over one shoulder and bouncing againgt his hip.

"You arelate," Moirasad severdly.

"Hey, I'm sorry. | had to hitch, okay?’

Moira opened her mouth to say something else, but Jerry interrupted her.

"Timein thirty seconds.

Moira handed her box to Jerry and gestured them all into atight group. Then she drew out the golden
cord Ba-Simba had given her and laid acircle perhaps fifteen feet in diameter in the dusty surface of the

parking lot, muttering as she did so.

"Now," she said, turning to the programmers. "Y ou must al stand close together and above dl, stay



within the circle. Do not step outside it or break it in any way."
Checking the watch Jerry had given her, sheraised her wand and began to chant.
At firgt no one said anything. Then the astonishment began to wear off and the cracks started.
"Isthiswhere the flying saucer shows up?' someone asked.
"'Scotty, beam me up," someone €l se called ouit.
Moiraignored them and went on with the chant.
"Next stop Oz," Judith chimed in.

And then the world dissolved.

Part I11: COMPILE

Fourteen :Employee Orientation

You never find out the whole story until after you've signed the contract.

—yprogrammer's saying

They were crowded together on asmooth flagged floor. Looming over them on adais at one end of the
room was an enormous black man in aleopard skin loincloth and a necklace of bones. To hisright wasa
blonde woman in along gown.

The sun streamed in through narrow windows in the ssonewalls and struck shafts of gold through the
dusty ar.

At the points of the compass stood eight men and women in long blue robes, each holding asilver or
ebony wand and each surrounded by glowing runes inscribed on the stone floor. Further back stood grim
men in chain mail armed with swords and spears.

The programmers goggled.

Findly afemale voice from the back of the group brokethe silence. "Toto," she whispered hoarsdly. "l
don't think werein Kansas any more."

"Merry met,” the black man boomed out. "I am called Bal-Simba. | am speaker for the Council of the
North and of the Mighty of this place. We are your employers.”

"Did anyone bring a copy of that contract?' someone muttered.



Moiracurtseyed. "Merry met, Lord. Thisoneis cdled Jerry Andrews, of whom Wiz spoke often.” She
gestured to the rest of the group. "These others are d so of the Mighty of their place. Jerry enlisted their
ad”

Ba-Simbaamiled, showing histeeth filed to points. "Excellent. Excellent. My Lords, Ladies, if you will
come with me | will show you to your accommodations.” The wizards at the compass points moved out
of the way as he descended the dais and the guards stepped back. With a dozen thoroughly bewildered
programmerstrailing in aclump, the giant wizard left the chantry through the carved oak doors and down
the stone steps into the flagged courtyard.

The morning sun made the sone walls glow warmly and cast glints of light off the windows. Banners
floated from Staffs at tower tops, peacock blue and brilliant green againgt the sky and clouds. Around
them men and women stopped to stare at the newcomers and the newcomers dowed to stare back.

"Look!" one of the group pointed off to the east. A gaggle of six dark shapes stood out against the high
white clouds, shapeswith far too much neck and tail to be birds.

The entire group stopped dead in the courtyard. The programmers craned their necks and shielded their
eyesin an effort to see better.

"Arethose...?

"Jesus, they're dragons’

"How the hell would you know?Y ou've never seen adragon.”
"l have now."

The dragons came closer, dropping lower and making it easier to pick out the details. Their guides made
asif to move on but the programmers stood rooted in place.

"Hey, there are people on them!™

The Cdifornians watched awestruck as the dragons glided around the tallest tower intight V formation,
wingtips amost touching astheir riders pulled them into the turn. Then as one, the beasts winged over
and fell away toward their agrie in the cliff beneath the castle.

And then they were gone. The newcomerslet out asigh with asingle breath and everyone started across
the courtyard again.

The programmer standing next to Ba-Simba, a heavy-set dark-haired woman wearing afaded unicorn
T-shirt, touched hisarm.

"Thank you," shesad.
"For what, My Lady?'

She nodded toward where the flight of dragons had disappeared, her eyes shining. "For that. For letting
me seethat.”



Ba-Simbalooked at her closdy. To him dragons were smply part of the World, sometimes useful, often
dangerous, but nothing extraordinary. He had never stopped to think about what dragons on thewing
meant. Now, confronted with her wonder, he saw them in anew light.

"Thank you, My Lady," hesaid gravely.

Not everyone was impressed with the dragons performance. One who wasn't at al impressed wasthe
leader of theflight.

"Where were you on that last turn?' he demanded of hiswingman asthey crossed the cavern that served
asroost and aeriefor the dragon cavdry.

"There's aturbulence on the west side of the tower at thistime of day," hiswingman explained. "I figured
it would be safer to openit up alittle”

"Turbulence, nothing! That was doppy. What did you think you were doing hanging out there?"

Behind them the riders and grooms were leading the dragonsto their stalls, the rider at the head, holding
the bridle and talking gently to his mount and a groom at each wingtip and two at the tail to seethat the
dragons did not accidently bump and perhaps begin to fight.

Other teams of grooms hurried about, removing saddles and unfastening harnesses. The armorers
removed the quivers of magic arrows from the harness and counted each arrow, carefully checking the
numbers againg the tdly sticks before returning them to the armory.

In spite of the lanterns dong the walls the aerie was gloomy after the bright morning. The entrance wasa
rectangle of squintingly bright white. It was noisy aswell. The rock walls magnified sound and the shuffle
of beadts, the shouts of the men and the occasiond snort or hiss of a dragon reverberated through the
chamber.

Both dragon ridersignored the noise and the bustle, intent on their conversation. The other members of
the troop avoided them until the chewing out was done.

"Playing it safe, gr."
"Safemy assl Migter, in combat that kind of safety will get you killed.”
Thewingman bridled. "Sir, thereisno one left to fight.”

The Dragon Leader grinned nagtily. "Want to bet? Do you think the Council keegps us around because
we ook pretty?'

Thewingman didn't answer.
"Well," the Dragon Leader demanded. "Why do you think we exist?"
"Tofight, or."

"Too right we exist to fight. And how much good do you think you're going to bein ameeeif you've



trained your mount to open wide on the turns? Migter, in my squadron if you are going to do something,
you are going to do it right. We exist to fight, and war or no war, you will by damn be ready to fight. Is
that clear?'

"Yesdr," thewingman said woodenly, eyes straight ahead.

"Every maneuver, every patrol, you will treat like the red thing. Remember those checkliststhey drilled
into you in school? Well migter, you will live by those checklists. Aslong asyou'rein my squadron you
will doeverything by the checklist. Isthat clear?!

IIY&, s'r.ll

"Then seetoit. And if you float out like that on aturn again you'll spend the next two weeks on stable
duty! Now seeto your mount.”

The Dragon Leader watched the man go and frowned. With the Dark League crushed there were no
enemy dragonsto face. It was hard to keep an edge on his men. The kid was good, one of the best of
the crop of new ridersthat had come aong since the defeeat of the Dark League, but he didn't have the
same attitude as the men and women who had fought through the long, bitter years of the League's
ascendancy.

He could have made it easy on himself and inssted on an experienced second. But somebody had to
work these young ones up and if it wasn't done right they wouldn't be worth having if they had to fight.

Meanwhile his muscles were giff, hisflying lesthers soaked with sweat and he stank of dragon and
exertion. He turned and walked out of the aerie toward the riders baths.

At the door the Dragon Leader looked back and sighed.In some ways it was easier when we were at
war.

" ...andthereyou haveit, My Lords" Ba-Simbasaid findly. "That isour Situation and that iswhat we

Jerry, Karl, Ba-Simbaand Moira sat around the table. They had talked the day away and agood part
of the night. Moirawas hoarse, so Ba-Simba had taken over filling in the background while Jerry and
Karl shot questions.

Theremains of dinner, bread, fruit and cheese, sat on the sdeboard and a glowing globe on awrought
iron stand beside the table gave them light.

The soft evening breeze ruffled through the room and stars spangled the velvety blackness outside. I1dly
Jerry wondered what time it was. Their watches had stopped working at the moment of transition. After
midnight, he decided.

The rest of the programmers were bedded down somewhere but Bal-Simba was eager to get sarted
and Jerry was too keyed up to sleep anyway.

"Wadll, it'shard to say until we've gone over the work that's aready been done,” Jarry said. If the
librariesand tool kit are sufficiently developed . . "



"I think it would be best if we l€eft the technical details until Wiz returns,” Moirasaid. Out of the corner of
her eye she saw Ba-Smbashift uneasily. "Heisthe only one among uswho really understands them.”

"Anyway, the outlines are clear enough,” Jerry said. "Asl| told Moiraback in Cupertino | think thisis
do-able, especidly given thework Wiz hasdready put into it.”

"How soon do you need dl this?' Karl asked.

"Assoon aspossible” Ba-Smbatold him. " Perhaps afortnight a most.”

Jerry and Karl looked at each other.

"Well," Karl said, "no matter where you go, some things don't change.”

Ba-Smbafrowned. "Isthere aproblem?’

Jerry dghed. Thiswasthe point where you usualy started lying to the client. But thiswas a very unusua
Situation and an even more unusud client. Besides, there was no one on thisworld to undercut them and

gted the contract by overpromising.

"Look," he said, leaning forward to rest hiselbows on thetable, "thetruth is, it will take us monthsto do
thisjobright.”

"But Wiz put together his attack on the Dark League in a matter of daysl™ Bal-Simba protested.

"Right," Jerry nodded. "What Wiz did was create a set of tools and build some smple programs, uh,
spellswith them. But there's a big difference between something that an expert hacks together for hisown
use and a production system.”

"Y ou need something anyone can use, right?' Karl asked.

"Any wizard," Ba-Simbaamended. "But yes, bascdly.”

"Okay, that means you need alot more support, error checking and utilitiesand libraries. And it'sal got
to be wrapped up in a neat package with no loose ends.”

The huge wizard thought about that for aminute. "How long will al thistake?"

"Wewon't know that until after we've examined what's been done aready and had achanceto talk to
Wwiz"

"Y ou can begin the examination tomorrow," Ba-Simbasaid, riang. "Thereisno need to wait until
Sparrow returns.” He turned to Moira. "My Lady, will you escort them to their chambers?!

"If you please, My Lord, there is another matter | wish to discusswith you. | will ring for aservant.”

The serving man was yawning when he arrived, but he came quickly and ushered the visitors out of
Ba-Simba's study.

"Now," Moirasaid asthe door closed behind them, "whereisWiz?'



"Wdl, astothat, My Lady .. ."

Her face darkened. " Something has happened to him, hasit not?!

"Well .. ."

"Has it not?" Shetried to shout but her strained vocal cords could only produce awhisper.

"Wedo not know," Bal-Simbatold her. "He went off into the Wild Wood and no one has seen him
snce”

"Fortunal" Moirastared. "Y ou let him wander into the Wild Wood done?' The she laughed bitterly.
"And you were concerned aboutmy safety?”

Wiz tiptoed down the corridor, stopping every few feet to listen. Outside the bright daylight promised
warmth the sun failed to deliver.

He was desperately hungry, but he was past fedling the pangs. In thelast two days he had turned up
nothing that looked edible. He wasn't the only scavenger going through the rubble. Rat droppings
abounded, asdid sgns of larger, lessidentifiable creatures.

He stopped to listen again, pressing himself flat againgt the wal as he did so. He had learned caution the
hard way. Twice more since he left the palace with the trap he had barely avoided blundering into
searching wizards of the League. Once he ducked into an open doorway just astwo of them came
around a corner not ten feet in front of him. Another time one of them caught aglimpse of him from one
street over. The wizard made the mistake of calling for help and Wiz scampered away before he could
get close.

He was surprised that no one had used magic to locate him. Even with the competing magical remnants
inthe City of Night it should have been easy for wizards who had stood in his presenceto track him
down, epecidly since he dared not leave the city. Theland beyond the walls was as frozen and barren
as Antarctica. Away from the shelter of these buildings he'd be dead in aday and he was sure the
wizardsknew it.

Perhaps Dzhir Kar was playing with him, stretching out the agony. Through his exhaustion, Wiz redized
he could not win. Sooner or later, he had to use magic or fall to the searching wizards or the danger of
thisplace.

Widll, not yet. Hewas il dive and il free. At this minute finding food and warmth were more
important to him than his ultimate fate. Moving as quietly as he could he moved down the corridor to the
next door.

This place must have been pleasant once, or as pleasant as any in this benighted city ever had been. The
building itsalf was mostly underground, a.gloomy mass of tunnelsand small roomsdimly lit by dowly
fading magic globes. But thiswing was built into the face of acliff. The rooms on the outsde had long
narrow windows that looked out over the city. Judging by the shattered, soaked junk that remained they
had been richly furnished aswell.

But shattered, soaked junk was dl that remained. What had once been rich fabric lay in sodden rotting
piles. Scattered about were pieces of furniture, all hacked, broken and upended.



Helooked at the wood regretfully. There were the makings there for awarming fire—if he could figure
out how to light one without bringing the demon down on him and if he didn't mind attracting every
wizard inthe city.

Asdefrom that, there was no sign of anything useful. No food, no clothing, nothing. He turned to leave
when something caught his eye. He bent and plucked it from the litter.

It was ahalberd, its head red with rust and its shaft broken to about three feet long. Looking at the end
of the shaft, Wiz could see it had been cut halfway through before it snapped, asif the owner had warded
astroke.

Wiz hefted it dubioudly. He knew nothing about halberd fighting and this one was broken, usdessfor its
origina purpose. But it could till serve asatool to pry open chests and boxes. Perhaps with it he would
have a better chance of finding food.

Clutching his prize, Wiz crept back out into the corridor.

"Wiz kept notes on how his spell compiler worked,” Moira explained to the gaggle of programmerswho
followed her into her apartment the next morning. "He did most of that here rather than in his workroom.
| think it would be best if you removed them yoursdlves, lest | miss something.”

"Thanks," Jerry said as he went over to the desk, "well get some boxesand . . ."

Then he saw the dragon sitting on top of the leather-bound book. A small, but very dert and obviousy
upset dragon. The dragon hissed and Jerry realized he, Karl and Moirawere suddenly two paces ahead
of everyone esein the group.

"What'sthat?'

"That isthe demon guardian Wiz created to protect his spdlls, especidly the book holding most of his
secrets. He called it the Dragon Book," Moiraexplained.

Karl looked at Moira, Jerry looked at Karl and the dragon eyed them both.
"Thathad to be ddliberate” Karl said findly.

Jarry made aface asif he had bitten into something sour. "Bedlieve me, it was."
"Crave pardon?"

"There's astandard text on writing compilers caled the dragon book." Jerry explained. "It's got apicture
of adragon on the cover. A red dragon.”

"It was orange on my edition."
"As protection of the contents?' Moira asked.

"More like awarning of what the courseislike. It'sarea bear."



"Then why not put abear on the cover?'

"Bearsaren't red,” Karl put in before Jerry could answer. "They're not orange either.”
Moairafrowned. "Oh," shesaid inasmall voice.

"Anyway, how do we get rid of him?"

"Eadly enough. Wiz taught me the dismissa spell.” She stepped to the edge of the desk and spoketo the
demon.

"puff a ease exe.”
The dragon crawled off the book and retired to the corner of the desk.

"That isagpell in Wiz'smagic language,” she explained, turning back to the programmers. "The wordexe
isthe command to start the spdll,at ease isthe spdl andpuff isthe name of thisdemon.”

"Well, itisamagic dragon,” Karl said. A couple of the programmers groaned and Jerry winced again.

"Okay," Jerry said. "Well get this stuff out of your way and moved to our office as soon as possible. Uh,
do you know where we are going to be?"

"The under-seneschd iswaiting to show you to your workrooms,” Moirasaid. "Heisin the courtyard, |
believe"

"Great. Let'sgo then.” Everyone moved back toward the door, except Danny Gavin who was lounging
inachar.

"Areyou coming?' Jerry asked.

"No, | think I'll stay here," Danny said. "Unless you need me?”'
Jerry looked at Moiraand Moira shrugged.

"Jugt don't wander off."

Almost as soon as the door was closed Danny was out of his chair and over to the Dragon Book. The
guardian demon raised its head when he opened it but made no protest.

Now let's see what this magic stuff is like. Danny scanned the first few pages quickly, picking up the
basics of the syntax as he went. Then he flipped further back and looked at afew of the commands.

Shit, thisis a piece of cake.He went back and re-read the first part of the book more carefully, aready
mentaly framing hisfirg spdl.

"We had to prepare workspace for you on short notice," the under-seneschal said apologetically ashe
led the group across another courtyard. "I'm afraid al the towers are taken and Lord Bal-Simba doubted



you would prefer caves. So to give you a place where you can al work together, we ah, well, we
cleaned out an existing building."

Hewas asmadll, fussy man who seemed to bob as he walked and kept rubbing his hands together
nervoudy. He had been given an impossible job on very short notice and he was very much afraid his
solution would insult some very important people. Asthey moved across the courtyard he became more
and more nervous.

"We weren't expecting so many of you, you see and we are so terribly crowded here.. . ." Hisvoice
trailed off asthey approached the building.

It was sturdily built of stone below and timber above. Asthey drew nearer, adigtinctive aromagave a
hint of itsorigina purpose and once they stepped through the large double doors there was no doubt at
al astowhat it was.

"A gable?' Jerry said dubioudy.

"Wadll, ah, acow barn actudly," the man dmost cringed ashe sadit.

"Wonderful," Cindy said, "back in the bullpen.”

"Ohwow, man," said one of the group, agraying man with his hair pulled back into apony tail, "like
rudic.”

"Hell, I'veworked in worse," one of the programmers said as he looked around. "I used to be at
Boeing."

The room was good-sized, but as cold as every other place in the City of Night. A mullioned window,
itstracery inruins, let in the sharp outside air. Piles of sodden trash and pieces of broken furniture lay
here and there. On onewall stood atall black cabinet, tilting on abroken leg but its doors still shut.

Wiz came into the room eagerly. Maybe there was something in the closed cabinet he could use.

Cold and hunger dulled his caution and he was halfway across the room before a skittering sound behind
him told him he had made amisteke.

Wiz whirled at the sound, but it wastoo late. There, blocking the only way out, was agiant black rat. It
was perhaps five feet long in the body and its shoulder reached to Wiz'swaist. 1ts beady eyesglared at
Wiz. It lifted its muzzle to sniff the human, showing long yellow teeth. Wiz stepped back again and therat
sniffed once more, whiskers quivering.

Wiz licked hislipsand took afirmer grip on the broken halberd shaft. Therat eyed him hungrily and
moved al the way into the room, its naked tail till trailing out into the corridor.

Wiz stepped to one side, hoping the rat would follow and leave him room for a dash to the door. But the
rat wasn't fooled. It lowered its head and squedled like apiglet caught in afence. Then it charged.

In spite of hisdisinclination to exercise, Wiz had naturdly fast reflexes. Moreover, histwo yearsin the
World had hardened his muscles and increased hiswind. He was far from being the self-described



"pencil-necked geek™ he had been when he had arrived here, but he was even further from being a
warrior.

The mongter closed in squeding. Wiz swung wildly with hisrusty axe. The giant rat ducked under the
blade and legped for histhroat.

Againg ahdfway competent swordsman the tactic would have worked. But Wiz wasn't even hafway
competent. He had sivung blindly and he brought his wegpon back equally blindly, backhand aong the
same path.

The spike on the back of the axe caught therat just below the ear. Any guardsman on the drill field
would have winced at such a puny blow, but the spike concentrated the force on asingle spot. Wiz fdt a

"crunch" asthe spike penetrated bone. The rat squedled, jerked convulsively and fdll in atwitching heap
at Wiz'sfedt.

WiZzZsfirg inginct wasto turn and run. But he checked himself. Think hetold himself sernly,you've got
to think. Running wouldn't solve anything. There was nowhere to run to and running burned caories he
could ill-afford to lose. Panic wouldn't get him the food he so desperately needed.

Well, he thought, looking down at the gray-furred corpse,maybe | can use one problem to solve
another.

Knedling over the body, he set to work with his halberd.
Wiz emerged from the room awhile later wiping his mouth on a bit of more or less clean rag.

Rat sashimi, Wiz decided, wasn't half bad—if you used lots of wasabe. He didn't have any wasabe, but
it &ill wasn't haf bad.

Whiletherest of the team broke for lunch, Jerry, Karl and Moirawent back to the apartment to start
sorting through Wiz's papers.

"A barn!" Moirasaid angrily. "I cannot believe they would do that to you."

"Hey, it'sdry and it lookslikeit can be made fairly comfortable,” Karl said. "Besides, it's dready divided
up into cubicles”

"Wdll, | can assureyou, My Lords. . ." Moirabegan as she started to open the door.
There was alow moan and the sound of scuffling from the gpartment.

Moirathrew open the door.

"Danny!" Jarry ydled.

The young programmer was rocking back and forth, his body damming first forward amost to the desk
and then back so forcefully the chair teetered.

"Something'swrong! He's having a stroke or something.”



"Stay away from him!" Moiraordered. "Heis caught in aspell.”
"Sopit.”
"l do not know how. The command should be in the book.

Jerry edged around the till-thrashing Danny and hooked the Dragon Book off the desk. The dragon
demon ignored him, watching Danny the way a cat watches anew and particularly interesting toy.

"Damn, noindex!"
"Try thetable of contents,” Karl suggested.

"No table of contents, either!” He paged frantically through the book and muttered something about
hackers under his bresth.

"Hereitis" Heread hurriedly. "reset! " he commanded.

Danny continued to jerk back and forward.

"Exe, My Lord,” Moirasaid franticaly. "Y ou must end with exe.”

"Oh, right.r eset exe! "

Suddenly Danny flopped forward and hit the table with athump.

Moiraand Jerry gently raised him up and leaned him back in the chair.
"Areyou okay?" Jerry asked as the teenaged programmer gasped for breath.

"'sdright," he durred as he lifted his head off hischest. "I'll be dright.” Jerry saw he was white and
shaking but he was breathing more normally.

"What happened?' Danny mumbled.
Moirapressed acup of wineinto his hands.

"Y ou were entrapped by the spell you created, My Lord,” shetold him. "The spell repeated endlesdy
and you could not get out.”

"In other words you were stuck ina DO loop," Jerry explained.
Danny raised the cup in both hands and drained it in agulp.

"Jesus. | wasin there and it started and it just kept going over and over. Like alivewireyou can't let
go." Helowered the cup and it dipped from his numbed grasp to clatter on the table. " Jesus!"

"Tdl uswhat happened.”

"Well, | wasflipping through the manua and | figured I'd try it out. So | set up asmplelittle hack, only



when it started it just kept going. | didn't think 1'd ever get out.”
"That was adumb-ass sunt,” Jerry told him. "Y ou're lucky it wasn't worse.”
"How the hell was | supposed to know?" Danny snapped. "l didnt think . . ."

"You sureashdl didn't,” Jerry cut him off. "And you'd better start thinking before you do adamn fool
thing like thet again!"

Danny muttered something but Jerry ignored him.

"Okay," Jerry said. "From now on nobody practicesthis stuff alone.”

Wiz wasfedling dmost jaunty as he made hisway up the sireet with the broken halberd over his
shoulder. He was il cold, but on aday as bright asthis he could dmost ignore that. Besides, the cold
was easier to bear when you weren't hungry dl thetime,

The halberd made abig differencein Wiz's standard of living. There turned out to be alot more food left
in the City of Night than he had redlized. But dmost dl of what remained was locked behind doorsor in
cupboards or chests. In the last few days he had gotten very good at using the halberd's axe blade and
the heavy spike behind to pry, chop and smash things open. Finding food was afull-time job, but it
wasn't quite the hopeless one it had been.

Today he was well-fed on magically preserved meat and bread so dry and brick-like he had to soak it in
water before he could et it. The meat had an odd taste and the water he soaked the bread in hadn't
been very clean, but his tomach was il pleasantly full.

And now this neighborhood looked promising. The street was lined with smaller buildings, two and three
stories. A number of small buildings, shops or houses, were more likely to yield food than afew big ones.
Best of dl, the doors and window shutters on nearly every house on the street wereintact. That meant
they had not been systematically looted and larger scavengers had been kept out.

The westher added to hismood. There was not atrace of the clouds that usualy hung low and gray over
the Southern Lands. The only thing in the pae-blue sky wasthe sun and it was admogt at its zenith. There
wasn't alot of warmth in it, but there was a certain amount of cheer.

A motion above the buildings caught his eye. Wiz turned his head just in time to see a black-robed
wizard drift lazily over the rooftops. The man's robe fluttered about his ankles and his head moved
congtantly as he scanned the city.

Wiz shrank back against the wall. But he knew he stood out sharply againgt the dark volcanic rock of
the street and buildings. There wasn't even ashadow to hide in and the wizard wasfloating in his
direction. He was as exposed as an ant on agriddie and he would be fried like one as soon as the wizard
spotted him.

Wiz bit hislip and silently cursed the bright sun and the shuttered houses. He looked up and down the
street frantically, but there was not an open door or window to be seen.

There was a storm sewer opposite. It didn't look big enough to take him and it was covered with aniron



grate, but it was the only chance he had. Wiz dashed across the street and levered up the grate with a
quick jerk of hishaberd. Then heedless of how deep the hole might be he thrust himself through.

It was perhaps eight feet from the street to the trickle of freezing dime that ran through the bottom of the
sewer. The shock and the dippery bottom forced him to his hands and knees before he regained his
balance. He looked up just in time to see the wizard float down the street housetop high.

Wiz dared not breathe as the man passed over the grating. The sorcerer looked directly down at his
hiding place, but floated on by mgesticaly. Apparently the shadowsin the hole hid Wiz from him.

Once the man passed out of Wiz'sfield of vison, he breathed asigh of relief. Then he froze again. There
was something moving in the tunnel behind him. Something big.

Thetunnd was as black asthe insde of midnight, but Wiz heard a splash-scrape sound asif something
too large to move quietly was trying to do so. He listened more intently. Again the splash-scrape, nearer
thistime.

Wiz redized he was trapped. He couldn't see the flying wizard, but he could not have gonefar. Leaving
the shelter of the sewer meant exposing himself to his enemies. On the other hand, whatever he was
sharing thistunnel with was getting closer by the second.

For some reason it stuck in hismind that he had found no bodiesin the ruins. Not even bones.

Helistened again. There was no further sound from the tunnel except the drip, drip of water. The lack of
sound reminded him of a cat getting ready to pounce.

With one motion he twisted around and lashed upward with the ha berd. The spike caught on the edge
of the hole and he swung himsdlf up to grab the coping with his other hand.

Behind him came a furious splashing. He swung hisleg up and rolled free of the sewer just asahuge pair
of jaws sngpped shut where he had been. Wiz had a confused impression of amouth full of ripping teeth
and asingle evil eye before he rolled away from the opening.

Gasping, Wiz gained hisfeet and flattened againgt the building. There was no sgn of the flying wizard
and the creature in the sewer showed no sign of coming after him.

Muddy, chilled and thoroughly frightened, Wiz ran off down the street, looking for aplaceto hide.

"Well," said Jerry Andrews, "what have we got?'

The team was crowded into the Wizard's Day Room, which they were using as atemporary office while
the last renovations were completed on the cow barn.

For the last two days the programmers had torn into Wiz's spell compiler and the materid he had left
behind. By ones and twos they had pored over the Dragon Book, WiZz's notes and conducted small and
carefully controlled experiments.

