THE SI EGE OF WONDER
by Mark Geston

Fl yl eaf:

After centuries of fighting wizards, dedicated scientists have found the
answer to winning the war: turn magic into science. Reduce it to its fina
enpirical base, to be read and studied.

But to gather such information, the Special Ofice decides a transmtter
nmust be inplanted in a | egendary unicorn, the prize talisman of the nost
power ful magician. Then it can spy upon the highest councils of sorcery and
the daily transm ssions anal yzed.

Wearing this electronic eye in place of his own, Aden enters the Holy
City and carries out the mssion. But it |eaves himvul nerable to the wonders
of enchantnent, and he wanders the middl e ground betwen two warring forces.

Eventually he realizes the eye nmust be retrieved or the unicorn
destroyed before science |learns the innernost secrets of divine creation

As scientific rationality picks up nomentum and the enchantnent of the
eneny crunbl es away before it, Arden -- and those out to stop him-- races to
find the unicorn
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'l desire no other nonunent than the | aughter of the madmen | have
caused to be set | oose upon the universe.

From the testanent of Ahman
al - Akhnori ahd, fifth century
of the Holy Qy, witten in
anticipation of the battle

at Quetez (Heartbreak Ridge)

The man was young and thought: they have named this war too grandly, as
t hey have nanmed this place, the Holy City. He reconsidered: but it should at
| east be denomi nated as "holy" with a small h, for it is choked with tonbs and



cat hedral s, nosques, shrines, places of adoration and prayer, sacred groves,
enchanted grottoes and tenples of naneless ritual. Priests were as conmmon here
as he remenbered soldiers and technicians to have been in his own hone cities
before he left. Their silken and sackcloth robes bracketed the dull tans and
greens of the common fol k. Sonme were indistinguishable fromprinces in the
richness of their garnents; pearls and di anonds were sewn in swirling patterns
to the hens of their cloaks, their saddles inlaid with nother-of-pearl and
silver, and their escorts often rode gryphons or lithe peg-. asuses, as suited
the varied tones and nuances they wished to lend to their powers.

The Holy City had naned it the Wzards' War, as if it had already been
won and enshrined in its history. It had been going on for al nost seven
hundred years when Aden left his home, and was known there only as "the war,"
as were all the wars of his people's history during their prosecution

He stepped fromthe road and bal anced on the edge of a marble fountain
whi |l e sone exalted personage thundered by with his retainers; they were al
dead men, which showed their | eader to be powerful indeed. Flashes of ivoried
bone glinted through seans in their gol den arnor. The dust their horses kicked
up becane gold too.

Aden held hinself against the fountain's rimand easily hid his disgust
with the funereal cavalry; he had seen nmuch worse. Qutwardly, he nmirrored the
awe and reverence of the other people on the narrow street. Certain mages, it
was w dely known, often allowed the dust of their passage to remain gold and
di anmond chi ps, instead of transnuting back into dirt, as a reward to the
people for their acclaim Mny were that extravagant. O course, there were
ot hers who | oat hed such obsequi ousness, so one had to be careful not to
overplay the role.

Aden watched the party with his left eye. An adept nage coul d have

detected millimetric variations between the pupil dilation of that eye and his
other, just as he could have discovered the col dness and conductivity that
underlay the left side of his skull. But in three years, Aden had been caref ul

never to give such persons any reason to | ook

The crowd solidified behind the party. Tradi ng and haggling resuned. The
noi se, if anything, was worse than it had been before, as each person sought
to conplinent the magni ficence of the magician's dress and his house's livery
to his neighbor. The nmen of power in that part of the world often kept spies
in their pay, sonme hunan and sone ot herw se, and there remai ned the hope of
washi ng one's clothes that evening and finding the gold still gold at the
bottom of the tub. At worst, it assured one that the nmgician's disfavor woul d
not be incurred.

Aden brushed sonme of the dulling gold dust fromhis coarse tunic and, as
if pondering the magician's greatness, put his snudged |l eft index finger up
al ongside his nose. H's eye watched the dust in the act of its transnutation
sucked dry its spectruns, counted and wei ghed the opaque interchanges of
el ectrons and subatom c particles, and caught traces of the fading resonances
that tied it to the wizard' s mnd

The information was transmtted through the wires inplanted in his
skul I, neck and torso, and was transcribed onto spheres of frozen helium
suspended by undetectable magnetic fields in titaniumcylinders inside his
ri bs. The natural conductance of his skin also carried quick and subtle
nmessages as his eye spoke directly to the spheres and to the other augnenting
devices that were scattered about his body.

Aden ran his hand idly along his neck and chest; this concourse between
eye and mind and torso itched. Presumably, his scratching had not distorted or
confused the nessages.

Aden had been in the Holy City for a month watching, and he felt the
wei ght of his observations pressing against the interior limts of his
conprehensi on. The balls of helium frigid, unitary, utterly pure, rotated as
m ni ature universes inside of him inforned by the eye, consol ed and spoken to
by the hybrid creature of his nervous system The living dead, the dying life,
the constant shiftings and transmutations of substance and reality, the



extraordi nary _inwardness_ of this world, all taken fromthe ninds and

i magi nati ons of its men of power, reconpressed by the devices of the Special
Ofice, and then jamed into the cranped spaces of his brain, to wait for the
nmont hly bl ock transm ssions, when the Ofice's satellites fearfully skirted
the western horizon and he could rid hinmself of its terrible density. Aden
cowered before the know edges accunul ating inside of him and, therefore,
before the wizards. In this fear, he joined the rest of the people who had
allied thenselves with this and the other Holy Cities. It was so vastly
different from.

He had troubl e renenbering.

. fromthe precise night of his own world.

The itching stopped, Aden imagined he could tell when the electrica
currents had finished inscribing the new paragraphs on the gaseous spheres.

He pulled his jacket tightly about his shoul ders. He had been standi ng
by the fountain for half an hour since the magician had passed by. A few
nmerchants in sedan chairs of satinwood and horn passed along the street. Wile
he thought about his interior circuitries, the eye stirred casually and
di scerned what it could of their wealth and what they reflected of the
econom c strength of the Holy City. Such considerations meant nothing to the
men of power, and Aden's world knew it, but they still insisted on | ooking, as
if they wanted to find a comon ground of nornality in the way the w zards
fought their war.

These were exercises that m ght have been carried out by any spy,
trivial compared to the recordation of the passing magician and his retinue:
transmutati on, his personal triunmph over death flouted before the people, his
unarticul ated powers outlined by a perceptible ninbus surroundi ng his head and
chest. These were proper challenges for the capabilities of Aden's eye.

He had to think that, he realized during the first nonth of his mssion
in order to remain functional. Anything | ess and he woul d succunmb to the sane
spell that half of the world had already fallen under. Either that, or he
woul d unconsciously betray the curious arrogance that characterized the
proponents of each side in the face of the other, the defensive contenpt each
cultivated toward the other's conception of the universe. He would dwell
constantly upon any conceit or belief that would help hold in his delicate and
poorly defined equi poi se between hal f-know ng and hal f-believing.

H s m ssion had been conceived after the phil osophers and scientists of
his home had, after centuries of war, hit upon the difference between science
and magic. Before their realization, the ritual of two worlds shadowboxi ng
across nutually contradictory and invisible frontiers had exerted a certain
fascination on both sides. Neither side understood the manners or nethods of
the other, and so the comonly perceptible forns of sheer movenent often
obscured the strategic realities of power and death.

Inevitably, through all the badly ainmed attenpts at- attack and
occupation, the two inconpatible universes overl apped. The massacre at Thorn
Ri ver had been the | ast such nmeeting. Before that had been the battles of The
Corridor, Morgan's Hill, Kells, the Third Perineter, Heartbreak Ridge, the
Lesser Bennington Isles, Black Cat Road . . . endlessly fractured dreans
t hr ough whi ch each world sought to preserve its visions of divinity against
t hose held by the eneny.

Those strange times, before the understanding by Aden's world, gave rise
to stranger nations and personalities. Science was often confused with magic,
as it had been during the latter's first death and the forner's birth. Thus
arose successions of intentionally equivocal and elusive intelligence and
counterintelligence organizations in each world, such as the one Aden worked
for, some mmintaining so precarious a balance between the universe that they
tried to protect and the one they attacked that they spent their whole
exi stences fighting thensel ves, awarding their own agents decorations when
they killed their conrades and erecting nonunents to the failure of gallant,
pur posel y suicidal mssions. Thus also, the weird romance of the war itself
and of the literatures it spawned.



But no one in Aden's home could find anything in the war sufficiently
romantic or fascinating enough to dull their grief and sorrow. |nstead of
conposi ng heroic romances, ifium nated by artists (who, it was reported, were
often driven selectively insane by their patron magicians in the hopes their
tal ents woul d reach peaks not otherw se attainable), the nen of Aden's hone
t hought nmore and nore deeply upon the nature of their eneny. At |ast they
concei ved that their own dreams, those which they retained, were, in the very
texture of their construction, tied to objective understanding. Magi c and
sci ence alike, when they strove agai nst each other, hypothesized simlar
acconpl i shnents and ends. It was in the nethods that they differed.

Sci ence coul d be understood and therefore controlled. The nechani sns and
the sources of its power would be subject to a final switch, accessible to any
man, or to any trained ape or dolphin for that matter

Magic, as it gradually defined itself in the funereal hazes over the
Burn, Devils' Slide, Canmeron and two hundred other disasters, could never be
understood. By its very definition, it had to remain no nore objective than
art. Its practice nust always be intuitive, given only to persons chosen by
unknowabl e entities according to secret elections.

Fromthis proceeded the conparative dull ness of Aden's world, and al so
its tired grace, its acknow edgrment of universal things, universal weariness,
uni versal frustration, universal defiance. Contrawi se, it also explained the
awesomne personalities the enenmy's world had thrown up, with their barely
pronounceabl e nanes and tangl ed geneal ogi es, interwoven wi th beings of
guesti onabl e humanity. Their world blazed with baroque, liquid fires, while
the men of Aden's world concerned thensel ves with bl ackout curtains and |ight
beanms so perfectly coherent as to be invisible unless one was their target.
The magi ci ans paraded in rainents stitched with gold and silver thread,
studded with precious stones, costum ng thenmsel ves nore gorgeously than the
i nhabitants of nyths, for they conceived thenselves to be made of the sane
stuff. It was easy to beconme lost in their world, when one's own offered so
little to stand against it. There was a danp warnth about the magici ans
ki ngdonms that hung about their places and works |ike the intoxicating sweat of
| overs.

Aden's world dressed in white: starched, spotless, undistinguished
except for cut and tailoring, which sonmetines showed obsessive attention to
detail. Al npbst by way of petul ant counterposition, Aden's world becane
progressively col der and abstracted. Everything nust be understood, and they
found it an unexpectedly easy step; they bad al ways secretly believed that
everything could be reduced to conponent parts of the utnmost sinplicity, if
sufficient energies were devoted to their study.

The nmen of power wrapped the world in silks and i ncense, which hid the
poverty of their feudal society and cushioned the jarring di scordancies of
pl easure and horror that it contained. That, too, forned part of their world' s
charm

Three hundred years before Aden's birth, the nations of his world had
begun to replace their guns and nmissiles with antennas of increasing subtlety
and precision. The conputers grew to process the accelerating influx of
i nformati on that they stole away fromthe hidden ki ngdoms. New i nquiries and
post ul at es proposed thensel ves and nore antennas, sateffites and robot
reconnai ssance ships were built to confirmor deny them Mdst were destroyed;
their lubricants were turned to powdered di anonds, air suddenly ceased to flow
faster over the tops of their airfoils then it did underneath, finite nasses
were subjected to infinite stresses.

But enough of the devices survived to feed the conputers and the persons
who habitually dressed in white. These people sat before the readout consoles
and bl ackboards i n underground bunkers, refining their inhumanity, draw ng
further away fromthe wild vitality that had nmurdered so many of their
fellows; their hands were the color of pale marble, veined with red porphyry.

They |l earned. Wthin the aching sterility of their silences, the content
of magi c was reduced to phil osophical syllogisnms, then to historica



commentaries, then to equations.

The first breakthrough, after the initial realization of the difference
bet ween sci ence and magic, was in the discovery of nultiple spectruns,
paral l eling the el ectromagnetic al ong which all forces and presences had been
previously thought to mani fest thensel ves. The el ectromagnetic spectrum it
was di scovered, did not extend indefinitely. At one end, it stopped with the
attai nment of absolute zero; at the other, it consuned itself in the
hi gh-energy situations that conprised the non-di nensi onal cores of black
hol es.

By accident and tradition, the wizards had intruded into the parallel
spectruns and nani pul ated themthrough the sheer force of their possibly
di vine personalities. Thoughts of a particular nature that coincided wth
certain gestures and tones of voice granted them access into the parallel
spectrums, even though they had not the slightest idea that that was what they
wer e doi ng

Propelled by the inertia that the idea of absolute understanding carried
with it, the enem es of magic al so entered upon the parallel spectruns, not
nmerely blundering across their lines by a gesture and renenbered set of nental
attitudes preserved and taught for centuries, but quite deliberately invading
them coursing up and down their twisting linits on forces of inflexible
constancy. They found they could turn the gold back into dust at will.

The horror that lurked in this was ignored during the first grand
decades, when nmen found that they could strive against and sonetinmes def eat
the nightmares and beauties that the magicians hurl ed against them Then it
was reveal ed that Heisner and his staff had found that | ove was expl ai nabl e
t hrough the application of sinple equations to specific portions of the
el ectromagneti c spectrum and the next two that paralleled it. The equations
were the thing that people really felt. It was not a simulation. It was an
expl anati on of a given phenonenon in objective terns adaptable to any tinme and
pl ace.

Hei sner was el ected to the Royal Acadeny for his achi evenent, but
comm tted suicide before his formal installation

The Di scovery, as the histories generically referred to Heisner's
finding and those that foll owed, cast an unexpectedly oni nous tone onto the
new way the war was bei ng waged and, nany said, won. The nmen of Aden's hone
began to wonder what the universe m ght |ook |ike when they had understood al
of magic and all the forces and enptions it had controlled. Magic was art; it
lived and died within each individual who practiced it. When a young person
sought to know its mani pul ation, he started with the sane fundanental s and
elementary skills that his teachers had. In the understanding of numnbers,
stored and | ocked inside computers, engraved inside spheres of helium tine
nmeant | ess; each man stood on the shoul ders of his predecessors, gifted and
condemmed to a nore conpl ete span of vision

They | ooked, and the ones that cane after them | ooked. Deeper nysteries
solidified into geonetric masses, the gesturing sweeps of the w zards' arns
were quantified into series of parabolas and their radii plotted on spacetine
graphs of infaffible precision

The tangle of grid antennas and tropospheric scatter units outgrew the
wal | s of barbed wire upon which the skeltons of hooded basiisks and m notaurs
had bl eached for centuries. But the suspicions that Hei sner had confirmed grew
al so. The war cool ed. Magic, half in fear and half in self-fascination, turned
in upon itself, cultivating stranger and nore bizarre talents. Its | ands were
stal ked by inpossibly shaped beasts; death and life were toyed with by the nen
of power as if they were flower arrangenents, to be conposed according to
their personal aesthetics.

Aden had known this history when he had begun to work for the Speci al
Ofice at fourteen. By the time he was sixteen he knew part of what it neant.

When he was eighteen, he was trained, nodified, his abilities at
anal ytic thought surgically blunted, and he was sent agai nst the eneny.

He stepped into a side street paved with glazed turquoise bricks. The



houses | eaned hi gh above him sone had beautiful rugs hung fromtheir upper

bal coni es, out of thieves' reach. H s left eye searched the gl owi ng patterns
as they shifted heavily in the late sun, his natural eye keepi ng pace,
covering; the eyes of the Holy City were nunerous and often as perceptive as
his own. He searched through conjunctions of arabesques, tw sted vines, heroic
battl e scenes and erotic nyths until he found one with a triskelion of three
arnored | egs, bent as though running. Froma distance of thirty meters his eye
could see that each foot had a spur tipped with a six-pointed star

H s chest itched underneath the lice in his shirt. He adjusted his
clothes to seem presentabl e and wal ked into the shop bel ow the rug. The nman
i nsi de had been waiting for himfor seven years.

The air inside was thick with fragrances and the hushed, careful idiom
the City's nen of commerce often affected. Everyone except for Aden and the
serving boy was well dressed. Fromthe Cut of their robes, several m ght have
been high civil officials or apprenticed nmages. Sone turned to hi mwhen . he
entered, but then |ooked away with cultivated disinterest. The serving boy
refrained frombringing himthe customary gl ass of mnt tea.

Aden wandered about the shop, exam ning the | ess expensive rugs and
maki ng what he hoped were appropriately respectful noi ses as he passed by
those of better quality. The very finest, he knew, would not be on display for
they had some intrinsic magic woven into their patterns.

At length, the shop enptied. Wth the evening, the greater w zards of
this Gty and the other towns that thought thenselves Holy woul d be abroad on
their chosen work and not on parade for the adoration of the rabble.

The owner sent his attendants home and then turned to Aden. He was fat
and rather ol der than Aden had expected. Half his face had been burned away by
some kind of fire. A flap of skin skirted the edge of his right eye, crossed a
scar line and then angl ed downward over part of his nouth. Hi s words were
partly masked by it, as if he were speaking from behind a confessional screen

Aden bowed in respect to the man's rank and defornities, but then raised
hi nsel f and | ooked directly into the other's face. The Ofice's eye eval uated
the man's retinal pattern and found a grid of synthetic sapphire inplanted
t here; nothing obtrusive or conplex, but useful for vision in the far infrared
and ultraviol et ranges. There was, therefore, no need for the password he had
been taught.

Aden sniled as lightly as he could at the remains of the nman's face. "I

i magi ne . .

The other let the right side of his nouth drop and abruptly held up his
hand; it, like his face, was scarred and half obliterated. "I cannot help
you. "

Aden hesitated a bit. "You are Donchak?"

"I am"

"And the rug, the one with the runnning legs, that's yours too? Is it
not ?"

The ot her man nodded politely, but his right eye stayed directed toward
the floor. "It is the Ofice's, as is the eye that recognized it." He said
this in the consciously ornate merchant's speech. He had, Aden reni nded
hi nsel f, been sent in over seven years ago to wait for the training of a
person such as hinself to be conpleted, the undesi gned equi prent tested, and
the cover established by his own years of wandering through the kingdons of

magic. Still, he had hoped for a guarded w nk, or something |ike "Thank God
you' ve cone, Carruthers.”
"I imagine . . ." Aden began again.

"l understand," Donchak countered, "and | understand too nuch besides
that. That is why | cannot help you." H's half-face was arranged in planes of
sadness. "You are too late for ny help. Please go."

"Wth the eye?" Aden suppressed a tw nge of confusion. For all its
wonders, the eye was feeling nore and nore |ike a detonator, threatening to
ignite unstable elements both in the Gty and within his own mnd. "I can't

stay here with it grafted onto me. You must know that even the small anounts



of energy it |eaks and the block transm ssions can't go unnoticed forever."

"Then | eave."

"It's shielded here." Aden heard hinself getting inpatient. "The mass of
energies and spells. The air's so thick with themthat it's a wonder anyone
can breathe. The only way | got it this far is because it didn't start working
and sending until | was through the borderlands and into the niddle of this
[ unatic nation . "

"If you feel that way, you nust correct the problemyourself." Donchak
brought his left hand up and covered the erased portions of his face, further
softening the sound of his words.

"Were you betrayed?" In desperation Aden shifted the conversation back
agai nst the man.

"Only by nysel f."

"But this shop? You nust be fairly well off."

"The building is mne only so long as | remain the private joke of sone
men of power. They view it in the nature of a gane to occasionally pit their
arts against my desire for understanding them" Donchak | ooked around him "M
rugs are also reputed to have sone abilities of their own, which one properly
trained could use."

Gone native, thought Aden, and nore than a little crazy too. "But you
mean the rugs that you sell. The weavers. "

" are blind, as tradition specifies. That is correct, as aml."
Donchak smiled at Aden for the first time. "That is my one secret fromthem
My eye is blind, but the | ast apparatus the Special Ofice gave ne that | kept
still lets me see into areas few of themcare exist."

"Your patterns, then . " Aden's words trailed off as he thought that
Donchak nust be seeing himas a dancing glow of cobalt, saffron and orange.

Donchak's fractional snile continued. "Sinple understanding of the
interrelation of the chromatic, spatial and auditory spectra and the responses
that can be coaxed fromtheir various conbinations.” The man could still talk,
at least, in the |language of the Office. The abstractions of Heisner's
successors sounded out of place anong the rugs and gilt work of the shop's
interior.

Qut si de, nmuezzins sang warnings to the Gty and to their masters
enem es. They vied with each other in the lyric intricacy of their threats,
each seeking to exceed the one before himin describing the horrors that
wai t ed those who opposed his master's designs. The civil government abandoned
the City at dusk and retired to its barracks and offices.

"Are you wat ched?"

"Tormorrow | shall be. If you are still here tonmorrow. | shall be
guesti oned too." Donchak began wal ki ng away. "There are spy entities here, and
there and there." He pointed with his flabby arns at points in the air as he
wal ked. "1 have nasked their sensitivities. At any rate, | presune that they
will not be |looking in the areas where your eye's power drain could be
detected. But they see you are here and probably discern that | amtalking to
you, though they cannot understand the words. Please go."

"But the war. The O fice cannot. " Aden had spotted insubstanti al
stains of light hovering in the places that Donchak had gestured toward. He
felt his throat and stonach tighten.

"I cannot afford to concern nyself with either."

"Mysel f, then?"

"I know not hing of you. You were a child when | was nodified and sent
in." Donchak paused, resting his hand on the silver tea service. "You can stay
if you choose, if you judge you can hide from my conpani ons"--he waved again
to the spy entities. "Wait until the effects of the Ofice's surgeries wear
of f and use your understanding to nake a place for yourself. It's nore than
you'll be allowed to do if you reach honme again." Donchak continued to stare
at him his eye noving in nmnute arcs across his body as it gauged the
tenmperature differentials between veins and arteries, and perhaps deci phered
the electric crown of wires buried in Aden's skull, reading his fear



"Then I'1l betray you." Intending to be coolly threatening, Aden
over-controll ed and the words came out brittle and hinting at irrationality.

"I have told you that the nen of power know . "

"They do not know of your eye, only your mnd."

"They have not thought it worthwhile to | ook beyond nmy mnd."

"But wouldn't they be disturbed to know that sone of the powers they've
bought, however slight, cane from graphs that you |l earned in a secret police
school, or that the patterns that so please their wonen . . . ?"

"They probably al ready know. "

"I'f they did, you wouldn't be here. They'd pernmit your training and your
former allegiance, but not that grid. That would be too rmuch. They'd take it
fromyou before they found thensel ves asking you what you sawwith it, as if
you were sone kind of mirror they couldn't resist looking into. And if they

take it fromyou . . ." Aden shrugged theatrically, only later thinking that
Donchak saw his fear and not the gesture. "If you consider yourself a joke
now, Donchak, think how their powers of illusion will eat at your

under st andi ng when you're left in the dark." Aden felt al nost proud that he
shoul d have t hought of such a tack to use on the other man; it was fortunate
he had studied the man's psychol ogical profile before he had been sent in.
"Anyway, they cannot be ignorant to what has, or has not been going on.

They' re edgy and nervous with the way the war has been going."

"But we aren't?" Donchak whispered icily.

Aden ignored him "That's why they' ve been going at each other even nore
than usual lately. Al that damed-up ability and power. They don't dare use
it, because that would give the O'fice and the Border Conmand and Lake G I bert
a chance for nore study."

"Study their power? Had they not studied it enough at Thorn River?"

"That was inportant. It added a great deal "

"But didn't they see enough?" Donchak drifted on in the sane renotely

irritated tone. "I was there, you know The thing that the Ofice had put into
this eye"--he gestured toward the scarred side of his face--"was |ike what
yours must be now. | was caught there and, unlike the others, | could see the

magi ci ans comi ng through the sky and striding across the plains to crush us."

Aden | et the advantage of his argunment slip away as he listened. Thorn
Ri ver had been anong the | ast great engagenents between sci ence and magi c, and
the largest to have occurred in his lifetinme. He remenbered, for an instant,
the streans of starved and brutalized refugees that had passed his home for
days, heading for the sanctuaries of the Taritan Valley, and thought he found
Donchak's face anong t hem

"And | could see the Border Command ships circling it during the first
three days. | could see the nasses of attack planes and bonbers that waited
behind them waited for three nore days, three nore hours, three seconds while
anot her variation of the magicians' power was expended on sonmeone, picked

apart and catal ogued. | saw the face of the wi zard that burned ne, and | saw
the face of the man who examined it and hoped for nmy death because that woul d
tell himeven nore about the magic. | even renmenber their nanes, though I

cannot say the wizard's with the way ny nmouth is now. The nman's nane was
Etridge." Donchak paused for a nonment. "Do you truly want your eye to serve
peopl e such as that, people who could watch such things as if they were
| essons drawn on bl ackboards?" Donchak seened to be genuinely amazed with his
own question, as if its articulation had preceded his thoughts and
accidental ly proposed sonet hing that he woul d not have ot herw se consi dered
possi bl e.

"Of course. They're not nonsters.”

"They wat ched, cold and bl oodl ess. They di d not hi ng when they mi ght have
stopped it, or at least drawn their eneny away. |s that not sonething worse
t han sinpl e nonsters?”

"Not at all. They were pursuing a"--Aden found the words comng with
nmore difficulty than he woul d have w shed--"a duty. That was the only thing
they could do if we were to get anywhere."



Donchak fixed himsuddenly with his functioning eye. "There were other
ways! A hundred other ways. Mne, the Ofice's, the regular services', the
Acadeny's."

"I't worked. It's working now. Look at what happened to them at
Foxbl i nd. "

Donchak softened his voice; his eye returned to | ooking at the floor
"The price was excessive, wouldn't you say? Thousand and hundreds of thousands
at Thorn River, mnyself, the killing of this." He swept his hand toward the
door.

"This? The City?" Aden forced outrage back into his voice; Donchak was
pl ayi ng on treasonous grounds agai n, Aden's.

"There is not enough beauty here for you?"

"Beauty destroying itself."

"If it tried to understand itself thoroughly enough to defeat us, to
fight us according to our own rules, it would no | onger be beauty. It would
just be nunbers and know edge, circling round its own grave. Do you want
t hat ?" he asked agai n.

"I nust," Aden said at once, but did not know where the words had cone
fromfor he had not felt his tongue nove.

Donchak waited for a nmonment and then nodded, either to the younger nman's
threat or to the logic of his position. The nuezzins finished their arias.
Aden gl anced through the door-grill and his eye picked up auroral waverings in
t he gaps between the houses. He saw the distorted reflections of other lights
on the glazed paving stones. The mages often said they were practicing their
arts for their own perfection and in preparation against the other half of the
pl anet. The fact that they practiced so often and so enthusiastically on each
ot her spoke for itself.

"Where am | to |eave this?" Aden pointed to his left eye. "The Ofice
must have a place that is nobile, if at all possible, and protected."

"I amaware of the Ofice's wants and needs." Donchak nuttered and
wal ked toward the back of the shop. A barred door led out to an all eyway.

They left the perfumed rug shop and the stench of the City cl osed over
Aden again. The paving stones were fired turquoise, even in the alley, but the
piles of filth and garbage behind each building dulled the reflected |ight of
t he magi ci ans' practice.

They passed three brave, or particularly hungry figures digging into the
trash heaps. The spectrographic abilities of Aden's eye informed himthat at
| east one of themwas a | eper

The City had been naned Cape St. Vincent before the war. Then the
wi zards had conme to it and brought their reborn powers and nysteries with
them Wthin a decade after they had consolidated their rule over the area,

t hey had grown powerful enough to send away the ocean that had faced the city,
because it displeased them The old city's marble quays and granite boul der
jetties still surfaced fromunder newer buildings only a century or two ol d.
Wth either marvel ous whinsy, or, nmore likely, invincible blindness, the

wi zards had often built on and around these structures. Aden saw one house
that was partially supported by a corroding roffing derrick that one of the
first engagenents for the city had welded solid; his eye traced the crane's
outlines in the facing wall and he thought it to be nore of a superinposition
of distinct worlds, rather than a single structure.

The geometric grid of the original city had dissolved into a tangle of
wandering streets and alleys. This, the nen of power often declared, nore
aptly expressed the subtlety and conplexity of their personalities. The nmen of
power regarded it as a great humani zi ng process, an affair of the spirit as
much as anything el se. Aden's world watched the process in aerial photographs
and regarded it as retrogressive, chaotic, nedieval

Aden specul ated how the | eper woul d have regarded the matter. He,
personal |y, had not noticed any great disparity in the nunber or character of
the garbage piles in the cities of either world.

Donchak's eye led themeasily through the night streets. Ilronically,



Aden's nore versatile unit was often confused and blinded by the reflected
energies that the City's wizards were playing off the ionosphere.

The avenues broadened and strai ghtened t hensel ves. The cl osel y packed
houses and shops gave way to the barred entrances of substantial mansions,
government buil dings and the great halls of the City's guilds. Many were |eft
over fromthe ages when there was but one reality on the planet, and they were
defined by straight |lines and euci dean nasses. The structures of magi c had
overgrown and snothered them |like the crane, with intricate masonry and
marbl e traceries. Eccentric bal conies, turrets, mnarets, arches, colonnades
and porticoes softened the old, harsh outlines; nosaic overlays glittered in
the wi zards' I|ights.

He was aware of the City's splendor in spite of the darkness. In Aden's
hone, when men chose to care, they concentrated on the definition of whole,
integrated units. Their processes of understanding allowed for little el se but
the finishing of broad sweeps of brushed steel or oiled hardwod. Straight
lines al ways ended cleanly or merged into precisely defined arcs and
par abol as, always so conplete that a building, and sonetinmes an entire block
or town mght be seen, weighed and conprehended with a single glance. This
aest hetic had been pursued with such single-mnded devotion that Aden had cone
to believe that it was as much an expression of his world' s hatred for magic's
passion as it was an affirmation of its own beliefs.

Aden shook his head as he wal ked to free hinself of these thoughts. In
everything he saw and renmenbered, there was such perfect counterposition. The
devast at ed mi ddl e ground had narrowed, allow ng each ki ngdomto press nore
cl osely against the other, compacting their energies until each was
i mobilized by its own fury. The worlds orbited each other, duplicating the
deat h-cycl es of stars, until they night becone the equival ents of black holes,
sel f-sustaining fields of annihilation

After years in the eneny's land, he could still be shocked by this.
Working for the Special Ofice nmeant that he had to keep hinmsel f suspended
bet ween the two worl ds. Too much understandi ng and he woul d gi ve hinsel f away
to the men of power or their spies; too rmuch belief and he woul d come under
the spell of the world. It was a difficult balancing act, no matter how nuch
i nsulation the Ofice's surgeons and psychol ogi sts had provi ded. Donchak had
apparently failed in this bal anci ng, though Aden could not say upon which side
he had fallen; perhaps on both, and he was being gradually pulled apart Iike a
rope of potter's clay, beconming thinner and thinner until he broke.

Donchak sl owed and pointed the way across an i nmense plaza. Aden's eye
read the other man's skin conductance, tenperature, pulse rate and bl ood
pressure. He was tense and very agitated, but that was understandabl e
consi dering their exposed position

There was a large building across fromthem set apart fromthe others
that bordered the square and topped w th oni onshaped dones. Mages' |ight burst
across the sky fromthe left and the strange wavel engths of its |uni nescence
struck agai nst them The eye mapped alternating serpentines of gold and silver
leaf, their twistings separated and defined by raised borders of rock crystalL

M narets, taller than anything el se he had seen in the City, were posted
at the building' s corners; their upper portions were nmade of pierced stonework
and both of his eyes could see the surge-light through them There were
subtler fires glowing inside them too, near their peaks; sone his right eye
could pick up, while others were visible only to his left.

Aden nearly stepped out into the plaza, but Donchak threw out his arm
and drew himback into a recessed gate. A quiet gray structure four stories
hi gh | ooned behind the wought iron gate. It was covered in hal fhearted
nosai cs and heroic friezes that did little to enliven its studied dull ness;
anot her remmant of the ol d days, probably inhabited then, as now, by the |oca
gover nient .

Aden | ooked back to the plaza. Hi s left eye i mediately becane entangl ed
in a ragged interference pattern of the sort he had not seen since it had been
calibrated by the Ofice's scientists and theol ogi ans. He wondered if the



trouble mght be with his own circuits, but his vision remained clear along
its peripheral limts. The eye, the spheres of heliumand the wire net buried
i n himconversed anong thensel ves, exchanging small, professional tricks they
had picked up during the past years. Eventually his vision resolved itself
upon a uni corn

Donchak whi spered the nane of a man of power. "That is his cavalry," he
br eat hed.

"Only one?" Aden found his voice strained.

"No need for nore."

It noved with such deliberate smoothness and grace that Aden specul at ed
if that might not be the only way the creature could contain its own power.
Sudden novenents, unnecessary gestures, unguarded turnings of its |inbs m ght
accidentally rel ease the energi es penned up inside.

The unicorn had a short caparison of electric blue on which were sewn
intricate devices, fleur-de-lis, coronets, crossed arns and banners.
II'lumnations Iike those held captive in the mnarets blazed in its eye
sockets with an unexplainably inverted |ight that sucked the rmages' brilliance
fromthe sky and concentrated it into the enbroidery of its coverings.

The man wal ki ng besi de the uni corn appeared to be arnored, though Aden
t hought that he was, instead, naked and the polished nmetal surface only his
skin. Baroque swirlings of men and inprobable creatures covered him As the
uni corn and the man wal ked across the plaza, drawing their light fromthe air
around them the interaction between the figures on their dress becane
apparent. Ships and dragons set out fromthe nountai nbound harbors upon
flame-col ored seas and ventured fromthe man's greaves, upward al ong his thigh
and torso, and then | eapt onto the swarm ng heraldry of the unicorn's
capari son, instantly conpressed into two dinmensions and idealized into gold
and silver nonotones on the blue field. Barbaric hunting parties descended
al ong the man's cuirass, pursuing chinmeras with dianonds for each of their
twenty eyes, onto the unicorn's saddle and then., with sudden dignity and
abstraction, along its crinet and chanfron |ike engravings in the netal, unti
they all disappeared with the mages' light into the creature's eyes.

The day's parade of w zards was conprehensi ble within the meaning of the
City, but the unicorn and its attendant occupi ed anot her order of perception
Aden thought themto be anmpbng the nost beautiful things he had ever seen. The
sight of themdrained his fear away for a nonent, as they had the sky's light;
perhaps this was why Donchak had fallen as he had. "Were is it goi ng?"

Donchak pointed to the doned buil ding.

"On its master's business?" Al though the unicorn was noving diagonal ly
across the square, and therefore away fromthem Aden found it increasingly
difficult to speak.

"To pray."

Aden's eye gl anced at the other man and found that Donchak was
i nexplicably growing cal ner. Bl ood pressure and heart rates dropping, skin
conduct ance droppi ng, muscle tension rel axing. "To whon?" he asked, sonewhat
bewi | dered, for is not a servant to render allegiance to his master al one?

"To god."

"Wi ch one?"

Donchak smiled with the functional part of his mouth. "Wy, to its own,

of course." He faced Aden with the sky illumnating the left half of his face,
maki ng hi m | ook al nost normal. "Neither magic nor science has any real claim
to theol ogy, yet. Only the Ofice really concerned itself with that. | would

have t hought you knew that." Then, noving his head away from Aden to face the
uni corn, showing his rutted, slagged right side: "But | have been away from
the world for years now and have no idea how far our efforts at understanding
have taken us." Bl ood pressure and heart rate increased a bit. "No. Not in
that direction or else there would have been tanks in this square nonths ago
and the jets would have shot down all the gryphons. Wuldn't they?"

Aden thought the man was speaking nostly to hinself and so divided his
attention between Donchak's unconsci ous physi ol ogi cal signs and the unicorn



The truth of the imedi ate situation, he felt sure, |lay sonmewhere between the
t wo.

"W will |eave your nodification with the unicorn." Pulse and heart
continuing to accel erate. Donchak crouched | ow and then pushed off into the
squar e.

The fountain in the plaza's center commenorated sone protobattle whose
specific identity changed as the brass plaques at its base were changed.

Agai n, the counterpositions: in Aden's world the thing would stand for what it
was originally built for. Wen the commenorated victors |ater became the
renenbered defeated, it would be torn down amid the shouts of the popul ace,
and a new one erected. Its figures would have the features of actual nen, not
bl ank idealizations to serve as the tenplates for the identities of the nob.
Faces, names, dates, crests and arnms woul d have been set and | ocked solidly

wi thin historical experience.

Here the fountain was purely allegory, infinitely flexible and adaptive
to a world shared by nmore than one doni nant race.

The unicorn and its attendant passed behind the fountain. Donchak, an
indefinite shaft of red and yellow in the infrared, shifted and dodged,
keepi ng the fountain between himand the two creatures. He did not nove so
badly for one of his age and weight; still, he nearly fell once or tw ce. Aden
felt the beauty of the unicorn being edged aside by his own returning fear and
di strust of the City's world.

He waited until Donchak reached the fountain and then followed, running
carefully, avoiding the random spells and anomal i es that Donchak's eye had not
been able to pick up. H's own eye showed hi m how exposed they were. Wth the
magi ci ans practicing their abilities, the only things absent were the linited
wavel engt hs of visible daylight. Geat floodings of every other form of
radi ant energy showered down fromthe sky or fromthe towers and m narets of
the City's palaces and tenples. Strange shadows radi ated outward from hi m as
he half ran toward the fountain, each one outlining a different presence.

He was breathi ng heavily when he joined Donchak. "All right, just keep
behi nd me and get ready to make the transfer when I tell you." Donchak's voice
was nearly normal again, but somehow regretful

"Her e?"

"No. In the cathedral." The selective blindess of his eye understood
Aden's expression. "It is the only possibility, when it is in prayer, in
conmmuni on. "

"Just who do they serve?" Aden cut in, frightened by sonething that
evapor ated before he could capture it.

"A man of great power. | told you. W have to nmake the transfer then if
you want it at all."

"WIIl we have anot her chance?"

"Not with the unicorn. There are many other places, static things |ike
reliquaries, nenorials, perhaps those heroic figures there"--pointing up to
the battling mermen and dol phins. "But none of them would be as close to the
men of power as that one. None of themwould be nobile or able to report on so
many, an infinity . " Donchak became nonmentarily lost in his own words and
t hei r meani ngs.

"Nor woul d any of them be so easily detected." Aden rushed to keep the
talk going. "If we're going to put this on, _in_ that servant, how can it
avoi d knowi ng what's going on? It's not just going to prance around here,
| ooking over its master's shoulder and turn all his secrets over to us."

"It will not understand, so it will not know, " Donchak answered hazily.
"Some pain, disorientation, especially when the bl ock transm ssion signals go
out, but to its conception of things, very little else will seem ani ss.

Anyway, it is continually under attack fromits master's current enem es and
being reinforced by its master's nonmentary allies. The suppression of its
natural eye and the addition of your owm will be lost in the usual input to
its senses and enotions." Donchak raised his hand again, this tine past the
fountain and up to the zenith. "You see those jagged streaks of |ong-wave



radi ati on?" Aden obediently shifted the filters within his eye; the waves were
deep | avender, edged with ruby, though they m ght have been close to blue for
Donchak' s | ess sophisticated eye. "An attack fromoutside the City. That bar
transiting the waves above the northern skyline, there, is a defense set up by
friendly princes. It is aware of all this, but cannot, by its nature,
understand as we do."

Whi | e Donchak spoke, el aborating on the strategies deployed through the
air above them Aden stripped a piece of soiled enbroidery fromhis shirt and
kneaded it between his fingers. The threads softened and twi ned together in a
putty-1like ball.

Donchak fi ni shed speaki ng, but kept watching the sky. After sone
nmonents, the nultiple spectruns detectable to Aden cal med. Sayi ng not hi ng,
Donchak stepped away fromthe fountain and began running in a curving line
toward the domed building. The unicorn and its attendant were gone.

He judged the tine and pressed the putty against his left eye. The
hydrophilic plastic absorbed the anesthetic quickly. Wthin a mnute his
vi sion dimred away fromthe nost renote spectruns, then fromthose nearer to
the el ectromagnetic until only visible Iight remained; then nothing. Sensory
and anal ytic input ended at the sane tine. Cued by nol ecul ar keys, mcroscopic
transm ssion |inks shut thenmselves off and withdrew into protected sockets.

He felt instantly crippled. Though he had practiced this many tinmes, he
had not thought the | oss would be so absolute and that the suddenly linited
worl d should press upon himso closely. It was as if the air had thickened
around him conpressing himinto the two di nensions his | oss of depth
perception left to him blinding, gagging, nuffling and blunting his m nd
This was approxi mately what was truly happening, but the Ofice' s surgeries
and psychol ogi cal training prevented himfromfully understanding it; the
Ofice had determined that irrational terror was preferable to the effects of
conpl ete understanding in circunstances such as these.

He started running, staying |low to the pavenent as he had before. But
this time his steps were clunsy and he continually m sjudged the distance he
had to nove his feet. Lines and ridges of nagic, now hidden to him brushed
against his legs like insect wings, repulsive in their lush, invisible
sof t ness.

There was a huge echoing in his mnd, which he thought to be |like
carrier-wave static, interrupted by the thudding of his heart and the sound of
his breath. This was not what he wanted. It could not be what he and the
Special Ofice had worked for

The frozen balls of heliuminside his ribs came to a stop. Their
magnetic fields cut out and the notion of his running smashed them agai nst the
wal s of their cylinders, turning themto colorless dust. The wire net buried
in his skull and the lines grafted into his neck and torso went dead too,
| eaving cold tracks that he thought he could feel

He had no idea how far it was to the cathedral's steps. He clinbed them
and stunbled into the shadows of the columed portico. Donchak whi spered to
himfromthe dark, and Aden's fear al nost overwhel ned him "This should be
si mpl e. You have prepared?" Aden nodded and pointed to his eye; if its
circuits had shut down, the only traces Donchak woul d be picking up would be
fromthe retention links holding it in place. "Good. Then you are, yourself,
usel ess now. Follow ne and keep as quiet as you can. Just follow If you
becorme lost in the dark, stay where you are and wait for me to find you."

Aden grunted affirmatively, not trusting his voice. He was used to
exam ni ng those around him knowi ng their precise reactions to specific words,
tones and gestures. Such information had benefited himgreatly in the taverns
and brothels of the eneny's land; it had also saved himfromthe inquiries of
the civil government and the mages' spies on nunerous occasi ons. Now Donchak
was closed to him as the creatures inside would be.

But the man seened to be functioning properly. He had obviously planned
and anticipated Aden's arrival and the nost effective way to expedite his
m ssion. That was why the Ofice had sent himin years ago, |long before it had



any idea that a man |i ke Aden would be sent later, or perhaps even what his
task m ght be.

Donchak's actual |oyalties, however, were beconm ng academ c. As he had
pointed out to him the w zards knew they were being picked apart, deciphered,
understood, their arts reduced to fornul ae easily duplicated and subverted by
ordi nary nmen and machi nes. They were getting scared, underneath their silk and
vel vet trappings, and sone people at Lake G lbert had seen panic infecting
their habitual illogic. The risk of carrying the eye, even with its nearly
undet ect abl e energy | eaks, therefore increased daily, and becane al npst
sui ci dal during the nonthly bl ock transni ssions of conpressed data. Soon, the
wi zards nust begin |ooking carefully at their world and they would see him as
clearly as the eye had seen them It had to be discarded and the orders were
to leave it in a place where it could continue gathering information

Possi bly, Donchak had had simlar instructions for whatever night have
been placed in his right eye socket before Thorn R ver and the Border Conmand
snatched it away from him

The main doors were nade of brass, engraved with the sane conpl ex
designs that were set in the al abaster wi ndows above them Donchak nudged Aden
away fromthe colums and I ed himthrough a small door to their left.

Aden blinked his right eye to adjust to the interior. Spheres of
were-1light hovered distantly in the nave, turning the nmarble floors to dusted
silver but failing to give any indication of where the building s roof m ght
be. Aden found hinself straining to define the building s distances and
colors; all his remaining eye allowed himwere gray |lights and pool s of
i mpenet rabl e shadow.

Most churches are built with many subtle distortions and trompe |'oeils
concealed within the alignnents of their masses. The idea is to deceive the
wor shi per's sense of perspective and to nmake the buil ding as much a part of
his devotions as the words of the liturgy--or at least to make himfeel as if
he is in a grander place than he really is. Assum ng such tricks were present
here and that the building was not under the spell of one or another of the
men of power, the unicorn and its attendant were about one hundred neters
away, in the center of the nave, twenty neters before the nmain altar

Donchak | ed hi m down the northern aisle, the nave's supporting col ums
screening themfromthe unicorn. To his |left Aden noticed various recessed
chapel s and crypts. Cccasionally the drifting were-light illuninated one, but
the contents remained closed to his conprehension

The attendant was kneeling, his head resting against his chest, hands
hangi ng strai ght down al ong his sides. The unicorn stood patiently behind him
Nei t her showed any sign of life. The figures on the unicorn's caparison had
nelted into a spider web pattern that hid its contours like fog. The figures
on the mancreature's skin remained distinct but were frozen in attitudes
suggestive of prayer.

Everywhere, everything was silver-gray with only the ivory and ci nnanon
of the high | ancet windows to relieve it. They stepped through this hazed
at nosphere like swimers, noving with great care so as not to cause eddies in
the air around them vortices that m ght brush against the unicorn and its
attendant, intrude upon its devotions and alert it.

Donchak stopped behind a colum and wat ched. Aden knew it was possible
t hat Donchak was seeing the physical reality of what held the creatures so
transfixed. He nmight al so have come here to pray.

He pressed his thunb and little finger against each end of his left eye
socket, and brought themtogether gently. The optic nerve and the muscl es that
mani pul ated the eye were already severed. It conpressed noticeably and he felt
the last retention |inks breaking under the pressure.

The eye fell out into his other hand. He thought: There | am ny third
and twentieth dinmensions, ny ability to see and understand, reduce,
particul arize, analyze. For a monent he expected the rest of his linbs to
begi n dropping onto the floor until he was nothing but a heap of individua
conponents. That was how the conputers at his home knew hiny was it not,



therefore, reasonable to think that that was how he truly was?