Now Jerry had called ameeting to sum up, compare notes and plan strategy. He had set it for late
afternoon, so most of the programmers were awake and functiona. They had pushed the tablesin the



Day Room together to make along table in the middle of the room and, heedless of tradition, pulled
chairsfrom their accustomed spots up around it.

"Does the phrase 'bloody mess do anything for you?" alean woman with short black hair and piercing
dark eyes asked from halfway down thetable. "Thisthing iswritten in something that looks like a bastard
verson of Forth crossed with L1SP and some features from C and Modula 2 thrown in for grins.”

"When do we get to meet thisguy, anyway?' someone el se asked. "I'd like to shake him warmly by the
throat.”

"There may be aproblem with that, My Lord," Moirasaid from her place next to Jerry. "He went off
aoneinto the Wild Wood and we have not yet found him."

"We're going to need him," Nancy said. " Someone has got to explain this mess. Some of thiscodeis
literdly crawling with bugs.”

"Y ou mean figuratively,” Jerry corrected.

"l said literdlly and | mean literdly,” sheretorted. "l tried to run oneroutine and | got aswarm of eectric
blue cockroaches." She made aface." Four-inch-long e ectric blue cockroaches.”

"Actually the basic concept of the system is rather elegant and seemsto be surprisingly powerful,” Karl
sad.

Nancy snorted.

"No, redlly. The basic structureis solid. There are alot of kludges and some red squinky hacks, but at
bottom thisthing isvery good."

"I'll give you another piece of good news," Jerry told them. "Besdes the Dragon Book, Wiz |eft notes
with alot of systems analysis and design. Apparently he had a pretty good handle on what he needed to
do, hejust didn't havethetimeto doiit. | think we can use most of what he left uswith only aminimal
review."

"Okay, so far we've just been nibbling around the edges to get the taste of the thing. Now we've got to
get down to seriouswork."

"Theres oneissue weve got to settlefirgt,” Nancy said. "Catching errors.”
"What's the matter, don't you like electric blue cockroaches?' Danny asked.

"Cockroaches| can live with. They glow in the dark and that makes them easy to squash. I'm more
concerned about HMC or EOI-type errors.”

"HMC and EOI?'
"Halt, Met and Catch fire or Execute Operator Immediately.”
"Onething this system hasisaheck of an error trgpping system,” said Jerry.

"That is because the consequences of amistake in aspell can beterrible” Moiratold him. "Remember, a



spell isnot acomputer which will smply crash if you make an error.”
The people up and down the table looked serious, even Danny.
"Desk check your programs, people,” Jerry said.

"That's not going to be good enough. There are dways bugs, and bugsin this stuff can bite—hard. We
need a better system for catching mgor errors.”

"Thereisoneway," Judith said thoughtfully.
"How?'

"Redundancy with voting. We use three different processors—demons—and they haveto al agree. If
they don't the spell isaborted.”

"Fine, so suppose thereés abug in your agorithm?"

"Y ou use three different algorithms. Then you code each primitive three different ways. Say one demon
actslike a RISC processor, another isa ClSC processor and the third is something like a stack machine.
We split up into three teams and each team designsits own demon without talking to any of the others.”

"That just tripled the work," someone said.
"Yeah, but it gives us some margin for error.”

"| think we've got to go for the maximum safety,” Jerry Andrews said findly. "1 don't know about the rest
of you, but | have no desire to see what a crash lookslike from insde the system.”

"My Lord, you seem to have made remarkable progress,” Moirasaid as Jerry showed her through the
programmers new quarters.

The team had settled in quickly. Each programmer got hisor her own stal and trestle tablesfilled the
center aide. The stdlswere full of men and women hunched over their trestle table desks or leafing
through stacks of materiad. At the far end of the room Judith and another programmer were sketching a
diagram in charcoa on the whitewashed barn wall.

"Once you get used to giving verbal commands to an Emac instead of using akeyboard and reading the
result in glowing lettersin the air, programming spellsian't al that different from programming computers,”
Jerry told her. "Wed be alot further along if Wiz were available, but we're not doing badly.”

Moiras brow wrinkled. "I wish he was here too. But we cannot even get amessageto him, try aswe
might." She shook the mood off. "It must be very hard to work with spells without having the magician
who made them to guide you.”

"It'snot asbad asit might be," Jerry told her. "Probably our biggest advantage isthat we know al the
code was written by one person and I'm very familiar with Wiz's programming style.

"Look, alot of thisbusinessislike playing aguessng game with someone. The more you know about



the person and the way that person thinks, the more successful you are likely to be.”
He sighed. "Still, it would be nice not to haveto guess at all. Besides, Wiz isgood. HEd be areal assat.”

"We are doing everything we can to locate him," Moirasaid. "Meanwhile, isthere anything eseyou
need?’

"A couple of things. Firgt, isthere any way to get cold cuts and sandwich fixings brought in? My people
tend to missmedls.”

"Certainly. Anything ese?"

"Wadll, you don't have coffee, teaor colahere, so | guess not.”

"Wiz used to drink blackmossteg," Moiratold him, "but thet is terrible stuff.”

"Canwetry some?" Jerry asked.

Moirarang for aservant and while they waited for the tea, she and Jerry chatted about the work.
"We cdl the new operating system "WI1Z-DOS—that's the Wiz Zumwalt Demon Operating System.”
"If thisthing has a 640K memory limit, | quit!" someone put in from one of the gdls.

"Asfar asweknow thereésno limit at al on memory,” Jerry said. It'sjust that addressing it iskind of
convoluted.”

Moiradidn't understand the last part, but her experience with Wiz had taught her the best thing to do
was to ignore the parts she didn't understand. To do otherwise invited an even moreincomprehensible
"explanation.”

"I'm sure Wiz would be honored to have this named after him,” she said.

Theteaarrived dready brewed. Moira, who had used it when she was standing vigil as part of her
training, thought it smelled nasty. Jerry didn't seem to notice. Moira poured out asmall amount of the
swamp-water-brown brew. Dubioudy, she extended the cup. Jerry sniffed it, then Sipped. Then he
drained the cup and smacked hislips. "Not bad," he said appraisngly. "A little weak, but not bad. Can
we arrange to have abig pot of this stuff in the Bull Pen while we're working?!

"Of course, My Lord, I'll have the kitchen send up a pot.”

"I mean abig pot," Jerry sad. " Say thirty or Sixty cups.”

Moira, remembering the effect that even a cup of blackmosstea had on her, stared at him.

"WEell, there are more than adozen of us," he said apologeticaly.

Moiranodded, wondering if there was enough blackmoss in the castle to supply this crew for even a
week.



Fifteen :War Warning

A jump gone awry is one of the hardest bugs to locate.

—yprogrammers saying

Bd-Smbawaswalking in the castle garden when his deputy found him.
"Lord," Arianne said strangely. " Someone wishes to speak to you."
"Who?" the black wizard asked, catching her mood.

"Adric, the df duke."

Duke Adiric, or rather hisimage, waswaiting for himinthe

Watcher's room. The Watchers, who kept magical watch on the entire world, shifted uneasily at their
communications crystasin the df's presence.

Ba-Smba studied the apparition as he mounted the dai's overl ooking the sunken floor where the
Watchersworked. The elf duke was wearing asmple tunic of dark-brown velvet that set off his
milk-white complexion. Hislong hair was caught back in agolden filet set with smdl yellow gemsat his
temples. Hisface was serene and untroubled, not that that meant anything. Elves were inhumanly good at
hiding their fedings and in any event their emotions were not those of mortals.

Ba-Simba had heard Wiz and Moiras story of their rescue by Duke Adric and their dinner with him,
but thiswasthe first time Ba-Simba had ever seen him.Come to that, it isthe first time | have ever
seen any ef this close, he thought as he seated himsdlf in hischair.

Duke Adlric seemed not to notice Bal-Simbauntil he was properly settled to receive his guest.

"l seek the Sparrow, but | am told heisnot available" Adric said.

"Heisnot here"

"Do you know when he will return?’

Ba-Simba considered the question before answering.

"l do not. Heis off in the Wild Wood, | believe.

Adricraised aslver eyebrow. "Indeed? Forgive meif | pry, but when did he leave?

"Forgive my curiogity, but why do you wish to know?"

"Because he was on business of some urgency when heleft my hold to return to your city afortnight
hence" Adric sad.



Bd-Smba frowned mightily. "He was coming straight back?"

Adric waved ahand. "That was his plan. He left upon the Wizard's Way to return hereimmediately.” He
looked sharply at the black Wizard.

"| swear to you he did not arrive here," Bal-Simbatold him. He struck his chest. "Upon my life | swear
it

"I believeyou, oath or no," theimage said.

"I will asotdl you that we have been trying to contact him for severa dayswithout success. Frankly, we
are becoming worried.”

Elf and mortd fel sllent, contemplating theimplications.

"It occursto me,” the df duke said dowly, "that someone may have transgressed upon my hospitality. |
do not gppreciate interference with those traveling to and from my abode.”

"It occursto me that Wiz may bein dire danger,” Ba-Simbasaid, atrifle sharply.
"l hope not,” Adrictold him. "For al our sakes.
It was Bal-Simba's turn to raise an eyebrow.

"A matter of forestaling awar between humans and other users of magic, | think," Duke Adric
explaned.

"War?'

"Did you expect your drive to exterminate magica creatures a ong the Fringe would go unremarked? Or
that your expansion deep into the Wild Wood would pass unnoticed?"

"I think that thereisagreat ded going on out on the Fringe that | and the Council are unaware of."

Adric waved alanguid hand. "That isasit may be. The Sparrow seemed to feel he could turn this human
tide beforeit cameto that." Then he sobered and power seemed to radiate out of him like animbus.

"But | tell you this, wizard. If you cannot find your Sparrow—and soon—then you may havelost your
only chanceto forestall awar which would rend the World asunder.”

He nodded gravely. "Merry part.”

Ba-Simba's eyes widened at the usage, but he nodded in reply. "Merry meet again." And the ef duke's
image was gone.

Ba-Simba heaved agreat sigh. "When an €f uses human courtesies you know you arein trouble,” he
remarked to no onein particular. Then the giant black wizard turned to the gaping Watchersin the pit.

"l want every Watcher we have scanning the World for our Sparrow.” He turned to Arianne. "Set up a
schedule so we may search day and night.” Then to one of the wizards with acommunication crystd.



"Send the word out to al the villages and habitations at once. Wiz must be found. And order the dragon
cavary out to search aswell."

"Lord, do you think he meant what he said about war?" Arianne asked.

"Have you ever known an df to joke?' Bal-Simbasaid. "He was concerned enough to cometo us. That
ismore than sufficient proof that something very dangerousisintheair.”

"Jerry, | think you'd better look at this."
Judith was standing at the entrance to Jerry's stall with an odd ook on her face.
"We got the voting module working and, well, | think you'd better see the result.”

Jerry followed her over to her own stall where Karl was looking bemused at three smal demons
standing together on thetable.

"We know that any spell above acertain level of complexity generates ademon asits physica
manifestation,” Judith explained. " So we expected this thing would produce demons. But watch what
happens when we feed it correct code.

"emac." An Emac popped up on the desk next to the trio of demons.

" backslash test1 exe." Judith said and the Emac gabbled at the demons. The demons stood
motionless and then the one on the left hummed.

"Okayyy," it sang in avibrant bass.
"Okayyy," the middle one chimed in arich baritone.
"Okayyyy," sad the third demon in afine clear tenor.

"Okaayyyyyy," the three demon voices blended in perfect harmony. Then the sound died away and they
fdl slent.

For amoment none of the programmers said anything.
"The question is, isthat abug or afeature?’ Karl asked.

"I guessthat depends on how you fed about music,” Jerry said. "Anyway, we don't havetimeto fix it, so
well cdl it afesture”

Judith looked at the demons and shook her head. "'I'm glad we didn't build four processors. I'm not sure
| could take a barbershop quartet.”

"I don't thing you'd get abarbershop quartet,” Jerry said judicioudy. "A gospd group seems more
likely."

"Worse"



By nature and training Danny needed alot of timeto himsef. It had dways been hisrefuge in times of
trouble and hisjoy in times of specid happiness.

The castle was too crowded for him to be really alone. But he had found a place on the rooftops where
he could look down on the Bull Pen and the courtyards. From here he was hidden from view by any of
the wizard's towers and could see out beyond the Wizards Lodge, over the tile and date rooftops of the
town and off into the ralling blue distance.

Nearly every morning before he settled down to work, Danny would climb the narrow stairsto the attic
and then go up the wooden ladder and out through the trap door that took him to hisfavorite place on
the roof. He was not experienced enough in the ways of this World to know that the scuff-marks on the
dates meant someone else came here too.

Today Danny had changed his pattern. It was|ate afternoon, normally atime when he would be settled
in the Bull Pen and hard a work. But today his code had turned to shit and Cindy Naismith got on his
case for something he said. So he left and came back up herefor awhile.

Hewouldn't be missed, he knew. Not for some little time. Programmers set their own hours and
besides, therest of the team didn't like him very much.

Well, fuck ‘em. That wasn't anything new to Danny.

Beddes, hetold himsdlf, it wasn't like he was goofing off. He was still thinking about the problem, and he
needed to clear his head, didn't he?

There was a soft scrabbling noise on the date roof behind him.

Danny turned and there was athin brown-haired girl with enormous doe eyes.
"Hi," Danny said, half-resenting the interruption.

The girl moved back up the roof, away from him.

"Don't worry, | won't hurt you." Thegirl froze.

"Y ou okay?'

No response. If he moved toward her she would have fled, but he kept his place. She sat down on the
roof behind and above him and looked out over the city.

Wadll, if shedidn't want to talk . . . Danny turned back to watch the clouds himsdlf. It wasn't as good as
being completely alone, but it wasn't bad either.

Danny had taken to computers as away to shut out the endless arguments that raged through his home.
Later, after the divorce, the computer had become away out of the loneliness, afriend who never turned
its back on you or put you down.

At first he hadn't cared for programming, just racking up scores on video games. He had taken out his



frudtrations destroying aiens and mongters by the thousands and scoring points by the millions. Then he
found out you could gimmick some of the games by editing character files. From that it was one smal
step to cracking copy protection to get games he couldn't afford to buy and one thing led to another. By
the time he was sixteen, Danny was avery competent, if unsystematic, programmer.

Hewasdso very, very londly.

Now here he was in aworld something like the one those games were based on. Full of monstersand
where magic worked. And hewas till just asaone and just as cut off as he ever had been. Well, fuck
‘em. Hed get by, just like he dways had.

Without thinking, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the sandwich he had stashed there—smoked
meet and sharp cheeseon along roll.

Danny heard the girl shift on the roof behind him.

"Want some?' She obvioudly did, but shewas afraid to approach him.

"Here" He broke off half the sandwich and held it out to her. Shelooked at him intently but didn't move.
He considered tossing the sandwich up to her, but realized it would probably come apart inthe air. He
ettled for reaching back and stretching out his hand.

"Comeon, | won't hurt you."

Sowly, cautioudy, the girl crept down the roof toward him. Finally she was close enough to stretch out
and snatch the sandwich from him. Then she scrabbled quickly back up the roof. The entire performance
reminded Danny feeding a particularly shy squirrd.

"What's your name?' he asked.

"June," the girl said around amouthful of sandwich. "1 am June."

"Thisisjudt like being at fighter practice.”

Karl, Judith and severa of the other team members were sitting on alow wall by the drill field watching
the guardsmen practice. Under the arches of the colonnade Jerry was Sitting on a bench watching girls.

Just then aflight of dragon cavary swept over the castle.
"Okay," Karl amended, "it'samost like being at fighter practice.”
Out on thefield Dona was practicing spear work againgt multiple opponents.

"Tricky move with the spear,” Karl said to no onein particular as Donal dodged and spun between two
opposing swordsmen.

"Why does he keep the butt low like that?' Judith asked.

"Heistrying to keep the point directed at his opponent's eyes," a guardsman who was lounging nearby



sad. "That makesit hard to judge the length of the spear.”
Karl nodded. "And it sets him up to make aquick jab to the face, which will make amost anyone flinch.”

The guardsman, a sandy-haired older man, looked closely a Karl. ™Y ou sound asif you know
something of theart, My Lord."

"I'm afighter. Wdll, an SCA fighter," he amended quickly. "We used to fight with rattan weapons. For
sport.”

"Would not your magic gain you more than wegpons skill inwar?"
"We don't use swords and spearsin war any more,” Karl told him. "No, we do it strictly for fun.”

The guardsman's seamed face crinkled into afrown. "A most peculiar sport, if you do not mind my
saying so, Lord."

"That'swhat alot of peoplein my world thought," Karl Sghed. "By theway, I'm Karl Dershowitz." He
extended his hand and the other man clasped it.

"l am caled Shamus MacMurragh. | command the guardsmen of the castle.”
"Pleased to meet you."
"Tel me" Shamus said, "how does our wegpons play compare to your world?"

"Very well. We do somethingsalot differently and | think we've spent more time on the theory than you
have, but on the whole you compare very wel with our methods.”

"l am very glad to hear it, My Lord," Shamus said mildly. "Could you perhaps show us how you do
thesethings™"

Karl wasn't quite sure, but he suspected he had just been trapped. "Be glad to,” he said with a
casualnesshedid not fed.

It took afew minutesto outfit Karl in the padded cloth hauberk, greaves, vambraces and helm the
guardsmen used for practice. The shield they brought him was atarget somewhat over two feet in
diameter. Karl whose SCA fighting style depended in large part on using the points of a heeter shield, felt
he was a a disadvantage, but he didn't say anything.

The sword they gave him waswood, not rattan, and agood deal heavier than what Karl was used to.
Stll, the balance was very good and it moved comfortably as he took practice swings.

"Remember to pull your blows, Lord," Shamus said asthey faced off. "I do not want to be injured.”

Karl nodded and licked hislips. Shamus moved with a catlike grace that suggested the guardsman
wasn't the one who should be worried.

Karl cameinin hisstandard fighting stance, shield in front, sword hilt over his head with the blade
forward and down, resting on his shield.



Shamuslooked a him quizzicaly for amoment and then stepped in with two cutsto the head. Karl was
strong, but hiswrist could not absorb or stop the blows. His blade was knocked casudly aside and
Shamus's sword rang off hishelmet. Karl staggered back and nearly dropped the sword.

Shamus grasped his elbow to help support him. "Areyou dl right, My Lord?'
"Yeah, fine. Uh, in our system if you hit the other guy's sword, the blow is considered blocked.”

"Matters are somewhat different in our world,” Shamus said dryly. "But tell me, how can you drike
anyone with your sword in that postion?"

"Y ou mean down in front of the head like that? Easy. Y ou twist your hips, drive your € bow down and
throw the forearm out." He demongtrated. "Like that."

"Interesting, but isit strong enough?"
"Wel, | can make someone's helm ring pretty good with it."
"Try itonthe pel,” Shamusinvited.

At thefar end of the drill field was arow of head-high posts set in the earth. Each was about six inches
thick and the dirt around them was freshly dug.

Karl stepped up to the nearest post, assumed his position and struck, overhead and danting down and
into the post. The blade turned in hishand, so the first cut only skimmed the post, scraping aong the
surface and taking a shaving with it. The second cut drove the sword edge perhaps two inchesinto the
pine

"Surprisingly strong, My Lord," Shamus commented as Karl stepped back, massaging hiswrist from the
shock. Then he stepped up, assumed his guard stance and sheared the post off cleanly with asingle

mighty swing.

"Such blowswin battles," he said, stepping back.

"How did you do that?"

"Yearsof practice,” Shamus said with asmile. "Of course there are one or two smdll tricks. But mostly
an hour or two practice every day for, oh, six or seven years and you would be a creditable swordsman.”
He laughed and clapped the younger man on the shoulder.

"I think | just made araging fool of mysdf,” Karl muttered to Judith as he came off the field.

"I think it'scaled hubris™ Judith told him. "How's your head?"

Karl rubbed hiswrigt. "1t'smy arm more than any my head and it will hedl quicker than my pride." He
looked back out at the practicing guardsmen. ™Y ou know what the worst of it is? | can't use any of this

stuff in our combat back home. Our rules are so unredistic that the techniques that really work won't
work for us."



" ... s0anyway, wereworking on auser interface. It's going to be redly neat when we get it done.”
June weatched Danny and said nothing.

They sat Sde by side on theroof, looking out over the Capitd to where the late afternoon sun turned
puffy cloudsinto asymphony of pae goldsand blush pinks.

They had met up on the roof nearly every day sincetharr first encounter. Sometimes one or both of them
brought food and they had an impromptu picnic. Sometimesthey just sat and talked. Or rather Danny
talked and June listened. June hadn't said a dozen words since that first day, but now they sat together on
the dates. Sometimes they held hands.

"Y ou ought to come and see the place sometime. It'sredly pretty interesting.”
June smiled and shook her head.

"Well, look, | gotta get down there or they're gonna start asking questions. I'll see you tomorrow,
okay?'

Danny gtarted to rise, but June took hold of hisarm and pulled him close. She kissed him full onthe
mouth and before Danny could respond she skittered away over the roof ridge.

Danny sat there for amoment longer, tasting her on hislips and trying to understand what had happened.
Onething hewas sure of. Heliked it.

Even by the standards of the City of Night, this place was strange. The windows about the tower gave
good light, else he never would have dared to gpproach the eerie blue glow issuing through the open
doorway .

At thislevel the tower was divided into two rooms. The one beyond the carved black portal must be by
far the larger, but the one was substantial aswell. Looking at the layout, Wiz had the odd fedling that this
levedl waslarger inddethan it was on the outside.

Thiswas obvioudy awizard's tower and judging by the effects avery powerful wizard at that. Through
the inner door Wiz could see formswrithing in the smoky red dark. 1t might just be fumes from the
ever-burning braziers, but he had no intention of crossing the threshold to find ouit.

Thisroom must have been an adjunct to the workroom. There were shelves dong onewall which had
obvioudy held scrolls. Pegs and hooks on another wall had perhaps held ceremonia robes and other

magica gpparatus.

But none of that was |eft. The small room had been thoroughly ransacked. Hangings had been pulled off
thewalsand lay rotting in a hegp on the floor. The shelves were empty and broken. The floor was
littered with broken glass, smashed crockery and bits of less savory itemsthat might once have beenin
potsand jars. In one corner an armoire leaned crazily againgt thewall, its doorstorn haf off their hinges
and showing the scars where someone had hastily chopped them open.

Wiz walked over to the cabinet and looked insde. The shelves were askew and the drawers were
ripped apart. Like the room itself the armoire had been looted.



On an impulse, he stuck his hand into the cabinet. He struck the back much sooner than he expected
and jammed hisfingers panfully.

That wasn't right, he thought as he flexed the aching digits. The back was closer than it should be. He put
his hand back in the cabinet and reached around to fedl the back from the outside. Y es, there was
definitely a space there. There was a good eight-inch difference between the inside and outside back.

A careful examination of the insde back and the sides showed him nothing. The wood was plain and the
grain straight and smple. He pressed and twisted, but the back remained in place.

Wi, hethought hefting his haberd, there's dways the field engineering approach.

Three quick blows from the halberd splintered the thin wood of the back. On the third blow the armoire
gave adespairing "sproing” and the remains of the back fell toward him. Eagerly Wiz reached inside.

At firgt he thought the compartment was empty. But when he thrust his hand into the dark recess, his
fingerstouched cloth. Helifted the garment off the peg on the side of the recess and brought it out into
thelight.

It wasn't much, just abrown wool travelling cloak, frayed and dightly moth eaten. The kind of thing a
wizard might wear for adisguise, or because he was too engrossed in his magic to worry about
appearances. |t doesn't even look very warm, Wiz thought as he fingered the thin cloth. For the
hundredth time Wiz thought of the fine gray and red cloak with the fur trim he had |eft in the village.

Well, anything was better than nothing and that's what I've got now.He threw the cloak over his
shoulders and pulled it tightly about him. Hewas right, it wasn't very warm. Still it was comforting to have
something to wrap around himself.

"l saw Moiratoday, My Lord," Arianne said as she and Bal-Simbafinished the day's businessin his
study. " She asked if there was any news of Wiz."

"If there was news, she would be thefirst to know," the giant wizard told his deputy. "No, so far our
search hasturned up nothing." He frowned. "We know an accident did not befall him in the Wild Wood.
If he started out on the Wizard's Way and did not return to the Capital, we may assume some magica
agency intervened.”

"Human?" Arianne asked.

"Perhaps. Although it gppears that Sparrow has an unusua number of non-human enemiesaswall.
Powerful ones." He paused for a second and frowned.

"AndLady..."
Arianne bent close a hisgesture. "Yes, Lord?"

"Inquire—discreetly—into the activities of our own wizards over the last fourteen days. Especidly any
who have absented themsel ves from the Capitd."



Arianne looked shocked. "Do you think . . ."

"l think," Bal-Simbasaid, cutting her off, "that we would be remissif we did not explore every possibility
to get our Sparrow back here as quickly aswe can.”

Arianne turned away to execute hiscommand. "Oh, and Lady . . ."
Arianne turned back. "Yes, Lord?"

"Find that ex-apprentice, Pryddian, and ask him what he knows about this."
"Pryddian?’

"Just athought. A direct attack on Wiz in the Capital would be difficult. It would be easier if he were
outside our walls. Pryddian was the cause of our Sparrow's journey." He shrugged his mountainous
shoulders. "Unlikely, but we have to start somewhere.”

Pryddian was sweeting as he came over the last rise before his destination and not just from the noon
sun. Before him the road curved to the left around the base of ahill, actudly alarge limestone
outcropping. To the right, away from the road and adong the outcropping, was awild jumble of small
trees, laurdl bushes and boulders. The former apprentice started down the road, hisfeet kicking up
powdery white dust fine asflour as he waked.

When he reached the place where the road curved away he paused for an instant and scanned the
bushes on the roadside. The dusty weeds beside the road showed no sign of disturbance, but therewasa
path there, leading off the road and in among the undergrowth. Pryddian patted the breast of histunic for
reassurance and then stepped off the road and onto the little-used path.

He breasted hisway through the bushes, dodged around trees and boulders and followed the
meandering path deegper into the woodland. The thick brush and second-growth trees showed that once
this place had been logged. But that had obvioudy been long ago. Getting felled trees out of such aplace
would be backbreaking and not worth it so close to the Fringe of the Wild Wood. It had been done once
and then the wilderness had been alowed to reclaim this place.

Findly thetrail took asharp turn and adip and Pryddian ssumbled through into an opening. Hewas
againg the flank of the hill now, in alittle hollow hard against sheer rock face. All around him like
grotesque sentries stood boulders twice as high as he was. Directly in front of him was asingletable-high
stone in the midst of a patch of beaten earth. There were dark splotches on the stone, asif something had
been spilled there and dlowed to dry.

Pryddian walked hesitatingly into the place. Suddenly an arm likeiron clamped across his windpipe and
hefelt cold stedl againgt his neck.

Ingtinctively he twisted his head and out of the corner of his eye saw that his captor was clad in the close
fitting black of the Dark League's dread Shadow Warriors.

The Shadow Warrior pressed the edge to histhroat and Pryddian ceased struggling.

"No move, no sound if you valueyour life" avoice grated behind him.