But there was a feeling of relief that he did not fully admt to
hi nsel f. He was unsure if he wanted to see what the eye could show himin this
nost powerful and disturbing of places. He could turn his own eye away from
the chapels, but, if the Ofice's eye thought it necessary, he knew that it
could see through his closed eyelid.

Aden touched Donchak on the shoul der and held the eye out to him
Donchak took it, weighing it in his hand and doing little to conceal his
di st aste.

Donchak edged around the colum and out into the nave. He grew smaller
to Aden's remaining eye, but seermed to get no further away.

Aden again felt the designed terror and grandeur of the cathedral
Deprived of the eye, he could no | onger reduce light or notion to their
conponent parts or analyze the transnutation of physical substances into
et hereal i zati ons by covert spectronetry. For a noment, Aden thought hinself to
be sinking to one knee, but found he was still standing, pressed agai nst danp
linestone. Balls of were-light dipped and wandered about him patrolling the
| ength of the nave. Infrequently, one would venture between the col ums,
illum nate one of the chapels and then return.

Wth great effort, he focused his attention on Donchak. The latter was
wal ki ng obliquely toward the uni corn. Aden hoped the other nman's sandal s nade
no sound, but the rush of his own, unnonitored bl ood nade hearing tricky and
deceptive. He inmagined groups of the lights to be clustering above Donchak
foll owi ng himacross the nave, spotlighting himfor whoever else m ght be
wor shi ping or was worshi ped in the chapels.

But these were surely random gat herings. As soon as he had one formation
clarified, it would slowly shift and scatter. Anyway, if Donchak was bei ng
wat ched, the patterns of the lights' watching would be those of high magic and
not rationally perceptible. They could only be suspected and felt, never
di agr amed.

Donchak was al ongside the unicorn now. The top of its jewel ed saddl e was
level with his head. Donchak seened to be noving his |ips and speaking
i naudibly to the creature. If it heard, it gave no sign

The man-creature remai ned i mobile, his posture frozen into an
expression of renote listening. Aden's mind roared within itself for nore
information, nore lines, nore colors, nore novenent, nore known factors and
di nensi ons. He had not even been able to see the attendant's face. He did not
know i f the attendant had one. Nor did he know whet her man and uni corn were
sl ave and master, equals or perhaps the conmponent parts of a single being. A
he could perceive in the netaffic |light was the robed fat nman novi ng as
carefully as a nountai neer along the flanks of the unicorn, his hands
suspended over its caparison and chanfron

So suddenly as to nmake Aden nearly gasp from surprise, Donchak spun upon
his right foot and stepped squarely in front of the unicorn. Its horn appeared
to be nade of twi sted strands of gold and ebony and was over a neter |ong.
Donchak stared up at it for a nonent, as if he were exam ning the design on
one of his blind weavers' |oonms. His back was to the attendant, but he did not
seemto care. H s |lips kept noving, and Aden heard certain unidentifiable
wor ds.

Donchak twi tched and shifted with a nultitude of small, painfully
circumscri bed gestures and nuttered phrases. Bl oated and mai ned as Aden found
him he managed to inply that sone feat of enormous physical and spiritua
strength was being perforned, as if he had made hinself sonme kind of fulcrum
for the bal ancing of violendy opposed forces. Aden knew that if he was right
inthis feeling, that he and the unicorn, its attendant, the cathedral itself,
the two eyes of the Ofice and uncountable other forces were part of the
bal anci ng. He could not i mediately deci de whether he was nore frightened by
the fact that Donchak m ght be able to do such a thing, or by what the
consequences night be if he failed.

H s right hand describing intricate traceries, Donchak carefully reached



i nside the shield that protected the unicorn's right eye. He held hinself |ike
that, perched on his toes, his legs visibly shaking fromthe effort.

Then he brought his hand down and wal ked backward al ongsi de the ani mal .
He followed his original path across the nave, reentering the aisle severa
neters from Aden. He did not wait there, but continued to the door

Aden wat ched the unicorn and the attendant. They were precisely as they
had found them frozen, perfect, lost in the contenplation of their own
terrible infinity. Then he inmagi ned that Donchak had |left himthere and rushed
after the man as quickly as his fear and blindness would permit. The
alternating avenues of silver light between the colums played across his eye,
di storting and confusing his sense of distance so that he alnost tripped and
fell over non-existent obstacles several tines.

There were noi ses behind him Scrapes and shufffings that coul d have
been the unicorn and the attendant rousing thenselves, or the echo of his own
breathing trapped by irrational forces in the chapels and crypts on his right.

Donchak was waiting for himat the door. He shoved Aden through with
startling strength, but then checked hinself |ong enough to close it with no
sound | ouder than that of the tumblers in its |ock

He was cradling his right hand in his left, and his blasted features
flowed without interruption into his functioning half, poisoning it by its
pai n al one. Aden dug into his pocket and of fered himthe renmai nder of the
anesthetic. Donchak accepted it and rubbed the substance into the pal mof his
ri ght hand, and then outward on his fingers.

When he had finished, he wal ked dowmn fromthe portico. Instead of
directly crossing the square, he turned south and entered the first side
street. The road narrowed quickly. The houses becane nore dil api dated and t he
snel |l worsened in proportion to the distance they travel ed.

Aden nearly wal ked on the other man's heels out of fear of becom ng
lost. Inside his new blindness he knew that his threats of exposure had been a
terrible thing, but if Donchak had meant to di spose of him and thereby protect
hi nsel f, he would have done it on the way to the cathedral, not after he had
left the eye with the unicorn. But that, he reconsidered, m ght have been the
whol e point of it, to trick himinto giving up the eye . . . The Ofice could
have foreseen these variables, made all owance for them given himreliable
contacts and firmalternatives for action. But that was not the Ofice' s way.

The mage-fires glistened over them Now that Aden could see only within
a narrow range of the el ectromagnetic spectrum he thought that they had
di nmed sonmewhat. Paradoxically, he felt nore awed by them he could not see
and isolate the heavy particle bonbardments that were directly affecting the
wor ki ngs of his cortex, producing the feeling.

"Are they still there?" he finally whispered, after the streets had
begun to twi st toward where the Gty's docks had been

Donchak shrugged and | ooked to the sky. "Possibly. Perhaps there were no
wars or assassinations or upheavals desired by their master tonight. O
perhaps he had a particularly terrible act in mnd and they are stil
gathering their courage and powers for it." He spoke nore to the paving stones
than to Aden. "They are strange things. At tinmes | wish. . ." He broke off as
they passed by a party of |epers butchering the inexplicable snoking corpse of
a dray horse.

"What did you do? My eye . . . ?"

"The eye is with the unicorn." Donchak turned down another, stil
filthier street. The houses soared above them |[|eaning together so closely
that in spots their gables and bal conies touched, cutting the sky down to
irregular slits of auroral brightness. "They go there every night to pray. |
do not think even their master knows fully why. They are totally creations of
magi c, nore conpletely than any other thing in this part of the world, even
nore than the beings the magici ans have created out of pure thoughts. They are
weapons, heal ers, vessels of great power and vulnerability. They are very ol d.
Sone say they were alive before the War itself." Donchak's voice grew tired
and he stopped to rest against a wall.



He resumed wal king after a m nute, picking up another street. They were
probably circling back toward Donchak's shop, but there was no way to be sure.
"I sinmply made sure that they were both oblivious to us and then pl aced the
eye into the socket of the unicorn. |I hope | was correct in assumng the
Ofice was still using K-type connectors?"

"N. Very little difference, but much nore reliable." Aden felt hinself
regai n some control over his feelings; shop talk does it every tine.

"Then the thing will function by itself."

"Yes, fully. But | still can't imagine how you did it. The thing had its
own eyes. It just wouldn't stand there with its groom or conpanion a few
nmeters away and let you mangle it." Aden had neant to say nore, but he
renmenbered how easily the eye had lived inside of himfor the past few years.

"I understand both of them Not their purpose, | admit. | have no w sh
to do that. But | do understand their presence and the way they define
t hensel ves to you and ne and to their nmaster and to each other." Aden thought
that he had heard the refugees com ng back from Thorn River using the sane
tone of voice that Donchak was. It was a sort of chanting, internalized,
pol i shed and given to an artificial syntax which only enphasized the speaker's
bewi | derment with the things he was explaining. "The unicorn and the nan are
thi ngs of purest nagic. The eye is a thing of irreducible logic. It exists in
the sane place as the unicorn's true eye. The two are hardly aware of each
other's existence. Each one reports the things that it was designed to see, in
t he | anguage suited to those perceptions. The creature should feel or detect
no more than a renote irritation. It just does not have the capability to
under stand or guess at what we have done and neither does its conpanion.”

"But we do." A hint of condescension

Donchak exhaled lightly and it might have been a laugh. "Not entirely,
not perfectly. For all | know, we m ght have nade a trade and the essence of
the unicorn's eye is now coexistent with mne, and the picture of your face is
hovering before some gentlenen of power."

Fear crossed Aden's face. Wth his grid, Donchak could see the deepening
flush and the sparking of |oose connectors inside his |left eye socket, like a
brooch or pendant. "Could the unicorn ever learn to see with it? | nean, apart
fromwhether it works for us or the eneny uncovers it?"

"I npossible."” The Thorn River voice again, but nore slowy as if the
possibility hadn't occurred to himuntil Aden mentioned it. "No. | think we
have the advantage in this. If the eye was |ike the devices | renenber, you
could not have scratched its capabilities in |less than a decade. It could be
addi ctive, you know. Such a perfect analytic tool as that could cone to
control you. One keeps |ooking, forever |ooking and discovering, peeling back
| ayer after layer of apparent truth until one begins to wonder if the layers
are infinite or whether, weighing it all in your hand, you have not felt its
mass fractionally dimnished, and know that you possess a device that, with
patience, will reduce it to nothing."

"Could, will that happen to the unicorn?" Aden was wondering just what
the O fice had given away, and why.

"No. | told you that. The two, the unicorn and the eye are mutually
exclusive. Interaction is inpossible." Donchak nmight have sounded irritated,
but Aden could not tell; he had forgotten howto read faces with his own eye.
"Anyway, you are rid of the eye and, | presune, the main object of your
m ssion. You should thank ne, Aden. | have saved you from sonme agony."

"The war demands a great deal fromall of us,
say the correct thing and guessing that he had not.

Donchak turned the blank side of his face to him saying nothing nore
until they reached his house.

Aden responded, hoping to

"WIl you stay?"
"You have asked me that. In any event, | doubt that the men of power
woul d et ne | eave."



"Are you that closely watched? They apparently didn't know what we were
doi ng last night." Aden sipped the tea Donchak had war ned.

"They watch ne in the manner of their world, as | elude themin the
manner of ny own. | only wonder if | can survive nmyself in all of this."

He could not stop some of the tea fromdrooling down the right side of
his mouth. "I have many things here. Friends, though all secul ar and
power | ess, a prosperous trade, the synpathy of sonme ladies for ny face and for
my blindness. If | were to go back, | fear that the desire for conmplete
under st andi ng woul d overtake ne again. | understand enough.”

"But you refuse to understand any |ess. You understand so nuch of this
City, Donchak. The unicorn and its attendant. There's nothing back hone that
can begin to guess at them" Despite what he had just done, Aden found hinsel f
becoming irritated with Donchak again. The fell ow speaks as nmuch nonsense as
everyone in this place. The | ocked doors and shuttered wi ndows all owed Aden
enough roomto think that way.

"It is a question of perspective. At this nonent, | feel up against sone
kind of Iimt. |I have seen and taken apart all the things | can. | can fee
the edge of ny abilities here because to go beyond them would require a kind
of seeing which | am not capabl e of.

"But, at our hone, | renenber things having been different. W were
still beginning when | left. We had been | ooking for only a century or two,
but we were aimed for. " Donchak's sl agged features hardened. "W had only
been | ooking for a century or two before we could see things |ike Thorn River.
See ourselves seeing it, dissecting and anal yzi ng oursel yes as nuch as the
magi ci ans.

"They only | ook at thensel ves, you know. And did you know how repul sed
they are by us? How sickened?"

"It's their fear." Aden replied.

"That as nmuch as their pity and disgust." Donchak's voice was as it had
been when he first mentioned his hatred for the Border Command and rel uctance
to help them Hi s condescension and unctuous synpathy frightened Aden as nmuch
as it had the first time; it seemed to be founded upon an el usi ve base of
contradictory vision that not all the Ofice's deft equivocations could equal
"They see us as thieves and desperados, intent on destroying everything of any
beauty or life."

"What beauty has their war been fought to keep safe? They declared it,
fought the first battle at the Burn, nmurdered their first town there."

"The beauty they are fighting is their own," Donchak said with even
mal i ce. "They know it. They will protect and keep it safe from everything."

"Fromthe eye, too?" Aden used his best point and exhaled with the
effort of its saying.

It worked with nore visible inmpact than had his threats of exposure. The
conversation was fixed on treasons and betrayals, Aden thought, and was it not
t herefore proper to rem nd Donchak of his own nost recent one? "That was done
for you and the Office. The information--if there is any that can be
under st ood by you--mnmust be kept apart and guarded. The unicorn has access

" his voice trailed away in its own sudden weakness.

"I"'msure they know, but I'Il tell them again when | get back." There
was sone genuine feeling to Aden's words, and he was surprised by this.

"Then for that alone, and for them'--he gestured to the dimy |un nous
spy entities--"you should go. In the norning you should go." Donchak started
to wal k away from hi mwhen his expression shifted again. It was so slight that
Aden could not be sure if it was not his imagination, which was only now
com ng back under his control. The eye, he told hinself bitterly, the eye
woul d have seen it, and the electrical and fluid currents that had fl owed
beneath his skin through nerves and vessels torn apart by the eneny at Thorn
River and inperfectly repaired by his enem es at hone. O perhaps it could
not. Donchak, Aden was becomi ng nore and nore aware, while not a total traitor
or adherent of nmgic, was sonething of an alien, a foreign creature whose
| unar features and nmoods did not function according to the dynamcs of his



hone worl d.

"You should not, | think, go the way you cane."

"\What ?" Aden coul d not renenber saying anything about his route to the
Holy City.

"You should not return the same way. Things, clues, hints of what you
were mght still be lingering in those places, though they m ght not have been
traceable to you here. They can still read your mnd, you know, if they want

to badly enough."

The idea struck Aden as anusing: rather like trying to read a book with
all its pages torn out. "Then how? Air pickup would be inpossible even if
there were sonme way of notifying the Ofice | needed it."

Donchak' s voice shifted as subtly as his expression, with such
indefinition that Aden missed sonme of the words as he tried to confirmor
di spel his suspicions. "No need for anything so daring. | would only suggest
that a nmore cautious and rel axed route be used.” He wal ked around the room
idly tracing the designs in his rugs with his burned fingers, sonetimes
gesturing so that it seemed he was caressing the waverings in the air that
Aden guessed were the spy entities. "Go north fromhere, through the Fishers
Door, to the Gty at . . ." He spoke a nane that escaped Aden, saw the man's
i gnorance and used its old nane: dairendon. "The ocean is still there, and if
it has continued to please the men of power who hold sway there, there will
also be ariver. Follow it inland." Donchak went on describing | andmarks and
reference points that Aden only half paid any attention to. He thought the
general outlines were clear enough, however, and found that his conception of
t he route Donchak was suggesting fit his recollection of the central kingdons.
After sone tine he thought he had matched enough foreign place nanmes with
renenbered aerial photographs and radar conposites to be fairly sure of the
way.

He was intensely tired, and that night have been part of his nood too.
The trip would take nmuch | onger, but the prudence of Donchak's suggestion
could not be ignored. Now that the eye was gone he could easily mss traps set
by his enemies or by his own inattention. The way it had been, as he
reconsi dered it when Donchak had left himin a second-fl oor storeroom was
al nost easy; trying it a second tine, in reverse and half blind, would
probably be rmuch nore difficult. He recalled crossing the square to the
fountain, and then the part when he had run fromthere to the cathedra
wi t hout the eye.

The rugs on which he lay were hard and stiff with newness; the blind
weavers' designs framed himin Donchak's darkness, and he wondered if they
were ones with magic woven into them He wondered if they were floating in the
air; the roomwas w thout wi ndows and there was no way to tell if he was not,
or if the magi c was of another sort.

He studied the dark around himagain and found nothing. But the Ofice,
what ever its intentions, would surely give himanother eye when he returned,
and that would permt himto understand.

"Wake up! Wake up! They know! You nust |eave!"

Aden bolted awake. His right eye was filled with the bright rectangle of
t he door and Donchak's face centered in the niddle of it. "You nust go! Now"
There was nothing in his left eye but the cool ness of nmorning air. He felt
t hat he had awakened inside a narrow pi pe. The previous night and the menory
of who he was came back w th painful slowness while Donchak was hol di ng hi m
and shaki ng madly.

He tried to read Donchak's face. He saw no tenperature or conductance
differentials, infrared differences, nuscle novenents or nerve signals; the
man's back was to the |ighted door and he could not even sinply see his
expr essi on.

The panic canme w t hout any know edge. That had not happened for years
and he was sickened by his own |ack of control. He tried to stand, fell from



his new, unarticulated fright at the knowl edge Donchak's "they" had stolen
fromhimin his sleep, then rose again.

"Here." Donchak shoved a wadded bundl e of clothing into his hand.

Anot her man cane into the room took himby the shoul ders and propelled him
out into the hallway. It was Iit by aninmal fat |anmps and stank as the City's
al | eys had.

Aden pulled on his shirt as they half ran along it. They turned, entered
a stairwell that was Iit by a single panel of stained glass that ran the
hei ght of the building; the pattern was of a gol den serpent and the sun behind
it burned into Aden's eye, dispersing the bits of rational thought he had
managed to arrange in the hall

"They know, they know! " Donchak kept repeating w th nonotonous panic.

They reached the ground floor. Donchak grasped his hand once, and the
other, silent man took himout through the sane back gate they had used the
ni ght before.

The sun was unbearable for a nmoment, though at that hour in the norning
the alley was still screened by the houses on the other side. Aden choked on
hi s own hel pl essness, and therefore let hinmself be guided down the reeking
alley and out into the turquoise streets. He thought that they were heading in
the opposite direction fromthat the tenple had been in, but that was of no
consequence.

The streets becane wi der and nore popul ated. Food sellers' and spice
nmerchants' stalls flashed by along the limt of his vision. Aristocratic
| adi es escorted by parties of elaborately arnored nen wal ked anong t hem
sampling the newest delights in jewelry fromthe South, carved furniture from
the East, the skulls of centuries-dead adnmirals just recovered fromthe bottom
of the City's exiled sea and set with genstones, gold and tourmnaline for those
anong the City's powerful who were inclined to the unusual and ironic.

The man beside himrenained silent, guiding his steps with a strong and
certain hand on his el bow or shoul der that always seened to be intended to
keep himslightly off bal ance. Aden considered trying to escape, but doubted
if he could break the larger nan's grasp; if he was trained, he would sense
the tensing of Aden's nuscles in preparation for any violent nmovenents. And
even if he did escape, he would be lost and a prisoner of the City itself
i nstead of Donchak's nan.

The City's life swirled around them G and houses, pal aces, tenples and
government buil dings rose on either side of the street. Their gates were
guarded by ani mated statues that chall enged some who cane too cl ose, wel coned
others or sinply watched with their enornous genstone eyes. Aden shrank away
whenever his stare net them H s eye had shown himthat some did enmit sone
ki nd of rudinmentary power, while in others the effect was purely
psychol ogical. It was inpossible to tell the difference now and the wei ght of
their presences fell over and against himwth disturbing substance.

This is what they see, this is what they feel, every day of their lives,
he thought to hinself.

There was shouting ahead and the nman drew himfromout of the road and
al ongside the wall of a garden. They stopped and waited as the noi se grew
| ouder; like his vision, Aden felt that his sense of hearing had becone fl at
and two-di nensional, with the depth taken fromit. The difficulty in breathing
whi ch he had experienced in the cathedral came back to him although the sun
was now fully into the sky and ordi nary people thronged around hi m

The party broke through the crowd to his right. There were two
magi ci ans, ten nounted deaths and four dragons without riders. In the
cat hedral the newness of his blindness had hel ped dilute the sight of the
unicorn and its attendant as nuch as it had accentuated their unworldly
beauty. He had had sone hours now to renenber how he had been before the eye
was i nplanted and to think and reflect upon how he had becone even | ess.

He could not tell whether they were great nmen of power returning from
their work or if they were of |esser state, going to attend their masters and
to learn the |l essons of the night's battles, for they both wore masks of



beaten silver. So perfectly idealized were the faces on themthat Aden was
nmonentarily convinced that his own features had been placed on them Then he
found the courage to blink his eye and the masks returned to gods or denons,
dependi ng on how the Iight struck them

The crowd' s babbl e grew as the magi ci ans approached, and then stopped
abruptly; conparative silence encircled the party at a radius of twenty
nmeters. They cane within five meters of where they stood and Aden heard the
poundi ng of his heart explode into the quiet that envel oped their passage.

Dust rose from beneath the hooves of their nounts, but Aden could see it
only as gold. The ten deaths, nore gorgeously attired than those he had seen
the day before, trotted with agonizing sl owness behind the magicians, at a
speed cal cul ated to all ow enough of their stench to reach the crowd and give
proof of their imortal decay. Strange and frightening devices, suggestive of
the price the nmagicians had extracted fromthemfor their release fromtheir
graves, spangled their tunics.

That was all there was, suggestion, hints, outlines drawn with nighttine
dar kness in the norning, extending backward through all the perspectives which
the I oss of the eye had denied to him Aden felt the nystery of the City as
its people did and cowered before it. Yet he could not | ook away.

The dragons strode behind the deaths, hazed with the gol den dust, noving
at a half-march with their long, reptilian |legs, the natural arnor of their
chitinous hides indistinguishable fromthe |ight camails and segnented
breastplates their masters had given them Their eyes shone with interna
light and reveal ed a nurderous intellect.

They paid no attention to himand passed. Evidently they were not privy
to the know edge Donchak was. The noise struck up again, as it had the day
before; the ritual of that hour ended.

Beggars rushed away fromthe wall and into the street, scraping at the
chi nks between the paving stones where the magi ci ans' dust had settled. Aden
| ooked down and saw their fingers beginning to bleed before they were knocked
over by the renewed progress of nore sober-m nded persons.

The man grunted and resumed wal king. Aden felt his fear replaced by
shane and then by the norning' s confusion. H s sense of personal abandonment
becanme i npenetrable and he did not notice when Donchak's man had to get him
out of the way of another passing man of power as his pal anquin was borne
across their path by eight cycl opes.

The Fishers' Door had been erected where the canneries had been in the
old city of Cape St. Vincent, when there had been such things as oceans, and
before there was any need or thought of walls for the City or doors carved
fromfused bodi es of the w zards' vanqui shed eneni es.

Aden passed through the Door and stared dully up at the thousands upon
t housands of forms, faces contorted in agonies that night be still continuing;
arnms, |inbs, hands, all intertw ned around each other and frozen into the two
huge sl abs of the Door. Their endless features were blurred and renote, as if
a layer of snoked glass held themtogether instead of the power of the Gty's
wi zards, but Aden's remaining eye could still see enough to be sickened. As
with the two magici ans, though, he could not | ook away. The brutality of the
Door was too nonstrous for himto enconpass, and even with the eye, he
suspected that the notives for it mght have escaped him Again, he was |eft
with the nmystery and 'found it quite enough.

The man abruptly released himinto the currents of men and beasts that
conpressed thensel ves into the Fishers' Door as they entered the City or |eft
it, spreading out onto the branching, marble-paved roads that |led out to al
t he ot her ki ngdonms of magic. He had said nothing, shared none of Aden's
confusi on or Donchak's apparent panic. Aden wondered if the man even had a
face, for he was able to remenber only blank, dark skin, outlined with
traceries of purple tattoos. He also recalled the attendant of the unicorn
who had al so been faceless, yet as warmwi th lives and patterns. Perhaps, he
hypot hesi zed as the crowds swept him past the Door's thousands of tornented
eyes, it was the function of such blind and facel ess nen to gui de creatures



i ke unicorns and secret police spies before the former had gained their eyes
and after the latter had had theirs taken fromthem

The City's walls soared above him their height inpossible to estinmate
with his single eye, covered with nmurals and nosaics that raced away from hi m
into blurred, violent |uninescence. The Door's traffic carried himaway from
the City and pushed himoff to the side of the road. The | and around the walls
was gently rolling prairie and the light colored it the same gold and bronze
that the light in Donchak's house had been; Aden saw that it did not reach
into the Fishers' Door and the eyes there shone with |ight the magicians had
put there, and none other.

"They" knew. Donchak had said so. But the nission was nostly conpl eted,
with rather nmore success than his superiors had probably anticipated at its
begi nni ng. The wi sdom of Donchak's suggested route still seemed correct,
despite the way the man chose to make sure he took it. Imaginary alarnms m ght
have been sounding in the Cty. He thought that he could hear the deep tolling
of bells above the roaring of the road's traffic.

He wal ked for nost of that day. Once he | earned to conpensate for the
fal se di stances his eye conveyed to him the niles passed with conparative
ease.

There were few magi ci ans abroad, for there was little need for themto
resort to nere wal king or riding where |ong distances were concerned. The road
was a wearisone place for them and perhaps evocative of restlessness and
qgquesting, and therefore to be left to ordinary fol k and conmerce. The faniliar
tiredness of the road and the harm ess pageantry of its traffic replaced his
fear. The menory of Donchak's facel ess servant vani shed first, for there
seened so little to the man. Then Donchak fell into some kind of perspective
of his own, that of a sinmple traitor or harm ess lunatic.

The uni corn renmai ned, however, dimy attended by the metallic giant,
floating alternately through the darkness of the cathedral's nave and then
t hrough the new enptiness of his eye socket, waiting in both places for the
sumons of their master, carrying the Ofice's treason with it to spy on his
designs and plottings.

Peopl e spoke to him reassuring in their trivialities. Strangers
remar ked upon not hing nore sinister than the beauty of the weather or the
fields of wildflowers that the road gradually clinbed into as it left the
City. Drunken centaurs yelled and screeched to thenselves as they pulled
cargos of wonen to the City's markets. Despite the obvious poverty of his
dress, nen still approached himto peddl e ornanents and charns of indifferent
wor kmanshi p. There were al so other fell ows who cautiously approached hi m and
of fered articles that could not be purchased where the nagicians were closely
wat ching: prisns, rusted ball bearings, charred printed circuits picked up on
centuries-old battlefields. The road was nore open than the Cty, even though
he often saw rocs patrolling the skies above it.

Fol | owi ng Donchak's directions, |argely because he had no others, he
continued on the road as it went north. It becane less grand as it left the
i Mmediate territories of the Holy GCty, losing its marble paving bl ocks and
turning to cobbl estones and then to packed dirt, but the people on it becane
no |l ess fascinating. If anything, Aden marveled at how easily they had fitted
their nortality around the presence of magic. Palaces rose distantly through
forests of sapphire-oak and di anond vine, or perched on fairy tale escarpnents
too eccentric to pernmit any real nenace to flourish. The formations of rocs
di m ni shed until only solitary eagles with wings of translucent carnelian
wat ched the road for the magicians. Magic was always in evidence, but usually
as ornanent or backdrop. Winen wore neckl aces of were-light and occasi onal
seers had wildly grotesque famliars perched on their shoul ders, but there was
never the hint or inplication that forces of illimnmitable power were being kept



and refined, or that vengeances were being harbored against entire nations and
phi | osophi es.

Aden wondered if it had been like this on the roads he had taken on his
way to the Holy Gty. He could remenber nothing on thembut brutality and
oppression by ommi present powers. Even when the mmgicians or their retainers
or tentacles of power had not been detectable to the eye, he recalled a
different spirit in the people. He could not believe that the | oss of the eye,
great though it may have been, could have changed his perceptions this nuch.
Donchak' s suppressed rage at the Border Command or his ostensible panic were
different, nore conplicated things. Here he sought only to know if a person
was smling or wal ked with his weight on the balls of his feet so that he
could nmove suddenly to this direction or that. Surely he did not need the eye
to understand such things.

Perhaps it was sinply that the hold of the Gty or its belligerent
sisters was not so strong in these places. O, he thought again on the next
day, perhaps this was just a sign that the war was endi ng. The reasons becane
| ess important as the beauty of the countryside increased.

C airendon seened a reversed inmage of the Holy City, where the
constructions of magic underlay those of the old world, rather than the other
way around. It had once been a port and it remai ned one despite the magicians
di slike of the ocean, anciently the highway for his world's battle cruisers
and submarines. Its clapboard houses were intact as were its open, wandering
| anes, the pal aces of the m ghty hidden anong them as di screetly as they had
been in the forest. Its nen of power did not seemto have the norbidity of
taste that their brothers in the other cities of nagic did; they could be seen
tacki ng through the harbors of the city in magnificently carved pinnaces, the

visible display of their power limted to the filling of their sails when they
nmoved agai nst the w nd.
He spent nmore tine there than he had intended. Its magic, |ike that of

the road, was nade of soft, intensely human stuff, even when it was w el ded by
imortals. Its sky glowed only fitfully at night, and then as much fromthe
auroras as fromthe battling of the magicians.

But the season was progressing. It was already m dsunmmer and he guessed
there woul d be at |east one stretch of high country to traverse before he
could reach his own lines. He took the road that bordered the river flow ng
into the ocean near the city, as Donchak had suggested, clinbing back into the
eneral d and turquoise forests and their singular peace.

The first attack came one week after he had left the ocean city. The
road followed the river in a gently curving arc to the west and sout hwest.

At first Aden was pleased that his remai ning eye was sharp enough to see
t hem approaching up the river valley, utterly silent because of their speed.
They seened |ike notes of dust, anchored in a gently shifting space that did
not quite match up with the one the river and the road occupi ed.

Their size also grew according to different [ aws of perspective than the
river's. They were small for an overly long time and then their dinensions
expl oded outward, instantly growi ng wi ngs and vertical stabilizers, gun pods
and iron bonbs slung fromhard points, aerials, turrets, blisters and
canopi es, their proportions suddenly gigantic.

Aden thought his heart to be stopped; but he had perceived all of their
approach in the space between its beating. They were bonbers and the
alternating black and red stripes on their w ngs showed that they were from
the fortress at Dance. The span of their wings bridged half the river's width.
Their | eadi ng edges and noses were glowi ng yellow fromthe speed of their
flight.

The people on the road | ooked up calmy, wenching their shoul ders and
necks to keep the aircraft in sight, and then | ooked back to their fell ows or
to the oxen they were | eading. No one but Aden showed any surprise. Fearing
di scovery, he forced hinself to stay on his feet and keep wal ki ng.



The sound of the ships and the blast fromtheir weapons hit him
si mul t aneously, knocking himto his knees and conpressing all the air fromhis
chest.

Two nmen dressed in turbans and satin robes grasped him by the shoul ders
and helped himto his feet. "Are you all right?" the shorter of the two
inquired mldly.

Ast oni shed, Aden turned to face the man. His features were | ong and
finely drawn despite his lack of height. A columm of thick snbke was rising
fromthe river shore directly behind his head. "Just a surprise. | didn't.

." Aden wondered dimy if he was using the correct accent.

"OfF course. The land around here is so enchanting. It is so easy to
forget about the War." Hi s voice was patronizing but Aden detected no
suspicion in it. The two nen then stepped back, bowed slightly and nerged into
the crowd. Aden followed in their direction, edging toward the river's shore.

He found a shaded spit of |land and wal ked out onto it. The strain of
trying to appear unconcerned made his |inmbs nove in jerks and he felt that al
t he magi ci ans' spies were now watching while their masters deci ded whether it
woul d be worth their while to crush him

Not hi ng happened. He turned his head downriver. The |ine of snoke
reached up far above the bordering ridge line of the river's valley. But it
shifted and bobbed uncertainly as the aircraft had, subtly Qut of phase with
the world around it. Aden saw a large river trirene at its base and guessed
that it had been the planes' target. It was untouched, suspended within the
snoke |i ke the eyes of the vanqui shed people in the Fishers' Door, its oars
moving with their own slow rhythm People noved nonchal antly about its decks;
the water around the ship was snooth, broken only by its wake.

Aden wat ched the snoke thin away and di sperse. The trirene stayed,
nmovi ng downstream Its flags and rigging remai ned noti onl ess, the crew and
passengers showi ng no nore acknow edgnent that anythi ng unusual had happened
than the people on the road.

On his way to the Holy City, he had seen occasional evidence of his
worl d's assaults on this one, but he knew that these were usually ancient
freaks, when the |aws of probability had allowed the destructions of his
worl d's weapons to coincide with the constructions of magic's. He had never
seen one of the futile attacks before this, and he thought he felt a careless,
l anguid triunmph in the people on the road. The ships had cone, raging with
their geonetric fires, and done no nore than cast a shadow across the sun

Aden got up and back onto the road. The feeling of invincibility grew
stronger, reaching into himand sparking sonething that m ght have been
contempt for the futility of the way his world was fighting this war. M dday
fireworks, but little else. He found it equally difficult to understand what
Donchak had so feared about the inplantation of the eye. It had been there for
over two nonths, yet even the ships from Dance could do nothing.

The second attack was an artillery barrage directed at a pal ace nmade of
mal achite. Aden knew that he was still at |east six hundred kiloneters from
contested border areas, so it nust have been rocket-boosted shells |aunched
fromdimnishing caliber Gulrich guns. Aden spoke the words to hinself and
marvel ed at how out of place they sounded.

They poured down fromthe stratosphere into a tight circle around the
castle, wapping its towers and turrets in spheres of gold and scarlet fire.
The barrage lasted for half an hour, and Aden watched all of it froma grove
of dwarf pines by the side of the road.

Wienever there was a break in the shells, he saw the castle's enerald
beauty inside the fires, inviolate, too indifferent for contenpt, its flags
and pennants rippling lightly in the winds of this world al one. Large hawks
and gryphons fromthe castle occasionally rose through the detonations,
containing their explosive ferocity with the sinple grace of their flight.

There was the light and the vision of destruction, as there had been on



the river, consumng thensel ves without reference to their intended targets.
But this tine, there was also a singing inside his mnd and wild, incoherent
bursts of electric shrieking coming fromthe places where the Ofice's
annunci ators were buri ed.

Aden thought that it mght be evidence of the gunfire reaching out into
their target world, touching it with nore certainty than the snoke colum's
shadow. Again, the people on the road reassured him they turned to observe
the attack, or stopped and chatted with their nei ghbors agai nst the backdrop
of the explosions, but then noved on showing no nore interest than they had
for the attack at the river.

The sounds canme in step with the explosions. Aden recalled as nuch as he
could of his own circuitries, tracing their patterns under his skin as if he
were reading a map of a newy alien country. If it was not the Ofice, calling
and asking himto range in the distant batteries, then it night be the
detonati ons thensel ves.

The eye coul d have seen the lines of electronmagnetic force whipping
outward fromthe inviolate castle, prodding synpathetic currents by induction
fromthe wires and dead, netallic masses. He was still of his own world; he
could see and hear the violence of its war, however futile the kingdons of
magi ¢ rendered it, and he was again surprised at how saddened this nmade him

The shelling stopped. Aden got back to his feet and stepped back onto
the road. Hi s ideas of bal ance and accommodati on remai ned consci ously intact,
but he felt the reasons for them dissolving before the invul nerabl e beauty of
the castle and the countryside. The power of his world was becom ng as shril
and pani cked as he had i magi ned the wi zards of the Holy City to be.

Enmeral d |ight engulfed the people in front of him He watched as they
jerked thensel ves around to stare directly at and then through him H s heart
folded in upon itself and he was nonentarily convinced that he had shown his
guilt too clearly. But they were | ooking past him

He turned al so, and found that the southern half of the castle was gone,
repl aced by a dense cone of green light. He gl anced back to the road and saw
the teamsters and nmerchants squinting silently at the new light; their faces
wer e suddenly as unreadable as those in the Holy Cty had been when he had
first lost the eye.

Aden pushed hinself into the standing crowd, excusing hinmself quietly in
t he deafening silence, nmoving as carefully as he could around their gaze.
"They have found us,” a man nuttered as he passed; his voice was not upset,
but the words were there. Aden thought within hinself that he was the man's
and the castle's "they," just as the man m ght have been one of the "they"
Donchak had warned himof. He turned involuntarily and found that the man was
| ooking in his general direction and that his face was covered by a mask of
woven gold with faceted, obsidian eyes.

"Only this once," a conpanion said, and Aden thought that the man had
rai sed his voice just enough to permt himto hear it. The second man's face
was al so covered, this time with a smooth chronm um nmask whose eyes were cl osed
and whose nmouth was | ocked shut.

Aden sl owed and al nost replied to the two nmen. But he found that the
only words in his nouth were enbarrassed assurances that the expl osion had
been an accident, just the odds playing that had characterized nost of the
war's centuries. He said nothing, but the nmen adjusted their blank and cl osed
eyes to stare pointedly at him

Aden knew that it was early fall, but it appeared as if the magicians of
this area, however discreet their pal aces and ways, favored spring and sunmer.
The road left the river and clinbed steeply into highland pl at eaus; snow edged
mount ai n ridges could be seen on either horizon, but he found the nmeadows ful
of bloom ng wildflowers. The groves of ghost pine were speckled with their
white and turquoi se cones; in Aden's world, they produced such cones only once
every five springtines.



The [ and had been but recently conquered by nagic, and nmany of its
cities and villages were still half ruin. dowing hulks too far away to tel
whet her they were of roes or gutted halftracks spotted the nountainsides at
ni ght. Aden found the effect not as sinister as he recalled it to have been in
the lands in front of Joust Muuntain or around Castle Kent and Everwhen, where
such weckage had been allowed to remain as nenorials to what had happened
there.

He left the road and clinbed up into the al pi ne meadows to exam ne one
of these nenorials, vaguely thinking that, if it proved to be a device of his
own world, he should be sonehow obligated to di scover what he could about it,
so that the descendants of its crew would know.

Hal fway there, he saw that the light had been reflected by a white
pavilion whose fanciful tangle of colums and ornanental beans resenbled a

roc's skeleton fromthe road. A garden spread out fromthe structure, lighting
up the nountain with | ong splashes of brilliant color. Rose vines and norni ng
glory, still in flower though it was afternoon, clinbed up and through the

structure, ornamenting it as gorgeously as any of the gol dencrusted tenples
that the | ow and ki ngdons had erected to their patron deities. Streans of
silver water ran down past him and he crossed over them on footbridges of
rock crystal

Aden recogni zed the magic in the place, but by now found hinself able to
enjoy it. The destruction of the castle had been largely forgotten; the small
victory of his world had been buried in tens of other futile attacks on the
road or upon the cities it linked together. He had watched, first in fear and
in shame after the castle's destruction, then with greater cal mas the rockets
or shells curved down from space, inperfectly guided by satellites which
after twenty years of probing, had still not found an inmovably fixed point in
t he ki ngdoms of magic on which to fix their ranging | asers. Inevitably, they
m ssed, falling into streans or groves of flane-willows that snothered the
vi ol ence of their detonations.

The fighter-bonbers were always the sane. They bobbed and wavered
through the air as the first ones he had seen did, their crews probably sick
and disoriented with the way the world outside their wi ndscreens or
radarscopes refused to conformto what they sensed were the notions of their
ships through it.

Aden found a clarity of vision in the fires that they left. As they
burned thensel ves out, seldomtouching anything, they acted as a lens for the
beauty and strength of his eneny.

Before, the eye had di sassenbl ed, and explained the world in rigorously
conprehensible forms. The fires acted in the sane way. He watched the world's
beauty, sonetinmes inverted or split apart in sinmulation of a prism its
conponents arranged and reconbi ned, not according to any final scheme of
priorities or energy potentials, but according to the way they were formed by
the men of power. He watched them growi ng through the expl osions of his own
worl d, saw the individual brushstrokes of their creators expand apart, suggest
their genesis in the loves and triunphs of other nages. He believed that he
could feel a great substance and wei ght of enotion underlaying the creations
of magic, entirely separate fromthe realities that his world assigned to them
in the parallel spectruns.

He briefly wi shed for one of his world's attacks, but then reconsidered
that the fragility of the pavilion's grace needed no expl anation or analysis.

There was a chair in the center of the pavilion. Aden stopped and turned
around, | ooking for someone who m ght occupy it. He saw the two men severa
hundred neters away, in the direction of the road, one with the chronme death
mask and the one with the black stone eyes. They stood apart fromthe traffic
of the road, staring in the direction of the garden with their undirected
gaze.

They were as they had been when they observed the destruction of the
enerald castle. In nmenory, he also found their opaque faces in the crowds that
wat ched the attack on the river trirene; and after the castle, during a rocket



barrage that fell upon an astrol ogi cal observatory that had spread outward
four kiloneters on either side of the road, and when squadrons of dive bonbers
fromthe fortress at Wiitebreak had emerged fromthe sun and squandered their
fury on the ice gardens that some mmgici an had carved from his persona

wi nter.

Donchak's "they"; possibly, but he could read as much serenity and
nmystery into their masks as he could nenace and pursuit. They seemed prinmarily
wat chers, as was he.

There was enough, however, to dry his mouth and accel erate his heart
perceptibly. He turned away fromthem The chair in the center of the pavilion
was now occupied by a figure in pale blue robes, with a | oose cap of darker
mat eri al .

He had previously avoi ded any approach to persons of obvious power, but
this one appeared relatively nortal. The person was only seated anongst
magi cal works and not clearly nagical herself.

Aden began wal king again. If the men fromthe road were foll ow ng him
it was unlikely that he could do anything to throw t hem off now. He also found
the presence of the wonan in the pavilion resolving itself into terns he could
understand. First, he had seen only the beauty, w thout imediately assigning
any gender to it. Then, like the beauty of this world seen through the |ens of
the other's obsessive destruction, he recognized her as sonethi ng hunan and
i npenetrably nysterious, conposed of parts that could be seen, detected, yet
never quantifi ed.

The whores of this world had been deci pherable to the Ofice's eye as
bi ol ogi cal and el enentary nental functions; at times the eye had hinted to him
that he had seen their souls. The eye of his own world, having been trained
and selectively fed and starved on the Ofice's peculiar diet of perceptions,
had seen less clearly, but had neverthel ess understood enough. This was
different; at last his eye had come upon a new way of seeing on its own.

Her hands were flaw ess. She was over fifty meters away, and he saw t hat
clearly. The nails were closely trimed and her fingers were |ong and had
al nost no creases between them

She was hol ding a book. As she shut it and | ooked up to him he saw,
first, that its cover was of light tan | eather into which many desi gns and
enbl ens had been patiently worked.

The bone structure of her face was precisely drawn beneath pal e skin,
but her nose was snaller than nost and her eyes correspondingly | arger. She
m ght have tended toward the sterile idealization that the mask of the man on
the road had, or those of the two magi cians who had so terrified himwhen he
was |leaving the Holy CGity; but instead of stepping over this line to i nhuman
abstraction, her beauty veered slightly before its own mirror. Enough reality
remained to reach into his own world; she instantly sumrmarized all the racial
perfections he had seen in the kingdons of magic by being, ultimately, unlike
any of them

"Aden?" she said over the distance that remai ned between them He did
not think it at all remarkable that she knew his nane.

He nodded and smiled up to her, wi shing for sonething to cover the
enptiness of his eye socket. He was in rags, his beard was tangl ed and he
smel | ed.

Her eyes were gold and olive, but shifted into gray and then back into a
turquoi se as he tried to deci pher them She brushed a strand of auburn hair
fromher face and he saw a spark of blue light, dancing at the end of one of
her fingers like a mniature star freshly picked fromthe night.

"I's this yours?" he said when he thought hinself close enough to be
heard; he was delighted that his voice canme out with some clarity and
strengt h.

"Yes. This and nost of the nmountain behind it."

Aden felt the enemy's world rushing away behind him and he
i nvoluntarily | ooked around to check his own position in it. The road was
still below him choked with riotous pageants, but the two nmen who had been



wat chi ng hi m were gone

Surprisingly, she was still in the pavilion when he turned back. "You
seemto know ny name. \Wat's yours?" The war tw sted and heaved distantly
within his mind; it coursed up and down the linits of his cranial net, trying
to prod nore echoes fromthe attacks he had witnessed fromthe road. Not even
Donchak had known his real name; only the Ofice's eye had known.

" CGedwyn. "

"Are you part of the war?" the wires and dead annunci ators inside of him
asked transparently.

She | aughed as if he had said something anusi ng, and put down her book
"No nore than you are. Have you cone to take all mnmy secrets from ne?"

Aden pointed to his eye. "lI'mafraid such things are a little beyond ne
right now. | .

Her features saddened, and Aden was instantly enbarrassed that the
suggestion of his blindness should have made her feel that way. The fact that
she had known the secret of his name but not of his wound occurred only to his
crippled parts, his wires and sem conductors; they strained against the
unaccustomed warnth and peace that they sensed around t hem

The garden was attacked four days after Aden had arrived. Gedwyn had
left himfor the norning to watch, she told himbrightly, for the different
sorts of peace that she could see traveling along the road. Aden nearly
poi nted out that he had seen very little peace on the strategic naps at Castle
Kent. But he did not want to risk her displeasure, and was not sure he had
ever seen such maps in the first place.

Surely, she had the power of transnutation. Aden therefore lay on his
back, staring up through the ghost pines and wondering if any of the hawks or
pegasuses he saw circling above himcould be her. He wondered if it had felt
this way seven hundred years ago--before the war cane and crushed all but sone
of us. The war, he had often read, had swept away all the dreans, as all wars
had the habit of doing. But Hei sner had denonstrated that the way this one was
bei ng fought would not only prevent their returning with the peace that m ght
be won, but would destroy themalong with their eneny.

I nstead, he saw the cruise mssiles gliding along the ridge |ines,

di pping and shifting clunmsily with the rough nountain updrafts. There were
four of themin a dianond formation, holding tightly to one another so their
ECM boxes and radars could protect them fromthe pegasuses.

They banked to the right and drifted down the slopes toward where he
was. Aden got up after a monent. The intrusion of his world registered slowy
at first. Then their geonetricity Cut against his mnd and he felt enraged
that they had presumed to disturb the peace of Gedwyn.