Pryddian licked hislipsand remained slent.
"Better," the voice said at last. "Now, why are you here?"
"l am called Pryddian. | am .. . . URK." The Shadow Warrior's grip tightened on his windpipe.

"I did not ask who you were, but why you had come,” his unseen questioner said sharply. "Answer only
those questions | ask you, apprentice, or you will wish you had never been born.”

"| came seeking the Dark League," Pryddian said when the pressure on histhroat relaxed.
"And why should the dark League be interested in the likes of you?”'

"I havetadent. | desireto becomeawizard and | bring you something." He reached toward histunic, but
the Shadow Warrior drew the blade perhaps a quarter of an inch along his skin. He felt the burning sting
of the cut and then the warm wetness of blood trickling down histhroat.

Pryddian froze, but the Shadow Warrior, reacting to an unseen signa, dackened his grip and moved the
knife away from histhroat. Sowly he extended his trembling hand and reached into histunic. Equaly

dowly hewithdrew his hand, holding aroll of parchment.

"| giveyou the Sparrow's magic," he said.

"Lord, Moira asked again today about Sparrow," Arianne said.
Ba-Smbaturned away from hiswindow to face his deputy.

"Today asevery day, en?' He shook his head. "The answer is till the same. We can find no trace of
him, indl the World."

"Ishe dead then?" Arianne asked.

Ba-Simbashook his head. "Moiradoes not think so. | trust her judgment in this."
"Moirawas away in hisworld when heleft Adric'shold,” Arianne pointed out.
"Still, 1 think shewould know if he had died."

"Then where could he be?'

"There are many possbilities. He might be in a place where heis shidlded by magic. He might have been
sent beyond the World. He might be held in astate of undegth.

"Onething I think we can safely venture. Heis not where heisvoluntarily and wherever heis, he needs
any aid we can give him." He returned to his desk an sat down again. " On that subject, have you learned
more in the matter you were pursuing?’

"Y ou mean the actions of the Mighty? Thereis one thing new. Ebrion ismissing for near three weeks."

"Ebrion?'



Arianne nodded. "Thereis more. We cannot be sure, but it appears that he may well be dead.”
"Dead?How?'

Arianne shrugged. "We do not know. We are not even certain that heis dead.”

Ba-Simba sucked hislip againgt his sharpened teeth thoughtfully. "Ebrion, eh?’

Hetwisted in hischair to face her. "This should be explored. Investigate closdly.”

"But discreetly,” Arianne agreed. "1 am aready doing so, Lord."

Just like all the rest, Wiz thought as he surveyed the room in thefailing light. Nothing to est, just more
piles of junk. The wind whistled through the broken windows and he shivered as he pulled the worn
brown cloak tighter around himsdif.

Outsde the setting sun poked fitfully through the layer of lead-gray clouds. By now Wiz knew the signs
of astorm moving in, perhaps with snow. It was going to be another cold, miserable night. Too cold for

foraging.

Since his encounter with the flying wizard, Wiz had stayed out of the open, at least in daylight. Every
day, unless the winds were too high, one or more wizards of the Dark L eague floated over the ruined city
looking for asign of him. Now hetried to move from building to building only at night.

WEéll, none of that this evening. Stormsin the Southern Land were nothing to take lightly. He needed a
place to hole up. And food, of course.

He made one more survey of the room. Broken furniture, bits of smashed crockery and junk, and piles
of what had probably once been wall hangings or drapes.

He poked at the largest pile, over againgt the far wall with his broken halberd. Nothing but cloth.

Then he stopped in mid-poke. Maybe he could use this after dl. There was alot more of it here than
normal and it was pretty dry. More than enough to make anest for ahuman.

Wiz burrowed into the pile of cloth and rolled himsdf in the rags. He pulled up the hood of his cloak and
drew another layer of cloth over him. The material was none too clean. It had been soaked repeatedly
and Wiz was not thefirgt cresture to nest iniit, but it kept out the chill and as his body heat warmed the
cloth, Wiz stopped being cold for the first time since he had arrived. Asthe wind whistled and howled
outsde, his bresthing steadied and he fell deeply adeep for the first timein days.

V oices woke him the next morning. Human voicesin the same room.

Beneath the hood of the cloak he could see two men had entered the chamber—men who wore the
black robes of the Dark League.



"Heishere" the older one protested, "1 can smell him!" He cast about like a hunting dog, his head
turning thisway and that asif he actualy was smelling Wiz out.

"Hewas here," the other one corrected. "Do you see him in the room? Or do you think he has acquired
adoak of invighility?"

Wiz dared not breathe.

The bading wizard straightened up. "Thisisfoolishness anyway. Why not use spellsto find this
Sparrow? | have stood in his presence and | could locate him in minutes, even if Dzhir Kar could not."

The other waved ahand airily. "Oh, but that would not be sporting. Our Dread Magter desiresto have
his amusement with thisdien wizard before he dies. Think of it asalittle something to pay him back for
all that he has cost us." He smacked hislipsand his eyes sparkled. "And would it not be deliciousto have
this one dain by magic, unable to use magic in hisown defense? Y ou have to admit, Seklos, it hasa
certain piquancy toit.”

"Fiquancy be damned! That—creature is dangerous and should be destroyed immediately. Do you play
with alouse before you crack it between your fingers?' He looked narrowly at his companion. "Well, you
might. And so might he. But it istill foolishness.”

The younger wizard shook his head. "No sporting blood. That's your problem, Seklos, you've got no
gporting blood at dl.”

"What I've got,” the older wizard said, "isacold from tramping al over this pest-bedamned city. If it
weren't for that, | could smell him even more sharply. Now come on. Let's seeif we can track him down

and end this charade."

He strode out through the other door with his companion il trailing behind, smiling tolerantly.
It was severd minutes after they |eft that Wiz could even shiver.

Thank God | don't snore! Wiz thought numbly.

For along time after they left, Wiz stayed huddled in the rags. His bladder was full to bursting, but he did
not abandon his shdlter for nearly an hour after the wizards | ft.

They still should have seen me, he thought as he wiggled out of his cocoon. He had been snuggled into
the pile of cloth, but he hadn't been completely hidden. The storm had passed during the night and light in
the room had been bright enough. But still the wizards had missed him completely.

He paused and listened at the door. The hall was empty and there was no sign or sound of the wizards
who had come so closeto him. It was full daylight now so helooked around one moretime. The only
thing he had missed was a cracked and broken mirror hanging askew on the wall. Most of the glasswas
missing, but the piece that remained reflected back the empty room.

Only it's not empty! I'm here.Helooked closdly at the mirror. The mirror fragment showed the room,
but therewas no sign of Wiz. It was asif hewas not there.

A doak of invighility! That waswhy the magicians hadn't seen him. Helooked in the mirror again,
turning thisway and that and admiring hislack of reflection.



Hed heard about cloaks of invishility, but he had never seen one. What wasit Moiracaledit? A
tarncape. That was what he had found. He laughed aloud and spunin afull circle, the cloak standing out

from his body from the speed.

Then he froze.Magic! Wiz thought, his heart pounding, |'ve been using magic! But the demon hadn't
come for him. He hadn't even felt the quiver he felt when hetried to frame a spell.

Wiz dumped into the corner, his back against the cold stonewall, and tried to think. What wasit the
wizard had said?

Of course! The demon wasn't looking for him, it waslooking for the kind of magic he made. He knew
that the output of hisspell compiler "felt" different from norma magic, probably because each of hislarge
spellswas built up on many smaller spells—the "words' in hismagic language.

But the tarncape wasn't magic he had made. It was someone else's magic he had found. It didn't register
with the demon even when he used it. And that meant that he could use magic after al! Provided it was
magic not of hismaking.

Wiz thought about it, but he didn't see how that helped much. Obvioudy most of the magica itemsin the
City of Night had been carried off in the chaos that followed the Dark League's defeat. There were
undoubtedly some things l&ft, but he didn't know how to use them and magical implements did not come
with users manuals. Worse, he wasn't awizard in the conventional sense. He had no training in the usua
forms of magic so he probably wouldn't recognize amagica object unlessit bit him on the ankle.

Stll, he thought, fingering the cloak, there ought to be something | can do with this.

The garden was beautiful this early, Moirathought. The sun painted the towers of the Wizards Keep
golden and made the colors of the pennons leap out againgt the blue of the sky. The dew il filmed the
plants and made diamond sparkles on the grass and the occasional spider web. The air was cool and
perfumed with the fragrance of roses.

Moiraplucked ayelow one off the bush. Wiz had liked yellow roses on her. He thought they looked
good againgt her red hair and fair skin and he especialy liked her to wear them in her hair.

What wasit he had told her? Some custom in his world where awoman wore arose over the left ear to
show she was taken and the right ear to show she was available. Or was it the other way around?

Moirasmiled at the memory and bit her lip to keep from crying.

A shadow fell over her. She gasped and whirled to see Bal-Simba.
"Oh, Lord, you startled me. Merry met."

"Merry met, Lady."

"Isthere any news?'

"None, | am afraid, but it isarelated errand that brings me to you. Do you recall the three-demon



searching spell Wiz created to seek news of you? | mentioned it to Jerry today and he says they have
found no trace of such aspdl in Wiz's notes."

Moirafrowned. "None? | could have sworn he had something, at least the copies on parchment of the
wooden dabs hewrote on at Heart's Ease when he created the spell.”

"Jerry saysthereis nothing in the materia he has. Isthere anything they missed?!
The hedge witch shook her head.

"Nothing." Then she brightened. "But Lord, what about the searching system Wiz set up to find me?
Could we not direct the searching demons to seek out Wiz?"

"Wethought of that," Bal-Simbatold her. "But it appears that the spell requires constant attention. The
small searchers, the oneslike wisps of dirty fog, are easily blown about by the wind. The larger ones drift
aswdll, giventime. A year's sorms have scattered the demons beyond recall.”

"And without the spell we cannot recreate the work." Unconscioudly she crushed therose in her grasp.

"Wait aminute! Lord, what about the spell Wiz used to find me in the dungeon?' Moiraasked. "The
Rapid Reconnai ssance Direction Demon?"

Ba-Simba dapped histhigh and the sound rang off the walls. "Of course! It could search the entire
World in hours™

A quick survey of the notesin the Bull Pen turned up the spell. With Jerry and severd of the other
programmerswho hadn't yet turned in at their heel's, Moiraand Bal-Simbawent out into the courtyard to
put the spell in operation.

"Now then," Ba-Simba said to himself as he flipped between the pages where the spell was written,
dternate lines on each page to prevent activating the spdl by writing it down. "Hmmm, ah. Yes, very
well." He faced into the courtyard, squinted into the morning sun and raised one hand.

" classdronegrep wiz," he commanded in aringing voice. There was soft "pop" and asquat demon
appeared in the courtyard. Its cylindrical body was white, its domed top was blue and it supported itself
on three stubby legs.” exe!™ commanded Ba-Simba.

The demon emitted adespairing honk and fell forward on itsface. A thin trickle of smoke curled out of
itsinnards.

"Let me seethat spdll again,” Ba-Smbasaid to Moira.

Three repetitions produced no better results. Once the demon simply froze, once it flashed off never to
return and once it ran around in tight little circles emitting little beeps and squawks. At last Jerry listed out
the spell to seeif he could discover the difficulty.

"l think | ssewhat'swrong," Jerry said findly. "But it's not going to be easy to fix."

"What isthe problem?’ Bal-Simba asked.

"The problem isthat this code wasn't written for anyone eseto use.”



"Y ou mean this spell is protected by magic?' Moirafrowned. Such protections were not unknown on
powerful spells.

"Worse" Jerry said glumly. "This code s protected by being write-only.”
"Eh?' said Bd-Smba.

"Wiz hacked thisthing together to do a specific job, right? From the looks of it he wasin atremendous
hurry when hedidit.”

" was aprisoner of the Dark League,” Moirasaid inasmall voice. "He wrote the spell to find me.”

"Okay, he needed it fast. He never expected that anyone else would use it, he used the quickest, dirtiest
methods he could find, he didn't worry about conforming to his language specification and he didn't
bother commenting oniit a al." Jerry looked at the glowing letters again and shook hishead. "I don't
thinkhe could have understood this stuff amonth after hewroteit and | don't have the faintest ideawhat
isgoing on here”

"This," he said pointing to asingle line of half adozen symbals, "apparently does about four different
things. Either that or it's some kind of weird jump instruction.” He scowled at the code for aminute.

"Anyway, the whole program islikethat. | don't seethreelinesinarow any placein thisthat |
understand.”

"We do not need to understand the spell,” Bal-Simbarumbled. "We only need to use it this once.”

Jerry shook his head. "1t's not that smple. What are the commands? What are the options you can use?
How isit al supposed to work? Y ou dready tried thisand it failed. Until we understand it we won't
know why it failed."

"How long will it take you to find out?"

Jerry shrugged.

"l don't know. The hardest part of ajob likethisis aways getting your head cranked around to see the
other guy'sway of doing things. Once you do that, sometimesit just falsright into place." He frowned.
"And sometimes not. Anyway, I'll put a couple of people onit. | wouldn't count on being ableto usethis
any time soon, though.”

"Hopes raised and dashed before breakfast,” Bal-Simba said as they walked across the courtyard. "I am
sorry, My Lady. | thought surely we had found the answer."

Moiraclenched her jaw and held her head high. Bal-Simba saw shewas crying. "Thereis till onething
wemay try," shesad tightly. "1 will go to Duke Adric and plead for hishelp.”

Bal-Simba stopped dead. "What?"
"Elven magic ismuch more powerful than human. Surdly they can find him.”

"| was under the impression that duke Aelric was dready looking for Wiz."



"Then we can share what we know."
"Deding with dvesisdangerous™” Ba-Smbasad neutrdly.

Moiraflicked agrim little smile. "Madness, you mean. But Adlric seemsto have afondnessfor Wiz and
| think he might listen to me."

"l ought to forbid you to do this."

Moiraresumed walked. "Forbid away. But do not expect me to heed you."

The hill managed to be peaceful and foreboding &t the same time. The moonlight played down on the
wooded knall, silvering the leaves of the trees and the grassy clearing before them.

But the moon aso caught the megdith standing at the base of the hill where woods met grass. Three
great stones, two upright and onelaid across them like the lintel of adoor. Wasit only atrick of the
moonlight that made the shadows within tir?

Moiralicked her lips and pressed them firmly together. In spite of her cloak she was chill and she did not
think the warm summer night had much to do with it. Shetook afirmer grip on her staff and strode boldly
into the clearing.

"l wish to speak to Duke Adiric,” she said loudly.
There was no response, no movement. The hill lay in the moonlight exactly asit had. Moirathought of

repeating her request and decided againgt it. Elves were atouchy breed and much consumed with
politeness. A human thought pushy or demanding would bein dire trouble.

"My Lady."

Moirajumped. Duke Adric was standing in the moonlight in front of her. He wore awhite doublet and
hose embroidered with slver that glinted in the moonlight and ahip-length cloak of pale blue.

He regarded her with interest but without the warmth he had showed the last time they had met. Nor did
it escape her notice that the elf duke had not welcomed her, merely acknowledged her presence.

Shelicked her lips. "My Lord, we need your help in finding Wiz."

Adric arched aslver brow. "An f helping mortals? An odd notion, Lady."

"It has been known to happen.”

He gestured languidly. "So it has, when it is sufficiently amusing. | fall to see the amusement here”

That was the end of it then, Moiraacknowledged as a cold lump congealed in her somach. When Wiz
and Moirahad first met Adlric, she had told him that elves acted for their own reasons and no mortal was

ever likely to untangle them. Standing here in the moonlight with the elf duke she began to appreciate how
true that was.



Moiratook adeep breath and gathered all her courage. "L ord, forgive me for mentioning this, but isit
not true that your honor isinvolved aswdl?Wizdid disappear while travelling from your hold.”

Adric gave her alook that made her go weak in the knees. For a horrible instant she thought she had
offended the df.

"My honor ismy own concern,” he said coldly, "and not amatter for discussion with mortas. | know
who kidnapped him and at the proper time they will fed the weight of my displeasure.”

"But you will not hep usfind Wiz."

Again the chilling, haughty gaze. "Child, do you presumeto ingtruct me?"

"No, Lord."

"Then guard your tongue more carefully.” Duke Adric softened dightly. "Besides, | cannot find him.”

He amiled frogtily. "That surprises you? It surprises me as well—and tells me that others besides mortals
had ahand in this." He motioned fluidly, asif brushing away afly. "However that is my concern, not
yours™

"But you know who kidnapped him?"

"That too ismy concern. Little one, anong the ever-living revenge is artifice most carefully constructed
and sprung only at the proper moment. These ones have offended me and they shdll fed the weight of my
displeasure at the proper time."

With asinking fedling Moiraredized that to an df, "the proper time" could mean years—or centuries.

"Now if you will excuse me." He sketched abow and Moira dropped a curtsey. When she looked up
shewasdonein the clearing.

Dzhir Kar eyed the man in front of him skepticaly.
"So you bring us the Sparrow's magic?' he said coldly.

"Yes, Lord," Pryddian said. One of the wizards holding him jabbed him sharply in the kidney with his
staff. Pryddian gasped and jerked under the influence of the pain spell.

"Yes, magter,”" he corrected himsdlf. "I soleit from the Sparrow himsdlf."

Pryddian was very much the worse for wear. Once he had been passed on to the Dark League's hidden
lair he had been questioned. Since the questioning had been merdly "rigorous’ rather than "severe' he ill
hed al hisbody parts and could still function. But his back was bruised and bloody, one eye was swollen
shut and he was missing afew teeth. It had taken nearly three days before the wizards who had remained
behind were convinced he was worth passing on to their master. His trip south had been expeditious
rather than comfortable. Now hewaited in the arms of his captors for the misshapen creature before him
to decide hisfate.



Dzhir Kar considered. It was not unknown for apprentices to decide the Dark League offered them
more scope than the Northern wizards—rare, but not unheard of. Still, thiswas neither the time nor the
place to add apprentices, especialy ones so recently alied with the North. A quiet dagger between the
ribswould have been the norma response to such presumption.

But still, aspdll of the Sparrow's. . .
"What isthisthing?" he asked, flipping through the parchments.

"It isasearching spdl. The Sparrow used it to scan the world. It involves three kinds of demons, you
see, and . . ." Pryddian gasped again as the wizard prodded him with the pain spell.

"Confine yoursdf to answvering my questions,”" Dzhir Kar said.
"A searching spell,” Pryddian gasped out. "It can search the whole World in asingle day."

Dzhir Kar thought quickly. Thisjust might be the answer to his problem. A host of demons could search
the City of Night far better than hiswizards could. He had alimited ability to train hisdemon to ignore
specific instances of Sparrow's magic. If it could be trained to ignore these demons, then the combination
of the Sparrow's own magic and his demon could do in asingle day what hiswizards had been unable to
do in amatter of weeks.

He waved his hands and the guards released Pryddian and stood away. The ex-apprentice dumped to
the floor, hislegs unable to support him.

"Very wdl," Dzhir Kar said. "It amuses me to use the Sparrow's magic to track him down. If you can
produce these demons as you say then | will give you your life. Moreover, if they can find the Sparrow,
you will be accepted as anovice by the Dark League.

"If you cannot do these things, | will seeto it that you suffer for your presumption.” Helooked up &t the
wizards. "Take him away."

He nodded to the guards and they haf-carried, haf-dragged Pryddian out.

They gave Pryddian acdll just off the main workroom and he set out to duplicate Wiz's searching
system. It was not asimple matter for an untutored ex-gpprentice to unravel the notes he had stolen. Nor
wasit easy to cast the spells once he learned them. The Sparrow seemed to delight in aternate choices at
every step of the spell and the wrong choices did little or nothing. But Pryddian worked until he dropped.
His black-robed jailers saw to that with their pain spdlls.

It might have amused him to know he was not the only person having trouble with the Sparrow's pdlls.

"Thisguy was ared hacker," Mike said, leaning over hiswife's shoulder to study their latest task.

Nancy nodded and |ooked back at the code above her desk. "Y ou don't have to tell me that. Jesus! I've
seen better commented programsin BASIC." Shetook another ook at the runes glowing blue before
her. "And I've seen clearer commentsin the London Times crossword puzzle!” She jabbed her finger at



oneline,

"What the hell isthis mongtrosity? And why the hdll did he nameitcorned__beef 7'

"Jerry saysthe nameis probably some kind of rotten pun. What doesit do?'

"Basicdly it takesthe vaue of the characters of ademon's name, multiplies them by anumber, adds
another number and then divides the result by 65,353. Then it usesthat result as a subscript in somekind
of anarray." She shook her head again. "Why 65,3537 Jesus! Y ou know, if this guy doesn't come back

we may never undersand some of this stuff.”

The man sighed. "Well, let'sget to it. Thisisgoing to take awhile." He nodded to Wiz's book of notes
on hismagic compiler. "Hand me the Dragon Book, will you?'

Ghogt-gray and insubstantia, the searching demons began to pour from the ruined tower and blanket the
City of Night.

Each demon had very little power. It could only absorb impressions from the world around it and
forward them to alarger demon which would catalog them. The fina step in the process was ademon
formed likeaweird crystal construct that perched atop the tower. It did the final sorting and derted the
wizardsif it found anything that |ooked worthwhile.

Wiz had endowed the demons with al the mortal senses, but no magical ones. Of those senses, sight
was the most important to an airborne creature. Since Wiz wore his tarncape constantly there waslittle
visble sign of him. Demons by the thousands searched every nook and cranny of the city, but they saw
nothing of Wiz.

Dzhir Kar ground histeeth in fury at the news and ordered Pryddian beaten to make him fix the spell.

But Pryddian could not repair what he did not understand and in spite of the demons Wiz euded the
Dark League.

Sixteen : Troublein the North

You can't unscramble an egg.
—old saying
You can if you're powerful enough.

—the collected sayings of Wiz Zumwalt

Dragon Leader looked back over theflight in satisfaction. They weren't parade-perfect, but their spacing
was good. Even hiswingman was keeping his proper distance and holding position on theturns.

As hemoved in easy rhythm with his mount'swing besats, he surveyed the forest below. The treeswere



dark greenin their late summer foliage and the pattern was broken here and there by the lighter green of
anaturd meadow or the twisting channel of abrown stream wandering among the trees. Thisfar north
there were alot of streams because theland got alot of rain.

Today's patrol had had good wesather al day, thank goodness, and if he was any judge of wesather,
tomorrow would befair aswel. Only afew clouds, dl of them high enough il to be tinted golden by the
setting sun—and scattered enough not to provide shelter for possible ambushers, Dragon Leader

thought.

No likelihood of that, of course. There were no more enemy dragons. Thiswas smply aroutine patrol
over the northernmost reaches of the human lands—a pleasant summer's excursion for men and dragons
dike.

Dragon Leader gave ahand signal and applied gentle knee pressure to his mount's neck. As hisdragon
swept around to the right the three other dragons in the flight followed, speeding up to hold their relative
position. He noticed that hiswingman held amost exactly the right distance and speed.

The kid's shaping up, he thought as the dragons swept over a heavily wooded ridge, so low they
gartled aflock of brightly colored birds out of one of thetaller trees.HE'll have his own squadron yet.

But that wasfor the future. Just over the next ridge was the Green River and on a bluff above awide
looping bend sat Whitewood Grove, the northernmost of the settlements and their destination for the
night.

It didn't have afull aerie, but there was a covered roosting ground for the dragons and snug quarters
with their own bath for the riders. Right about now, Dragon Leader reflected, that sounded pretty good.

Again the dragons swept up over aridge, buoyed by the upwelling currents of air. Dragon Leader
garted to Sgnal another wide turn to line up on the village. Then he froze in mid-gesture.

What inthe. ..

There wastheriver and abluff, but there was no village there. Instead the rise was crowned by agrove
of largetrees.

Could they bethat far off course? Unlikely. Although the people of the World did not use maps asthe
term is commonly understood—the Law of Similarity made any map amagica indrument—they did have
lists of landmarks. Dragon Leader had been checking them automatically and they had hit each landmark
inturn. Besides, he had been to Whitewood Grove many times. He recognized the shape of the bluff, the
bend in the river and the rapids just downstream. He even saw a shag near shore herecalled from hislast
vigt. Everything was exactly asit should be except the village was missing.

The hairs on the back of hisneck prickled and his mouth tasted of metal. Suddenly Dragon Leader was
very, very dert.

Without using hiscommunications crystal he signaled hisflight to break into pairs. A wave of hisarm sent
the second pair climbing and circling wide around the area. Then with hiswingman following he bored
sraight in to pass over the place where the village should be.

Splitting hisforceslike thiswas bad tactics and Dragon Leader didn't likeit at dl. But if he hadn't made
astupid mistake, then whatever had caused this was probably more than amatch for four dragons.



Splitting into pairs increased the chances that someone would get word back to the Council. For the first
time since the patrol began, Dragon Leader wished he had an entire squadron of adozen dragons behind
him ingtead of asingleflight of four.

They camein low and fast over the bluff, nearly brushing the tops of the trees. It appeared a perfectly
ordinary grove of Whitewood trees. Thiswas definitely the spot, but therewas no sign of avillage. No
buildings, no ruins, not even any footpaths. He signaled hiswingman and they swept back over the spot,
quartering the site.

The village of Whitewood Grove was smply gone. The wharf was gone from the river and even the path
that led from the wharf to the village was missing.

They circled the Site while Dragon Leader considered. There was nothing on any checklist that applied
to agtuation like this. Looking over his shoulder at the place where the village of Whitewood Grove
should have been, he made adecision.

" Second dement, run for the patrol base," he said into hiscommunications crystd. "Hy al night if you
have to and as soon as you are over the ridge start reporting to the Capita. Wingman, stay on perimeter
patrol. | am going to land and inspect the site on foot. If | am not back intheair in one hdf of a
day-tenth, run for the patrol base. Now go!"

To hisright and high above he saw the second eement break off and scoot for the ridge. He waited until
they were across before he turned his dragon inward toward the bluff.

There was barely room to land adragon on the very tip of the bluff. The air currents off the river made it
tricky and his dragon didn't like the place a al. She bridied and growled and tried to bresak off the
approach twice. He had to force her down and once on the ground she would not settle. She kept her
wings haf-spread and her neck extended high in the classic fighting posture. The way she was breathing
told Dragon Leader she was building up for an enormous gout of flames.

Which was fine with Dragon Leader. An aroused dragon isfar from the worgt thing to have a your back
inatight spot.

Sword in hand, he scanned the trees while keegping close to the dragon's bulk. The grove of
Whitewoods |ooked peaceful and quite unremarkable. The early evening sun tinged their glossy green
leaveswith gold. A dight breeze gently rustled through the branches. Somewhere abird sang and close
to the grove's edge ared squirrel jumped from branch to branch. The grove exuded the faint, sweet
aromaof Whitewood blossoms.

None of which made Dragon Leader or hisdragon feel any more secure. The dragon stayed poised for
combat and on cat feet Dragon Leader moved into the wood.

The Whitewoods were fully mature, large enough that he could not have put his arms around them at
their base. Thelitter on the forest floor was deep with dead |leaves and rotting vegetation. There were
ferns and there were many apples and here and there a purple forest orchid. But there was not the least
little Sign of anything that might possibly have once marked human habitation.