"Aden." She was at the end of a path, terraced on either side wth banks
of orchids.

He opened his nouth to warn her, but could not define the peril to her

The first one struck a kiloneter behind her, where the pavilion m ght
have been. The shock wave bl ew the folds of her dress forward in the direction
she was wal ki ng; her hair was also lifted Iike a ninbus, diffusing the
followi ng Iight of the explosion around her face and turning the pal eness of
her skin to gold.

The two flanking missiles struck down on either side of the path. Their
concussi ons pressed her clothes back agai nst her body, dissolving the violent
abstraction that the first had given her

The inside of his head roared to him but Aden found the noise renote
and hardly noticeable. Aden saw the fireballs thin away as they ball ooned
outward fromtheir inpact points, until they were only veils of yellow white
when they reached her.

Smal|l bits of litter, individual |eaves on trunpet vines burst into
sharp flane, like the one that Gedwn wore on her right hand. They, like the
veils of fire fromthe three expl osions, w apped thensel ves around her, as the



were-1light had around the unicorn and its attendant. Aden marvel ed at how
easily the ananorphosis of this world transformed the structured viol ence of
his own into its serenity. He watched with his single eye, seemingly able to
detect the individual nolecules that chose to give thensel ves over to the
m ssile's conmbustions, and those that remained as they were. The abilities of
the O fice's eye dimnished in conparison to the perceptions of his own, and
he briefly wondered if the Ofice's wires and antennas were |listening and
wat chi ng what he now saw.

The fourth mssile struck against a waterfall in the grove behind him
H s cranial net screeched as the outer currents of its explosion reached him
He was not Gedwyn nor was he made of the garden's magic. More flowers ignited
on the ground as he fell toward it, his personal blackness obscuring her, but
allowing himto see the | ook of concern that crossed her features. Aden, in
turn, felt ashamed that his death should in any way cause her displ easure.

The nmissiles had been hunting their enenies in dinensions other than
t hose whi ch Aden or Gedwyn or her garden occupi ed. Aside from sonme burns on
hi s back and a persistent ringing that hovered about his cranial net, Aden
suffered no serious damage

The star on Gedwyn's hand, however, was gone. She said nothing about it,
but he associated its extinguishnent with a dark shading to her voice. He
found her awake at night beside him holding her hand up agai nst the night
sky, the orbits of the Ofice's inagined satellites tracing across the sky
behind it. His eye could see a thin line of scar tissue running along the
finger that the star had been on; its texture was rough, but it reflected the
silver of the sky and the gl owi ng cones of the ghost pines with a gentle
parody of what had been there. Hi s one eye saw that even her wounds were made
of enchant ment .

She did not. Wth the passage of days, the uncertainty that he had
di scovered in her voice grew deeper. She spoke, instead of his own secrets, of
her concern for the safety of the garden

She was an imortal and had planted the garden during the first, great
flowering of magic, before the triunph of rationalismand the discovery of
light and empiricism She and the garden, |ike many of the creatures of power,
had gone into hiding in those centuries that foll owed.

She had energed when the alignments of the universes shifted to sunmon
t hem back. Before the cruise mssiles had found the garden, she had held
bitterness and unbelief only for the fact that a war had attended their
return.

Her references to the first, ancient retreat of magic increased. Aden
noticed that she spent less time in the contenplation of her book, and nore
staring at the road or up to the sky. She fell into the habit of rubbing the
scar that the four cruise mssiles had inflicted upon her against her lips,
perhaps talking to it and asking it where the star had gone.

Aden wondered if the star had been the intended target of the mssiles.
He asked Gedwyn this once, as they sat on the rimof a fountain, watching
butter-colored hollicks building their mniature caves in the boles of ghost
pi nes. She only shrugged in reply and | ooked agai n down t he nmeadows to where
the road twi sted away fromthem toward the border.

In contrast to what he perceived of her changing nood, he felt his
enchantnent for her growing to such an extent that he wondered if she m ght
not be using her powers to do nmore than sinply pry an occasional secret from
his mind. But this seemed both unlikely and presunptuous. He was, he
constantly rem nded hinmsel f, but a fraction of her real age and an agent of
the nations that had sent the m ssiles against her.

The second attack came when winter had closed in around all of the
nmount ai ns but the garden. The snow | ine reached down to the road and the
people on it were dressed in fabul ously dyed furs that gave themthe
appear ance of hollicks fromthe distance of the pavilion



The garden kept its sunmer. The water fromits streans and fountains ran
freely and then froze into crystal glass nounds where it crossed out into the
countrysi de. The tracks of hollicks and chanmois led to and fromthe garden
t hrough the surroundi ng perineter of snow and ice. The nighttime air had the
same clarity and sharpness that he renmenbered it to have had in his hone. But
he could lie naked in the garden's eveni ng besi de Gedwyn, seeing her hand
sweep across the gal axi es, and wonder what he m ght possibly have brought to
the garden, aside fromthe mssiles and his own dead circuitries, that could
have caused her to let himstay. He had never had the occasion or asking such
guestions at his hone.

No warning this time. The sky sinply turned white, as if a |light had
been turned on in a snall room

The wave fronts reached his cranial net and shouted a warni ng before the
light was fully perceptible. Still, he al nost opened his eye, as if he thought
he coul d see what was happening and tell Gedwyn that a fusion bonb had been
set off at the top of the atnosphere, and that by the time he had finished
teffing this one thing to her the snow woul d have been nelted fromthe valley
and the travelers on the road for a hundred kil oneters woul d be charred husks
within their furs.

But she placed her hand over his eye, protecting it, he inmagined, with
the finger and its scar; he thought there was a sense to this, the wounds of
his own world protecting themboth fromlater, nore terrible ones.

He felt warnth beating agai nst his body, casting web-patterns of shadow
al ong the shallow ridges of buried wires, revealing the fewtrivial secrets
that he had managed to keep from Gedwyn. This |lasted for a mnute, and then
ended.

She took her hand away. There was a | avender blur of light centered in
his field of vision, but that was all. The garden was intact; the hofficks
pi cked up their quiet night conversations with the nesting rocs and pegasuses.

"That was ours," he said unnecessarily; the wi zards' conbat had never
been so quick or nmonochromati c.

"Do you know what it was?"

He told her, and then: "But, like the missiles, it doesn't seemto have
been meant for us. Not even a near miss this tinme." Aden stretched hinself on
the sumrer grass, feeling its contrast to the sharpness of the stars.

Gedwyn sat up and then rose to her feet, |like someone whom i ntruders had
wakened froma hal f-sleep. "That was the garden, |'m afraid"--addressed as
much to the hofficks as to Aden. The aninmal sounds fell and then stopped.

She put on a cloak and padded carefully away fromhim Aden got to his
feet and foll owed, again enbarrassed at the clunsy barbarities of his world
and at his own uneasiness with being left alone in the quiet.

Low fl ower beds opened onto the neadows, now clear of snow The length
of the road seened to be on fire and its thin guttering |line was suspended in
a featurel ess, snoking dark. The quiet of the world outside the garden was
absol ute, and Aden's cranial net rem nded himof the "dead roons" the regul ar
services kept at Lake Gl bert, where every sound and echo was absorbed by
fi ber cones and the nmen who were being tested in them were suspended in
chicken wire cages in their centers.

Gedwyn drew her breath in sharply, and continued like that, as if she
were breathing through a gag of coarse fabric. She held her left hand out
before her; the scar on her finger picked up the Ilight of the burning road as
it had the winter stars. Aden could sense her trenbling. He wanted desperately
to confort her, but he felt all her endless centuries of grace and power
beside him facing his blind eye socket, visible only in two di mensions, and
that only if he turned his face away fromthe valley.

The road kept burning. In areas that he thought m ght have been those
she was pointing at, the fire seened to flatten out and verge toward cool er
nmore netallic colors. But it flared back to its original intensity as soon as
she noved.

He t hought that he could hear snatches of foreign | anguages between her



sharp inhalations. For the first time in nonths he was rem nded of the
nighttime streets of the Holy City and the pathetically najestic battles that
wer e al ways being fought over them

Gedwyn stepped away fromhim seating herself on the pavilion's throne
and continuing her rmunblings and gestures. Shoals of winter air drifted past
his skin. Processional instabilities could be felt at the edges of the
garden's interface with the new, burning winter that his world had brought.

It, they had "known" of this part of the world, Aden slowy realized,
his heart shriveling with sickness and shane. Information that had not been
avai | abl e before had becone known; they had deci phered it and explained it to
t he bonbs they sent out. This one had understood, nore conpletely than the
fighters on the river, or the artillery shells or the cruise mssiles.

He wi shed for the eye. Gedwyn's nystery was enough, so long as it was
her own; now the bonmb had posed one that surrounded it. Wile it could not
touch her, it destroyed everything that surrounded her wonder, isolated it and
left it spinning inits own dark patch of existence. Its know edge pl aced
Gedwyn into a crushingly reduced perspective, and, with it, Aden's feelings
for her.

He had last felt this exposed when he had fled the Holy Cty; after that
the road had hidden himfrom everyone but the two men. Now he stepped away
from Gedwyn, conceiving against his will that whatever he felt for her had
been treacherously lured out frombehind the Ofice's defenses. The two nen
did not need to watch himany nore for his presence would be easily
perceptible to any magi cian who cared to | ook, even if Gedwyn did not.

The bonb had seen him the satellites nust have, the side-Iooking radars
of the planes that constantly traced the borders between sci ence and magi ¢ had
seen. He was part of their war again. Gedwyn's withdrawal, if such it was,
meant not hing. She was still tied in all her beauty and gentleness to the war,
as much as the eye and the cruise mssiles were.

Aden felt his nakedness and how the burning wi nter dark brushed agai nst
it. He turned and wal ked into the garden. Gedwyn was still standing in the
pavi l i on, noving her hands in disconnected arcs. Aden wondered whether she was
trying to reassert the authority of magic over the valley, or sinply trying to
keep the garden's summrer intact.

Aden wal ked toward the center of the garden, seeking whatever warnth
magi c's | aws of thernodynam cs had concentrated there. He became aware that he
was being propelled as much by his own confusions as by any desire for
i medi ate safety or revulsion with the bonb's casual incineration of the
val | ey.

The war was back inside of him Unconfirmable lines of force tying the
bonb's spent power to that of Gedwyn, and Gedwyn to Donchak and the Holy City,
and Aden to all of them proposed thensel ves. The wires inside his skull stayed
silent, but their matrices provided convenient frameworks for his
specul ationsto attach thensel ves to and replicate.

Hei sner' s nythol ogi zed fear stood beside his shame, both watching his
m nd begin to shake itself apart. Gedwyn was becoming | ost in her own
bewi | dernment and in the brutal shroud of perception that the remenbrance of
the war infected Aden wth.

He was running. Hi s clothes were piled under some laurel trees, a
hundred neters fromthe pavilion. Aden scooped themup and pulled them on
clumsily, wthout |osing nmuch speed except when he got his boots on and | aced.
More hypot heses came to him unbidden. The possibility that what he felt for
Gedwyn was | ove was nore disturbing than if she had sinply enchanted him as
she so obviously could; the spells would be her own and, |ike her other
nmysteries, unknown to him But Heisner had dissected |ove and found only two
pages of cal cul ati ons. Aden was no mat hematici an, but imagi ned scraps of
equations intruded into his mnd, coolly chipping anay at Gedwyn's i mage,

i nvalidating and falsifying what he felt for her.

Al the fragile, humanly scal ed rel ationshi ps that he had di scovered

since leaving the Holy City frayed and cane apart. The forces and threats that



they had held in equipoise strained abruptly at the limtations that they
i nposed; they spun wildly at the ends of the tethers of Gedwyn's beauty, the
garden, the gentle chaos of the road and of d airendon

Agai nst this and his own sel f-disgust, the overpowering |ogic and
percepti on of the bonmb was conforting. It, in contrast to everything he had
touched since he had reached the Holy City, net Donchak and yielded up his
eye, was made of inmmovable things. It had spoken in a single voice whose one
meani ng carried across every part of the parallel spectruns that it chose to
addr ess.

The valley's winter instantly stripped away the artificial warnth of the
garden. He fell on the ice that edged it and hit solidly on his right side.

H s hands ski dded across the rough surfaces as he | evered hinself up and
pl unged into the snow That also was only a border. The ground beyond it was
still warmfromthe bonb.

He continued running downhill. The cold air stank of burning flesh and
all the cargoes that had been traveling the road twenty mnutes before. Hs
feet noved erratically in the nud. The guttering line of the road grew before
hi m deadeni ng his night vision so that, even when he did | ook back, he could
not see where the pavilion was. He ran along its edge, an uninterrupted tangle
of intertw ned caravans, wagons, corpses, blurring into | ong smears of color
on his left. Eventually he was able to generate enough pain so that he did not
t hi nk about Gedwyn or try to deci de whether the dreans to which she was so
irrevocably tied were worth that rmuch sorrow, or, if they were, whether it was
because he had nearly nade them his own.

The bonb's summer deceived the flowers and trees that the magicians had
scattered along the Iength of the road, triggering profusions of stunted
bl ossonms that contrasted uneasily with the black and brown w eckage.

That |asted for five days. Then the bonb's presence faded and the
valley's winter came back in a single night, freezing all their colors and
snappi ng off new stens |ike glass. Aden energed fromthe blasted caravan in
whi ch he had spent the night and saw the borders of the road marked by trees
that were half in bloomand half in winter, |ike cheap china figurines. The
wi nd was enough to break them and all day, as he wal ked, he heard this sound
like a fire, inhabiting the frozen nud and tangl ed corpses.

The weat her did, however, reduce the snell.

The road ended ten days after he left the garden at a walled city whose
m narets were all jagged, broken stunps. Fromthere, other roads |ed back to
the east, or to the south or north, but they all curved away fromthe west,
where the al pine plain sloped downward toward a pi nk-and-sal non- col or ed
wi | der ness.

Aden searched through the city for a day and concluded only that it had
been deserted for sonme time. There was fresh water and he managed to trap a
roebuck who had broken a leg trying to escape froma conpl ex of enpty aichenic
| aboratori es.

The altitude dropped quickly. The patches of frostbite on his feet and
hands heal ed and scarred over as the weather inproved. The country, also,
became scarred and barren. It was crisscrossed with tills and dry riverbeds
that slowed his progress. But the |land protected himfromthinking of Gedwyn;
its clean brutality drew lines of distance and menory between her and his
m nd.

The com ngs and goings of aircraft increased. Their contrails served the
same function as the riverbeds, drawing lines all around the world,
quantifying it according to their inflexible wisdom Gedwn became |ost inside
of their limtations. She was again the eneny sorceress and he, again, the
escapi ng spy.

The first evidence of his own world was a nmound of sl agged and rusted
netal . Sections of gears and | beans protruded fromit. Aden could not guess
what it had been. Aden guessed it to have been left over fromthe very first



engagenents that magi c had fought with science. From here, the w eckage shoul d
get progressively nore recent, |like the geologic ages of the fossils pressed
into the stratified sandstone cliffs that he passed under

I nstead, one hundred nmeters fromthe weck, Aden found a sentry tripod.
It consisted of three braced legs, a central col unm which housed its
perceptors and a laser ring; two blue and orange beacons were stacked on top
The whol e nechani sm was made out of machined stainless steel.

The sand had bl own up around the base plates on its legs so it nust have
been there for sonme tinme. Magic had not noved against the tripod but allowed
it to stay and watch, serving as a base point for the triangul ati ons drawn by
the surveillance pl anes and cruise mssiles.

The man was dressed in a khaki wal king suit with a w debri nmed hat
against the world's sun. He was sitting on a shooting stick and | ooked quite
at ease despite the two wecked bonbers on the | ake bed behind him "They' ve
been |ike that for about eight years now. Experinental stores, you know Pity
they hadn't been dropped on our friends over there." He got up and pointed at
the hulks with his stick. "Havinga." The man went up to Aden and shook his
hand; his skin was rough and cool and tanned a shade darker than his cl othes.

"Are you from Dance?" It was the first Border fortress that came to
mnd; his lips were cracked and it hurt to talk.

"Only the Ofice. W've seen you conming for sone time. W, ah, picked up
a trace when you left the eye and Donchak turned you in, and then | ater "

"Donchak?" Aden found the man's menory di stant enough to question who he
had been.

"Ah, yes. Really nothing we could do about that. You were just too far
in and the only thing we still had planted on the old fell ow were perceptors
in that eye. | don't think he has any idea he's still alittle wired to us."
Havi nga had a | arge, open face and the sort of coarse features that a tan
| ooked good on. Aden |iked the man i medi ately, despite what he was telling
hi m Donchak was anot her age and place. Hi s profession had been treason and
betrayal and he could not find any reason to reproach himfor it. "OF course
we got a clear fix on you in that garden, but the Border Conmand had ot her

ideas by then. | really can't tell you how sorry we are about that." The
O fice knew of Gedwyn, as it had of Donchak, and he quickly changed the
subject. "But, you know, the war's been going rather well lately--that eye of

yours has hel ped us enornously--and it may be that we're finally getting
oursel ves out of a job. Have to recall even old Donchak and pension himoff."

Aden felt himself suppressing |aughter at the absurdity of the
conversation. Havinga nmust have seen this, for he snmled nore broadly and
cl apped himon the back. Aden al most coll apsed but kept on chuckling, |ouder
and | ouder. "My eye?"

"You can't believe how friendly the Border people have been to us since
we | et them have sone of it. But don't worry, only enough to let themw n
their war, nothing much else.”

Enough to find the garden and the valley? Aden was | aughing too hard to
ask.

"Certainly wish we could plant one of those eyes on the appropriation
conmittee at Castle Kent, though."

Havi nga took himby the el bow and | ed hi maway fromthe burning
airpl anes, toward an open car parked beside a grove of bl ood-colored thorn
trees. The dry | ake bed dropped away behind it to the horizon, where Aden
t hought he coul d nake out green hills, topped with the magi c whiteness of his
worl d's Border fortresses.

Etri dge was nearly old, and he thought: They are dying. The scopes and
vi sual readout arrays in front of himreflected the i dea on three-dinmensi ona
graphs. Above him the aerials interrogated the mages' world. At regul ar



intervals, silence engulfed the world and they listened to it in bunkers a
hundred neters bel ow the nickel -steel roofs. Then the active ranging units
would cut in and their energies blasted across the |and, probing at the
shrinking frontiers of magic, raining down tropospheric and stratospheric
scatterings, or battering horizontally against them stream ng through the
passes and val l eys of the Cameron Hills.

For months the reflected energies had shown themless and | ess. The
static and carrier waves had cone back to Joust Muntain unmarked for
twenty-one consecutive days. The recordi ngs were restudi ed and reanal yzed,
because the traces were undoubtedly there; the skies above the sacred cities
had to be glowing, the secrets of the wizards could not have been conpletely
unr avel ed.

After seven hundred years there was quiet. The people at Joust Mountain,
and at the other Border fortresses of Dance, Witebreak and First Valley
hypot hesi zed progressively nore subtle stratagenms and deceits of the vani shed
enemny. Perhaps, instead of |eaving, the eneny had only set them back to where
they had started through one stupendous feat of magic, so enornous and
pervasive as to have its limts drawn beyond the range of their instruments.
Per haps, then, all the green-and-yell ow bound notebooks of conputer and
speci al group analysis were now invalid, the universe upon which they were
prem sed and toward whose understandi ng they had pointed di scarded and
irrelevant to the future centuries of the war.

Because of this and his age, Etridge also felt anger and frustration
They could not be pernmitted so easy and conclusive a victory; they chose this
uni verse as their battleground and they had no _right_ to nove to another
Nei t her could they die, he raged inside his tightly | ocked heart; we have
wor ked too hard to understand everythi ng about them

"Well, where are they? Were?" He was aware of how clearly his
irritati on showed.
"That, | should think, is your job." The man from Lake G | bert was the

same age as Etridge, but since he had not spent his years at places |ike Joust
Mount ai n, his voice contained only bew |l dernent and a shading of relief. The
eneny had vani shed. That was enough. If it continued that way for a thousand
nore years without a single new fact being uncovered about them he would be
sati sfied.

"Are you sure the regular services haven't taken any offensive
actions--commuando raids, plagues, new sorts of bonbs, mssiles, anything we
m ght not know about that m ght have thrown a scare into then®"

"Your rating is higher than m ne. The services have |left that part of
the war to the Border Command. W only nove agai nst the eneny when he appears
i nside our lines. And then we al ways give you people a chance to | ook them
over before we try to cancel them"

Ei ghty-three thousand people had di ed under the mages' basilisks or been
turned into blocks of fire, while reconnai ssance drones instead of attack
shi ps overfiew the slaughter at Thorn River. Etridge had hel ped supervise that
observation. He had watched his scopes as he did now, and seen the thousands
of deaths individually translated into quanta of l|ight, energy, plasm, and
magneti ¢ di sassoci ations. He remai ned convinced of the correctness of what he
had ordered there and was bitterly defensive at any hint of its being
guest i oned.

"I'f there had been anything like that, you would have known."

Etridge was glaring at him pale olive eyes clear for his age, focused
on a point within the other's skull. The man from Lake G | bert
sel f-consci ously edged away; he felt as unconfortable with Etridge as he did
with everything el se at Joust Mountain. He told hinself that this was wong.
Etri dge had often proved hinself a fine and courageous man, and the fortress
itself had been the place of his world's first blind victory against the nen
of power. The |ake that had separated it fromthe Caneron H lls had been
destroyed in that battle, drained and evaporated by the forces that had
contended above its surface. Its bed was a featureless plain, seeded with the



wr eckages of hovercraft and dragons. After five hundred years fragnments of the
dragons' ani mating power remained, turning their skeletons fromivory to
obsidian to shell, twitching and shifting, gradually working thenmsel ves down
into the dust.

Etri dge had ordered a study of their disintegration as contrasted to
that of the aircraft and tank hulls. They found the decay was nore orderly in
the latter case; the steel and al um num proceeded t hrough various forms of
oxi dation, or else their radioactive fuels decayed through their half-lives,
paci ng through the periodic table with planetary certainty, their paths
descri bed by straight and predictable paths that always ended in known, stable
el enent s.

The vari abl es which controlled the dragons' rot took much | onger to
understand. Before that had been achieved, Etridge liked to think that the
servants of each culture retained their masters' perspectives of the universe
after death. The decay of nmachi nes was nechani cal ; the decay of the dragons
was, like their life, pure nystery. But in the act of discovering the
nmechani sns of the dragons, he cane to believe that he had converted themto
his conception of the world, that he had reached across the lines to grasp
their peculiar and individual deaths and summari ze each one in the notebooks
hel d prisoner in the fortress. Utimtely, he discovered an allegi ance of
their deaths to the life of his world.

He coul d do this because Joust Muntain was al so where the first
i nqui sitory antennas and comput er banks had been installed, one hundred and
ten years before Heisner's suicide. As the world' s mania for understanding
deepened, it becane surrounded by whirling dish antennas, and the walls and
revetnents protecting its guns were buried under latticed towers.