Warily Dragon Leader moved out of the grove, keeping watch over his shoulder asif he expected
something to pounce on him at any minute. As quickly as he could he mounted, wheeled his dragon and
launched her off the bluff. The dragon dived for the river to gain air speed and Dragon Leader finished
securing himsdif to the saddle on the fly. As hiswingman came up to join him and the pair ran south for



the patrol base, he realized hisjerkin was soaked with swedt.

For thefirgt time since the war with the Dark League ended, Dragon Leader was very, very frightened.

Arianne gasped when Ba-Simbatold her of the dragon rider's report.

"Lord, what could have caused this?'

"I have not the dightest idea," Bal-Simbatold her. "I have never heard of such athing.”
The blonde witch thought hard for amoment. "How many others know of this?'

"In the Capita? So far just two Watchers, you and 1."

"Thenif | may suggest Lord, perhapsit would be best if we kept it asecret for now.”

Bal-Simbanodded. "The Watchers are already sworn to secrecy. But that does not help us get our
people back—if they can be gotten back. Nor will it prevent such thingsin the future.”

"Such an atack must have been provoked by the changes on the Fringe," Arianne said dowly. "Elsethis
would have happened before."

"Once again, my thinking. But what provoked it? And what was provoked?'

"Perhapsthe dves could tell us."

Ba-Simba snorted likeabull. "Y ou grasp at straws.” Then his expression softened. "Besides, | have
climbed al over that notion and can find no way in. The dveswill have nothing to do with any morta
except Wiz. And even if they would, | doubt I could convince them of our sincerity.”

"Will not your word suffice as president of the Council of the North?' Arianne asked him.

"Y ou know the answer to that, Lady,” Bal-Simbarumbled. "I am not the mightiest magician among us,
and the Council's power ebbs as peopl e redize they do not stand in constant need of us. Wiz may be the
most junior member of the Council, but heis our most powerful magician and our best hope for
correcting what iswrong.”

Arianne shuddered. "So if we do not find him, wefacewar."

"We must do morethan find him, Lady," Ba-Smbasaid. "We must find him dive and sound.”

Seventeen :Everything Wild

Magic is real—unless declared integer.

—from the collected sayings of Wiz Zumwalt



"Okay, ded."

Karl, Judith, Mike and Nancy were seated around the table in the Wizard's Day Room, settling in for a
quiet session of bridge. Ignoring the glares of the half-dozen or so wizards present, they had pulled a
table from its accustomed place and brought chairsin around it.

Mike opened afresh pack of cards and dedlt the first hand with his wife Nancy as the dummy.

Nancy organized her hand and frowned. Every card she held was a heart. By some weird happenstance,
she had drawn the entire suite of hearts!

"Damn, what atimeto be dummy!"
Then shelooked up and saw the strange expressions on the other players faces.
"What'swrong?'

Wordlesdy, Mikelaid down his hand, face up. Karl and Judith followed suit. Mike had gotten every
club, Judith had dl the diamonds and Karl had al the spades.

"Jesud" Nancy breathed. " Are you sure you shuffled those cards?”

"You saw me," Karl said. "My lord! | wonder what the odds are on that happening?’
"Adronomica,” Judith said softly. "Simply astronomical.”

They dl looked at the cards for aminute.

"Well," Mike sad findly. "Let's shuffle and get down to play.”

Heraked in the four hands and took great care to shuffle the deck thoroughly. Then he dealt them out
agan.

Nancy picked up her hand, looked at them, and threw them down. " Shit,"” she said informatively.

The othersfollowed suit. Thistime Nancy had gotten all the clubs, Karl had the diamonds, Mike had the
hearts and Judith had the spades.

"Thisignt working," Karl said findly. "Somehow the magic in this place isinterfering with the shuffle” He
looked at the four piles of cards on the table and made aface. "Do you till want to play?’

"If we can find something that we can play,” Judith said. "1 don't think bridgeisgoing to do it."
"How about poker?" Mike asked. "We could play for matches or something.”
"l don't really know how to play poker," Judith protested.

"Well makeit easy,” Miketold her. "Five-card draw."



Thistime Karl shuffled the cards and dedlt the first hand. Then he picked up his cards and looked a
them.

The hand was assorted, but it was adog. Not even apair and no card higher than afive. Well, that was
okay too. Karl played poker for the long haul and the first hand of the game was a good place to find out
how the other players would react to abluff.

Suddenly the top of his head felt wet.

Karl looked up and saw that atiny thundercloud, no bigger than his hand, had formed above hishead. A
miniature bolt of lightning flashed from peek to fluffy gray pesk and afine mist of rain settled on him.

"Let meguess,” Nancy sad. "Y ou got the low hand.”
Karl threw down hiscardsin disgust. "I don't think this universeis designed for card playing.”

"Wait aminute,” Mike said. "Let'stry something that's more strategy and less pure luck of the draw. You
ever played Texas Hold 'em?”

"That'saverson of saven-card stud isn't it?" Karl asked.

"I don't know," Judith said. "I've never played stud poker.”

"It'seasy,” Nancy told her. Y ou dedl three cardsto each player and four face down in the middle of the
table. Y ou try to make the best hand with the cardsin your hand and the four on the table. Y ou bet after
the deal and then again after each card isturned. I'll help you with the first hand, if you like."

"And," Mike continued, "it's got the advantage that the outcome depends on the cards on the table more
than the cardsin your hand. That and your betting skill."

They had no chips, and matchsticks were not a part of thisworld, but they appropriated abowl of
unshelled nuts from the sideboard by the port, ignoring the audible sniffs of the wizards.

Again Mike shuffled the cards and dedlt.
"Threefilberts"

"I'll seeyour filbertsand raise you abrazil nut,” Judith said. Shelooked at the zebra-striped nut in her
hand. "At least | think it'sabrazil nut.”

"What did we say, five pecansto abrazil nut?' asked Nancy, shoving into the pile of squirrel fodder.
"Ace" Mikesad, flipping the card. "Place your bets."

They went around the table with everyone betting moderately. Mike reached out and flipped the second
card.

"Aceagan."

Nancy made a strangled sound.



"What'swrong?" her husband asked.

"Just keep going,” Nancy said, staring at the cards.
Again everyone bet and again Mikeflipped a card.
"Another ace. . . wait aminute!"

There on the table face up were an ace of clubs and ace of diamonds. The last card was the ace of
Spades.

"What thehdll . . ."

He pulled a card from his hand and threw it face up on the table. An ace of spades.
"That makes saven aces," Nancy said, throwing down her and Judith's hands.

"No, nine" Karl said, adding hiscardsto the pile.

"Ten," Mike sad bitterly, adding another ace from his hand. "Come on guys, let's go watch the sunset or
something.”

Over in the corner Malus and Honorious watched them leave.

"What do you suppose that was al about?'

"Obvioudy adivination of some sort." He shook hishead. "I do not think they like the outcome.”

"I wonder what it portends?' said Agricolus coming over to join them.

"Nothing good, | warrant you," said Juvian from his seat near the window. "I thought the Sparrow was
bad with his strange magics and alien ways. Now we have near ascore of them and they are al morefey

than the Sparrow ever was."

"And they left the table and chairs out of place,”" Honorious snagpped, ringing asilver bell to summon a
servant to put them back. "Encroaching mushrooms. No mannersat al.”

"Itisaplaguel A veritable plague” Agricolussaid.
Juvian, Maus and Honorious al nodded in glum agreement.

"Worse than that, perhaps,” said Petronus, awizard with thinning hair and a pronounced widow's peak,
stting apart from the others. "How much do we know of what these strangers do?"

"They have explained . . ." Agricolus Sarted.
"Did you understand the explanation?'
"Wl . .."

"Just s0. They labor endlessy in the very citadel of the North and foist us off with explanations none can



understand. Meanwhile non-mortals everywhere prepare against us."

"Do you think something isamiss?’ asked Maus.

"And you do not? We stand on the brink of awar of extermination that is somehow bound up with the
Sparrow and we let his cohorts work in our very midst doing thingsthey will not explain.” He dapped his
hand on his knee with a sharp crack. "If these strangers are so powerful, let them give us clear proof and
reasonable explanations. As members of the Council of the North we should demand it of them.”

"That would be atask for the president of the Council,” Agricolussaid.

"And | mean to talk to him about it. Now." He rose and bowed to hisfellows. "My Lords." With that he
swept out of the room.

"He does have a point,” Honorious said, lowering his voice as the servant cameinto the Day Room and
garted moving the furniture back. "They should not hide whét they are doing from us.”

" am not surethey are hiding from us" Mdussaid dowly.

"Do you mean you believe that rubbish, that, that 'spell compiler?* Honorious snorted. "If so, | have an
ixir of Immortdity | wishto discusswith you."

The pudgy little wizard frowned. "1 did not believe it when there was just the Sparrow and hiswild talk.
But now? All these newcomers can work magic, dl their magic fedslike the Sparrow's.”

"They aredl from hisland," Agricolus pointed out.

"And they al claim that anyone can learn thismagic," Maus countered. " Perhapsthey are telling the
truth."

"If they areteling the truth then why can not any of us grasp the essence of thisthing?' Agricolus
demanded.

"Perhaps we have not tried hard enough,” Mdus said. "We can hardly be said to have approached the
Sparrow's magic with the same openness we would apply to learning anew spell from one of the

Mighty."
Honorious snorted again.

"Wdll," thelittlewizard said, "I do not put it forward asfact, only as speculation.” He put both hands on
thearms of his chair and levered himsdf erect. "My Lords, | must return to my own work."

"There may be something in what he says" Agricolus said after amoment.
"Fortuna" exclaimed Honorious. "Not you too?"
Agricolus shrugged. "1 pride mysdlf on having an open mind."

"And | find myself inaworld gone mad!" Honorious retorted, ostentatioudy picking up the scroll he had
laid asde when the conversation began.



"My Lord, | think we have aproblem,” Moiratold Karl when she found him in the Bull Pen the next
morning.

"Y ou mean another problem,” he said looking up from the stack of wood strips he was pawing through.
"What now? Can't you get us more parchment?”'

"No, not that—although that will be a problem if your people don't start using dates for smple notes.
Thisismore serious, | think."

"Won't it wait until Jerry getsin, en? Wdl, lay it on me."

"Some members of the Council have formaly petitioned to have your work stopped until they are
satisfied that what you do is safe and effective.” She made aface. "Forever, in other words.”

"Butwhy?"

"Oh, many reasons. Jealousy is one of them. Some of the Council fears any change. But mosily | think
because none of them understand what you do."

"But they must have someidea. | thought Wiz had been teaching classes dl dong.”

"Oh, hewas. That is part of the problem. Y our magic is so complicated and your ways of thinking so
dien none of our wizardswere ableto learn what Wiz tried to teach them.

"Some of them claim his teaching was a smoke screen, designed to hide the redl secret of hismagic. But
| know that is not so. He struggled hard to teach us and none of us could learn.”

Jarry tapped ascroll thoughtfully againgt his cheek. "Well, programming sure isn't the easiest thing
around, but it's not near that hard."

"For you perhaps. For us even the smplest things dissolve into confusion.”
"Givemean example.

Moira paused and frowned. Very prettily, Karl thought. For the hundredth time he regretted she was
taken.

"WEell, there are these variables that are named one thing, called another thing and have avalue of
something else. Wiz must have explained that to me onceamoon and | till don't think | understand it.”

"Oh boy, I'm not surprised at that one," Karl told her. "It's near the trickiest notion in programming and
it's something that confuses alot of people. But it's fill not that hard for someone who's got what it takes
to beawizard."

"Very wdl then," Moirasaid. "Can you explain it to me?"

Karl sghed. The clearest explanation he had ever seen n the subject started with a quotation from
Tweedledee and Tweedledum inAlice in Wonderland —and the quotation was very apt.



Hethought for aminute.

"Okay, look," he said. "Y ou have atrue name, right? A name that is uniquely yours and must be kept
secret because it identifies you exactly?”

Moirathought for amoment and decided to ignore the rude and prying nature of the question. "I do,"
she admitted.

"But your true nameisn't'Moira,' isit? Moirasjust what people call you?'
”YSI"

"And most people address you as 'Lady' because you're awitch. That is, you belong to the class of
witches, right?"

"Yes" said Moira, who was beginning to see where thisled.

"All right then," Karl said. "Y ou are named one thing, you are called something € se and you're an
ingtantiation of aclass caled yet another thing." He grinned. "Then you get someone like Wiz, whois
Sparrow to most people, Wiz to hisfriends, isan ingtantiation of the class of magicians and hasatrue
name. Each of them isdifferent and each of them gppliesin dightly different circumstances.

"It'sthe samein programming. A varigbleisan ingantiation of aclass, likeintegers, and it hasitsown
namethat uniqudly identifiesit, like atrue name. At any giventimeit dso hasavaue, whichiswhat it
actudlyis just then, but which can change with circumstances. Findly, it can adso be known by other

namesin other circumstances and it can be referred to by a pointer, the way 'Moird pointsto you
without using your true name. See?"

Moira stood open-mouthed. "Y ou meanthat's what Wiz was trying to show me?' she asked
increduloudy. "Thet'sdl thereisto it?"

Karl shrugged. "Pretty much.”

"But that'ssosmple . Why didn't hejust say that?"

"Probably because he never thought of it that way. From what everyone says Wiz was a master class
hacker and hackersjust don't think in thoseterms.” He grinned. "We have a saying about people like
your Wiz. Ask them what timeit isand they'll tell you how to build aclock.” Jerry put the scroll back on
thepile.

"Now I'd like to ask you something. What did you mean just now when you said you don't think the way
wedo?'

"We do not generdize the way your people do.”
"Who says 07"
"Why, Wiz."

"I think Wiz iswrong. Y ou don't generdize the way Wiz does, but then most people don't. You're
oriented to language, not mathematics. One of the thingsthat confusesit isyou're very careful in your



gpeech. Y ou don't use metaphors and smilesin the way we do, probably because your language can
directly affect the world around you. Y ou can make magic by accident.”

Moirathought hard.
"Then you think we can learn this new magic?'

"I'm sure of it. Oh, you'l probably struggle like an English mgor in acaculus class, but you can get it if
yourewillingtowork at it."

"How isit you are o much more skilled at explaining dl this?' Moiraasked.
"Oh, that. | was ahigh school teacher for awnhile."
"A teacher? Then why did you become—whatever you are?'

Karl grinned ruefully. "Kind of along story. Seems| started out to be an engineer and in my junior year |
decided I'd rather be ateacher. So | switched mgors and got my degree in education.”

Helooked out the window and sighed. "Wéll, after | had taught math for a couple of years, our high
school got an ingpection by the accreditation commission. | had more than enough math courses to teach
math, but most of them were taken as engineering courses. So the accreditation commission decided they
didn't count. | could either go back to college and take twenty-four hours of math courses I'd aready
had or | wouldn't be certified to teach math and that would count against the school'srating.”

"Y ou mean you were not agood teacher?' Moira asked.

"Ohno. | was avery good teacher. The accreditation commission rated my classroom performance
'superior'. But | had taken all my math courseswith an ENG prefix instead of aMA prefix."

The hedge witch frowned. "Forgive me, My Lord, but | do not understand.”
Karl sghed. "Neither did I. That'swhy | took ajob as a software engineer—for twice as much money."
Moirathought hard for a momen.

"My Lord would you be willing to take on an additiona duty?Would you be willing to teach thisto
others?'

Karl's mouth quirked. "In my copious sparetime?”
"It would do much to ease the suspicion and mistrust.”
Karl thought about it for amoment. "I guess| can spare an hour or so aday.”

"Thank you, My Lord. In the meantime, you can expect aformal visit from representatives of the
Council sometime very soon."

"Ducky," Karl said with anoticeable lack of enthusiasm. "Just what we need. A project review.”



Eighteen :Playing in the
Bullpen

Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.
—Clarke'slaw

Any sufficiently advanced magic is indistinguishable
from technol ogy.

—Murphy'sreformulation of Clarke's law

Any sufficiently advanced magic is indistinguishable
from a rigged demonstration.

—programmers restatement of Murphy's
reformulation of Clarke

"Weve got agood team," Jerry told the wizards as they walked toward the converted cow barn, now
known universdly asthe Bullpen.

The late afternoon sun danted golden across the court and the air smelled of warm flagstones and dust,
with just atinge of manure to remind them of the Bullpen's origind purpose.

Jarry kept up aflow of half-defensve small talk, Ba-Simbawas soothing and the other two, Maus and
Petronus, were digtinctly cold.

"Have you had trouble adapting?' Bal-Simba asked.

"Some. It turns out that there's a strong psychological component here. What a piece of code—a
spell—does s congtrained by its structure, but its manifestation, the demon it creates, is strongly
influenced by the outlook and attitude of the programmer.” He sighed. "It's tough, but we're making good

progress.”

"We have confidencein you, of course," the giant black magician told him. "But the Council hasa
responsibility to oversee any use of magic inthe North."

"And to seethat magicisused wisdly and safdly,” Maus said pointedly.

"Naturdly we're glad to have you, but there probably won't be much to see” Jerry told him.I hope, he
added to himsdlf.

Ba-Simba nodded amicably. Actudly the visit was about as casud as a surprise inspection by ateam of
Defense Department auditors, but part of the game was to pretend otherwise.



"There have been certain questions about your performance,” Bal-Simbasaid as they approached the
door. "I fear you have not made the best possible impression.”

"With al due respect, Lord, we didn't choose our programmers to make agood impression. Y ou heed a
difficult job done on avery tight schedule and we got the best people we could. I'm sorry that we aren't
more presentable, but the most tal ented people are often allittle eccentric.”

Bal-Simba nodded, thinking of some of the peculiarities of hisfellow wizards.

"Some say your people are asflighty asthe Little Folk," Petronus said as they reached the door to the
barn.

"That's because they don't know them,” Jerry said, reaching out to open the small door set in the larger
one. "People who do what we do tend to be very concentrated on their work. They may seem alittle
strange to anyone on the outside, but their main goal is awaysto get the job done. Weve got agood
team here and they're a pretty serious bunch.”

He motioned Bal-Simba and the others ahead of him. The black giant ducked his head and stepped over
thegll.

They stood together at the threshold to let their eyes adjust to the dim light. The barn still smelled of hay,
grain and cattle, adusty odor that tickled the back of the nose but not unpleasantly.

"Wecometothe. . ." Jary'shead jerked back as something zoomed past his nose, climbing amost
draight up.

It was aMirage et fighter no bigger than histhumb. Asit topped out of itsclimbit fired two
toothpick-szed missilestoward the celling. There above them a half-dozen tiny airplanes were mixing it
upinan aerid meee. One of the Mirage's missiles caught aminiature Mig-21 and blew itstail away. A
tiny gection seat popped out of the plane asit spirded helplesdy toward the flagstone floor and an
equally tiny parachute blossomed carrying the pilot down to safety.

Jerry and the wizards gaped.
A two-inch-long F-16 pedled off from the dogfight and dove at Jerry's head.

"Now cut that out!" Jerry roared. The fighters vanished with soft pops and there was a snickering from
one corner of the Bullpen.

Bal-Smba stared off at thewall and carefully avoided saying anything.

"Ah, yes" Jerry sad. "Wdll, ah, thisiswhere wework."

The central aide of the barn was taken up by a plank-and-sawhorse table piled high with books, scrolls,
blank sheets of parchment, inkpots, quills and wooden tablets marked and unmarked. At the far end of
the barn the whitewashed wall was stresked and smudged from being used as an impromptu whiteboard.

Next to thewall sat awaist-high brazier warming an enormous pot of blackmoss tea.

The stallswere on ether sde of the aides and each stal held alittered trestle table and achair. Most of
them aso held at least one programmer.



"All these ones are working on one great spell?' the giant magician asked dubioudly.

"Yes, Lord. We divide the work so each of us has aspecific part. Our first week here was spent doing
systems andysis and producing a design document so wed al know what we were doing."”

Jerry gestured at the long table. "Thisis our central library. We keep the project documentation and
gpecs here where we can dl consult them.”

Petronus reached out to examine alarge book on top of the pile. Just as hisfingerstouched it, the pile
shifted and hissed at him. He yanked his hand back as a scaly head on along neck rose out of the mass
and ditted yellow eyestransfixed him. Sinuoudy asmal dragon flowed out of itslair among the books. It
was bigger than the beast which had guarded Wiz's origina book, perhaps two feet long. Its scaleswere
the same vivid red, but they were tinged with blue dong the edges. It eyed Ba-Simbawith suspicious
disapprovd.

"Another demon?' the wizard asked.

"No, that'sared dragon. Wandered in here one day and decided it liked it."

"Hunts micered good," Danny volunteered.

Petronus sniffed and the group moved on. The dragon whuffed suspicioudy, decided these people bore
watching, and trailed after them, eyeing the hem of Petronuss robe speculatively.

Jerry scanned the cubicles desperately for someone to show off. Cindy Naismith's feminist manner was
likely to offend them, Larry Fox hadn't had a bath since they arrived and Danny wastoo big arisk to
even congder. Findly he saw Karl wasin his cubicle and steered the group, dragon and dl, in there.

"ThisisKarl Dershowitz, one of our programmers. Karl, you know Ba-Simba and these are, ah, Maus
and Petronius.”

"Petronus,” the wizard corrected, stonefaced.

"Ah, yes. Petronus. Anyway, they're here observing today and | wanted to show them what you were
doing."

Ba-Simba pushed into the stdl until he stood directly behind Karl. "What have you there?' he asked.

"I'm working on asequencing module,” Karl told them, dightly awed by Ba-Simbas bulk and pointed
teeth. "Thisisthe part that reports conflicts between the different processors.”

"And thisisthe—ah—sequencer?' Ba-Smba gestured at what sat on the desk.

"No, thisis adebugging tool. Each of these demons monitors one of the versions of the code and reports
any dedtructive interactions.”

Sitting on Karl's desk were three monkeys. One had his paws clasped tightly over its ears, another had
its eyes clinched shut and the third was covering its mouth. "Hear-no-see-no-speak-no-evil," Karl said.
"That meanseverything'srunning fine."

"There's something familiar about those threg,” Jerry said. "Something in their faces.”



Karl looked sheepish. "Wdll, yeah. That kindajust happened.”

The monkey demon in the middle suddenly opened his eyes and glared at the oneto hisleft. He reached
out and poked hisfingersin the other's eyes. The demon recoiled and then grabbed his tormentor by the
nose, twisting it Sdeways and leading him around the desk. The third monkey broke up laughing at the

sght and thefirgt two turned on him.

"Okay," Karl said, "weve got aconflict here. One of the processors jumped the queue and grabbed a
resource intended for another one. When they got locked in contention the third processor got more than

his share of resources.”
Helooked down at the orgy of eye-poking, nose-twisting and noggin-bopping going on on his desk.

"Now!I recognize them,” Jerry said.
"Uh huh," Karl said. "I've got the sound turned off. Otherwise it gets kindanoisy in here."

They watched the byplay between the monkey demonsfor awhile longer.
"I know I'm going to regret asking this," Jerry said at last, ""but what's the name of that module?"

"That's the Scheduling Transport Operating-system Object Generator and Editing System.”
Jerry'slips moved as he worked out the acronym. Then closed his eyes. "l1knew | was going to be sorry

| asked."
The group backed out of the stall and moved down to the end of the aide. Severd benches had been

arranged about the section used as awhiteboard. Jerry gestured for them to sit.

The dragon had decided Jerry and Bal-Simbawere dl right. He crowded closeto Jerry's legs and
bumped his head ingstently on his calf. Absently, Jerry reached down and scratched him on the scales

behind his pointed ears.

"Have sometea?'
Bal-Simba's nose wrinkled. | thank you, no." The others aso shook their heads and the wizards started

to st down.

The dragon sighed luxurioudly and pressed harder againgt Jerry'slegs, forcing him to shift his stance or
be knocked off balance. Jerry sat down on the bench harder than he intended, causing the other end to
jump up and smack Petronus on the bottom as he sat down. The wizard glared, Jerry reddened and the

dragon wuffed ingstently, demanding more scratching.
"l want to gpologize. Thingsaren't usudly thislively."

"| should hope not," Petronus said.
"Quiteadisplay,” Maus said. "Attacked by a swarm of miniature demons as soon aswe entered.”

"Oh, they weren' attacking us," Jerry assured him. "They were playing agame. Theideaisto shoot



down your opponent'sfighter.”

"Y ouropponent's fighter?" asked Bal-Simba. ™Y ou mean those demons were not self-motivated?”
"Oh no. What would be the fun of that? Theideaisto outfly the other guy.”

"So each of those—fighters>—was directly controlled by amagician.”

"Sure. At least most of them are. A few were probably drones thrown in to improve the dogfight
amulétion, but . . ."

"Dogs?’ asked Malus. "Y ou cdl those dogs?
"WEéll, no, but it's called adogfight you see, and . . ."

"If the creatureswho are fighting are not dogs, why cal it adogfight?' The pudgy wizard waggled his
finger a Jerry. "Confusion. That'swhat this new magic of yours does, it sows confusion everywhere."

"No, you see. . ." But he wasinterrupted before he could get any further.

"Fox," afemae voice proclaimed from the other end of the Bull Pen, "that's disgusting!”
Cindy Naismith came gtriding down the aide, eyesblazing, with Larry Fox trailing behind her.
"Jerry, | want you to do something about thisright now!"

"Cindy, can't you see we're having amesting?'

"Now!" Cindy demanded.

Jerry turned to the wizards. "Ah, excuse me, Lords." Then hefaced Cindy and Larry. "Let'sgo talk,
shal we?' and he herded them down to the opposite end of the Bull Pen.

"What the hell isthisall about?' Jerry hissed as soon asthey were safely away from the ingpection party.
"It's about the so-called user interface this cretin wrote for the front end.”

"The code'sin spec,” Larry said sullenly.

"Spec my assl" Cindy blazed. "That routine is pornographic and demeaning to women!™

"Pornographic code?' Jarry asked, totally bewildered.

"Here," Cindy said. "Seefor yoursdf!" Sheturned and gestured to cal up the demon. Therewasasmal
billow of pinkish smoke above the central table. It writhed and coaesced into solid flesh. Very solid and

very pink.
Jarry gaped. "Holy shit!"

The demon was gorgeous, voluptuous and totally nude. A mass of blue-black hair spilled down over her
shoulders, her blue eyes were dight with amusement and promise. She smiled at her watchersand ran a



pink tonguetip over her blood-red lipsin away that was blatant invitation. Then she stretched and
reclined on the table in away that made her enormous breasts ride even higher on her ribcage and her
dark nipples stick out like strawberries.

Inthe small part of hismind that was not totally occupied by the vison stretched out on the table, Jerry
redized that al three wizards could see what was going on. In fact Maus was standing on the bench and
craning hisneck to get a better view.

"It getsworse," Cindy said. "Y ou shouldsee the things she doed™

"Yeah," bresthed Jerry. "I mean, no. Of course not!" The demon shifted her shoulders and pointed her
delicatetoesat him, dill smiling.

"Wll, it's supposed to be user-friendly,” Larry said in an aggrieved tone. "Hey, | offered to do amae
version. Tom Selleck or something. But noooo, she wantsto spoil everyone'sfun.”

"If that'syour ideaof fun..."
The demon smiled again and scissored her legsin away that showed off her dark pubic patch.
"That's enough!" Jerry said sharply, tearing his eyes away from the demon.

"Look," Jerry mumbled, examining his shodlaces, "this module is supposed to help the user, not distract
him. Do somework on that interface, al right?'

As Jerry waked away he heard Danny whisper urgently. "Hey Larry, give methat code, will you?'

"Sorry about the interruption,” Jerry said as he came back to the wizards. "Now, et me show you what
you cameto see.”

"| think we have seen enough of this—thiscircud" Petronus said.

"Quite enough,” Bal-Simba agreed amicably. "My L ord, could you create a demon so obedient to your
commands as the ones we saw when wefirst camein?”

Petronus froze. "I would not demean mysdif . . ."

"But if you wished to, could you?" he shook hishead. "I could not, | know. Have you ever seen a
demon so ingantly responsive?!

"No," Petronusfinaly admitted. "No, | have not.”

Ba-Simbaturned to Jerry. "And how long did it take to create that swarm of demons?”
"Hey Danny," Jerry called out, "how long did it take you to write that air combat game?'
Danny stuck his head around the corner of hiscubicle. "Jeez, Jerry, you always assume. . ."
"How long, Danny?" Jerry said inexorably.

The young programmer shrugged. " Oh, maybe four hours.”



"You see," Bd-Simbasaid to hisfdlow wizards. "In lesstimethan it takes usto frame amoderately
complex spell, thisyoung one created a dozen demons whose subtlety we cannot match. This showsthe
worth of the effort, | think."

Petronus snorted. "Trinkets. A handful of magical trinkets."

Bal-Smba shifted his bulk and the bench teetered darmingly. ™Y ou would rather they write their spells
largefor practice? Or released them outside the confines of this building? No, | think their wisdom in
making trinketsis manifes."

"Well," said Maus, looking longingly down the table toward the spot where the "user interface” had
been, "they are certainly accomplishingsomething ."

"It is obviousthey are accomplishing agreet ded,” Ba-Simbasaid. "I think their work should continue
unhindered.”

Petronus looked from Bal-Simbato Maus. "Oh very well," hesaid at last. "I only hope we do not regret
this afternoon'swork." He rose and bowed to his colleagues. "My Lords, if you will forgive me, my own
work presses.”" He turned and stalked the length of the Bull Pen without a backward glance.

"l too must be gone," said Maus. "Unless you have another demonstration?’ he asked hopefully.

"No," Jerry sad firmly. "Thank you for coming, Lord." Maus bowed and followed his colleague out.

"Thanks, Lord," Jerry said to Ba-Simba as the dumpy wizard pulled the door shut behind him.

"Petronusisfirm in resolution, but not subtlein debate,” Ba-Simbasaid, amiling to show off hisfiled
teeth. "He gave me an opportunity and | took it." Then he sobered. "Besides, | was afraid of what might
happen if we stayed within amoment longer.”

"Y ou and me both, Lord," Jerry agreed fervently.

Bd-Smbarose and Jerry rose with him. "I admit | had some misgivings, but it did not go badly, | think."

"I had afew misgivings mysdlf. Uh, weredly are making progress. | can show you if you want.”

Ba-Simba chuckled. "Oh, | beieveyou, Lord. And no, it is not necessary to show me. | trust you and |
doubt | would understand half of it."

Jerry followed the huge wizard to the door lost in thought.

"You look asif you have something pressing upon your mind," Bal-Simba said as he held the door for
him.

"Well, yesLord," Jerry said asthey stepped out into the courtyard. He sighed. "L ook, | know thisisa
new environment and it'sa completely different cultureand al, and | know that even the laws of nature
aredifferent here." He stopped and for an ingtant looked asif he might cry. "But Lord, this place gets
weirder every day!"

Ba-Simba nodded and |ooked back at the Bull Pen. "My thought precisdly,” he said in abemused tone.



Wiz eased hisway down the corridor, hugging thewall and keeping atight grip on hisrusty halberd
head. Somewhere off in the distance he could hear the faint drip, drip, drip of water. Dripping water
meant running water and running water was likely to be cleaner than the foul musty dop he had found so
far. Soin spite of hismisgivings, Wiz pressed on. It was so cold his breath hung in puffs before him.
Short, sharp puffs because Wiz was panting from fear.

The corridor was utterly still and completely empty. Save for the soft dripping and the even softer pad of
his own feet there was no sound at al. When he stopped the quiet pressed in around him like a
smothering cloak.

Mogt of the lanternsin the stretch gtill worked, dbeit dimly, holding the dark at bay and leaving the
shadows as patches in the corners, to writhe threateningly each time the lamps flickered.

At firgt Wiz thought the patch ahead of him was another shadow. But it did not shift or vanish ashe
approached. Inthe dim light he was amost on top of it before he realized what it was.

In the center of the corridor lay abloody heap of dark robes wrapped about a thing which might have
been awizard. The head had been smashed like amelon and there was a smear of blood and yellowish
brains on the wall beside the corpse. The arms and legs stuck out at impossible angles and the torso was
bent backwards as if it had been broken like adry stick over agiant knee.

Wiz gasped and shrank back against the wall. There were killers aplenty in the ruins, he knew, but
nothing he had seen or heard that had the power to take awizard—or the sheer ferocity to do this.

Then Wiz looked more closely. There was steam rising from the sundered torso, steam from the
shattered skull as the corpse gave up its body hest to the surrounding cold. There were even faint wisps
of steam coming from the pools of blood surrounding the remains. The wizard had been dead for only
minutes. Whatever had done this had to be nearby.

Wiz turned and ran, dl thoughts of fresh water forgotten.

Nineteen : Half-Fast Standard
Time

—Brooks law of programming projects

"Good morning,” Karl said as he waked into his makeshift classroom.

The faces of his pupils showed they didn't think there was anything good abouit it. Their expressions
ranged from grim determination to equaly grim disapproval. He didn't know what methods Moiraand



Bal-Simba had used to round up the dozen or so blue-robed wizards who were sitting at the rows of
tablesin front of him, but he had heard hints of everything from cgolery to blackmail.

Well,Karl thought as he turned back to the blackboard. At least | don't have to worry about this
bunch throwing spitballs. He turned around to face the grim-looking men and women in their magician's
robes. Lightning bolts maybe, but no spitballs.

"Okay," he said. "Let'sgo back and review some basics.”

"You sent for me, Lord?" Jerry Andrews asked as he knocked on the door of Bal-Simba's study.
The black wizard looked up. "I did. Please comein and close the door.”
Uh-oh, one of those meetings! Jerry thought as he complied.

"| wanted to find out if there was any way you can speed up your project,” Bal-Simba said as soon as
Jerry sat down.

"Lord, asl told you at our first meeting, thiswill take time. We have accomplished an amazing amount,
largely because you have been willing to let usadoneto get on withit. Wereway ahead of any
reasonable schedule on this project, but were still only about forty percent done. It just takestime,
Lord."

"I know," Ba-Simbasaid. "But there have been some, ah, changes since our first meeting. Y ou know
that we face the possbility of war with the eves and others?’

Jerry nodded.

"What | tell you now is not common knowledge and | would keep it so. In the past three days we have
lost two northern villages.™

Jerry's eyeswidened. "Y ou mean they wereinvaded?'

Ba-Simba smiled mirthlessy. "I mean welost them. They are not there any more. Wherethey stood is
virgin forest once again.”

"That's scary."

"Perhaps more frightening than you know. Our watchers and other magicians had not the dightest hint
that anything was amiss. There was not the least quiver, not asign that magic was at work."

"That'sreal scary.”

"That isadsowhy | wish to keep it quiet for the time being. But you see why we must have your new
magic, and haveit soon.

"If we had thiswe could use it as evidence to help us bargain. Or as awegpon should the bargaining fail.
In either event, wemust haveit quickly."



Jerry thought hard. Pressure to complete a project early was nothing new and he had been in afew
stuations where the fate of the company depended on it. But thiswasthe first time being latewith a
project meant war.

"How fast do you need it?"

"We need it today," Bal-Simbasaid. "But the need will be critical inamoon or less.”

"WEéll try," hesaid findly. "WEell try like hell, but there's no way we can have aworking project in that
amount of time"

"l understand,” Ba-Simba said heavily. "Be assured that if it comesto open war we will return you and
the othersto your World before matters come to ahead.”

"Thanks," Jerry said uncomfortably. "L ord, you do understand that we're working asfast aswe can?
There'sjust not much more we can do.”

"I do understand that and | thank you for your efforts. Meanwhile, isthere anything we can do to make
your job eeser?’

Jerry made awry face. "l don't suppose you could come up with aforty-eight-hour day, could you?"
"Would that help?' Bal-Simba asked.

Jarry froze."Y ou mean youcan come up with aforty-eight-hour day?"

"No," the huge wizard said sadly. "Only aspell makes anight stretch to twiceitsnorma length. The great

wizard Oblius created it for hiswedding night. It did not help him for he discovered that hisreach
exceeded his gragp—so to speak.” He shrugged. "1 do not think it would aid usfor you to deep twice as

long.
"Or would it?" he asked as he caught thelook on Jerry's face.
"Do you mean," Jerry said carefully, "that you have a spdll that makestime pass haf asfast?"

"Wedo," Ba-Smbasaid, "but it does not mean that time actualy dows down. The people insde think
S0, but to outsiders they seem to speed up. Besides, it only works from sunset to sunrise.”

Jerry whooped and pounded Bal-Simba on the back. "Fire up that spell! We just may be able to beat
this sucker yet."

"People do not work at night," Bal-Simba protested.

"Y ou're not dealing with people,” Jerry told him. "These are programmers, boy. Programmers”

Seklos announced his presence to his master by sniffling and wiping his nose on the deeve of hisrobe.
He had been showing Dzhir Kar progressively |ess respect as the hunt for the Sparrow dragged on
interminably. Besides, his cold had gotten worse.



"We havelost another one," Seklos said without preamble.
Dzhir Kar raised his head. "Where? How?' he demanded.
"In the south tunnels. I1k-Nor. Killed like the others."

Dzhir Kar nodded. So far half adozen of the Dark League's wizards had disappeared in the City of
Night. Two of the bodies had been found, torn to pieces. Privately Dzhir Kar suspected that most or all
of the others had deserted.

"| gaveindructionsthat none wereto hunt aone."

"He was not hunting. He was returning from atrip to awarehouse when he became separated from his
companion.”

"Y ou mean he was out looting and found more than he bargained for," Dzhir Kar said sharply. "1 warned
you dl that it is dangerousto go poking about. The City of Night isno longer ours.”

Seklos sniffed and wiped his reddened nose on the deeve of hisrobe. "And | warned you we must be
done with your notion and sport and use magic to find him quickly.”

"No! No detection spells. | forbid it."

"Thisisabsurd! If you wish the Sparrow dead, then let usfind him and kill him. "But this constant chasing
about wastes our time and disperses our energies.”

"Do you question my authority?' Dzhir Kar said dangeroudly.
"No magter, only your judgment.”

Dzhir Kar glared at his second in command. Under Toth-Set-Rait would have been unthinkable for one
of the Dark League, even the second, to use such language to the leader. But Toth-Set-Rawas dead.
Dzhir Kar did not have his predecessor's power.

"l will consder what you say," hesaid a last.

"Congder thisaso. There are those who grow restive. The deaths and disappearances of their fellows
upset them. All are cold and hungry and many wonder if the prizeisworth the effort. Today they grumble
quietly. But soon they will do more than that. We must ether find the Sparrow or cdl this off and do one
or the other quickly.”

Dzhir Kar nodded and waved dismissd. The wizard bowed and, still sniffling, backed from the room.

After Seklosleft, Dzhir Kar sat for along time with his head bowed and his hood pulled up around his
face. Hislieutenant was right, the deaths and disappearances had made the other wizards nervous. If
something was not done, he would have amutiny on his hands—probably led by Seklos.

His position was anything but secure and he and Seklos both knew it. Unlike Toth-Set-Ra, who had a
powerful daying demon at his beck, or the councilswhich had ruled the Dark League by playing off the
shifting factions, Dzhir Kar ruled by the force of his persondity done. Aslong as heled the Dark League
to success, or at least kept it out of mgjor trouble, he would remain in power. But this business had



occupied far too many of hiswizards far too long in something both boring and dangerous. If that did not
change quickly, the Dark League would have anew leader.

He had promised the Dark League that thiswould be asmple task. Use the turncoat northern wizard to
lure out the Sparrow, rely on the homing demon to neutraize the Sparrow's dien magic and then kill him
quickly. On the strength of the League's hatred for the Sparrow and the demonstration of his demon, the
League wizards had agreed to his plan.

Heraised hishead and looked over to where his creation sprawled, eyes ditted and tendrils quivering as
it sought atrace of the Sparrow's magic. Dzhir Kar frowned. He hadn't told them the whole truth about
his demon. A wizard never did, of course, for knowledge was power. But in this case he had concealed
acrucia fact and now that concealment was coming back to haunt him.

It was not adesire for sport that kept him from using detection spdlls, it was necessity. Detection spells
would interfere with the demon's senses. If anyone tried to use a detection spell to find the Sparrow, the

demon would not be able to sense hismagic in time to stop him from casting aspell. The League knew all
too well what the Sparrow's magic was like if he were freeto employ it.

Dzhir Kar's head dropped back on his chest and his claw hand tightened on the arm of his chair. Close.
So very close to success and now time was running out.

"Two no-trump.”

Karl, Nancy, Mike and Larry Fox were Sitting at the table in the Wizard's Day Room, al hunched over
their cards.

"I thought you'd given up on cards,” Jerry said as he came over to them.

"Wedid, but wefigured out away to make it work," Nancy told him.

"Yeah. It turns out that in this universe ashuffled deck of cardsisin something likea
Schroediger-indeterminate state," Mike explained. "The cards don't have avaue until
you—ah—'collapse the state vector' by reveding them.”

"Which meansyou can't play agame if no one has seen the order of the cards,” Nancy said. "Even
Canfidd solitaire, you go through the whole pack thefirst time.”

"Anyway, the key to playing isto collapse the state vector after the cards are shuffled and before they're
dedit."

"But if you haveto look at the cards what's the point of playing?’

"Oh, the players don't have to know thevaues" Karl said. "It's enough if someone or something else
does. S0," he gestured at the head of the table, "meet Moe the Dedler.”

Sitting there was asmall demon wearing a green eyeshade, a violently patterned vest and gartersto hold
his shirtdeeves up. His skin was a particularly pale and unhealthy shade of green and alarge cigar stuck
out of the corner of his mouth.



" S0 youse gonna bid or youse gonnatak?' Moe demanded in araspy voice.
"Helooks at the cards after he shuffles and before he dedls,” Larry explained.
"Come on, come on, play cards,” Moe said.

Jerry shook hishead. "Amazing. Well, finish your game. Starting tonight we go on overtime.”

Dark purple shadows were dready creeping across the landscape when Danny climbed through the trap
door and out onto the roof. June was already there, looking out over the World.

"] guessyou heard theresawar brewing,” he said without preamble as he sat down next to her. June
nodded without taking her eyes off the horizon.

"They've got to have the project even faster, so they've worked out something specid,” he said eagerly.
"They're going to use magic to stretch the nightsin the Bull Pen so we can get more work done."

June gasped and turned to him, her face chak white." No!"
"Hey, takeit easy, it'snot that big athing.”

June grabbed Danny's hand and held it tight in both of hers.
"Do not go! If you go you will never come out again.”
"Hey now . . ." Danny said, but June started to cry slently.

He put his arm about her and patted her shoulder. "L ook, it will bedl right, | promise. It'sonly for a
night.”

"A night in such aplace lastsan eon,” June said. "'l will be dead and dust ere you return.”
"No you won't,” Danny said and reached forward to pat her shoulder.

June released her hand and locked her arms about him fiercely. She pressed her lipsto hisand her
tonguewaslikealiving thing in hismouth.

Wordlesdy she drew him down onto the roof dates, fumbling with his shirt asthey went.

Haf numb and half exhilarated, Danny followed where sheled.

The moon peeking over the gabled roof caught the two naked bodies stretched on the dates. Danny
rolled over on his side and admired the play of moonlight and shadow on the curve of June's hip.

"Y ou're realy something, you know that?' He ran his hand up over her hip and pressed her smadl breaest,
fedling her nipple harden in the center of his pam. June smiled contentedly and turned toward him, lifting

her mouth up for akiss,.



Danny kissed her long and gently. Then he broke away with asigh and reached behind him for his
clothes.

"Y ou know I'm gonnaget in alot of troublefor this."

June didn't say anything; shejust looked at him.

Danny got to hisknees and picked up his pants. "I gottaseeif | can getin.”
June grasped hiswrist hard. ™Y ou will not go.”

Danny fidgeted. "I've got to," he said. "L ook, thisisimportant. For everybody, okay? They need me.
I've got to go, okay?"

Thistime June seemed to accept it. She dropped her hands to her side and nodded dumbly.

He pulled his shirt over hishead. "I'm gonna have to gpologize dl over the place, tell 'em how sorry |
am." He stopped talking while he tucked his shirt into his pants. Then he leaned over and kissed her. "But
I'm not sorry."

June smiled but her gaze was troubled.

Danny wasin adaze as he made hisway down the stairs and out into the courtyard. He wasn't sure

what, but something had changed up there on that rooftop and somehow he knew the world would never
be the same.

He gpproached the Bull Pen cautioudly. It didn't look any different tonight than it had on any other night.
The whitewashed sides shone slver in the moonlight and warm yellow light leaked out of the cracks
around the door. But as he got closer hefdlt atingling on his skin and the hairs on hisarms and legs rose.

Thefeding got stronger as he got closer. When he reached for the door there was aresistance like
moving his hand through water. The latch was hard to work and the door was very hard to open. When
he stepped through something pressed againgt his face and he couldn't breathe. Then he was through the
door and everything was norma again.

"Where the hell have you been?" Jerry demanded as Danny camein.

He looked at him suspicioudly.

"Y ou were out screwing around, weren't you?"

Danny just grinned.

"Dammit, we're hereto do ajob, not get laid by thelocals. If you can't keep your mind on what you're
doing, then you don't belong here. Isthat clear?”



Around them the other programmers were bent to their work, studioudy ignoring Jerry and Danny.
"Yes, gr." Danny said meekly.
"| don't care what you do between sunrise and sunset or who you do it with. Men, women or underage

godts, it doesn't matter. But between sunset and sunrise your ass belongsto me and you'll haveitin here
working. Do you understand me?"

"Yes gr."
"Then get the hdll over thereand get it to work."

Danny's ears burned, but somehow the dressing down didn't sting as much. For perhapsthefirst timein
hislife, Danny knew that somebody redly cared what happened to him.

As Danny took his seat Jerry shook his head and muttered under his bregth before turning back to the
routine he had been andyzing with Cindy Naismith.

"Areyou surethat little punk's nineteen?' she asked. "He acts more like thirteen.”
"He hasaCdiforniadriver'slicense that says he's nineteen.” He looked at her. "He been bothering you?”
"No, nothing like that. At least not me any more than everyone else. But what the hdll is he doing here?!

"Moirawanted him. Not my idea. Wouldn't be the first time the customer stuck adud on aproject
team.”

"Y eah, but usudly they're the project manager's girlfriend or something.”
"Hiswork's not bad."

"No," Cindy admitted. "He likesto hack an easy out and he hates doing grunt work, but he's bright and
he seemsto take to thiskind of programming.”

"Let'sjust hope hislove lifelets him get some work done," Jerry grumbled. "Weve just doubled our
number of programmer hours and we till can't afford to waste any of them.”

The sun was just breaking over the distant mountains when the spell quit and the world jerked back to
norma for the team. Most of them took it asasignd to stretch, yawn and head for bed. Mike and Larry
stayed at their desks, deep in their work even after so many hours. Judith |eft with the rest, but she wasn't
ready for bed yet. Every day at dawn dragon riders|eft the Capital on patrol. Thiswasthe perfect
opportunity to see the dragons.

The agrieswerein the cliff beneath the castle. Judith was nearly trembling with excitement as she made
her way down the long flights of stairs cut into the rock. All her life she had dreamed about dragons,
unicorns and other magical creatures and now she could see them close up. Maybe she could even get
one of the dragon ridersto take her for aride. A handsome dragon rider.

In her mind's eye she was dready soaring over the castle on dragon back when she reached the portal



into the aerie. The two guardsmen on duty recognized her as one of the foreign wizards, which meant she
was of the Mighty, after afashion, and thus allowed to go nearly anywhere. It never occurred to them
that she did not know what she was doing when she nodded to them and strode out onto the floor of the
aerie.

The aerie was clangor, noise and barely organized confusion. Dragons were being harnessed, armed and
carefully guided to their places. Swarms of men and women worked around them, grooming them,
tending them and carefully moving the onesready to fly to their assgned places.

The dragons themsdaves were fit and eager. They pranced and tried to flex their wingsin anticipation. It
took careful work by their handlersand alot of attention from their ridersto keep them calm.

As Judith watched, another dragon came up to the mark, spread its huge leathery wings and charged
sraight at the rectangle of sunlight that was the gate to the outside. It plunged through the portal,
disappeared from sight for an ingtant below the sill and then rose into view again, wings beeting asiit
climbed tojoinitsfdlowscircling above.

Judith was so enchanted she didn't see the dragon being brought up behind her until she stepped right in
front of it.

The dragon snorted explosively, jerked its head back and lashed itstall in surprise. The whipping tall
missed another dragon by inches and dammed into afood cart, knocking it over and spilling chunks of
beef and cow intestines everywhere.

The second dragon saw thefood laid out before it and lunged for the meat in spite of the efforts of its
crew. Thefirst smeled the meat and turned, drawing awarning roar from the other dragon. Thefirst one
roared back a challenge and both beaststried to rear and spread their wingsin threst.

What had been organized confusion dissolved into chaos, with dragon roars reverberating from one end
of the agrie to the other and men running everywhere trying franticaly to get the animas under control.

The Master of Dragons, a gray-haired man with the light, compact build of adragon rider and an empty
deeve from the accident that had ended hisriding days came charging down from his platform.

"You fornicating moron," heydled a Judith over the roars of the dragons and the shouts of the men,
"Get the fornicating shit off the floor!"

While the crews fought to control the dragons, rough hands grabbed Judith and hustled her out the door.

She stumbled through the portal and stood white and shaking under the disapproving eye of the guards
for amoment. Then she burgt into tears and dashed up the stairs.

With the coming of the programming team Moira had blossomed. The programmers were ignorant of the
ways of thisWorld and they had no timeto learn. From her association with Wiz, Moirawas better
equipped to ded with them than anyone else in the Citade—even if she frequently didn't understand
them. So Moira became 'liaison, staff support and den mother' with her own box on the table of
organization charcoded onthewall of Bullpen.

For thefirgt time since she had come to the Capital, Moira had ajob that kept her busy and fulfilled.
Mogt of thetimeit aso kept her mind off Wiz.



She did not go into the Bullpen at night, but her days were filled with obtaining materid s the team
needed, making sure there was sufficient ink and parchment available, and now with the new spdll seeing
that food would be ready for them when they emerged at dawn. She aso served as go-between to
smooth matters between the team and the Mighty and the Citadel's people.

Thus she was the one the Master of Dragons cornered later that morning and berated becauise one of
those execrable new wizards had the fornicating stupidity to blunder out into the execrable agrie just as
the execrable morning patrols were taking off. This execrable woman nearly caused adragon fight,
disrupted operations and delayed launching half the patrols by nearly aday-tenth. If these execrable
diens couldn't stay in their places he would go to the execrable Council and get an execrable spdll to put
afornicating wal of fire across the fornicating door to the fornicating aerie.

"Begging My Lady's pardon, of course," the man said when he paused for breath.

Moiraagreed with him, soothed him, promised him it would never happen again and sent him away il
grumbling but more or less content.

After heleft, she sat in the tiny room at the keep she used for an office and scowled at thewall. From
the Master's description she recognized that the offender was Judith, but what in the World had she been
doing in the aerie? Everyone knew dragons were difficult, chancy creatures whose handling had to be left
to experts. Even if someone didn't know that, it was obviousthat afire-breathing monster with an
eighty-foot wingspan was not something to be approached as casudly as a pony. These people from
Wiz'sworld might be strange and more than atouch fey, but they were intelligent and they did not appear
uicidd.

Widl, speculation gets me nothing, she thought, rising from her desk. Thething to do isfind Judith and
have atalk with her.

That and give orders to the guardsmen that the team is not to be alowed free run of the castle, she
added as she went out the door.

It took Moirathe better part of an hour to find the miscreant. She was standing on the parapet looking
S0 utterly miserable that Moiras carefully prepared scolding died in her throat.

"My Lady, areyou dl right?'
"Oh, hdlo Moira," Judith sniffed. "No, I'm fine."
"Forgive me, but you seem upsat.”

Judith smiled wanly. "I wasjust thinking that you should be very careful what you wish for because you
may getit.”

"My Lady?’
Judith turned toward her and Moira could see she had been crying.
"Y ou heard what happened this morning? When | went to see the dragons?”’

"That was not wise, My lady. Dragons are dangerous.”



"Y eah. Dangerous, nasty-tempered, foul-smelling beasts." She took a sobbing bregth. "Up close they're
not even pretty."

"l am sorry if they frightened you, My Lady."

"No, they didn't exactly frighten me." She smiled through her tears. "I probably scared the dragons
worse than they scared me. | guess I'm really mourning the death of my dreams.”

She sniffed again and smiled with one corner of her mouth. "Funny isn't it? I'm thirty-three yearsold and
I've dtill got dreams. Or | did until | came here. | beievein romance. Not so much the boy-girl kind as,
well—romance.”

"Romance?' Moiraasked, puzzled.

"Y eah. Cadtles, dragons, knightsin shining armor. All that stuff. And then one day they al cometrue.
And you know what? They're al about as romantic as a Cupertino car wash."

Moirathought about it for aminute.

"Why should it be otherwise? People are peoplein your World or mine. Asbest | can seethey al have
the same wants and needs."

"Y eah, but it was supposed to be different! Does that make any sense?" Judith asked miserably.
"Inaway," Moirasaid. "I am not what you call aromantic person, but | think | understand somewhat.

"Y ou know they tell the story of Wiz and | throughout the North." A quick smile. "We are heroes, you
see. Figures of romance.

"But what we did was not terribly heroic and it wasn't at al romantic. Mostly | was very frightened and
cold. Wiz wastoo angry that | had been stolen to be heroic. We both did the best we could and by
fortuneit worked out well."

"So what you're saying isthere isno romance in the world, in any world?!

"No, but | think thereis another e ement, one that comes between the doing and the hearing. That is
what turns something frightening or wearying or utterly miserableinto aromance. | think that dement isin
themind of theteler.”

She paused and looked out over the battlements to the fleecy clouds. "I think you confuse what is
outside with what iswithin you. The dragons, or the freeways, those are the externd things. It isnot the
deeds or the things that make aromance, it iswhat you do with them inside yourself.

"My lady, do you remember the day you arrived, when the dragon cavary swept over the keep? Y ou
made us see them in away we had never seen them before. | think that isthe red secret of romance. Not
places or people, but the ability to look at the World and see the romance that isthere.”

Judith quirked one side of her face up into asmile. "Y ou may beright. | sure don't seem to be having
much luck finding that qudity outsde of me."

"But you haveit insde, Lady. That is better than not having it at dl.”