It covered a ridge five kilometers long. To the east the grass and
cottonwood trees grew up against its walls. On the eastern side, where the
| and sl oped down to where the | ake had been, all obstructions had been renoved
to provide open fields of fire. This land was charred and crystallized into
rough gl ass where the antennas' energi es had burned and ended every living
thing in front of them

The use of such high energy | evels was unavoidable. It was often the
only way the eneny's secrets could be penetrated. On eveni ngs when the passive
aerials were shut down and the active ranging systens nonopolized the parallel
spectrums, the sky over Joust Mountain flared as it did over the Holy Gty
when the men of power were sharpening their skills.

Now, at Etridge's reconmendation, all of Joust Mowuntain's facilities
were on |line. Passive and active systens operated together by occupying
alternating sections of each spectrum

Etridge stal ked along the oddly fornmal terraces where the turrets of
si ege guns had been replaced by side-looking radars. The man from Lake
Gl bert, several inches shorter and nore adequately fleshed, wal ked behi nd
him then droppi ng back and nearly becoming lost in crowds of unifornmed
fanatics clutching the col ored notebooks that seened to be the fortress' main
currency.

The facing walls on their left were blank and sl anted upward to shoul der
away the concussion blasts that the magi ci ans had never thought to use. The
ceram c arnor had been perfect when it had been installed, four hundred and
fifty years ago, and aside froma |light brown defining the seanms between the
plates, it remained untouched for all the thousands of meters of the eastern
gal l eries. Except where soneone had nanaged to scribe the words "reductio ad
i mperium" in careful script. The words woul d not have been noticeable to the
man from Lake G | bert except for the same tan discoloration, an indication of
the notto's age.

"Wher e?"

"I said, there have been no offensive actions of any sort."

"Then they've gone. Do your people have any theories?"

"The continuumis infini "

"Coddamm it is."



"Infinite, and the possibility always exists that they have opened up
new areas of it." The man shrugged. "First there was one spectrum then the
paral |l el s were discovered. Possibly there are divergent areas of existence."

"There hasn't been any action on their part for years. No appearances,
no creatures of light in the streets, nothing freezing the air inside jet
engi nes." The man from Lake Gl bert realized Etridge was hardly aware of his
presence. "I wonder if we've acquired sonething like a critical nass of
under st andi ng. Not hi ng sudden, but just gradual accretions, year after year
Hal f the ol d magazines here are filled with reference books and tape
summaries, all piled up, cross-indexed, cross-referenced, constantly revised
and brought up to date by newer findings. Qur computers talk to at |east a
dozen ot her Border installations on a regular basis. They can tap into nearly
every unit of any consequence in the world if they feel they're running into a
particul ar problem Could be. Just enough."

"But our know edge al one could hardly nmake them vani sh. Retreat and
re-entrench maybe, but not just vanish." The nan wi shed he was back at Lake
Glbert, walking with his norning coffee along its quiet hallways, confronted
by nothing nore disturbing than the portrait busts of dead heroes.

"They listen to us, you know," Etridge nentioned of fhandedly. "Not in
the way we exam ne them disassenble them and do the same to the pieces that
are left. They just listen now and then in their own ways." The contenpt and
condescension in Etridge's voice was unm stakable; the nman from Lake G | bert
t hought it inappropriate. "W only began to understand how they did it about
ei ght or nine years ago. They use a nunmber of means, but the non-corporea
ones all operate on the sane final principles. O course, there was no rea
reason to interdict them" The man from Lake G | bert paled at this. "Joust
Mountain isn't an offensive base, just a forward observation post that happens
to be inmpregnable. Al their listening and watching could tell them about was
t hensel ves." Etridge began sniling to the east. "Joust Muntain: the Wzards'
Mrror. We just kept at them about how they did what they were doing."

"That can't be what happened. You seemto be speaking entirely in
nmet aphors, not hard facts."

"Met aphor was the only way we could tal k about the magicians' world
until the strategic shift from offense to understanding. There was no conmon
reference or standard in their actions. Now, naybe, we've offered them one."

"And if they've taken it?"

"Then they' ve done one of three things. They have becone |ike us. They
have found another place and time which can better protect their goddammed
nmysteries, or they have turned their |ast nysteries on thensel ves and died."
Etri dge was grinning broadly now, the prices other people had paid at Thorn
Ri ver and at scores of other places mght have been worth sonething after all
W' ve pushed themto the edge, he thought, shown themthe short end of the
pier and the fools wal ked off it rather than admt it ended.

"We know it's not the first, because if they becane |like us they'd be
tossing atom cs at us before we caught on and did the same to them | also
i magi ne they'd be pissed as hell at us for having broken up their little
gane. "

Little game. The man from Lake G | bert shuddered to hinself. Seven
hundred years of the little game where millions had been ground to pulp
bet ween two opposing forces that could not understand each other well enough
to carry on the well-ordered killing of normal wars. Seven hundred years of
the little game where nen marvel ed speechl essly at the non-exclusivity of
their world and the thought that other gods night stand against their own.

He nust report this man to Lake G lbert, or to the governnent at Castle
Kent. Etridge was proposing a single, unthinkable triunph. If what he was
saying was true, he should not be in a position of responsibility, not at such
a critical strategic and historical juncture. The victory he hinted at snelled
of Heisner's achi evenent.

If only there were nore armed people here. He was a soldier and did not
like the paradox of a frontline post |ike Joust Mountain being staffed with



peopl e who clung to computer readouts nmore passionately than the reginents at
Lake G lbert did to their automatic weapons. But then, it seened that the
peopl e at Joust Mountain did everything nore passionately than those at Lake
Gl bert, Everwhen, The Corridor, Castle Kent, or in any of the cities of the
worl d. The guns there inplied respectful fear and caution; one had to be ready
because one did not know. Know what the eneny was thinking, know how he
performed his feats of wondrous viol ence, know when and where he m ght | eave
hi s preposterous castles and strike agai nst them

Here, they were blinded by |ooking into the night, against whose
visitation Lake G lbert and its divisions waited

The man rmust be reported. This is not the way the services should
protect their world.

"It could be that we've shown the bastards the edge," Etridge repeated.
"A few nore weeks, a nmonth or two at the nost, and we may have to go and | ook
around for ourselves."

"I"ll pass your evaluation of the situation along to Lake Gl bert."

The doctor, who was a nmachi ne, found Aden sitting in a w cker |ounge
chair. Graceful oaks and maples framed the hospital behind him It had been
the hone of an imensely wealthy famly before the war, and the Special Ofice
had taken great care to preserve its Georgian tranquility. It was free of the
bar oque pretensions of the magic's architecture; neither did it have the
sul | en massi veness that their own world had necessarily adopted in the tines
when the enemy m ght appear anywhere. The Special Ofice had found that it
greatly conforted its people.

At the far end of the [awn, where the dogwood groves started, the doctor
could see the long knitting needl e barrel of a Bofors gun weavi ng back and
forth across the sky, waiting as it had for decades for the eneny, not even
sure if its amunition could harmthe particular avatar he m ght choose. Its
spl ayed base was overgrown with ivy that the grounds keepers had trinmred and
weeded; the paint had been polished off its controls so it |ooked |ike one of
the cerenonial guns that were fired to celebrate Republic Day at Castle Kent.

The Special Ofice thought that people were nore at ease wi th machi nes
that | ooked |Iike nmachines, rather than |ike people. Thus the doctor, while
manlike in his general form had no face. Hi s oval skull was brushed al um num
and it reflected the sunlight in frequencies which the Ofice had di scovered
to be conforting to its people.

The doctor wal ked over to Aden and introduced hinself. The man | ooked
rather ol der thati his service record listed himto be, but that was to be
expected. He sat down in another chair, slouching easily on his spring stee
spi ne, and folded his hands in front of him

"We think you'll be well enough to leave us in a nonth or two." The
voice, like the reflective abilities of the doctor's skin, reassured Aden. "I
nmust say, though, that not many of us thought you'd come along so well when
t hey brought you in."

Aden smiled to the doctor and nodded. The device was easier to talk to
than an actual person at this noment. "Yes. | lost track of things. . . How
long was I . . . ?"

"Less than six nonths after you enplaced the eye."

Aden was enbarrassed by his vagueness. "So short?"

The doctor had no face but Aden had the inpression that he was smling.
"Not really. You' ve been here for alnost four nore. And all of them have been
rather inportant nonths, what with the war wi nding down and all." The doctor
stretched his polished arns and | ooked around hinsel f. The hospital was a
beautiful place and he liked it nore than any other he had been assigned to.

"I know. Donchak said that was happening in the Cty, and, ah . . ."

"Havi nga," the doctor put in helpfully.

"Yes. He said the sane thing. | wonder what it will be |like, not having
the war around."



"They're practicing for our new world in some of the southern districts
and in the Taritan Valley. CGetting wonderfully eccentric and irrel evant. Some
jewel ry making, art, quite a bit of nmusic playing, storytelling and people
back in bright colors. The reports are really a delight to read.”

"The governnment's not afraid they' re being subverted by nagic?"

The doctor inclined his featureless head in a way that indicated
anusenment to Aden. "Not at all. The Border Conmand, of course, has its usua
dark opinion of the matter, but the people at Castle Kent just feel that
they're turning away from understanding and Dr. Heisner's nunbers, not towards
magi c. "

"Then it mght be over."

The doctor nearly said that, yes, they'd won, but he knew t he kind of
victory Aden felt it would have to be. "It mght." The gun was still enplaced
at the bottom of the I awn and the communi cation aerials were still strung
bet ween the hospital's ancient chimey pots; but it mght be over.

"WIl we be going back if it is?"

"Not imediately. No, not for some time. Those people in the Taritan,
think, are going to set the style for the monent. People will just want to
rest and get all this dammed purity of oppositions out of their systens. W
don't all want to end up like old Heisner, even if the Border Command thi nks
we shoul d."

"And the other half of the world?"

"We' |l just let it heal for a while, | suspect."

Aden | ooked into the soft penunbra of the doctor's face. "Heal ?" he
whi spered, but did not know why he found the word so disturbing.

The doctor knew and he ached for the young man. "Yes. W' ve been hurting
each other for so long. W need the tinme as nuch as the | and over there wll
for the enchantnents to die down."

"WII she be there?"

" She?"

The word cane into his mnd slowy and for a second he continued to | ook
at the doctor without saying anything. "Gedwn"--he was not sure he pronounced
it right. "Wat about her magic? WII that be gone too?"

"The magi ¢ of her garden will go. That's where we first picked you up.
You really had us concerned after you left the eye . "

"Then it was magic, all of it."

"Not what held you. That was, ah, love. That's why we really weren't too
concerned with you and it was relatively easy to stop any treason charges from
bei ng brought by the services. They understand those things at Castle Kent
nore than they used to." The doctor forced hinself into postures and tones of
reassurance. Hs work with Aden had come al ong so beautifully, and he felt
some of it eroding.

"But that is just magic too. Heisner explained that, didn't he?" Aden's
voi ce was shaki ng.

"You are not a very strong man, Aden." The doctor felt it necessary to
rel ease the pressure. "Brave and honorabl e, but not strong.”

"No. | guess not," Aden said softer than dust. The charred ribbon of the
road recoil ed against his heart, winding all the way from d airendon to the
sentry tripod, bringing with it the first clear nmenmory of Gedwn he had had
since he was brought to the hospital. He wapped his arns around his chest
despite the warnth of the air.

"But, you nmust see, Aden, that the O fice never wanted strong nmen. The
Border Command takes all it can get and the regul ar services only want enough
to get by. But we, you and |, cannot afford such strength. W work with too
many fragile things that break so easily. But have to use them That's been
our job through these centuries.”

"Who sent the bonb?"

"The device was due to be sent in anyway fromFirst Valley. The Ofice
just nodified it a bit so that you and she woul d not be hurt."

"This is not hurt?"



"It's minor conpared to what you both would have felt had you stayed any
longer. The lives on the road were going to be lost no matter what we did. W
only changed so nmuch of it so that two of them could be prolonged a bit nore."
The doctor sensed Aden's acceptance of what he was saying. "Your Ofice
continued to watch after you and after its own eneny. W only covered your
treason with one of our own."

"And | could not have seen any of that by nyself, w thout the eye?"

"You were half blind, you know. We had to provide you with enough |ight
to get you noving again."

"I still amhalf blind." He touched the bandages covering his left
socket .

"Yes."

"Coul d I have anot her?"

"Anormal . . . ?"

"No. Like the first one the Ofice gave ne."

There was sonme uneasiness in the doctor's voice, but with no facial
expression to match it with Aden could not be sure. "But you know that one was
a one-of f project. Incredibly conmplex and expensive. You know it would just
| ead you back to where you started, back on Heisner's track. Magic is gone or
at least withering. Wthout its mysteries to ook at, you'd turn in on your
own |life and world.

"Anyway, the, ah, Ofice is being shut down. Funding has al ways been
difficult. And now that the war is w nding down, the services cannot see the
need for us. Centralization, that's what they say is necessary. Things that
will look at the enemy, or what's left of him fromthe outside, that won't
have to go there and risk getting caught when their outrage shows, or just,
ah, succunbing to the appeals of that place." The nachine felt enbarrassed
agai n.

Aden had not noticed; instead, he was struck by the thought that the
techni que of external observation and contact was just what the robot was
practicing on him as if the Ofice itself was distrustful and afraid of its
own peopl e and sought to deal with them from a di stance.

"I just want to know why, why all or any part of this happened. My
still be happening."

"Thi s?"

"The war, the love, the road, Thorn River," Aden suggested for he was
not entirely sure hinself.

"The eye would not tell you why, only how "

"Didn't it tell the Ofice why?"

The doctor shifted in his chair again. His snoboth oval face remained
toward Aden, perceiving himin all medically and psychol ogi cally usef ul
spectrums, vaguely comical in its pretensions at humanity. "I don't know " The
voi ce seenmed to conme from somewhere el se, so abrupt was the change in its
tone; it was harsh and disjointed, as if it had been synthesized on the spot.

"I's that why the Ofice is closing?" Aden asked.

"I wouldn't know about that. Even the rwnors"--the voice beconing nore
conspiratorial--"hardly include the eye or what it showed us. Only that it's
gone blind lately." The doctor threw his outspread fingers up and away from
his hand, attesting to the fraility of mere machines. "Nothing seen fromit
for nonths. Just interference patterns and static."

Aden nodded in agreement. Logically, there could be no great identity
between the eye and the O fice or the war. No matter how i nportant the
i nformation received fromit could have been, the eye was only a small part of
each. But it had been so great a part of him the nenories of its ommiscience

grew, it seened, to fill up the enptiness that he now perceived to have been
left by Gedwyn.
"But it is still there, in the creature?"

"The uni corn?" The doctor replied ingenuously, "Oh, yes. At |east before
the carrier waves went dead. We could be fairly sure of that."
Aden thanked himand did not think at all about why a doctor should know



such things.

They thanked himfor his years when he left the hospital, gave him sone
nmoney (apol ogi zing that there was not nmore), new clothes and a service weapon.

He was enpty. His left eye remai ned enpty, covered by a | eather patch
his body was still heavily woven with dead wires, enpty couplings,

di sconnected |inks, enpty vacuum chanbers, power |eads branching fromhis
nervous systeminto cavities that had held the various mechani snms of the
Ofice

The O fice and its war had been taken fromhim and he could find
nothing in his world to replace them There had been the short nenory of
Gedwyn, but he had requested the doctors to blur this, for her renmenbrance had
been very pai nful

He therefore continued to dwell upon the Ofice and the war, as he had
done for all the preceding years. True, the Ofice's war had not offered one
much of the terror and exhilaration that it had provided for other people on
either side. As soon as action broke out in any area, the Ofice al ways
withdrew its personnel to quieter places. The battl egrounds were the conceded
| aboratories of the services. The Special Ofice preferred to watch its eneny
and its powers in repose.

It had been a conparatively gentle sort of espionage, carried out by
peopl e who lived nost easily in paradox, contradiction and indirection. It was
predictable that the O fice should have becone faintly alien even to itself.

Politicians had regul arly questi oned which side the Special Ofice had
really been on. The Office, not officially existing, naturally declined to
respond to their accusations.

But i nformati on had been obtained, and had found its way into the
conput er pools of Aden's world. Mdst of the Ofice's strange, abstracted
eval uations wilted under the fanatic enpiricismof the services. But enough
had proved val uabl e enough to keep the Office alive for centuries.

I ndeed, as Havinga had said, one of the m nor breakthroughs of the past
decade had been Aden's enpl acenent of the eye with the unicorn. The nonthly
bl ock transm ssions, five-second bursts of accumnul ated information and
observation, had for a few nonths provided the services with the first hints
as to how the internecine battles of the men of power were fought.

But |ike nmost of the information provided by the Ofice, it snmelled too
strongly of the other world. Even before the Ofice was formally closed, the
services and the Border Command had stopped listening to it. They had made
what was judged adequate studies of the Holy City's internal politics, and
reduced those studies to green-bound notebooks filled with Llwellan
Functi ons.

That had apparently been enough for them Aden wondered why it had not
been enough for him

He was too old or too young to be doing this. He had not been ordered.
Al'l his commanders had been scattered, perhaps |ike hinself, and he had known
only a few of his fell ow agents.

CGet there, he thought. Get there and find out why he had conme and then
why he had left. At first he was preoccupied with just taking another step or
anot her breath in the high country air, but that |essened in the nonth since
he had left the fortress at Dance. He was foll ow ng approxi mately the sane
route he had taken when he had left the City. The dimnishing power of the war
had only slightly changed the geography.

The al pi ne vall ey was about five kilonmeters across with a streamtraced
along its northwestern edge. Sharp granite walls rose two or three hundred
nmeters on either side, featherings of melting snow running fromthe ridgeline
at intervals. The grass and wi |l dfl owers seemed particularly brilliant, but
that m ght have been due as much to the clarity of the air as to the plants
t hensel ves.

H s remaini ng eye was sharp. Although he had not fully conpensated for



the [ oss of depth perception, he could easily pick out nobuntain sheep grazing
along fracture lines in the valley walls, a kilonmeter or nore distant. They
fed on patches of grass and scrub plants that surrounded the ruins of hermts
pavi fions.

The powers of this world, |ike those of Aden's, had not been uniformy
devoted to the prosecution of the war or in ostensible practice for it. Aden
had al ways found some confort and interest in the renegade nystics that were
attracted to the interface between the eneny worlds. OF necessity, they
avoi ded areas of frequent activity like Joust Mountain or the Holy City, but
gravitated to areas like this. He had sometines thought he would have liked to
have done so hinsel f, assum ng a new name and hol ding hinself out as a teacher
of worldly science or a traitorous magici an dependi ng on which side a passing
visitor mght be fleeing from

H s feelings, he thought, rmust be like that the robot doctor had toward
the new societies in the Taritan Valley: vague envy at the stability they had
apparently found and frustration at his inability to cone up with a good
reason for not joining them

He had been wal king for some tinme before he realized that the
wi | df | owers and | ong nmeadow grass were giving way to a neatly trinmed avenue.
The wind did not touch the individual blades of this new grass, nor did it
nmove the brittle china blossons of rosebushes, chrysanthemuns and ground
orchids. The stream beds, too, becanme scul ptured as they noved across the
val l ey floor.

Aden sl owed. He touched the gun in its shoul der hol ster for assurance.
The pavilions he had conme upon before had all been in disarray and ruin. The
bodi es of their occupants were bone or ash; whether they had fled fromhis own
worl d or that of magic, they had apparently received a conmon nessage or cone
to a single conclusion. And they had left.

They had al so been crazy in the first place. One could never expect too
much of them and the Special Ofice had regarded the information they freely
gave to its agents with great caution

The northern slopes of the valley becane a recogni zabl e garden, perfect,
imobile, rigidly held by a power Aden recogni zed as non-rational. Luxuriant
creepers with lavender and white bl ossons were frozen agai nst carved rock
out croppi ngs, hiding terribly suggestive shapes with wings and tal ons and
crowns of fire. Small rodents were sinilarly paral yzed between dust-muted
flower beds. The skeletons of birds were trapped in the seasonl ess growh. He
could feel the brittle grass snapping under his boots and shattering |ike
gl ass.

The pavilion was largely open, being little nore than an intricate
lattice of arches, colums and curling gables, and there was a magi ci an seat ed
on a flower-choked throne near its center

It |ooked too fragile to have wi thstood the nmountain weat her, but Aden
guessed that the structure and the garden around it had been sturdy enough to
have stopped tinme, and, therefore, rain and wi nd shoul d have been m nor
concer ns.

He was satisfied with his lack of open fear. Logically, he should have
st opped when he first saw the grass standi ng agai nst the wi nd, drawn the gun
fitted the sight and let the Ofice's circuitries deci pher their neaning. But
the Ofice, unlike the services, had never depended totally on machi nes nor
abdi cated to their way of thinking. He told hinself that he had recalled his
old training, dredged it out fromunder his ruined heart and protective
surgeries, and evaluated the situation correctly. Tine was stopped here; one
who was noving through tinme and therefore dying could be trapped only if he
stopped too. That mnmust have been what happened to the birds.

The beauty of the pavilion slowed himand invited his senses into its
confusing tracery. The nagician inside of it was magnificently cl othed,
seemingly in orchid bl ossonms, beaten flat and overlaid on heavy gold foil. A
book whi ch he knew woul d be poetry, although he had never |earned nore than a
few of the hundreds of script |anguages the wi zards had witten in, was open



on his lap. The eyes were cl osed, yet the shadow ng around them hinted
powerful ly at awareness. As he tried to steer to the right of the pavilion, he
al so noticed that its shadow contradicted the position of the sun; they were
held in place by the nagician's spell as absolutely as the lives of the
flowers and the meadow creatures.

The imortality of the garden was that of a single nmonment. The magi ci an
had chosen one instant, when the relationships of all the things around him
fromthe line he was reading to, possibly, the specific quanta of light that
was falling upon himfromrenote gal axies, conforned to some schene or bal ance
whi ch he judged to be perfect.

It was not precisely a suicide. The uniqueness and unity of its
conception sl owed Aden further. He wondered where the boundary |ayer of the
spell m ght be, how many angstrons above the captive flowers it hovered. The
gun coul d understand all of it; but he found that he could not reach for it;
he could only feel the anger of its mechani sms agai nst his chest between the
| engt hening interval of his heartbeat.

Aden knew what was happeni ng and part of himcursed with the gun at his
stupidity and vulnerability. If he had had the eye, he woul d have understood
all of this; the magical beauty woul d have been quantified and he coul d have
protected hinmself against it. But it was not so conpletely terrible. It was
like all the enchantnments he had known in this world, though only those cast
by the vaguely renmenbered | ove had touched himso closely.

The associ ation eroded the surgeries and in an instant he grasped her
nane. Panic spread through himwi th the sane, neasured rate as had the
realization of what was happening to him He strained his eye back to the
pavilion and searched through the thick, dawn shadows that covered the
magi ci an's face. Despite the hour she had apparently chosen to capture, she
| ooked nmuch ol der than he renenbered. That, the doctor had mentioned to him
once in a different context, was how it al nost always was.

He renenbered what the Ofice's hospital had tried to protect himfrom
and in the remenbering sl owed even nore, half wi shing to pass into the spell
But he could not do that. The birds had been trapped in it, but had not been
chosen by Gedwyn to be part of it. So it and she held themthere, transfixed
by her beauty to die of exposure and thirst and starvation

Aden felt his heart closing in around itself. He continued to | ook, and
al t hough the thickness of her robes conpletely disguised her body, he began
tracing its contours, remenbering its extraordi nary softness and warnth, even
inthe artificial sumer of the garden. He renenbered, for the first tinme, how
little they had spoken; but that only allowed himto believe that he could
renenber each of her words and the tine and place she had said them He found
hi s body nore densely inhabited by her than by the scars of the war or by the
wire nets and antennas of the Ofice, and wished with frightful intensity that
he woul d slip conpletely into the spell.