"l guessyou'reright,” Judith said, fumbling awd l-used handkerchief from her gown'sdeeve. "Thanks"

"Y ou are mor than welcome, My lady. Just stay out of the aeries, please.”

Asthe days dragged on Wiz came to know his pursuers well enough that they developed distinct
persondities. There was the fat one who hated to exercise and who searched perfunctorily and never a
place that was hard to reach or might be dangerous. There was the one who was addicted to laying in
ambush, but whose fondness for onions and persistent flatulence gave him away. There wasthe lean one
with the long arms who seemed to ddlight in rooftops and other high places.

And then there was Seklos. Seklos of the keen nose, who never seemed to rest and who searched
relentlesdy, who poked into every nook and cranny and who checked everything.

This couldn't go on. He would dip sooner or later. So far only more luck than any mortal deserved had
kept him adive and free. But that couldn't last.

Meanwhile, the longer this murderous game of hide-and-seek went on, the morelikely it wasthat there
would beawar. It wasn't just hislife that was on the line here—although that is a major
consideration, he thought, it was the fate of the entire World.

Wéll, if he couldn't run forever and he had to survive, there was only one thing to do. He didn't want to
fight the Dark League, but they would not rest until he was dead. He had no way out so he had to fight

them to the desth.

Yeah, but whose death?He shook the thought off and began to consider methods of fighting back.

This place was odd, Wiz thought. It was atower in the shadow of what had obvioudy been amgjor
palace. But the tower was squat and ill-proportioned with doorways big enough to drive atruck through.

The peculiar proportions were emphasized by the fact that the top was missing, blasted away during his
attack on the city. But it was sound up to the fourth level, which was where Wiz was standing now.

The room was large and roughly circular, with asingle large French door that led out onto atiny balcony
overlooking the street below. It gave awonderful view of the city, but aside from that seemed useless.

So did the contents of the room. It had either been stripped or hadn't had anything in it to begin with.
Just afew stone benches around the walls and some miscellaneous trash on the floor.

He was about to |eave when he heard voices outside. Someone was coming up the street below and it
could only be wizards of the Dark League.

Normally Wiz would have run away, but his new resolve made him step out on the ba cony to check out
the Stuation.

The stuation could not have been better. Laying on the balcony were severd large blocks of stone
which must have fallen when the top of the tower went. Coming up the narrow street were two wizards



of the Dark League and one of them was Seklos!

Wiz picked up one of the blocks of stone and rested it on the carved stone railing. Then he watched the
wizards get closer and closer and smiled.

" ...dragging medl theway up here," the other wizard said asthey came closer. Wiz recognized him as
the cautious one.

"Because thisiswhere he must be," Seklos said. "Fool, do you not see that the quicker we catch this
mogt troublesome bird, the sooner we can leave this place?’

Wiz put both hands on the block and held his breath.
"But why me?* the other wizard asked.

He never got hisanswer. At that moment they came under the balcony and Wiz shoved the rock over
the edge.

Wiz watched with asinking heart as the stone smashed into the pavement and shattered agood arm's
length behind hisintended victim. He scuttled back from the edge didodging ashower of pebblesin the
process.

Seklos companion gaped at the shattered rock on the pavement behind them. "Dangerous place." He
looked up at the tower nervoudly. "The stones are loose.”

Sekloslooked up at the parapet. "I do not believe in such accidents.” He turned to his companion. "Go,
gpread the word that this areais to be cordoned off and searched most carefully. | think we may be near

our Sparrow.”

As he pounded down the stairs, Wiz redlized he had made a serious mistake. There was only one door
to the tower and that was just around the corner from where the wizards had been standing. If he didn't
get out the door before Seklos came looking for him. ..

Too late! Hewas il nearly aflight from the bottom when Seklos came through the door and into the
tower. Asquietly as he could, Wiz backed up the sairs.

Seklos came on, staff in hand, ready to strike at the dightest sound or movement. Wiz moved back up
the spiraing stairs ahead of him. There was no time to open adoor and no room to squeeze past his
pursuer. The only place he could go was back into the room where he had thrown the rock.

That'll still work, he thought, fighting down the panic rising insde him. He can't see me and as soon as he
comesinto the room I'll be ableto dip around him and get down the stairs. Moving as quietly ashe
could, he eased through the door and made for the far end, next to the window.

Seklos strode into the room and sniffed the air. His head swung thisway and that like a hunting dog
tracing a scent. Wiz stood stock till, afraid to breathe. Two more steps and he would befar enoughin
that he could get behind him and out the door.

Seklos took a single cautious step into the room and scanned from side to side. The wizard stopped
short. "What . . ." Then hisface solit in an evil amile.



"A cloak of invighility? Clever Sparrow. Oh, very clever indeed. But did they not tell you never to stand
in asunbeam wearing atarncape?' He raised hishand and flicked hiswrist in the direction of the
window. Wiz had aglimpse of something Slvery flying through the air. Instinctively he dove and rolled.

Behind him the stone wal exploded into flame. Wiz hugged the floor and squinted his eyes shut to block
out the hedt.

Dust! Wiz thought frantically. The dust gave me away! Seklos must have seen hisoutlinein the sunlit
dust motes. Heraised his head and saw Seklos blocking the doorway, his staff extended in front of him.
Behind him awall of luminous blue blocked the doorway.

In desperation, Wiz hefted the halberd. He knew he couldn't get in under the staff with the shorter
weapon, so hethrew it at the wizard, Sdearm o it spun horizontaly.

Assoon asit left Wiz's hands the halberd became visible. Seklos dodged it easily, swaying to one side
like asnake. Hisfacelit with unholy glee as he watched it sail past him.

"S0 you confirm your presence. Thank you, Sparrow. And now you cannot hide. Y our cloak cannot
saveyou." Thewizard extended his staff and waved it from side to side like a blind man while he fumbled
inhisdeave.

On tiptoe Wiz backed away from the questing staff. No good to try to get around him. Franticaly he
looked for someplaceto hide.

The only possible place was under one of the benches. Wiz squeezed benesath the nearest one, face to
thewadl in avain attempt to muffle his breathing. He clinched his eyestight and waited to fed the lethal
gaff tip in the center of hisback.

"Come out, little Sparrow," the hateful, hate-filled voice crooned. "Come out and face your end.”

There was a hideous roar followed by aringing scream cut short in mid-cry. Then there was athrashing
and horrible crunching noise. Wiz forced himsalf further back into the crevice,

Then dl was sllence. No sound from Seklos, no sound of anything ese. Asquietly as he could Wiz
twisted around and looked out.

At firgt he thought it had suddenly turned to night. All he saw from benesth the bench was blackness.
And then the blackness moved. The enormous black body hopped ponderoudy to one side, the huge
head turned. Wiz went weak from sheer terror.

The thing looked at Wiz with burning red eyes and then turned away. It lumbered through the last dying
vestiges of the bluefire and out the door. Wiz heard it make its way down the corridor.

It took along timefor Wiz to get his heart back under control. The monster had destroyed the wizard
and it looked right at him, but it hadn't touched him. The way the thing looked a him Wiz knew it had to
have seen him. But it hadn't made amove to harm him. Somehow Wiz did not think it was because the
monster was afriend.

Wiz had never seen the huge black creature, but he recognized it from descriptions. It was Bale-Zur, the
daying demon which had brought Toth-Set-Rato power in the Dark League and then destroyed him
when Wiz attacked the City of Night.



There was something about that. Something he had learned. He cudgeled hisbrains, trying to recall that
amost-remembered bit of knowledge. Something he saw? No, something someone told him. Before he
used his new magic to trave to the City of Night and rescue Moira. Something someone told him about
demons, or dragons, or . . .

Of course! True names. Humans weren't the only creatures with true names. Fully mature dragons had
them. And so did some kinds of demons because it was only by knowing their true names that they could
be controlled. That was how Bae-Zur found his prey. Unlike other demons, the great daying demon did
not need to know athing'strue nameto destroy it. All it needed wasfor the being's true name to have
been spoken somewherein the World at sometime.

And of dl mortasin theworld, William Irving Zumwalt was the only one safe from Bale-Zur. No one
hed ever spoken hisfull name—histrue name—anywherein thisWorld.

Licking hislips, he stepped over the gruesome remains of thewizard. Ashe did so he kicked something
that rolled across the floor.

Wiz was amogt afraid to look down for fear hisfoot had touched some body part. But it wasonly a
slvery sphere about the size of abasebd| that had been clutched in what was left of Seklos hand.

Seklos must have grabbed it when Bale-Zur attacked him, Wiz thought. Overcoming hisrevulsion, he
bent down and picked up the sphere. He couldn't be sure but it looked like the thing that the wizard had
thrown at him, the one that spread fire on the stones.

Heforced himsdf tolook at what wasleft of Seklosand redized hisleft deeve was lumpy. Swalowing
his gorge, Wiz reached into the blood-sodden deeve and fished out two more of the spheres. He could
have done it faster except he kept his eyes closed through the whole process.

The three spheres gave him wegpons, hisfirst real wegponsthat might be effective againgt the wizards of
the Dark League.

Thewizards. . . ! Seklos had sent his companion for help. Wiz stuffed the balsinto his pouch, grabbed
his halberd and dashed down the stairs. There were three wizards not more than a hundred yards up the
dtreet when he emerged from the building. Without hesitating, Wiz ran around the corner, leaving the
black robesto wonder at the sound of footsteps with no sign of the runner.

Severd blocks away, Wiz sank back against thewall of an empty storeroom and listened for any sound
of pursuit.

The situation got worse and worse. His cloak of invisibility's spell had some loopholes. Wiz had no
doubt at dl that there were counter-spells that would render it useless.

Wiz forced himsdlf to calm down and think. Through al the hunger and cold and terror, he had tothink .

He had to summon help somehow and if he expected to live long enough for that he had to defeat or
neutralize the Dark League. Two problems and both of them looked insoluble.

But maybe—just maybe—one problem could solve another again.

He needed magic to get out of here. If not magic to walk the Wizard's Way, then aburst of magic to



attract the Watchers who stood guard over the whole of the World.

But it didn't have to be aburst of his magic.

Wiz looked at the three spheresin hislap and a plan began to formin hismind.

Dzhir Kar rested his pink scarred forehead in his one good hand and ground histeeth in frustration.

The Sparrow had dipped through his grasp again. They had been within ahairsoreadth of him thistime,
he knew it. Y et that damnable little bird had fluttered through his clutches once more.

And now Sekloswas gone. Seklosthetireless, the indefatigable. Seklos who hated this Sparrow almost
asmuch ashedid. Torn gpart by something in the upper city while the entire contingent of the Dark
League came running to hisrescue.

That hadn't been lost on the rest of his band. They had seen what had happened to Seklos and the sight
had done nothing for their ardor in the search. Now most of them wanted to leave the City of Night and

abandon the search. Only his overwhelming skill at magic and the loss of the natura leader of any
oppaosition to him kept them here.

Still hisdemon lay coiled in an dcove of the chamber. Occasionaly it would raiseits head and the
tendrils aong its fanged mouth would quiver asthe Sparrow consdered using magic, but so far therewas
no magic from thismost aien of wizards, nothing the demon could homein on.

It was enough, Dzhir Kar thought, to make awizard cry.

Twenty :Forcing a Fight

Never give a sucker an even break.
—W. C. Fidds
Especially not if he's a big, mean sucker.

—the collected sayings of Wiz Zumwalt

Wiz tiptoed down the corridor, convinced that the sound of his heart must be giving him away at every
beat. Over and over he repeated to himsalf the route out of this maze.

It was unfamiliar ground to him. Thiswasthe one part of the City of Night he had been striving to avoid
ever since he was kidnapped. Thiswas the path to the lair of the Dark League.

There were no guards and no sign of magic protecting this place, which only made Wiz more nervous.

Findly he turned acorner and saw a brightly lighted doorway not thirty feet ahead. There were two



black robes standing in front of it talking. Through the open door he could see others moving around.

Wiz stepped back around the corner and for thefirst timein weeks, removed his cloak of invishility.
Taking one of Seklossfire globesin hishand he turned the corner again and, before the wizards could
reect, threw the ball straight at them.

Hisam with the ball was no better than his aim with the rock. About two-thirds of the way down the
corridor the ball broke againgt the wall and a sheet of flame erupted between him and the wizards. A
lightning bolt lanced through the flames and struck near him. Wiz turned and ran with the shouts of the
wizardsringing inhisear.

The tricky part is going to be making sure that everyone arrives when they are supposed to, he
thought as he dodged down the corridor. Another bolt of lightning crashed into the stone behind Wiz,
knocking off chips and tainting the air with the tang of ozone.

That and staying alive.Wiz ran faster and threw the tarncape around his shoulders.

"What was that?" Dzhir Kar roared, risng from his desk. From his place in an acove off the
workroom, Pryddian cringed back.

One of thewizards burgt into the room, hair and beard singed and smoking holesin hisrobe. "Dread
Master, the Sparrow has attacked us?'

"Then after him. After him! Everyone!™ Dzhir Kar was hopping up and down in fury. "Catch him and
bring himtome."

The wizards piled out of the workroom in arush. Dzhir Kar paused long enough to look over at his
demon, still coiled with its eyes closed. He grasped his staff with his good hand and hobbled after his
wizards.

"Dread Master?' Pryddian spoke tentatively.

Dzhir Kar gestured and awall of heatless bluefire sprang into being across the door to Pryddian's
acove. The gpprentice cringed back away from the deadly flame.

"Stay there until we return,” he croaked and hobbled out.

It turned out to be nearly as hard to keep the hunt going asit had been to avoid it entirely. By dternately
showing and concedling himsdlf, Wiz was able to keep his pursuers after him. Once or twice he dmost
had to shout at them to bring them back on the track. At first he worried about being too obvious. Then
he saw that the wizards were so eager to catch him that nothing could make them pause to consider his
moatives.

He had to wait for several minutes outside the gate near the strange tower before he was spotted by a
wizard. Then three of them came around the corner at once and let fly a him with aflurry of lightning
bolts as he dodged through.



"Thisway, Dread Magter, thisway," the wizards chorused afew moments later when Dzhir Kar came
up, usng hissaff asacrutch.

"He did not go beyond this place,” another assured him. "We came from al point of the compass.”

Dzhir Kar peered through the gate at the courtyard beyond. The square was windowlesswith walls
perhaps four times the height of aman. A single door gaped on the opposite side of them from the
gateway.

"Trapped!" Dzhir Kar crowed. "Thereisno way out of that building. We have him now. Spread out,
brothers. Spread out fingertip to fingertip and we will hunt down our Sparrow." He picked up a handful
of windblown dust from the marble paving and threw it into the air before him.

"Usethe dust. It will show hisform.”

Thewizards quickly formed aragged line. Two paces apart they advanced across the court, tossing dust
into the air asthey went.

Lying on hisbelly on theroof of the building Wiz watched them come. It had taken him the better part of
the night to chop and pry aholein the roof so he would have this vantage point and escape route. Now
all he could do was watch and wait—and be ready to run if his plan went awry.

The line of wizards was half-way across the square when the shadows in the building began to move. As
one man they stopped, forewarned by their magical senses. Theline wavered as some of them stepped
back, away from the darkened doorway where something was clearly stirring. Wiz held his breath.

And into the square came the demon Bale-Zur.

Norma mortals would have fled. But wizards need courage beyond ordinary men and women. Besides,
they knew it would be futile to run.

A score of wizards threw back their deeves and raised their staffs amost in unison. Suddenly it was Hell
out for the Fourth of July in the square.

Magics flashed and roared across the square. Spells crackled through the air to bounce off the demon
like many-hued lightnings. Bals of green and purple and blinding whitefire flew thisway and that across
the square.

None of it mattered. Bae-Zur did not even flinch as he came acraoss the marble flagging with ahopping,
toad-like gait. A wizard screamed as the creature reached out with great rending claws.

Crippled ashewas, Dzhir Kar could not run. He stood his ground to the end, flinging spells at the
demon until the clawed hand reached down and scooped him up to the rending, blood-stained jaws.

Thelast few wizardstried to run, but it made no difference. In spite of hisclumsy gait Bae-Zur wasfar
faster than any human. Their screams mingled with the demon'sroars as he crushed the life out of them.
Wiz clapped his handsto his ears and turned away from the scenein the court below him.

Then al was slent. There were no more cries, no more roars, no more crash and flash of magic.
Suddenly the only sound wastheicy wind playing over the ssonework and making weird little whistling
noises asit stirred the dust below.



Once again the warty head swiveled and again Wiz stared into eyes asred as the fires of Hell. Thenthe
eyesdid over him and the huge toadlike demon turned away. Soundlesdy it haf-dragged, half-hopped
out of the square, heedless of the black-robed bodiesit crushed beneath its great clawed feet.

"Odd," the Watcher said, staring back into her crystal.

"What?' the wizard asked.

"Therein the City of Night, asudden flare of magic.”

"Isit the Sparrow?" the other asked eagerly.

"No, it isnot the new magic." She shrugged. "Perhaps just aremnant of the Dark League's power."

The other nodded. The Watchers were used to strange things happening in the ruined city. Aslong as
they were not too powerful they were nothing to worry about or to be passed up the chain of command.

Still, the Mighty were frantic to find Wiz and this was an unusua occurrence. The shift commander
looked up. "What have we got near the City of Night?'

"No assetsin placeright now," the patrol commander called back from the other side of the pit. "There
isasquadron of dragon cavalry that could swing further south and be there in two day-tenths.”

"Then send them south,” the shift commander told her. "Have them search over the City of Night
carefully." The patrol commander nodded and turned back to her crystd.

"Should we dso inform Ba-Simba, Lord?" asked the deputy commander.

"No. No point in that. Thismay be nothing after dl."

With the flash and pulse of repeated magics till ringing in his ears, Wiz made hisway to the large open
gpace in the center of the city.

The forces unleashed as the wizards fought for their lives againgt Bae-Zur would provide abeacon, a
magica flare big enough to be seen by the Watchers back at the Capital. Now all he had to do was mark
his chosen vantage point and scan the skiesfor the dragon patrols which were sure to come south to
investigate the magica maelstrom he had touched off. There was food and water in his pack for severd
days, and two more of the fire globesto make afina signa to guide the rescuersin. He had even taken
the precaution of gathering up severa long pieces of white fabric to use as marker panels. They would
stand out vividly againgt the dark sand.

Carefully helaid down the white cloth taken from the chestsin the shape of alarge X. He anchored the
pieces with handfuls of the fine black volcanic sand that floored the square. That done, he stood up,
stretched and leaned over backwards to ease his aching back muscles.

Wiz looked up, squinting into the pale sun. The walsran straight up and smooth for perhapsthirty feet.



Above that they moved out in aseries of steps. Like ranks of bleachers.

Like ranks of bleacher seats .. . Wiz looked around with anew comprehension. The black sand
beneath hisfeet, the unclimbable walls, the seats above suddenly al made sense. An arena. He was
gtanding in an arena. The centra tower must have something to do with the events held here.

Wiz shuddered. Knowing what the Dark League had been he didn't want to think about what those
events must have been like.

Wi, that's over and done with, hetold himsdlf. Arenaor not, it's still the best place in the city to watch
for help.

Helooked over the tower speculatively. It was asquat ova with danting sides perhaps four storiestall.
Thetop was mostly flat with alarge square block, man high, in the middle. In use the tower would have
been asimpossible to scale asthe arenawalls, but the earthquakes that had accompanied his attack on
the City of Night had caused one section of the tower to collapse, leaving a crude stairway of large stone
blocks up to the top.

Wiz hefted his pack, picked up his halberd and started across the sands to the tower.

There was a scuffling sound from the far end of the arena. Wiz turned and saw severd lean wolf-like
shapes dmost as dark as the sand emerge from one of the doors.

With asinking feding, Wiz realized he wasn't out of the woods yet.

Now what in the World did those sods back at the Capita want? The Dragon Leader thought.

He and his patrol had been on the wing for nearly twelve hours adready. Men and dragons dike were
tired and even with heating spdlls they were chilled beyond numbness. The flight would have to stop to
rest the dragons on theway back asit was. If they continued south to pass over the City of Night they
might have to set down on the Southern Continent itself. The Dragon Leader didn't likethat at al. The
Dak League might be gone, but there were till things on that continent he did not wish to meet on the
ground with half adozen exhausted men and dragons.

Still, orderswere orders. Herose in his saddle againgt the restraining straps and signaled hismen to turn
their patrol line south toward the ruined city.

One quick pass, he promised himsalf. One quick pass and then it's north and home!

A weird warbling howl broke the windy gtillness of the ruined city.
Dire Beasts!

Wiz had only seen the wolflike creatures once before, by moonlight on the night he and Moira had been
chased through the forest by the forces of the Dark League. He had had only a glimpse then and the Sight
had left him with nightmares for months. Now he counted a haf dozen of the great wolflike creatures
dinking out into the open space.



Franticaly Wiz scrambled up the broken stone on the side of the tower. The blocks were six and seven
feet high and sometimes he had to stand on tiptoe or jump to reach the next one. Once hisfingers dipped
off the smooth surface and he landed painfully on the block he had just left. Another time he jumped back
as ablock teetered dangerously when he grasped it.

He reached the top panting and gasping. Then herolled over flat on his belly and peered down into the
arena. The dire Beasts had congregated below, looking up the way Wiz had come. One or two of them
broke off from the pack and dunk around the base of the tower, asif looking for another way up.

He half-formed aspdl in hismind, but hefdt the familiar dread quivering and knew that the demon had
survived its cregtors.

Now the onesthat had split came racing back. The entire pack put their noses together and whined and
growled at each other, looking up occasiondly toward Wiz. Findly the huddle broke and very tentatively
one of the Dire Beasts began to climb.

The things were much better climbers than wolves were, but not as good as aman. Only the one
collgpsed section of the tower gave accessto the platform where Wiz lay.

Wiz put his pack aside and picked up his haberd. He was armed and hisenemies had to climb up a
steep grade to reach him one at atime. Somehow Wiz doubted that was enough to makeit afair fight.

The dark coastline ahead looked about half as attractive as Hell with the fires out.

Not al the fires on the southern continent were out. The volcano that towered above the City of Night
wastraling athin smear of dirty smoke fromitstop. Risng dong itsflank, the City of Night wasa
disordered jumble.

Dragon Leader made his decision. They would comein fast, swooping from dtitude to gain speed. One
sngle fast pass over the ruined city and they would be away for anidand in the Freshened Seawhere
they could rest for afew hours. Signding hismen to spread out in apatrol line, Dragon Leader urged his
weary mount to climb higher in preparation for the sweep.

"Got something here," the rider on the far |eft of the patrol line reported. Dragon Leader pressed his
mount's flank with his kneesto bring him around to check.

As soon as he glided over the courtyard he saw what had attracted the rider's attention.

Scattered around were severa dark-robed bodies, some crushed and dismembered. The walls and
paving of the court were streaked and discolored from the aftereffects of powerful spells. One section of
the wal had melted and run like candle wax under the magica impact.

Looks like they dueled among themsel ves, Dragon leader thought. That explains the magic the
Watchers sensed. Helooked down at the crumpled dark forms and shrugged mentally. Whatever it
was, it doesn't involve us. He spokeinto hiscommunications crystd. "Echelon right and climb for
atitude. We need to reach the idand before dark."



Now there were four Dire Beasts climbing the broken rock toward him. Wiz bit hislip and watched
them come. Hefished into his pouch and pulled out one of the fire globes. Animals were supposed to be
afraid of fire. Perhgps thiswould frighten them off.

Lying flat on the stones, Wiz tossed the fire globe over the Side. There was a satisfying "whoosh” and
legp of flames. After asecond, he stuck his head over the edge to see the effect.

He nearly lost hisnose for hispains. Not only hadn't the fire daunted the beast, the first one was amost
to the top. Powerful jaws with two sets of fangs snapped shut so close Wiz could smdll the stench of the
thing's breath. He jerked his head back and rolled away. Then he redlized he had to keep the thing off the
platform at dl codts.

Too late. Thewolf thing had gained the platform with all four feet. Hackles up and back fur stiffened into
amane, the Dire Beast advanced on him. Wiz fumbled in his pouch and came up with the second fire
ball.

The globe flew straight and true to shatter at the beast'sfeet. Ingtantly the animal wasengulfedin an
inferno. With ahowl of agony, it threw itsdf from the stone platform. 1t made ablazing firebd| dl theway
to the blackened sand. It struck with a"thump" and lay ill.

For amoment the Dire Beasts hung back. Then one of them howled and they charged up the crumbling
gone again.

In the back of hismind, Wiz redlized he had just thrown away hislast hope of signaling should help
arive.

Dragon Leader had just crossed the beach out over the Freshened Sea when his wingman brokein on
the communi cations frequency.

"Smoke behind us."

Dragon Leader twisted in hissaddle. A thin black curl of smoke wasrising in the distance, back over the
aty.

He hesitated. Should they turn south again to check it out? It was probably an accidentd fire or anew
volcanic vent. Their orders had been to search for magic. Certainly it was not magic, hetold himself.
Thereforeit was none of hisbusiness.

Thewelfare of histroop was his business and that demanded he get them to a safe resting place as soon
as possible. The other members of the flight craned their necksto see and he could fedl them waiting for
orders.

"Not our pigeon,” Dragon Leader said findly into the communications crystd. "Hold your course.” The
rest of the troop relaxed. He felt hiswingman start to say something and he braced for a chalengeto the
order, but the chalenge never came.

They had flown north for three more wing beats when he sensed a change in the formation. He looked
back and saw hiswingman didingin.



Theformation had opened out, asit dways did on long patrols. Now the wingman was closing in to the
precise Number Two position, tucked in tight to his leader's right, exactly as he had been taught in riding
school. In spite of the long hours they had been in the air, the younger man was ditting bolt upright in his
saddle and he was ogtentatioudy checking his weapons and equipment in exactly the manner prescribed
when |leaving acombat zone.

Every maneuver, every patrol, you will performasif it werethereal thing! . . . by the checklist,
mister!

He felt his subordinate's eyes boring into him and he knew every other man in the flight was watching as
well. Dragon Leader had seen nearly thirty winters and suddenly he felt dl of them.

"Shit!" he muttered to himself. But he sat up straighter and tightened the straps holding him to the saddle.
Then he pressed hiskneesinto hisweary mount's side and with awave of hisarm turned his squadron
south again over the City of Night.

Wiz thrust desperately at the snarling face just afew inches below him. The creature snaked its head to
the side to avoid the thrust and snapped at the halberd head. Claws scrabbled against rough stone asthe
Dire Beast got first one foot and then another up on the stone ledge. Wiz chopped down at aleg, but the
animal yanked it back and the blade struck sparks from the basalt. The head lunged forward and the
jaws snapped like a pistol shot. Wiz was forced to give ground as the creature got dl four feet on the
stone. Behind thefirst, Wiz could see the head of asecond Dire Beast climbing the same path.

Unbidden, Dond's words came back to him. Put your back to thewall and die like aman.

Halberd in both hands, Wiz edged away from the snarling monster, back towards the wall. Hackles up,
the creature advanced dowly across the rock.

Wiz bumped into the wall and nearly stumbled. He pressed his back against the cold, rough stone and
raised the broken halberd. The two Dire Beasts split up and circled to either side of him. Wiz took a
deep, gasping breath and squinted into the pale sun, trying to keep track of both creatures at once.

A shadow fdl over hisface. Above him he heard the sound of wings. Dragon wings.

Whatinthe...?

Dragon leader scanned the scene below. Down in the arena there were about a haf dozen wolves or
something attacking what looked like alone man.

There was even a checklist for caseslike this. It called for two dragonsto drop low to investigate while
the others stayed overhead flying acomplex figure eight pattern. Dragon riders knew from bitter
experience that there were things beyond the borders of men which were masters of illusion and used that
power to lure men and dragonsto their deaths.

Dragon Leader watched as the speck on the ground retreated before the two larger, darker specks that
gplit up to come at him from ether sde. The checklist called for him to spread hisformation out while the



two scouts descended in broad circles, looking for signs of an ambush. Already the two dragon riders on
the rear of the formation were drifting out and getting ready to spird down on his command.

Thetiny figure moved back against the centra pylon and rai sed aweapon of some sort above its head.
The attackers were now on either sde of him, ready for thefind killing lunge.

Bugger the checklist! Dragon Leader winged his mount over and signaed the rest of the squadron to
follow. In acompact mass a dozen dragons hurtled down on the arena.

The Dire Beasts were so intent on their prey they had no warning. Thefirst they knew of the dragons
overhead was when afusillade of misslestoreinto their pack.

Suddenly two of the beasts were down with iron arrows in them. One of them bit weakly at the bolt that
skewered through its flank and the other one was aready till. Three more arrows vibrated in the sand
where they had missed their targets.

The dragons swept low into the arena, their wingtips amost brushing the dark sand and the wind of their
passage, raising clouds of sand behind them astheir riders pulled them into steep turns.

The Dire Beasts on the rock hesitated, torn between the nearness of their prey and the threat from the
ar. Findly agout of dragon fire decided for them and they broke away, legping down the crumbled stone
and sprinting across the arena pursued by arrows and bursts of fire.

One of the dragons settled onto the ledge behind Wiz. Asthe animal folded itswings, the rider swung off
and walked giffly to where he stood.

The man was dirty, disheveled and his eyes were rimmed red from fatigue and hours of squinting into the
wind. Still hewasthe loveliest Sght Wiz had ever seen.

"Lord, we have been scouring the World for you!™

"Just get meout of here," Wiz said weskly.

Part |V: RUN TIME

Twenty-One :Bed Rest

Seep? Isn't that a completely inadequate substitute for caffeing?

—yprogrammers saying

A hospital looks like a hospital anywhere you go. At least this one smelled of sweet herbs and fresh cut
hay instead of stinking of disnfectant.



Wiz wasin no shape to appreciate it. He was adeep when they carried him in and he was ill adeep
when Moiraand Bal-Smbacameto see him.

Moirahit her lip to keep from crying when Bronwyn and Ba-Simba ushered her into hisroom. They
had cleaned him up, but he was thin and drawn with new lines etched about his mouth and eyes. He
looked asif he had aged a decade in the weeks he had been gone. He was still and unresponsive and for
aterrible moment she thought he was dying.

But Bronwyn touched her arm when she moved toward the bedside. "1t would be best if you did not
wake him, Lady," the hedler said.

"What iswrong with him?"
"Shock, fatigue and starvation mostly. There was some sicknessin his lungs but we cleared that up.”
"What happened to him?'

"We are not certain,” Ba-Simbatold her. "He was kidnapped to the City of Night by what isleft of the
Dark League, but asde from that he hastold us very little." He frowned. "He was not in very good shape
whenwefound him."

"Best we leave now," Bronwyn said softly. "He needsto deep for aslong as he can.”
"May | stay, Lady?' Moiraasked. "I'd like to be here when he awakes."

"Itislikely to bealong vigil. He will doubtless deep the night through and perhaps a good portion of
tomorrow."

"Please, Lady?"
Bronwyn sighed. "Very wdl. But leave him strictly done.”

Moiranodded and settled hersdlf in achair next to the bed.

Pryddian hunched into the corner to get out of the freezing wind. The stoneswerelikeice againg his
back and the chill crept closer around him. Overhead the clouds rolled low and date gray, driven and
torn to streamers. Hefdt afreezing drop on hisface and realized it was starting to snow.

He had to find shelter. But there was no shelter to be seen. Behind him was the pitch black mouth of the
tunnel he had stumbled from. The buildings on ether side of the street had collapsed in hegps and the
roadway wasfull of rubble.

Pryddian was not sure what day it was. At least one had passed since he had been left imprisoned in the
workroom, but wasit just one or had there been more?

He had been content to wait for the wizards return—until the lights went out, thewall of fire vanished
and the heating pdl| failed leaving him done with the demoninicy darkness. It took him afew minutesin
the absolute dark to nerve himsdlf to try the door and it took him hours more to blunder out into the wan

cold day.



Pryddian shivered as he considered his options. The wizards had not returned from their confrontation
with the Sparrow. That meant they were either dead or they had forgotten him in their victory.
Remembering the way the light globes had flickered and failed and how the heet cut off suddenly,
Pryddian did not think the Dark League had won.

He shivered uncontrollably and his breath puffed white. Now what? He could not walk the Wizard's
Way unaided; he did not know how. He could not sail the Freshened Sea back; he was not asailor and
there were no boats | eft in the City of Night. He did not even have acommunications crystd to call the
Council and beg for rescue.

Cometo that, he could not find hisway back to the Dark League's workroom, not through that maze of
darkened tunndls. Despair, cold and crud asthe wind, knifed through him as he realized he was probably
doomed to dwell donein the City of Night for therest of hislife. Hedid not alow himsdf to think about
how long that might be.

He fdt more snowflakes on hisface, finging now asthe rising wind drove them againgt his exposed skin.
No point in standing here. Somewherein the city there had to be something to eat and a place out of
the cold.

Cautious as amouse, Pryddian, ex-gpprentice of both the Council of the North and the Dark League,
picked hisway down the ruined street in search of food and warmth.

Bronwyn was right. Wiz dept like alog the night through, not even turning. Moirawatched and dozed as
best she could in the chair, waking every time Wiz so much as sghed.

The middle of the following morning he began to stir. Moiramoved to hisbedsde as his eyesfluttered
open.

"Moira?' Wiz said weskly.
"Hush," she said as she caressed hisforehead. Ingtinctively he reached up to clasp her to him.

"Feding better, arewe?" said abrisk voice from the door. Wiz and Moira broke their clinch with a gtart
and turned to see Bronwyn stride into the room with Ariannetrailing her.

The hedler ran a practiced eye over Wiz, checked his pulse and poked and prodded him abit and then
nodded in satisfaction.

"Will | ever play the piano again, Doc?"

"Y ou mean will you recover? Of course you will. But that iswhat | need to speak to you about.
"Thereis nothing wrong with you that time and rest and alittle careful nursang will not cure.” Shelooked
over at Moira. "Now | could use a healing spell to cure you this afternoon. It would be better if you were
left to hedl naturaly but they tell me the North needs you on your feet as quickly as possible.” She

frowned her professiona disapproval, but Arianne nodded.

"Yeah," Wiz shifted and sat up in bed, "thereésalot I've got to do.”



Bronwyn sighed. "Very wdll, then. | will keep you here overnight just to be sure, though. After that get
what rest you can and try to conserve your strength.”

Sheturned to Moira. "Lady, you are bonded to this one. Will you assist me?"

Moiranodded. "Willingly."

Bronwyn took a position on the right side of the bed and Moirastood on the left. Each of them took one
of Wiz's hands, and Bronwyn began to chant and gesture with her wand. She tapped Wiz'stemples, his
throat, his chest and his groin with the wand, then laid it aside and clasped Moiras free hand. Now

Moiratook up the chant in aminor key.

Asthey watched, the color flowed back into Wiz's skin and the linesin his face smoothed out. Wiz's
mouth formed alittle o of surprise as he felt the strength flow back into him.

Bronwyn released her grip, sighed and sagged into achair.

Wiz shook his head. "Whoooeeee. That isreally something.”

"Just be careful not to overtax yoursdlf," Bronwyn said from her chair. "Hedling spells extract their price.”
"I think | know thefirst one. I'm starved.”

"Indeed,” Arianne said. "l will seetoit. And what will you do afterwards?"

"First | need to talk to Bal-Simba. We'rein big trouble.

"And then," he said deliberatdly, "I'm going to est alittle crow.”

Arianne nodded and | eft. Bronwyn stayed for afew minutes more, resting in the chair and then examining
Wiz again before repesting her admonition that he get dl the rest he could.

"Ba-Smbaor no, | am keeping you one more night,” shetold him. Then shetoo |eft.
Finaly Wiz and Moirawere done.

Moirarested her hand on Wiz's shoulder and he clasped it tightly in both of his.
"God, | missed you," he said.

"And | missed you," shetold him, putting her other hand on top of his.

"Weve got to talk, you know," he said at last.

"l know. | came back from Heart's Ease to talk to you and you were gone.”

"Yeah, | thought about you in the City of Night alot. When | could.

"Moira, I'm sorry,” Wiz said. "'l let mysdlf get so wrapped up in my own problemsthat | shut you out."



"And | crowded you too closely because | had nothing of my own here.”
He smiled up at her. "Well just haveto try to do better, won't we?"
"Weghdl both haveto try."
"Darling, do me afavor will you?If | gart acting like ajerk again, punch meintheribs. Hard."
Moiratook hishand in hers. "I think | can manage that.”
He reached up, pulled her down to him and kissed her again.
"Infact | will do better than that,” she said with an amused glint in her sea-green eyes. "If youever ignore

me again, or treat me like apiece of furniture, | will make you very sorry indeed." Moiramade aquick

little motion with her hand and the air in front of her sparkled with shards of the rainbow. "And believe
me, My Lord, | am just thewitch who candoiit.”

Wiz looked at her openmouthed. Y ou wouldn't do that to me, would you?"

Moirasmiled sweetly. “Try me."

Therewas adiscreet knock at the door. They turned and saw a servant carrying a covered tray.

"Your, ah, dinner, Lord," the man said with an odd expression as helaid the tray on the table beside
WiZ's bed. He removed the warming cover and withdrew.

Sitting on the plate, neatly trussed and roasted, was asmall bird. The odor from the platter had
unappetizing overtones.

Wiz looked at it dubioudly. Then he poked at it with hisknife. Then he looked up a Moira

"Crow, right?'
Her eyes sparkled. "Wdl, Lord, youdidsay . . ."

"I know," Wiz sighed. "I know." Deliberately he cut adice of the breast, put it into his mouth and
chewed acouple of times.

"You know," hesaid at lagt. I think | findly understand that expression.”

Wiz was dozing again when he got hisnext visitor.

"Wiz?" afamiliar voice said gently. At first he thought he was dreaming. There was no way he could be
hearing . ...

II\MZ?I

"Jerry!" Wiz sat bolt upright in bed. "How the hell . . ."



"Relax, | volunteered,”" hisfriend told him. "We've got over adozen people here; programmers, systems
anaysts, documentation specidists. Weve been working on your spell compiler and magic operating
system. Wecdll it WIZ-DOS. Y ou're famous, boy."

Wiz shook hishead. "I . . . | don't know what to say . . . except God, it's good to see you!"

"1 missed you too. ZetaSoft wasn't the same after you left. Look, | know you're supposed to be resting,
but there are a couple of thingsthat have been driving us nuts."

Without waiting for an answer he spread four scrolls out on the bed.

"Okay, now here. . ."

"Just what do you think you're doing?"

They both looked up to see Bronwyn standing in the door, hands on hipsand firein her eye.
"Thisisafriend of mine" Wiz told her. "l wasjust helpinghim. . ."

"Y ou are hel ping nothing!" Bronwyn said, advancing into the room. "Y ou risk relgpse My Lord!
Especidly with the heding spell. Y ou are supposed to be resting and rest you shdl.” Sheturned to Jerry.
"Asfor you, you will take your magics and you will go back where you came from." She gestured asiif
exorcisng ademon. "Begone'

"Look, | needtotak. . ."

"Out," Bronwyn ordered.

"But thiswill only take. . ."

"Out!" She made shooing motions. "Tomorrow he will be released and he can work himsdlf to death as
he pleases. But he will have agood night's deep before he begins.™

"Tomorrow, okay?" Jerry grabbed the scrolls and | ft.

Later in the afternoon Ba-Smba cameto vist him.

"They tell meyou arerecovered,” the huge black wizard said as he entered the room.
"They want meto Say here overnight just in case, but I'm fine."

"Arianne said you wanted to talk to me."

"Y eah. Welve got avery serious problem.” He outlined his conversation with Duke Adlric and what he
had seen on histraves through the Wild Wood.

Ba-Simba nodded gravely at theend of it. "I havetalked to Adric and | aready know much of it.
Besdesthere have been someincidents.” He told Wiz about the disappearing villages.



"Soit'saready darted,” Wiz said heavily. "Shit! | should have gotten back sooner.”

"Little enough you could have done about that, Sparrow. Now, what of Duke Adric?'

"He thinks we can make some kind of dedl. But were going to have to work fagt."

"What would he require?"

Wiz looked uncomfortable. "It's not him, exactly. The way he explained it to me, there are so many
factions and kinds of non-mortasthat we can't just St down and bargain. What wevegot to do is
remove the threat in their eyes so their codition falls gpart. Then maybe we can come to an agreement
withtheeves"

"And what would thistake?"

"Hey, | don't know, I'm just the messenger boy."

"Hardly," rumbled Ba-Simba. "It was obvioudy your idea. Further, the elves, or at least Duke Adiric,
arewilling to treat with you."

Yeah, Wiz thought,only one of them keeps trying to kill me. ™Y ou make it sound like I'm ambassador
to the dves or something.”

"Very nearly, Sparrow. Y ou have had more success dedling with them than any living morta.”

"Great. Another job | don't want and I'm no good at.”

Ba-Simbasighed. " Sparrow, we would be much further dong if you would stop prejudging what you
are or are not capable of. Y ou can do agreat deal more than you suppose if you put your mind to it.

Now | ask you again, what will it teaketo avert awar?"

Wiz thought. "At the very least were going to have to fix things so they don't fed threatened. That means
we're going to have to do something aboutdemon_debug ."

"That falswithin the purview of you and the team from your world,” Ba-Smbasaid. "What € se?'
"Well, we're going to have to stop this mad dash into the Wild Wood. We may be able to work out
some kind of homesteading arrangement later, but for right now we need to keep people from going
further.”

Ba-Simba stroked his chin and the little bones of his necklace clicked against each other. "Aseasy to
sweep back the seq, | fear.”

"Can't you order them to stop?”
The giant wizard smiled wryly. " Sparrow, even at the height of our power the Council never had that
kind of hold over the people. Were we to issue such an order it would be ignored and there are not

enough guardsmen to post at every forest road and trail.”

"Y ou've got to do something.”



"Wecanonly try."

"I understand you've got awhole team of programmers here," Wiz said to change the subject.

"Almost ascore of them, recruited from the Valey of Quartz."

"Youmean Slicon Vdley."

"That iswhat | said, isit not? In any event they have been working on your system of magic and making
excdlent progress—or so they tdl me." He chuckled. "Meanwhile they have been, ah, enlivening things

heretono end.”

"I dunno,” Wiz said. "Y ou make me fed superfluous. I've been gone and you and Moira have been
doing dl thework. All I managed to do was get myself kidnapped and chased dl over the City of Night."

"Hardly. Aside from wiping out the remnants of the Dark L eague, you were the one who approached
Duke Adric with the notion of atreaty."

"Y ou could have donethat."

Bal-Simba shook his head. "No, Sparrow, | could not. In thefirst place he never would have talked to
me. In the second place | would not have had the courage to do something so insanely dangerous.”

"Oh," saidd Wizinavery smal voice.

"Wadll, | do not wish to tire you, so we will leave these matters for the morrow."
"Fine. I'm pretty bushed. I'm going to get asnack and go back to deep.”
Bal-Simbamade no moveto leave.

"|sthere something el s?"

"There are questions we must answer and soon,” he said at last. " Some things yet unclear about what
happened to you."

"For instance?'

"Was your kidnapping connected with the attempts on your life?"

"No. That was someone else. | think | can take care of that."

"Ahh, | see" he said and then hesitated again. "I understand Ebrion is dead.”

"Y eah. | was there when it happened.”

Thewizard looked closdly at him. "Was heinvolved in your kidnapping?"

Wiz opened his mouth and then stopped. Telling Bal-Simbawhat had happened would definitely

discredit Ebrion's faction—the people who had been trouble ever since he arrived at the Capita. But
discrediting them wouldn't make them go away. They'd still be here and they'd be even angrier and more



frustrated.

Always |eave your opponent a line of retreat—unless you want a fight to the death.

Wiz redlized Ba-Simbawaswatching him intently.

"Would it do any good if | said Ebrion wasinvolved?' hesaid at last. "I meanin thelong run?"
The giant black wizard considered. "In the long run? No, not redlly.”

"Then let's say he died trying to save me and leave it a that.”

"Sparrow, you never ceaseto amaze me," Bal-Simbarumbled. ™Y ou grow congtantly in wisdom.”

Wiz snorted. "Too schoon ve get old und too late schmart.” Then he sobered. "1 just hopeit realy isn't
too late. | made aroya messof thingsthistime."

"Thingsarein an, a, 'interesting' state," Ba-Smbaagreed. "But certainly not beyond hope.”

Twenty-Two :Mending Fences

Good client relations are the key to a successful project.

—consultants saying

The Mighty in the Capital gathered in the chantry the next morning in no very good mood. They knew
that Wiz had been kidnapped by magic and they knew Ebrion was dead. Some of them, guiltily
remembering old conversations and ha f-dropped hints, suspected very strongly the two events were not
unconnected. Most of them didn't know enough to suspect, but they had an uneasy feding that
someone's head was on the block.

Asthe blue-robed men and women took their seatsin the carved throne-like chairs around the room
they murmured and muttered among themselves. Ba-Simba had commanded this meeting, but obvioudy
the Sparrow was the one who would do the talking.

Wiz stood up as soon as Bal-Simba called them to order.

"Thisisn't easy for meto say,"” Wiz looked out over the assembled group. "But you wereright and | was
wrong. | am sorry. No matter how my magic compiler turns out, humans are till going to need your
wisdom and your sense of restraint. | was so wrapped up in the technical details | couldn't seethat.

"My blindness has had very serious consequences. Now | can only hope to undo the damage | have
done."

Hetook a deep breath and went on. "I can't change the past, none of us can. But we can put it aside
and go on from there. I'm asking you to work with me, both with the problems we have right now and in
thelong run.



"I hope that we can work together in spite of what happened in the past. We need each other.” He
paused. "At leadt, | need you. Thank you for listening." With that he stepped away from the podiumto a
smattering of applause.

"What of Ebrion?" someone called from the back of the room. Suddenly there was dead silence. The
Mighty froze where they were and everyone looked at Wiz.

Wiz licked hislips. "I am sorry to say Ebrion is dead. He was a good man and he dways acted in the
way he believed wasright. He waskilled trying to protect me."

Therewas an dmogt audible sigh from the assembled wizards.

Severd of the Mighty crowded around afterwards. Thefirst to reach himwas Malus. "Well, my boy,"
Maussad. "Wdl, wel." Then thefat little wizard hugged Wiz to him.

"Thefault was hardly yoursaone, Lord,” Juvian said, stepping up to him. "We have had our
blindnesses." Severa of the others pressed forward to offer their support aswell, and for severd minutes
Wiz, Moiraand the wizards stood making strained small talk.

"If youwill excuse me, My Lords,” Wiz sad & lagt, "I have to meet with the programming team this
afternoon and | want to get something to eat before then.”

Malus followed them out. "1 wanted you to see something,” he said once they were donein the corridor.
"Y our friend Karl has been teaching us while you were gone." He shook his head. "It is hard, very hard,
this new magic of yours, but | have been practicing and, well . . .greeting exe. "

Suddenly, written between them in glowing green letters Sx inches high was:

HELLO WORLD

"Itismy first spdll with the new magic,” Mdussaid shyly. "How do you like it?"
Wiz grinned, Moira hugged the tubby little wizard and kissed him on the cheek.
"| think that'swonderful, My Lord," she said, "and I'm sure Wiz doestoo."

"It'sgreat," Wiz agreed. It's one of the best presents| could have had. Thank you, Maus."

"That speech hasto be the hardest thing | ever did,” Wiz said asthey made their way back to their
chamber.

Moira squeezed his hand moretightly. "Perhaps it was also the bravest.”

He put hisarm around her waist and kissed her. Then he opened the door and ushered her back into



their gpartment.

"The place looks bare with al my notes and stuff gone," he said, looking over at the table beneath the
window.

"They went to agood home,” Moairatold him. Persondly she thought it was a great improvement, but
she wasn't going to say So now.

"What have we got to eat? I'm starved and it smells wonderful .”

Moira brought the dishes out of the cupboard where they had been magically kept warm. "I had
luncheon sent up from the kitchens. Beef barley soup, roast beef, potatoes and bread and cheese.”

"Heaven."

Wiz ate ravenoudy, enough for three normal men. Moira contented herself with a cup of soup and
watched him pack the food away.

"Well," he said pushing away from the table at |ast, "that was wonderful, but | need to go meet the
programmers.”

Moirashook out her mane of copper-colored hair. "I was hoping you could spend some time with me
thisafternoon," she said softly.

"I'd like to darling, but I've got to get up to speed on this."
Moiraput her arms around his neck. "Wont it keep for awhile?'

"L ook, | redlly do need to get to the team meeting." Moiramelted against him and pressed her lipsto his
for along, dow kiss.

"Of course," he said asthe kissended, "I could dwaystell them | was held captive by awicked witch."
Moiraopened her green eyeswide. "Wicked, My Lord?’

Wiz pulled her to him. "Darling, when you get going you're the wickedest witch that ever was."

Asdwaysthe Council of the North met in the morning. However thistime Wiz was Sitting in the center
of the long wooden table, next to Bal-Simbaand he was anything but bored with the proceedings.

" ... 0that'sit,” he concluded. "Unless we can curb the invasion of the Wild Wood and stop people
fromusngdemon_debug we are going to haveawar."

For once there were no objections from Honorious, no sniping from Juvian and no clarifications from
Agricolus. Every man and woman at the table looked grave.

Juvian, who oversaw the Council's dealings with the hedge witches, pursed hislips. "All eeser said than
done, | fear. Thevillagers preferdemon_debug becauseit is S0 effective againgt magic.”



"ddtisjust as effective and alot less harmful to the environment. Weve got to get them to useit instead
ofdemon_debug."

The sorcerer rubbed a pudgy hand over ajowl. "That will not be easy, Lord. We do not have the
authority we once had.”

"They'll ligento you if they ever want another bit of magic out of me," Wiz said firmly. "Look, thishas
got to stop. Unless magic is actively dangerousit is not to be destroyed.”

Juvian shook his head. "I do not know, Lord."

"Just tell them that if they don't stop, I'll come there and start throwing lightning bolts."
"If you wish it wewill, of course, but | do not know if they will listen to us.”

"We have got tomake them ligten.”

"Wewill do our best Lord, but it will be difficult."

"Okay," Wiz 9ghed, "what about limiting migration then?'

"That isnot merely difficult, that isimpossble,” Honorious said. "The farms aretoo smal and the soil is
too poor. On that the peasants will not listen at al.”

"We don't have to freeze our boundaries exactly where we are. The part of the Wild Wood closest to
the Fringe was human territory once anyway. But we can't have uncontrolled expanson.”

"Then tell us how to prevent such expansion, Lord."
"If wedon't prevent it well bea war.”

The old wizard sighed heavily. "Then, Lord, my adviceisto prepare for war. For the people will not
obey usonthis”

All up and down the table the wizards |ooked even grimmer. But none of them disagreed with Honorious
or offered an dternative.

Twenty-Three :Brainstorm
Time
At some point in the project you're going to have to break down and finally define the problem.

—yprogrammers saying

"Okay," Larry Fox said, "what aboutcorned_beef 7'



Wiz had spent most of the previous afternoon and agood part of the morning mesting the team and
reviewing what they had done. Now he was beginning to tackle the problems Jerry had dumped in his
lap—literaly—two days before. All the stdlsin the Bull Pen were taken so they had wedged atablein
down by the whiteboard and tea urn. He and Larry had spent hours going over obscure bits of code and
untangling particularly strange demons.

"corned_beefisahashing routine, obvioudy," Wiz told him between bites of histhird sandwich of the
afternoon. "It'safast way to search for ademon—a routine—by name.”

"But whereésthe rest of it? We figured out that it was doing a hashed look up, but we couldn't see how
you searched the entries.”

"Mmmf," said Wiz around his mouthful of sandwich. He shook his head and swallowed hard. "It'sa

perfect hash. Oneitem per entry, dways." He took another big bite of sandwich. "Y ou take the first
characters of the demon's name, multiply that by amagic number. That gives you the number that serves
asasubscript to the array. If you pick your numbers right you always get aunique entry for each item.”

"That'swerd!"

Wiz shrugged. "It works."

"One more question. Why do you divide by 65,3537

"Because you've got to divide by a prime number, preferably one at least twice as large as the number of
entries you want in the hash table. 65,353 isaMersinne Prime and it wasthe largest prime | could
remember.”

Larry frowned. "Areyou sure 65,353 isprime? | don't think it is."

Wiz shrugged and took another bite. "It worked."

"Okay," Larry said, "I'll clear therest of these changeswith Jerry or Karl and get right to work on them.”

"No need for that. | intended to fix those other points anyway and it'sin the language specification.”

Larry hestated. "I'd till better clear them.”

Wiz started to object and then stopped. It realy wasn't his project any more, he realized. The origina
Specification might be his, but even that had been modified in the process of development. Now it wasa
team project and Jerry Andrews was the team leader. It hurt to recognize that, but fighting it would only
damage the project.

"Fine" he sghed. "L et me know what Jerry wantsto do about it."

The next afternoon the entire team gathered in the Bull Pen. One of the long trestle tables had been
cleared and stools and benches were pulled up around it. Wiz sat at one end of the table with Moiraand
Jerry by hissde. In the center was the new version of the Dragon Book, with the smal red dragon curled

peecefully adeep aop it.



"The news from the Council isn't good," Wiz told them. "I was hoping they could solve their immediate
problems by traditional methods once they understood what the problem was. They've been pushing for
usto wave amagic wand,” he smiled wryly at the phrase, "and make them go awvay. Wdll, asof this
morning, it isdefinite. Thereis smply no way they can do it. Weve got to come up with amagica means
to head off awar.”

"Not much to ask, isit?' Nancy said.

"Okay," Wiz sad. "We've got two problems here. One of them isthe hacked version of that protection
gpell. The second oneisweve got to keep people from penetrating further into the Wild Wood until we
get things straightened out."”

"Whét'sthe main problem?" Judith asked.

"The spell, | think. That'swhat seems to be doing the most damage right now. Weve got to elther
neutralizeit or keep peoplefrom usingit.”

"Can you not neutrdize their magic asyou did at the City of Night?' Moira asked.
"The worms? That's too non-specific." He shook his head. "No, we can't afford to soak up al the
available magic. That would leave the humans right back where they were before we started. We need

something more subtle.”

"But we haveto haveit quickly,” the redheaded witch said. "We cannot afford to waste timein pursuit of
the 'elegance you keep talking about.”