The sound of the approaching ship cut cleanly between himand Gedwyn;
then it reached inside of himtoo, and separated himfrom her nmenory.

He was far enough to the side of the pavilion to see the approaching
ship without noving his head. It was flying approximtely level with the
ridgeline, weaving slightly fromside to side to give its cameras a better
| ook at the terrain.

Twi n- engi ned, propeller-driven, cautiously made of wood, though the nen
of power woul d have never condescended to | ook for magnetic anonalies in their
routi ne observations; only Aden's world woul d have searched for intruders in
such a way. Its sound deepened agai nst the quiet of the garden and he could
hear the rush of air over its wings. It traveled with a graceful deliberation
that was separately visible as it diagramed its own passage through the
val l ey; there was its awareness of itself, that included the mnor ionizations
and subatonic reactions triggered by its presence and by the pressures and
vacuuns its notion induced.

Aden felt himself noving to face it, rotating on one knee so that it
seened he mi ght be kneeling, as he had in the tenple before the unicorn. He



felt the garden's power eroding in proportion to the aircraft's approach. He
i magi ned he could feel the w de-bank cameras perceiving him separating his
being fromthe tinel essness of the garden and only incidentally from hinmself.

The col d, canoufl aged i mage of the ship, notion, and w sping oil snoke
fromits port engine filled his eye. Wthout depth perception, it cane upon
hi m suddenly, as if it nmoved freely through a space of its own creation
beside this idea Gedwyn's feat of stopping a single instant pal ed and shrank

He saw where it had been patched fromthe w zards striking at it during
other flights, where fins had been added or renoved to perfect its novenent
t hrough the air, saw the bl ankness of its radiation-proofed w ndscreen and
ball turret done.

It was a Special Ofice ship. It carried tine with it because it
believed that time could stand agai nst magi ¢ and agai nst the final desires of
its own world.

Aden noved his head in a quickening arc as the plane flew over himand
down into the valley. He found himself wal king after it, past the pavilion
still looking at Gedwyn, but no |onger held by her

As he | ooked, a vaporous dust drifted off the flowers and the franework
of the pavilion. At first he thought that it had just been the wind fromthe
aircraft blowing free the sumrer's accunul ated poll en. But the usual nountain
wi nd had di sl odged not hi ng when he approached the garden.

The haze thickened until it appeared the garden was nmade entirely from
danp, snol dering wood.

It was the tine the Ofice ship had brought with it, infecting the
garden, gradually and unintentionally reducing its subtleties to known
factors, opening up the closed surfaces that kept the air and sunlight out and
Gedwyn's own life inside

There was another sound, nuffled |like a hand falling on a quilt. The
book had fallen from Gedwyn's lap. She, in turn, had bent slightly forward,
her right hand slipping up fromher chin to her nouth, shielding her hurt and
sorrow. The tine-nmist rose fromher too. The shadows over her eyes |ightened
as their captive darkness vapori zed.

Aden started running, and his novenents were sluggi sh and pai nful
Enough of his heartbeat returned to renmind himof the necessity for fear. This
hel ped. He ran through | ow hedges of ground orchids, kicking theminto
granul at ed di anonds.

The edge of the garden was fifteen hundred meters fromthe pavilion
Aden ran on for another hundred neters, feeling the freedom coning back to his
| egs and arms, feeling the wind again and the rough meadow grass.

He fell down next to a clunp of bayonet grass, the product of the
valley's first peacetine spring. The cuts it put in his right hand were
shal l ow, and for a nonment he enjoyed the certainty of their pain. Then he
reached into his tunic and unclipped the gunsight fromhis hol ster. He | ooked
back to the garden and found that the haze was gone. Everything appeared to be
unitary and whol e again, immune to the further progress of tine.

The spell had been displaced. The book was still face down at Gedwyn's
feet, and she remai ned bent slightly forward; her eyes were still shut but the
shadows around them were qualified by an equivocal |ight. Every bl ossomt hat
he coul d see had | ost at |east one petal

Gedwyn still held a nonment, but the ship had | oosened it enough for Aden
to escape. The fact that he knew the Ofice to have been cl osed over a year
ago did not bother him he had worked for it for years, firmy convinced that
it did not exist inthe first place. Surely, if he had lived and worked at
addresses that did not exist, called tel ephone nunbers that were not listed in
any directory, talked to peopl e whose names had been erased fromall the
worl d's records, the presence of one fugitive aircraft was hardly worth
puzzling over.

But it was an Ofice ship. If it had been piloted by any of the
services, it would have been pursuing absol ute know edges and the garden woul d
have burst apart as the power of its spell was set free in a hostile vacuum of



i nfl exi bl e under st andi ng.

Inits way, this was crueler. Gedwyn persisted, but no longer in a tine
fully of her own choosing. Aden guessed that if any conscious thought was |eft
to her, she would soon go mad, |ocked into a prison of her own buil ding,
unable to escape and correct it or choose another. The book w th which she had
chosen to spread her personal eternity, the particular word, faced away from
her and the symmetries it had formed with the pavilion and alignnents of the
stars were now fl awed.

He held this thought within his mnd, equally with the menory of what he
had felt for her. The gunsight and the aircraft stood between the two,
nmedi ati ng, translating, allowing himto exist with their equal truths. Aden
knew t hat they could be renoved easily and he could submt hinself to the
domi ni on of one or the other, and thus becone |ike the Border Command or |ike
Donchak. Such choices were not the manner of the O fice; choice itself was
not .

O osely packed colums of figures and synmbols lined the gunsight's
reticle; internal gyroscopes stabilized it against the trenbling of his
shoul ders and hand. The gun understood the magic that remai ned, but Aden coul d
not believe that it knew or understood Gedwyn, or if it did, that it could
conmuni cate its understanding to himin terms he could grasp. But the doctor
had told himthat the bonb had known, after the Ofice told it.

He dropped the gun to his side. She was again renote; her features were
blurred at the distance and partially screened by the pavilion's latticework
si des. She became as he was, a thing nostly of the Office's creation, and he
could no | onger be sure whether there was enough of the thing he had | oved or
of the eneny magician left in the garden to conpel her destruction

He wal ked away from her as he had the first tine, slowy and
uncertainly, scarcely daring to breathe I est the noise of the air in his lungs
di sturb the bal ance the Ofice had commanded and plunge himirrevocably into
one side of the war or the other

Etri dge picked up the notebook Stanp had placed before him "I didn't
gi ve you much tine."

"Quite enough."

"I forgot how rmuch things have inproved now t hat we have fewer
di stractions."

"Just sinple psychonetric nonitoring and evaluation. Interpret that with
post - Hei sner theorens and LlIwellan Functions."

Etridge held up his hand. "What will he do?"

"We're not that far along yet." Stanp permitted hinself a smile. "But
based upon what we understand about himnow, he will report nothing to Lake
G lbert. The man was subjected to too many conflicting allegiances in too
short a tine for himto evolve a rational course of action."

"Or even an irrational course?"

"No course at all. Gven his personality and the way in which he
perceived things, he'll abdicate to stasis. That is safe. It's served the
world fairly well for years now "

Etridge ignored the inplied reference to Thorn River. "He'll abdicate to
stasis and to the victory we've given him"

Stanp sniled again, but |ess surely than before. Now they were tal king
about somet hing besides the man from Lake G | bert. That had been a single
person, like any other that had lived and like the mllions the antennas had
listened to, exani ned and probed. Hi s background had been known and, as he
told Etridge, when the understanding of his psychol ogy and history were
applied to his current experiences, his future conduct woul d be accurately
predi cted. But Etridge had placed the man, and therefore, Stanp could not help
but think, those who had watched him within the context of the _ended_ war.

The war: sinple, absolute, present in the sense of distant oceans or
wi nds that seldomintruded into one's imediate |ife. Stanp often conceived of



Joust Mountain as a university and its antennas as |aboratory tools vastly
renoved fromthe phenonena they studied.

A victory would have to be cl ai med; positions would have to be
consol idated, lingering traces of magi c crushed, isolated covens rooted out,
under st ood and ended, the |ands divided and scoured cl ean of |egend. Was that
not the inperative of victories?

That it could happen this way, so quietly yet so absolutely, terrified
hi m

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

Stanp guessed that his distraction showed. "As before," he responded,
shuffling the other notebooks in his hands. "lncom ng bands remai n al nost
uniformy blank. Al the systens here and at Kells, Dance and ot her
installations for two thousand kil oneters report the same thing. Sone traces
remain in spots, and we're trying to see if they don't conceal sone sort of
pattern that we should be picking up on. Aside fromthat, it seens that
organi zed hostile activity within the eneny's |ands has stopped."

"No |ife?" Etridge questioned with his pale hand. He was dressed in
finely tailored gray whi ch enphasi zed the el egance of his frane.

"Yes. A great deal, but all conventional. There's no power coning out of
t he ki ngdons. "

There were aerial holograns of crunmbling, deserted cities, squares
filled with hungry nobs cowering at the sight and sound of the aircraft,
unpi anted fields, canals dried up or flooding out into new swanps, the
carcasses of pegasuses and | evi athans bl eaching |ike those in front of Joust
Mount ai n except that there were no wrecked nachi nes nearby to explain their
deat hs. Against this, balancing the ruin, was the life that had been
suppressed by the reign of magic: trees and flowers and things that |ived by
t hensel ves, rather than by the whimand fancy of nmen of power.

"Have you gotten anything fromthat eye or whatever, in the unicorn?"
Etri dge asked of fhandedly as he organi zed sonme files on his desk, al nost
cat chi ng Stanmp unguar ded

"I really think they tried to design too many functions into it.
Internal power, transm ssion, analytic functions.” Stanp tried to shrug off
t he overreaching of Special Ofice technol ogy. "No wonder its signals got
screwed up so quickly. Only the Ofice would waste their time with such
gi bberish."

"W had to watch it and listen to it through their eyes and ears, not
our own."

Stanp shifted his weight, betraying his unease. "But it was stil
gar bl ed nonsense. "

"But are the signals still com ng in?"

"W accidentally caught part of one three nonths ago. As | said, it was
static and nonsense." Stanp's voice was saggi ng agai nst Etridge's pressure. He
had not wanted to | ook closely at what the transnmi ssion m ght have shown. It
had come frominside the new silence of the eneny's world and its content had
initially been determ ned by a fabul ous beast whose existence persisted in the
enpty kingdons, drawing their mnds outward fromthe walled safety of Joust
Mountain to nmeet it. "Why can't we just ask the Ofice, or whoever's running
its operations now, howto listen for the eye if it's so desperately

i mport ant ?"
Etri dge | aughed behind his nobl eman's hand. "That's the sinpl est
qguestion of all. The Ofice does not exist now It's never existed. Haven't

you ever asked one of its people if it did or didn't?"

Etridge's face snapped into a new alignment, slitting his eyes but
failing to mask their madness. "Listen again, Stanp. | want the channels
unl ocked and | want the information captured and understood. | ordered that
done when we di scovered that it had not been shut down by the O fice.
appreciate the technical difficulties involved, as well as | know how you al
nmust regard those signals. They cone fromthe enemny, just like all his
goddammed spells and curses and bolts used to, and you're scared that you're



going to get your precious hearts singed by it." Etridge read the nman's
t hought. "O discover that there's nothing left and it's just the call of a
poor, dunb, |onely beast who hasn't been fed because we nailed its masters. |
want every avail able scrap of information for when we go in."

"Sir?" Stanp pal ed noticeably under the room s fluorescent |ights.
"Offensive action can only be authorized by Lake G lbert."

"Lake G |l bert has nmade no such authorization for one hundred years.
They' ve forgotten how At any rate, this will only be a reconnai ssance."

Stanp had eval uated the man from Lake Gl bert correctly, for he reported
not hi ng nore than what he had been told. That alone was sufficient to freeze
his superiors into a simlar paralysis.

The regul ar services had withdrawn fromthe frontiers, as if they feared
the silence of the eneny nore than the threat of his power. Various reasons
were used to justify the retreat: noney was needed to rebuild the battlefields
within the world (there was a circle at Thorn River where nothing had grown
t hrough the crystallized soil since the battle); policy decisions had been
made to shift fromactive ranging to nore subtle, passive nethods; the battle
was over, but the eneny had spitefully devastated and booby-trapped his own
land so that nothing but time could nmake it safe again.

Aside fromthe budget cuts, which were real, Etridge and the other
frontier commanders were delighted with this course. One spent less tine
| ooki ng over one's shoul der for spies fromlLake Gl bert, Castle Kent or the
Ceneral Accounting O fice. Longrange offensive vehicles and ships were nore
easily requisitioned and it was sinpler to keep their discoveries secret.
Etridge felt that he had nmore roomnow, in back as well as in front of him

At first, Stanp hardly noticed the hangars of Joust Muntain filling up
again with hovercraft, heavy-lift helicopters and ground support ships. But
some days it did seemthat the worst days of the Third Perimeter and Thorn
Ri ver were back

The nmood was difficult to place. He sensed none of the exhilaration that
Etri dge showed on progressively nore frequent occasions. It was sonething
apart fromwhat the fortress had known before, nore alive than any of its
years of watching, nore anxious and fearful than any of the tinmes it had sent
its garrison back to their own honmes to strive against the creatures that had
materialized there. Perhaps it was Etridge's nmadness, lying |ike anodi zed
pi gment over the fortress' perfect surfaces, blurring the clarity of the
i mges that had been reflected on themfor centunes.

On the upper galleries, the antennas and aerials maintained a
twenty-four-hour watch, though the order for it had been resci nded by Lake
G lbert five months before. The strain Joust Muntain was placing on the
worl d's eastern power grids should have signaled its unauthorized activity.
But then, Stanp knew, that could be ignored unless the drain was bl eeding the
cities white.

The evening air glowed fiercely above Joust Muntain, and there were
simlar fires over the opposite horizons, where Witebreak and Dance were.
Stanp enjoyed that part of it, even if it was the old man's insanity. He felt
it tugging at his heart, gradually taking himfromthe world, away from Lake
G |l bert, Castle Kent and the cities where he believed he had [ eft so nuch, and
turning it obsessively to the east, beyond the | ands the eneny had occupied
with his false religions and transparent heresies, out to where the antennas
had really been | ooking fromthe very first.

Aden squatted beside the beggar. The man's |inmbs were covered with
ul cerous sores. A cataract floated in one eye, giving the illusion of m st and
hi dden circuitries.

"I imagine," Aden began quietly, the journey down fromthe nountains
havi ng wearied him "that the nmen of power have left."



"Not left, sir. They are sinply gone. | perceived their going though
permtted nyself to understand only part of it."

"How did they go?" Flies circled around the man's open |lesions. Qut in
the wasted fields, figures scraped and dug along irregular furrows of corn and
stunt ed wheat .

"They fought anong thensel ves."

"They had been doing that before.™

"This time there was desperation in their acts. They sought to extract
or prove"--the ancient nan faltered--"sonme understandi ng beyond the
under st andi ng shown to themduring the testing of their nysteries."

"Did they find any?"

"No. None at all. What can lie beneath the truth but itself?" Like Aden
the man was very tired. "And not even they could nake it otherw se. Some of
themturned their powers on thensel ves, others upon their retainers and
famliars." The man touched hinsel f when he said this, the expressive blind

man's touch inplying betrayal. "And upon their enemes. Qthers, upon the
people.” He held his withered armout to the houses around the square and
reached out to include the entire village and its surrounding field. "It was a

terrible tine, sir. Endl ess plagues, maraudi ng creatures which had been
harbored especially for the eneny were turned | oose upon our |ands."

"Those were probably the only places they would still work." Aden rubbed
his single eye; the other was covered by a | eather patch with an eye engraved
on its surface.

The man nodded. "I had a form of power once nyself, you know. But | kept
getting it confused with what | understood, and that was not power at all but
somet hing el se.”

" Somet hi ng nore?"

"Less. It could be nore than power only if you did not have it inside of
yourself. You--1 could not live with it that close. It was too nmuch to be
carried inside." He turned in the dust to face south. "Qut there, do you see?
It was the nost beautiful palace where princes of one famly had Iived for
four hundred years. Waterfalls, gardens, game forests that reached up to our
wal | s, wise nmen and poets singing . .

"The epics of Thorn River and Fbartbreak Ri dge." He knew that the remark
was uncal l ed for.

Though Aden had used his own world's nanmes for the battles, the man
seened saddened by their nention and turned his eye downward. "I understand
that those songs were sung everywhere." He roused hinself, as if the frailty
of his body could not withstand Aden's remarks. "To your question: no, somne
must remain, | imagine. Fugitive, probably as mad as |I." He permitted hinself
a laugh to show that no harm had been done. "And some of their works too."

"In the Holy Gty?"

"I'f not there, then not at all. Were you ever there?"

"You don't remenber nuch of that, do you, Donchak?"

"Donchak?" shaking his head. "Ah, yes, yes. No, | do not, but | amvery
old, sir."

Joust Mountain's antenna arrays noved with an imagi nary wi nd. The vague
hunm ng of their radiant energi es had di nm ni shed noticeably, and the air did
not snell so strongly of ozone as it usually did, though the wind was fromthe
east .

Etri dge wal ked before its walls with conscious dignity. A double Iine of
hovercraft and tracked vehicles waited between hi mand Joust Mountain, nen
standing by their sides, shifting against the unaccustoned wei ght of side
ar ns.

Stanp was too caught up in the sight to realize that Etridge was
speaking to him " conpl ete mappi ng of the areas?"

Stanp wal ked qui ckly over to himand held up a notebook. "Yes. The
traces turned Qut to be a little nore numerous than | discussed with you, but



not hi ng whi ch substantially alters the picture we had | ast week. This readout
is an hour old, and the strongest concentration is still here." Stanp opened
t he not ebook, selected a small-scale map and pointed to where a great numnber
of shaded radii intersected. "Area Twelve, the Holy Gity."

"Holy, I"msure, only in conparison to the rest of the other kingdons."
Etri dge was amused. Behind him a |oose formation of w nd ships rode the
thermal s over the dead | ake, engines out, spiraling lazily up into the
nor ni ng.

Aden wat ched the imagi st for an hour before he slipped hima coin. "A
beauty,"” he said. In response the man shut his eyes and then plucked up the
t hought that Aden held at the edge of his nind

He noved his hands, and the air between them shi mrered and condensed
into the shape of a woman. She was very well shaped, and this was cl ear
despite the | oose robes she had been dressed in. A good imagist knew the
touches that conplinment menory, and those which blatantly exaggerate it and

t hereby offend. She was tall, which was also correct, and with fine delicate
features overlain by pale skin that was nearly translucent. The nose was
smal |, and the eyes hovered between green and sl ate and bl ue.

Aden nodded approvingly. The man was very good, nuch better than the
sort the smaller towns usually got by with. But the nbst comon subject of a
public imagi st was | ost |oves. They acquired, if only fromsheer repetition
some facility in gathering froma man's mind what he chose to remenber, rather
than any great truth about what the person m ght have really been like.

When magi ¢ was whol e, the best inmagists were prized by even the
m ghtiest nen of power. They could read secrets of startling depth or shape
extravagant fantasies fromthe surfaces of other nmen's thought and then build
theminto visions of unbearable intensity. Not surprisingly, nost of them
succunbed to their own talent, drugging thenmselves as their visions fed and
mul tiplied on each ot her

Aden waved the inmage away. As he expected, the sight of her touched him
but not deeply. The magic of the inmagist functioned |like the gunsight's
mar vel ous technol ogy. Both allowed himto see Gedwyn, but only froma distance
that existed in addition to those of tinme and menory. Both reduced and
qgquantified her, both could be dismssed with a gesture.

He felt something like relief when the picture was gone. It was as if
her menmory, which m ght otherwi se grow out of control, had been renoved from
his heart. It would grow back again, but each tine it would be proportionately
weaker .

He was growi ng, acquiring a manly depth of nenories and history, but did
not know why there should be a feeling of selfdisgust left in the place the
i magi st had taken the picture of Gedwyn from

Aden threw the man two nore coins and sniled stiffly. The men around
t hem made conic groans that he had not permitted a nore explicit insight into
his affections.

"Al'l ow us the design of mystery and power." In ordinary tines this would
have been a joke, for comnmon people could not bear to see such things any nore
than a street imagist would be able to conjure them

"You are fromthe past, my sir," the imagist replied in a professionally
respectful voice, scooping up the noney. "There are none left."

"I have been away from ny hone, and did not know that the question is no
| onger asked."

"Only rarely."” Pain crossed the faces of the imagist and his other
patrons; some of themrubbed their jaws in their hands and drifted back into
the street. Still, the man seened to feel an obligation to his trade and for
noni es al ready received. He becane silent again, noving his hands until the
outlines of an oni ondoned tenple fornmed, stained fromthe weather, al abaster
wi ndows bl ank and dark. It faded quickly and was repl aced by anot her picture,
this one of a slimaircraft, propeller-driven and Iike the one that had fl own



over Aden in the nountains. The plane wove and turned like a weaver's shuttle
bet ween the man's hands.

Aden attenmpted to | ook shocked for it had been heresy to so portray the
devices of the eneny. "Apologies, ny sir. It was all | could show you." The
pl ane evaporated. Aden saw that only he and the imagist were left in the tiny
park. The others had | eft when the tenple had appeared and then started to
vanish. "l took it nore fromnmy own mnd than yours."

The man was staring directly into Aden's good eye. As he did so, his
face relaxed into a fam liar weariness. Aden said: "Ofice?" slurring the word
so that he hardly recognized it.

"My sir?" with forced astoni shment. He whirled his hands again, and the
pi cture of an eye forned between them suspended in a web of copper wires. It
| asted a second before going. "Your noney's worth, ny sir?"

The imagist's village was bitterly cold in winter, and the fields and
rui ned pal aces near it were encrusted with ice. But when the wind died and the
sun was not hidden by storm cl ouds, people still found it pleasant to cone out
into the wide, barren streets to spy on their neighbor's food supply and
conduct thensel ves as they had before, when great enchantments protected them
fromthe weat her.

The i magi st was out at his usual place, the hood of his sheepskin cloak
t hrown back for the sun, practicing the same tired round of illusions for the
same crowd of idlers and bored farmers. He took care to make a picture
different each tine the sane person requested it, and many in the village
renmenbered his pictures better than the actual events on which they had
originally been based.

He sonetimes thought of hinmself as not only the shaper of the village's
menories but as one who created its present as well. He knew this to be a
fantasy and the progressive intensity with which it asserted itself troubled
him He had thought of going home, but that would not have sol ved the problem

of illusion. If anything, it would have only intensified it, because that
worl d, unlike the one he presently inhabited, had not been stripped of all its
cl osest dreans. It still abounded, he guessed, in thought and life enough to

bl oat his imagi nati on. He decided that he was safer in this world, where
al nost everything of the heart and mind had been carried off by the magicians
when they fled.

On this norning, however, he was thinking of his own world, testing his
menory with the picture of severely uniforned men who never smiled and from
whom | i ght never shone. H s audi ence had no i dea what he was doi ng and t hought
it only to be sonme long, diverting myth about the imaginary time before their
War .