"So we're gonna need something quick and dirty.” He held up ahand. "But nottoo dirty. Does anyone
have any ideas?"

"Soundslikeajob for avirus," Nancy said.

"Naw, as soon asthey see the program isinfected, they'll switch back to the old one.”

"A birthday virud" Danny shouted suddenly.

"A what?" Wiz asked.

"A virusthat doesn't trigger until a specific event occurs. We set the magic event far enough in the future
that the program will have had time to spread everywhere. Then it triggers,” he waved his hands, " poof!
The spell doesn't work anymore.”

"Y ou know," Jerry said suspicioudy, "you tak like you've had alot of experience at this"

The other shrugged. "It's, you know, been aspecid interest of mine.”

Jerry snorted. "When we get back, remind me never to use any software you had anything to do with."

Wiz ignored the byplay. " Okay, what keeps them from going back to the old spell?*

There was slence down the table.



"We can't just wipeit out of their memories, can we?' Jerry sighed.

"Even if we could, there are sure to be written copies around. When the new program self-destructs,
they'll just go back to the old one."

"Can we come up with aspdll to attach itself todemon_debug and destroy it?"

Wiz thought hard. "I did something like that againgt the Dark League. The problem is, when it destroyed
the spdll it took out everything for about thirty yards around in ahumongous blast. We don't want to kill
them and it would be a big job to weaken the effect.”

"Aw, they'd get the message after the first couple of explosions,” Danny said.

"No," Wiz sadfirmly.

"Wl . .." Theyoung programmer'sfacelit up. "Hey wait aminute! Supposethey get theideathe spdl's
no good?'

"The problem isthat itis good against magic. Too good.”
Danny smiled an evil amile. "Not if we're the ones making the magic.”

Wiz looked at Danny and then at Jerry. "Now that's got possibilities. Suppose we cook up something
demon_debugdoesn't work against?"

"Yeah," Jarry said dowly. "Something that will convince them they don't ever want to messwith
demon_debug again. Danny, stick around after the meeting, will you?1 think | know how we can put
that arcade-game mind of yoursto work."

Wiz made a check mark on the date in front of him. "Okay, that gives us a handle on one problem. Now
for the other one, keegping humans out of the Wild Wood."

"l don't suppose we can just make alaw?' Jerry asked hopefully.

Moira snorted and shook her head so violently her copper curlsflew in front of her face.

"That iswhat the Council has been trying. The hunger for land is deep in our farmers and the soil within
the Fringeisthin and poor." She reached up and brushed astrand of hair off her upper lip. —Besides, |
think you misread the relaion between the Mighty and the people. The Mighty are guardians and

protectors, not governors.”

"And right now the Council'sinfluence with the peopleisat an dl-timelow," Wiz said grimly. Thanks in
part to my meddling.

"So we're gong to need abarrier,” Judith said. "A wall.”
"They would climb asmplewall,” Moiratold her. "Or else batter breachesinit.”

"What about your basic wal of fire?' Karl asked.



"How do you keep from burning down the Wild Wood?"
"We could do aline of death," someone else suggested.
"We don't want to kill them, just keep themin," Wiz said.
"An ectrified fence?'

"Tha'sathought.”

"Yeeh," Danny said, "with minefields and guard towerd"
"That isnot athought,” Wiz sad firmly.

Again everyone at thetable fell silent. Thelittle red dragon whuffed in his degp and scuffled the papers
beneath him with tiny running motions as he chased adream mouse.

"Okay," Cindy said dowly. "What about making them notwant to go beyond a certain point?"

"A geas?' Moirashook her head. ™Y ou cannot lay geas on an entire people, including ones you have
never seen.”

"Butddt does essentidly that for magica creatures,” Cindy said.
"That isn't ageas,” Wiz told her. That'sarepulsion spell. Different animal.”
"Well, how about arepulson spell then?”

"Repulson spdls attach to specific objects,” Moiraexplained. ™Y ou would have to put the spell on every
rock, every tree and every finger-length of soil ongtheline.”

"That's not a problem—in theory," Jerry said. "We can write a program that will do it. It would take alot
of demons. . . No, wait aminute! We could use the principle of smilarity. Mark the line on amap.”

"Yeah, fing" said Nancy. "Where are we going to get amap accurate enough to make aspell like that
stick? Have you seen what these people call amap?’

"Okay, so we make our own map,” Wiz said.
"How are we going to do that?' asked Karl. "Y ou can't just sketch it from dragon back."

"If we haveto mark everything individualy, it will take yearsto get the barrier up,” Jerry said. "l don't
think we've got years."

"Wewill befortunateif we haveweeks," Moiratold him

"Wait aminute!" Wiz put in. "We can use amodified verson of my searching spdll. Generate thousands
of mapping units. WEIl have our datain acouple of days."

"Searching spdl?'Y ou mean that R-squared D-sguared thing?”!



"No, the three-layer search system. Y ou've used it, haven't you?'
"That isthe spell | wastelling you about, Lord," Moirasaid to Jerry. "The one we could not find."

Wiz frowned. "There was acopy in my notes. Well, it doesn't matter. It won't take long to rewrite it and
I'd want to trandate it to run under the latest version of the compiler anyway."

Wiz made another mark on hisdate.

"That's it then. Okay people, split into your teams and let's get cracking. We've got alot of work to do
here

"Areyou surethiswill work?' Ba-Simbaasked dubioudy as Wiz, Jerry and Moira showed him the
team's latest crestion.

"It will if they try to usedemon_debug onit," Wiz assured him. "The basic spell isamodification of the
one| used to create the watchers against the Dark League.”

"And it will harm no one?' the giant black sorcerer pressed.

"It can't do physica damageto anyone, Lord," Jerry said confidently. Of course, what it can do to their
mental sate. ..

"Amazing," Bal-Simba said as he studied the creature on the table before him. "Where did you get the
ideafor these things?'

"Where| get al my best ideas” Wiz sad jauntily. "1 soleit.”

Twenty-Four :Demons Go
Home

Customer support isan art, not a science.
—marketing saying
So are most other forms of torture.

—Jprogrammers response

"Lady, Lady come quickly! Mayor Andrew pounded frantically on the door and looked fearfully over
his shoulder toward the village square. "We are beset!"

"Unnugh?' Alainarolled over in her bed and tried to shake the mead fumes from her head. She threw the



dirty bedclothes aside and stumbled to the door, cursing as she banged into an overturned stool.

"Not so loud,” she grumbled, fumbling with the bar. "Not so bleeding loud.” She threw open the door
and glared & Andrew. "Now what isit?’

In answer he pointed back into the village. Pale trand ucent shapes floated here and there over the
houses, flitting down the streets and hovering before windows. Now and again abone-chilling shriek
broke the night'ssilence.

Alainagathered hersdf. "Magic, en? Well well see about that." She snatched a grubby cloak from the
hook beside the door and threw it over her night dress. Barefoot and with her hair in disarray she
marched toward the square with the mayor trailing close behind.

One of the ghostly shapes floated down out of the night sky at her, gibbering asit came. Alaina stopped
short and flung her aamup toit.

"demon_debug BEGONE," she commanded in a cracked voice. "exe! "

The paeform stopped in mid-flight, shuddered and dropped to the earth, codescing and changing form
asit did so. By thetime it reached the ground it was asmall green man-like thing with abald head,
pointed ears and awide mouth. In theflickering light of the mayor'storch, Alainacould seethat thelittle
cresture was bright green.

It blinked once, extended a foot-long tongue and licked one of its eyebrows, like acat grooming itself.
Thenit smiled up a her nadtily.

"Yaknow, Lady," the little green man said with adistinct Brooklyn accent, "yaredly shouldnnahave
donethat.”

"1 tll you we are overrun with these things!" Alaina screamed into the communications crystd. "They are
everywhere."

Oneof thelittle green men sat on top of theimage formed above the crysta, hislegs dangling downin
front, asif he were sitting on top of atelevison ingtead of in mid-air. She brushed at him like shooing a
fly, but her hand passed through the little man'slegs. He stuck out afoot-long pink tongue and gave the

hedge witch an especidly juicy raspberry.

From where he sat in the Council's great hal, Wiz couldn't seethe little green man. But Alainas gestures
told him clearly what must be happening.

"How long have you had this problem?" he asked sympatheticaly.

"Since last night. These things are driving us mad and when | cdl for help, you make mewait for near a
day-tenth before anyone will speak to me. Nothing but that terrible music in the background whilel
wait."

Alainaput her head in her hands. The day had been theworst of her life. In laying the banshees she had
created dozens of thelittle green men. Now they were dl over the village, getting into everything, making
rude and obnoxious comments to everyone and not giving anyone amoment's peace.



Worse, there was nothing you could do to them. Magic didn't seem to work and physica objects
passed completely through them. Mayor Andrew was nursing abroken hand after trying to hit one of the
little creatures that happened to be standing in front of apost. He was so angry a Alaina he wouldn't
even cometo her for hedling.

"I am sorry about the wait," Wiz told her. "We are very busy here and none of our service
representatives, ah wizards, wereimmediately available." Out of the corner of hiseye, Wiz could seedl
the communications postionsin the great hall filled with wizards talking to people just as he was. But this
onewas specid. Part of the reason Alainahad to wait was he wanted to handle this village himself.
"Now, about these little green men. How did they appear?’

"Hirst there was a plague of banshees and when | tried to exorcise them, we got—this." She waved her
hand helplesdy. "Oh, | would rather the banshees,” she moaned.

"We have not been ableto re-create your problem here," Wiz told her. "Thereis nothing inddt that could
produce an effect likethat."

"l didn't useddt , | useddemon_debug ," Alanasad.

Wiz frowned and pursed hislips. "Well, as you know,demon_debug was not our spell. We cannot be
responsiblefor the consequencesif users attempt to apply spells with unauthorized modifications.”

Alainamoaned again.

"However," Wiz went on, "we have encountered this problem before. The spell you used was not
thoroughly tested before release and contained some serious bugs that interact destructively with certain
kinds of magic. In fact, wefind it actualy attracts those kinds of magic. Y ou were quite fortunate, you
know."

"Fortunate?" Alaina asked miserably. Now three of thelittle green menaces were dancing a jig between
her and Wiz'simage. They were accompanying themselves with their own singing and none of them had
the dightest sense of pitch or rhythm.

"Fortunate,”" Wiz said solemnly. "It might have been dragons.”
"Eh?' said Alaing, sraining to hear over the caterwauling.
"l said it might have been dragons,” Wiz shouted.

Now the green creatures had split up. Two of them were playing nose flutes which droned together like
out-of-tune bagpipes while the third took center stage to perform a solo—and extremely rude—version
of theHighland fling.

"Help us, Lord," Alainashouted hoarsely over the racket of the demons. Wiz winced and muted the
sound from hiscrystd.

"Asit happenswe do have abetaversion of ddt Release 2.0. It should be very effective against these
secondary demons.” He pursed hislips severely. "However | would strongly suggest that you do not use
any unauthorized spdlls from now on. The incompatibility problems are likely to become much more
severe”



"Anything," Alanasad fervently. "Anything a dl. I'll burn every copy ofdemon_debug | can get my
hands on. Just rid us of these mongters!”

"I'll get amessenger off withddt Release 2.0 right away,” Wiz told the hedge witch. "And remember, no
unauthorized spdlls.”

He left Alainablubbering thanks as the image faded.

"That'll hold her," he said as he turned away from the now-dead crystd to Maoira. "What's the matter?’
he asked as he caught her |ook.

"Wiz, thisiscrud."
"Wheat they did to that rock creature wasten timesworse,” Wiz said. "At least these demons won't hurt

them and they'll vanish at atouch of Release 2.0. Besides, | want to make sure that new spell gets spread
to every part of the human inhabited world—and that no one triesto usedemon_debug agan.”

"Still, you make them suffer needlesdy.”

Wiz rose and held her close. "Not needlesdy. If we don't stop them there won't be any magica beings at
al left anywhereingdethe Fringe”

"And would that be such abad thing?"

Hetook her arms. "Y ou don't mean that. Magic isjust as much a part of thisWorld ashumansare. You
don't handle something by destroying it. Y ou cometo termswith it and learn to useiit.”

Moirasighed and Wiz fdlt her relax in hisgrip. "Oh, you areright, of course. But | wish there were some
other way."

"Sodol," Wiz said. | don't likethisether." Except in certain selected cases.

"Well, what do you think?" Jerry asked the group gathered around the long table in the Bull Pen.
Moiragavealittle gasp. "It is beautiful "
"It should be accurate enough to do thejob,"” Wiz said judicioudy as he looked over the map.

Thelittle red dragon wandered over, sniffed at the map, decided it wasn't good enough to eat or
interesting enough to play with, and returned to his nap on top of the nearby books.

Hewasthe only one in the room who was not impressed. It was avery special map. The parchment it
was drawn on was made from the skin of awild ox from the Wild Wood. Theinks used in the drawing
were made of pigments taken from the wood itself. Black from the oak galls, browns and full reds from
the earth of the Wild Wood and the blues and the greens from mineras taken from itsrocks. The pens
and brushes used to draw the map were a so made from Wild Wood products. Hairs from the tails of
forest martens and squirrels, pens from the quills of forest birds and elder bushes. Even the water to mix
the inks and the pumice to pounce the skin had come from the Wild Wood.



Unlike any other map ever seen inthe World it was also accurate and to scale, thanks to modified
versions of Wiz's searching demons and an Emac Jerry had hacked to do the cartography.

The effect was breathtaking. The mountains seemed to rise up out of the parchment and the brooks and
rivers appeared to flow in their beds. Even the forests seemed to be dive.

They dl admired the map silently for amoment. Then Jerry picked up the wand that lay beside the map.
It was made of ebony and ivory and was about the size and shape of a conductor's baton.

" ill fed glly waving amagic wand around,” he said to no onein particular.
"Jugt think of it asafunny looking mouse," Wiz advised.

"Okay, phase two." Jerry took the wand and drew it along the line on the map. Where the wand passed
atrail of glowing green remained.

Therewasadirring intheair, but nothing el se changed.

"That'sit?" Judith asked.

"That'sit," Jerry sad. ™Y ou wanted lightning bolts maybe?’

"Isit permanent?' Moira asked.

"Until it'sreversed,” Jerry said. "But we can reverseit any time."

"Thiswill work until the Council can come up with some kind of policy they can enforce” Wiz said. "It

al so establishes our good intentions with the elves and the other non-mortals. Aslong asthe barrier'sin
place | don't think wewill haveawar.”

Einrich topped the rise and stopped. The path ahead of him lay clear, but he could not go that way. His
ox whuffed and stamped nervoudy, catching his master'sindecision.

The peasant scanned the forest. The trees here were no different than the onesin the valey behind them.
The same huge old giants sheltering an undergrowth of ferns. But it was different and he could not go that

way.

Thetrail ran on ahead asit ran behind, winding between the big trees, skirting logs and avoiding the
thickly grown patches where atree had fallen and saplings and busy new growth competed for the light.
But he could not follow thetrail on.

Einrich frowned and without knowing quite why, turned back. The valey behind was far enough.

Twenty-Five :Project's End

Programming islike pinball. The reward for doing it well is the opportunity to do it again.



—programmers saying

" ... and afifty percent bonusfor successful completion of contract,” the clerk said, adding a second,
smadler stack of golden cartwhed sto the stack aready on thetable. "Sign here please.” Karl bent down
and marked the |eather-bound ledger next to his name. Behind him the other programmerswere lined up
to receivetheir pay.

"Hey, | likethis" one of them said. "No invoicing, no hasses with the bookkeeping department and
nobody trying to hang onto the money afew days moreto improve their cash flow. Why can't dl
assgnmentsbelikethis?

"Speak for yourself. When | get home I'm going to hit the hot tub for about two days solid.”

"I"mfor aBig Macfirg," someoneese said. "No, make that six Big Macs."

At the side of the room Ba-Simbasmiled. "I am amost sorry to see them go. They have certainly
enlivened thisplace.”

"Um, yes" said Maus, who was standing between Bal-Simba and Wiz. He didn't say it with alot of
conviction. "Uh, they areall going back, aren't they?

Wiz shook hishead. "No. | learned my lesson. Jerry's going to stay behind on along-term contract to
hel p with the programming. Heisn't the teacher that Karl is, but he'salot better than | am. In another
year or so he can leave and welll be able to use our own people.”

"Oh," said Mdus. "But just one, you say?'

"Just one."

Moira, who was standing behind them, grinned at the byplay and turned her attention back to the
programmers. They were dl glad to be going, she saw. Thework had been interesting, but the job was
done. Now it wastime to move on to other things.

Moirafdt apang. She would missthem, with their strange jokes and their casud insanities and their odd,
warped way of looking at the universe. She would miss the camaraderie she had shared with them and
even their cheerful way of working themselvesinto blind exhaustion to meet their gods.

But much as sheliked them, they were not of her World. Mauswasright. They did not belong here and
it would be hard on everyone if they stayed.

Stll, it hurt to say goodbye.
"Lady?" avoice said softly. Moiraturned and saw it was Judith. She had changed from the long dress
and girdle she had worn around the keep and back into her dacks and unicorn T-shirt, thefirst time she

had worn that outfit Snce arrival.

"I wanted to thank you before we left."



"Thank me?' Moirasaid blankly.

"For your advice. Y ou know, up on the battlements that day. About romance and where you canfind it."

Moirabobbed acurtsey. "I am glad it pleased you, My Lady."

Judith made alittle face. "I don't know that it pleased me, but it helped. Y ou wereright. If | want to see
the romance in theworld | am going to have to stop looking for someone elseto createit for me." She
smiled wryly. "If | can't count on anyone elseto make my dreamsred I'll haveto do it mysdf.”

"How will you do that?'

"I'm going to write afantasy trilogy," said Judith. "It's going to befull of romance and color and heroics.

"And dragons?"

Judith grinned. "Oh yes. Lots of dragons.”

"Well, you'll have the money to do it," Nancy said as she and Mike joined them. "If you're not
extravagant you can live for awhile on what thisjob paid, even a Bay Areaprices."

"Areyou planning to live at ease on your new weath?' Moiraasked.

"Nope," Mike said. "We're going to open a shop specidizing in red-time programming and process
control,” Mike sad.

"Yeah," Nancy added. "After thisgiganything isgonnabe easy." Shelooked over at Judith. "Wewere
hoping to get you to join us, but | guess not.”

"Oh, dl thistalking about leaving remindsme," Moirasaid. "Will you excuse me, My Ladies, My Lord?'
"Y ou will be here to see us off, won't you?'

"Ohyes" Moirasad. "But thereis one other detail that must be attended to. Please excuse me." She
grasped Judith's handsin hers. "And good luck."

"My Lords, Ladies, may | have your attention for amoment?

Heads turned toward the dais where Moirawas standing alone. "While you are dl gathered here, and
before you depart, there is one other denizen of our World we wish you to meset.”

She gestured toward the side of the stage and a demon lurched out from behind the curtains. Nearly
everyone in the room, programmers and wizards dike, gasped.

It wastwelvefeet tal, horned and fanged, with abarbed tail sticking out from underneeth the jacket of
its pin-striped suit. Itsforest green skin contrasted vividly with its dark purple shirt and its stark white tie.
Under onearm it carried aviolin case big enough to hold abull fiddle.

Moirasmiled swestly. | am certain you al remember the non-disclosure agreement you sgned when you



took thisjob?’

The programmers gulped and nodded.

"ThisisGuido," Moirasaid. "Heisour contract enforcer."

Guido favored the group with asmile that showed al three rows of dagger-like teeth.
Nobody said anything.

"Naturaly wewill ingst on strict observance of the non-disclosure clause," Moirasaid and smiled
sweetly again.

"Can that thing reach uswhen we get home?' Karl whispered to Jerry.

"Y ou want to find out?'

Karl thought aminute. "No, not redly."

Neither of them said anything as the demon clumped back behind the curtain.

"Boy, that's one way to get everyone's atention,” Karl said.

Jarry scanned the room, counting people with hisforefinger. "Not everyone. Danny's missing.”
"Thelittle twerp's probably late as usud.."

"Hey, Fox," Jerry called across the room. "Where's Danny?"

Larry shrugged. "I dunno. He collected his money and split.”

"Wll, if he doesn't get back here soon he's going to missthe bus. Damn! I'd better go find him."

Moira had come up to Jerry at the end of the exchange. "No, My Lord, you stay here. | will go find
him."

Danny turned out to bein the first place Moira checked, which was hisroom. He was wearing an

open-throated collarless shirt, light leather jerkin and trousers tucked into high soft boots. He was stuffing
his belongingsinto aleather traveler's pack. June stood next to him, so close he nearly bumped into her

every time he turned to take more things form the cupboard.

"That is hardly appropriate for your world,” Moirasad, eyeing his clothing.

"I'm not going back,” Danny said defiantly. "I'm going to stay here." June stood close and squeezed his

hand hard.

Moiralooked hard at June. She had a definite glow about her that meant only one thing to the hedge

witch'strained eye.

"You are pregnant!" she said accusingly.



June smiled shyly and nodded.

"You see" Danny said triumphantly. "1 can't go back.”

Fortunal Moirathought, didn't thelittle ninny have enough sense to take precautions?
"Y ou cannot stay, either. How to you plan to support yourself—and your family?*

"I'm staying,” he said gruffly. "Here at the keep or someplace e se, but there's nothing back there for me.
And| canwork. It'snot likeI'm lazy or anything.

"Look," hewent on, amost pleading. "Wiz isgoing to need help, right? 1 mean like therés fill ashitload
of stuff to do. Wdll, | can hep him."

Moiraredlized she was completely out of her depth.

"I think we had better talk to Wiz about this," she said findly. "I don't think heisgoing to likeit."

Wiz didn't likeit. He scowled through the whole recitation, or as much as you can scowl while you're
eating an gpple. When Danny finally ran down he continued to scowl and kept on eating. Then he tossed
the core of that apple away, selected another one from the bowl and took a hefty bite out of it while he
tried to think. Danny stood silent and held one of Juné's handsin both of his, asif he were afraid she
would vanish if helet go.

"Won't there be troubleif you don't go back?" Wiz asked at last.

Danny shook his head vigoroudy. "Nah. My dad doesn't want anything to do with me since| dropped
out of school and my mom's remarried. I'm over eighteen, so what could they do anyway?"

"You redizethat if you don't go back now it may be along time before you get another chance?’

"l don't want to go back. | want to say here with June.”

Wiz thought for about aslong asit took him to finish the apple.

"Leave usdonefor afew minutes, will you?"

The coupleleft the room, ill joined a the fingers.

"What do you think?" Wiz asked as soon as the door closed behind them.

Jerry shrugged. "I don't know how much help held be, but | don't think it would be a problem to have
him around. He's got more sense than most hackers hisage." He caught the look in Moiraseye.
"Programming sense,” he amended.

"Moira?'

"| doubt it will last. Both are children in more than just years and neither has a strong family upbringing.
Still, they deserve the chanceto try and | am not sure what June would do if they were parted forcibly.”

Shelooked a Wiz. "It hasto be your decison, Lord. Ultimately you would be the one responsible for
him."



Wiz grabbed another gpple from the bowl and took two bites. "I'd just as soon he went back. He's got
potentia, but sometimes he's so obnoxious | want to kick his ass from one end of the castle to the other.”
He sighed. "On the other hand, | don't like playing the ogre by separating them and he sure can't take her
back to Cupertino." He stood silent for amoment, chewing reflectively.

"Okay, if we can paper this over so he'snot missed, | guess he can stay." He looked sharply at Moira.
"What'swrong?'

"Wrong?'
"Y ou've got that look in your eye."

"Oh, nothing,” Moirasaid. "Itisjust that | got an odd feding . . ." She shook hersdlf. "No, nothing at al.”
Wiz knew better than to pursue that. "All right, bring them back in here."

"Okay," Wiz said ashefaced the pair. "Y ou can tay. If," hewaggled afinger a Danny. " Ifwe can
arrange this so you won't be missed. Y ou can't just drop out of sight.”

"That'seasy," Danny sad. "I'll write my mom aletter telling her I've taken along-term contract
oversess." Hegrinned. "That's even true. Then I'll throw in acouple of more letters to be mailed on her
birthday and stuff. That way she won't worry and well just gradualy lose touch.”

Wiz wondered what Danny's mother would make of getting letters on parchment, but he decided not to
ask.

"All right. Get those | etters written and get them back here beforeit istimeto leave. WEIl seethey get

"I hope I'm not going to regret this," Wiz said after the pair raced out of the room.

"l wouldn't lay you odds," Jerry told him.

Again the programmers—Iess two—gathered in atight knot insde the circle inscribed on the chantry
floor. Asthe sundid's shadow shortened, they chattered among themselves and called goodbyesto the
friends who had come to see them off. Wiz, Moiraand Jerry stood on the dais next to Bal-Simbaand
waved back until the shadow reached its mark and the wizard motioned them to silence.

Once again the sx-part chant welled up and the air shimmered and twisted about the group in the center
of the room. The voices grew stronger and the people grew fainter until at last there was nothing but
emptiness where they had been. The chant itself died away and nothing was lft but the echoes.

In unison the wizards dropped their arms and at Bal-Simbal's dismissa stepped away from their places.
Asthe othersfiled out of the chantry the huge black wizard stepped down from the dais and ritualy
defaced the circle with his saff.

Wiz, Moiraand Jerry remained for a couple of minutes more, looking at the place where their friends
had been.



"Wdl, comeon,” Wiz said findly. "Weve got afull day ahead of ustomorrow."

"How do you fed ?* Moira asked Wiz as they walked hand in hand back to their apartment.

"Tired, hungry and very glad itsover." Hefrowned and sighed. "Only it isn't over. We're going to have
to arrange some sort of meeting with the non-mortalsto work out atreaty, and we've got apile of work
to do on the software.”

They cameto the door and paused. "But at least it's over for today and yes, I'm very glad of that." He
bent his head down to kiss her and she responded enthusiastically.

"But firgt, food," he said as he pushed open the door to their roomswith hisfoot. "What's for dinner?"
Moirasmiled myserioudy. "Something very specid.”

"Specia or not, | hopetheresalot of it. I'm starved again.”

"Sit down and | will bring it to you."

Wiz plopped himself down at the table and poured out alarge glass of fruit juice from the pitcher sitting
onit. Hetasted it and then added severd dollops of honey.

"Hereitis," Moirasaid as she came through the door with alarge flat box in her hands.

"Pizzal" Wiz said lovingly, caressing the cardboard as she set it on thetable. "A red pizzafrom Little
lty!"

"I got it when | vidited your world," Moiratold him. "I have kept it hot and fresh by magic sncewe
returned.”

Wiz opened the box and breathed deeply. " Pepperoni, sausage and mushrooms. With extra cheese!
Thisiswonderful.”

"Best of dl, the cooks say that now that they know what a pizzais supposed to be, they can make
them.”

"Wonderful," Wiz said, concentrating on separating adice of pizzawithout losing the toppings.
"I thought you would be pleased.”

"Oh, you have your compensations, wench,”" he said mock-loftily as helifted the sseaming diceto his
mouth.

Moirasmiled sweetly, waited until just the right moment and jabbed her elbow into hisribs—hard.

And Wiz Zumwat—mightiest sorcerer in dl the World, conqueror of demons, twice victor over the
Dark League and keeper of the World's baance—tried to breath tomato sauce through his nose.



THE END
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