Because of his absorption, the imgi st was not particularly surprised
when the gray man edged his way forward through the cromd and threw himan
unfam liar coin. It merely seemed that one of his pictures had found a mrror
in the people around him

The man was of nedi um height and the skin lay easily about his nmild
features: blue eyes, long, artistic hands and fingers unscarred and
uncal | oused, well-fitting clothes with archaic |apel flashes on the jacket. He
snel | ed oppressively clean

"You wish to see, ny sir?"

The other man inclined his head. "The design of power." He had at | east
studi ed some of the local idiom The inagist decided the nman was real, or at
| east an illusion sustained by soneone el se.

The picture was an easy one for the young man carried its conponent
parts constantly before him as if he were afraid they mght slip fromhis
grasp if they were not held so tightly.

He began with a line, formed it into a triangle, which thereupon
expanded into a square, to a pentagon, hexagon, octagon, a sphere grow ng
tangents that curved off into dimnishing radius arcs that, before the inmge



was conpl eted, hinted at Llwellan Functions.

"I had wi shed the inmage to be yours rather than nine."

"I have no inmages of that sort left to ne, nor do the people around you.
Yours was the only one |I could find." The nman | ooked up the street and the
i magi st caught the picture of arned nmen also dressed in gray, reflected on the
surfaces of his mind. Beyond them were vehicles painted white and olive, caked
with frozen mud and dust and much too large to fit into the village's streets.
The imagi st noted that all of themcarried one or nore antennas, nostly dished
units or flattened cylinders, and found the one that was exam ning him

He felt his hands wavering in their nmovenents, and stopped before the
i mage di sappeared into abstraction by itself.

"Anyt hing el se, old man?" Anot her person dressed like the first, but
taller and with fiercely ascetic features had come up to him

The i magi st sensed his own fear as strongly as when the nmen of power had
begun to | eave or destroy thenselves. He instinctively closed his eyes and
searched the land around the the village. He found other things in the silence
but he was now badly shaken and could not identify them "Yes."

"A picture then," the second man ordered too loudly. "A picture of the
powers in this land!" The younger man | ooked enbarrassed.

"Lost the knack so soon? Allow ne to assist.” Athird man joined them
and handed the speaker a green notebook. The inmagist heard the sound of notors
grinding at the still air. Alowfog of crystallized ice rose fromunder the
pl enum skirt of the hovercraft parked at the end of the street, lending it the
appear ance of slow burning. The man rai sed his hand and pointed to the
northeast. "You may find sonme form of power "

"Sirl" the imagist shouted as the picture blasted across his nind.

The bolt hit and | evel ed the bl ock of houses on the opposite side of the
park. There was no sound or shock wave, just an intense heat that drove them
back behind the nearest walL

"No power? Goddamm bastard!" The second man grabbed the imagi st by the
front of his cloak and nearly lifted himoff his feet.

H s mout h working through the usual signs of terror, the other man
yelled, "I don't understand this. It can't be this! It hasn't for years!"

Etridge smled back and dropped the other man. "Relieved, Stanmp?" he
hi ssed as anot her bl ock of houses and godowns detonated. Then he stepped back
and began trotting al ong the undamaged side of the street, back to the
vehicles. Stanmp followed uncertainly.

The i magi st and the man who had brought the book to Etridge stayed for a
nmonent. They saw that the fires left by the two bolts were made from
extraordi nary colors; despite the rush of heat released by their inpact, they
now danced above the ruins without warnmth, as if they had used thensel ves up
all at once and remained only as an after-inmage in their eyes. One or two
peopl e staggered fromthe houses, seem ngly unaware of the gold and scarl et
flames that were eating at the backs of their skulls.

The third bolt consuned the burning people, the inmagist and the man
besi de him

Stanp | ooked back in tine to see this. Mdre bolts hit the village and
their fires spiraled upward and joined together. "Firestorm " he yelled to
Etridge as they ran through the village gate.

"Not mel odramati c enough. Not enough drama. No fuel for their dreans,'’
Etri dge shouted back. The engi nes of the hovercraft and tanks accelerated in
front of them Light halftracks scattered at right angles to the road,
si de-1 ooking radars noving in nervous jerks to stay fixed on the burning
vi | | age.

They reached the | ead hovercraft. It lifted off as they boarded, dipping
slightly as its gyroscopes cane into phase. Three identical units floated
backward, away fromthe village.

The individual fires kept twi sting together until the density of their
light cast a shadow agai nst the sun. Branches grew downward from points a
hundred neters fromthe ground, and as they watched, the pifiar assumed shape



and ani mati on.

"Splendid!'" Etridge remarked to the bridge crew when he saw this.
"Nearly the same thing they tried at Foxblind. If it really is, it'll have the
shape of sonme wonderful beast, like a mnotaur or such. They're incapabl e of
thinking in ternms of sinple power, always anthroponorphizing this or that so
each act has the personal mark of the man behind it. Wat do you say, Stanp?
Two to one it's a minotaur."

"The sane device was enpl oyed at Thorn River. . ."--trying to appear
know edgeabl e.

Etridge's face went through a sequence of closed and guarded
expressions. "Yes. Except there, they used hundreds of those fire things, and
each one had the shape and the face of the last person it killed. W didn't
know how to fight themthen."

Dust swirled outside the hovercraft's windows as it slid backward. The
fiery colum danced in the half-light, seemng to grow in rough proportion to
the distance they traveled away fromit. The planes of Etridge's face matched
the lines of the craft's bridge and the flanking turrets on either side of it.
"Pointl ess nel odrama. Wasted effort!”

Two nmen behind himreceived the input fromthe circling tanks and from
t he antennas on the four main ships.

"They never seemto |earn or understand,” Etridge nuttered over the
engi nes. "They always give us enough tine."

"Sir, the second unit thinks they have sonething. They want to
experiment."

Etri dge nodded, the man spoke into a m crophone, and the hovership to
their right tentatively opened fire.

Al'l four ships stopped their rearward noverment and watched as it
continued shooting. Two kiloneters away, the fire-beast detached itself from
the village and began striding toward them Etridge's smle cane back when the
bull's head defined itself.

"Not working very well," Etridge commented absently. "Anyone el se read
the input differently?" Responding light, chrom um against the fire-m notaur's
yel l ow and red, angled out from antennas on the two hoverships on their left.
Simlar lines were drawn fromthree tanks racing around the northern side of
the creature.

An officer canme up behind them "Rather different from previous stuff.
But we're running interference patterns with the scatter antennas too, and
think that might do it."

"Al'l right. Let's get closer."

Stanp placed both his hands on the grab rail and nmoved his feet apart.
He had read and studi ed the phenonena the nmen of power had conjured for
centuries, but his actual dealings with them had been as rempte as nost of his
contenporaries, those who had grown into the war's world after Thom River. He
had al ways seen the w zards' mght and their own through the reductive prisns
of conputers.

Now t hat they were noving forward, dimnishing perspective and the
beast's own increasing powers made it grow alarmingly in the wi ndscreen's
al diss rings. The gl ass darkened automatically to conpensate for the
brilliance.

"Additional presences behind the subject,” a man at the console called

out .

"Close on them" Etridge's smle wi dened, breaking his facial planes
into patterns of broken gl ass.

The driver accelerated the ship. Stanp saw nore lines of the chrone
light enmerge fromthe top of the windscreen and join with the fire fromthe
other craft at a point on the creature's neck. Bl ocking radiations conbi ned
with its own indefinite structure and nade it difficult to tell if the beast's
ragi ng gestures expressed any problematic agony or were nerely part of its
sl ow, dancing attack

If there was only some sound, Stanp thought, not just the eternally



conpetent nurmuring of our own engines and the afternoon light fromthe
arnored w ndows.

Etridge is enjoying this, he also thought, far nore than the ship itself
was; to it, and to nost of its crew, the nenace and wonder of the beast was
that of an eneny, no nore unique or terrible than a rifle squad or a
fighter-bomber. Anbng some old conbat units there had been a saying to the
effect that "there is only one kind of dead."

They were all older than hinmself, and had fought this eneny for years
before Thorn River. They were absorbed in the ship's dials and scopes; the
driver and fire control personnel |ooked at the m notaur through target and
range grids projected onto the windows in front of them Only he and Etridge
had no assigned Station and there was nothing in front of themto block or
pol arize the fire-creature's power. Stanp wondered if the two of them were
succunbing to it.

"Cavalry behind it," the man called out again.

" Not hi ng nore?"

"No sir." The man paused to exam ne the readout. "And these're nuch
sinmpler. Tanks on the right report they've already elimnated one or two."

"Good. The survivors may be throwi ng their pal ace guards agai nst us,
Stanp. "

Stanp munbl ed sonet hi ng he hoped woul d not show his concern. Two silver
dots appeared far above the mnotaur. Simultaneously wiith their sighting, a
ni nbus of visual anomalies edged the beast's outline.

Every vehicle in the columm, except the lightest half-tracks, joined in
spinning the cool, sharp lines that wavered and bent only where they passed
t hrough the gi ant.

The hovercraft on their right paused and then resumed gunfire. This tine
its anmunition was perfectly suited to destruction in the dinmension which the
creature's life and energy cane from The shells began cratering its body,

di srupting the sustaining life that the eneny poured into it, freezing its
fire so that it could splinter apart |ike dense red crystal

The other main units joined in, replacing their inquisitory lights with
gunfire. Stanp felt a release as the reports thudded agai nst the cabin walls
and the creature finally bellowed out its pain.

Etridge anticipated his question: "That's not the m notaur, Stanp, but
t he despair of the man who built it"--turning snoothiy to the younger men and
then back to the village. "W've shown hi m sonmet hi ng which he'd rather not
have seen. Haven't we, Anderton?" The fire control officer accepted the
conpliment w thout any sign, keeping his eyes on his ranging scopes. "And now
our survivor of power finds that he can't let his little vision go. W' ve
contai ned his puppet and we've al so snared his sustaining powers. Listen to
him"

Etridge crossed over to the right side of the cabin and slid open a
wi ndow. The cabin was filled with the deafening sound of the batteries and
over them the long pathetic wailing of the fire-mnotaur as the chroni um
lines shackled it, dragging it to its knees and holding it still for their
barr age.

The bridge crew clanped their earphones nore tightly to their heads and
tried to ignore it. Stanmp could not, but found it |ess unnerving than the
i near hum of the ship's engines.

The creature lost its formand dissolved back into the low, brilliant
fires it had arisen fromtwelve mnutes ago. "Short glory," Etridge said.
There was a line of arnored deaths, carrying | ances nade of darkness and
nmount ed on gryphons, behind the flattened village. "Ah! The costume ball!" and
cl apped hi s hands toget her

The driver edged the throttles forward with what seened to Stanp to be
needl ess theatricality.

The Iine stretched for at |east two kiloneters. They stood utterly,
stupidly notionless as the light and the surgical gunfire concentrated on the
rider at each end. They refused to nove as they were envel oped in Joust



Mount ai n's nercil ess understandi ng, refused to show enotion or cone to the aid
of their fellows when their linbs turned to powder and the gateways their

| ances defined between their own world and that of their master were brutally
sl anmmed snut.

"Are they alive?" Stanp breathed.

"Alive enough for us to murder them Like | said, Stanmp, that is their
failing. They nust always personify their powers and try to nake themthe
reflection of their own thoughts.”

"They're artists. They have to do it that way. It's the only way they
under st and . "

"They understand nothing! That's what they think is the base of their
power. |gnorance made into a religion.”

The four ships advanced into the village. It had been consuned to feed
the creature's mnutes of birth and life, but the ships elevated to three
nmeters to be safe. The remaining fires played agai nst their sides, inpotent
and sucked dry by the ship's light.

"Now . . ." As Etridge spoke to the driver, the hovercraft on their
right collided with a thick columm of masonry; it had been wapped in a fire
whi ch Anderton's instrunments quickly anal yzed and found to be of the sane
conposition as the mnotaur. Too |late; no one had been | ooking at the fires
around them

The burning rock cut into the ship's left side, shearing away the plenum
skirt and gouging into its understructure. The wi ndow on that side of
Etridge's ship was still open; the screech of tearing netal and ceram c arnor
hit themalong with a | ast, undefined echo of the m notaur

The wounded hovercraft spun to the right and dug its nose into the
burni ng ruins. The other ships, although they had identified the fire, did not
shoot for fear of hitting it. Its metal structure ignited in five of the
non-vi sual di nensions, turning white and slagging into a glittering | ake.

The fire penetrated the engines and fuel cells. The glass on the right
side of Etridge's ship went black except for the open vent w ndow, the Iight
fromit drilled into Stamp's retina, threatening to dissolve his heart.

"God, kill it!" Etridge screamed to the conputers. The three renaining
craft swung their antennas and weapons downward al ong their own flanks. The
batteries went automatic, driving shells of unimagi nably conpl ex structures
into the remaini ng hunps and nasses whi ch hinted at ani mate power. Gyroscopes
rocked violently against the ships' roll axes to conpensate for the hamrering
recoil and concussions rising up alongside the hulls.

Stanp dove at the wi ndow and slamred it shut agai nst the physical
pressure of the exterior |ight.

The hovercraft bathed each other in radiations and shells they
t hensel ves only half understood. That was enough

The glass cleared. The fires were gone, flattened into comon reality.
Only the line of cavalry stood before them the vani shed ship was forgotten
Al three hoverships leveled their batteries upon the northern end of the
line, accidentally crushing the nearest tank, and swept along it.

The noise was simlar to that of the mnotaur and its dying, but now the
wi ndows and ventilators were closed and it had the distance of menory. "His
nost truly beloved," Etridge observed with forced calm As the distance
cl osed, they could recognize skull faces and shreds of putrefied flesh hanging
fromseans in their cuirasses and greaves. "The minotaur was a robot. Qur nan
of power gave nothing to it which was of his own but sone life. But | ook how
he must | ove those things. Look, Stanp! Can you see starlight shining through
no, inside their |lances! He's given them power of their own. He nust trust
themgreatly."

"We've hit the fourth unit,” the driver shouted over the nuffled
how ing. He pointed to his left and the rest of the crew reflexively foll owed
hi s hand. The hovercraft farthest fromthemwas drawi ng away, near side tilted
down, escaping air driving it across their path against the rudders in ful
opposite lock. "She'll ground!"



Speed brakes snapped open on their ship and the one next to them They
dug into the air and sl owed them enough for the danaged ship to arc in front
of them Its guns and antennas were all pointed at the line of deaths, at
maxi mum el evati on raking them and shattering individuals as if they had been
made fromivory gl ass.

"Look at this." Etridge's voice was flat and unenotional in conparison
to when he had spoken of the eneny. Then, he had sounded as if he were about
to take a rival's love; but the dying craft presented himw th no nystery or
chal | enge. The reasons and causes for its actions had been understood before
the Wzards' War began. The ship could have never served as the gateway
Etri dge sought.

He watched the terror spread before the careening ship. Its wi ndows were
solid black, so he could not gauge its crew s reaction

Its magazi nes detonated and a long club of fire and hard radiation
descended on the southern third of the line. It drowned them burning them
fromthe inside, cremating their interior blankness and turning their peculiar
ni ghts into ash.

The cabi n darkened again to protect the men fromthe other ship's
arsenal . Ventilator guards snapped shut and nickel steel shields |ocked over
them The silence returned, now absolute, and the only light was fromred
battl e | anterns.

Navi gation and fire control grids were projected across the cl osed
wi ndows to guide them The conpleteness of the schematic di agrans showed how
t horoughly these eneni es were understood. Energy graphs, spectral analysis,
frequency and di nmensi onal readings sped crisply along the borders of the
wi ndows.

The conputers anticipated Etridge's anger. The other ship appeared as a
schematic on the left side w ndows; dense colums of information showed that
it was destroying the northern end of the line. Etridge's ship concentrated on
the mddle, and at a range of one hundred meters it broke.

The coherency of the line fragnented. Individual deaths fell apart or
burst into saffron flame or ran straight into the guns of the two ships and
the flanking vehicles. Others ran to the east. The instrunents traced the
lines of power that drew them and, one by one, cut them

They passed the spot where the second ship had touched down. Readi ngs
i ndi cated a shall ow gouge in the earth, at right angles to their |ine of
travel, and fatally high radiation levels, but little else.

The wi ndows cl eared. Eighty-three deaths remai ned before the hovercraft,
nost of them charred and shredded. Their nounts were simlarly maul ed, somne
running comcally on two opposed | egs, the stunps of their other |egs
repeating the nmovenents of running, their balance presumably held by the sane
power that sustained the lives of their riders.

Stanp could see stars inside their |ances, nore absence than presence,
as they swayed drunkenly against the gun and lightfire. He felt hinself
sickening, equally fromthe grotesquery of the spectacle and from an
overwhel mi ng sense of pity and sorrow. "They're done," he whi spered, and was
ast oni shed when Etridge raised his hand and ordered cease fire.

Instead of turning about and attending to their wounded, Etridge added:
"Pace them This distance is fine."

"They' re dead."

"Quite. 1'd say they were before we attacked. Now they are truly dead.
That m ght be death they hold in their hands." Etridge smled. "M. Anderton
pl ease direct our antennas and those of the other unit entirely to those

fellows. | don't think our man of power has anything el se for us today. And
see if you can get those two wi nd ships down | ow enough for sone close
| ooki ng."

The officer behind them spoke into his m crophone.

"They' ve been understood, sir. W know theml " Stanmp was aware of how
tenuous his ground m ght be. "The graphs have all placed and fixed them on the
spectrums. Why not wi pe themout and end it? The others . "



"The ot hers should be watching themas closely as we are. As you should
be, Stanp." Etridge was parental; he mght actually enjoy Stanp's little
treason. "W know them and the chemical and atonic reactions that sustain
them See?" He pointed to patterns of |lumnous dials along the right side of
t he cabin. "W know how they're dying. W have wounded them sufficiently to
give their own form of death enough nomentumto proceed on its own. They are
headi ng for that death, real and absolute. But we nusn't hurry them No, no
need for that. Just pat themalong with a little flash of light or a kiss of
the Mountain's choi cest amatol, just enough to keep the bastards noving al ong
that path so we can watch them running, watch how their gifts of power run off
and try to hide thenselves."

At irregular intervals one of the antennas above them or on the other
ship went active. Quanta of light drove into the functioning riders who were
not dying at an appropriate speed.

They followed themuntil the snoke fromthe village and the wreck of the
first hovercraft was bel ow the horizon. They fell individually, taking with
t hem what ever plan they m ght have had to attack the ships and the tank
colum. Etridge directed the ships to pass over them as they dropped.

Articul ated arns inside the plenum chanbers snatched sanpl es of bone and arnor
and chitinous skin as they died and transmuted back into the el enments and
energi es fromwhich they had been forned.

The ventil ators opened. The scream ng of the |ast deaths entered the
cabin, instantly captured on wall-nounted oscill oscopes and witten into
spi nni ng gl obes of frozen helium Later, the conmputers at Joust Mbuntain woul d
take this information, their agonies and pain, and relate themto all the
nmysteries they had accunul ated over three hundred years of watching,
under standi ng their meani ngs as they had been reflected in the carbonization
of battlefield flowers and in the blinding faces of distant stars. Their
inquiries had to be made on such a scale for the ways of men of power were
vast and infinitely devious.

"Bring the planes down and bl ock them" Etridge said.

They mai ntai ned the di stance, devouring the stragglers as they fell.
Stanp saw the aircraft turning into the wind far ahead of them

After ten mnutes of casual pursuit, he could see the two aircraft on
t he ground. They faced the approachi ng ships, noses high and resting on their
tail wheels, nmomentarily suggesting foreshortened crucifixes. The featurel ess
plain gave no hint as to their size; Stanp knew t he wi ngspread of each one was
over ninety neters. The w ngs thensel ves were antennas. Everything that
Etri dge had chosen to acconpany hi mwas devoted to perception

They pl ayed their questioning radiations back and forth agai nst the
hover shi ps, through the knot of ghostly cavalry. Qpportunities for such
exam nations occurred only when magic erupted within the heartlands of its
eneny's world, and there had not been such a thing since Foxblind. The tape
banks and hel i um spheres choked on the rush of information that poured into
t hem

Etri dge was pl eased. 'Wen there was | ess than seventy meters between
themand the aircraft, he said to Anderton, "End themall."

Light, this time in pale, fan-shaped arrays, beat against twenty-two
survivors. The planes laid down their own light too, and the deaths faltered
and dove into the ground. Sone of themnelted into the surface ice, hazings of
steamrising fromunder their disintegrating bodies.

The two hovercraft deployed their drag skids and eased to the ground.
Etridge waited a nonent and stepped outside. Stamp foll owed and was
overwhel med by the snell. He had not inmagined that anything could have so
fouled winter air.

The wind ship crews junped down fromthe wings and strolled into the
wr eckage. Every one of themcarried hand anal yzers of one sort or another
machi nes that tested the discoveries of the other machi nes. They chi pped at
the fairyland armor with geol ogist's picks, placed sanples in glass bottles
and watched as the fragnents cracked and vaporized the gl ass. These fragments,



in turn, were deposited in successive containers until something was found to
hol d t hem

There was sone joking, but nost of the conversation was taken up with
nunbers and code references. Except for Etridge: "Is that death?" He pointed
with his boot at one of the black |ances the riders carried; its owner was
dust and damp rot beside it.

"WIl it kill you? Probably. Its formand conposition derive from.
Anderton's voice, flat and netallic over the hovercraft's | oudspeaker.

"No! Is it death? True and actual death. Not just a device that could
cause it." Etridge stared down at the tapering shaft; it appeared nore of a
hole or tear in the ground than sonething that lay on top of it.

Stanp squatted and found the perspectives the thing reported to his eyes
violently contradictory. Starlike objects flickered inside of it, but these
wer e fadi ng.

"No, sir,"” Anderton answered after a pause. Stanp imagi ned that he
sounded as di sappointed as Etridge | ooked; but that was probably the effect of
the scene and the anplifier

"The lines are gone," Anderton continued. "Qur nman of power has left."

"Before we told himtoo much about hinmself." Etridge addressed the
hovercraft

"That may have happened. The sounds of those things couldn't have been
entirely their owm. As you said about the m notaur."

Etridge stopped listening and turned to Stanp. "If that has happened, if
he has left us now, how can we follow hin? How wi |l we know where to | ook?"

He's really asking ne, thought Stanp, and held his ignorance like a
preci ous secret.

Aden recogni zed nore | andmarks as he left the ruins of O airendon and
neared the Holy City. The fields, as with the rest of the eneny's |ands, were
bl asted and sterile, waiting for the rains and the ancient, alien seeds they
woul d bring. The ruins of fabul ous pal aces and villas sat agai nst charred
hillsides or along the drained channels of rivers that the nagicians had
sumoned only for their sound. He renenbered how, when he fled the Cty, the
towers of these great houses had risen above the forests, flaunting their
gardens and erotic scul ptures agai nst the patient watching of Joust Muntain
and Dance.

A few of the shells hinted at inhabitation, if not by princes, then
possi bly by powers which had detached thensel ves fromtheir makers to becone
sel f-sustaining, as the gravitational fields of celestial black holes had been
t hought to be.

Shadowed |ights could be glinpsed behind the stained glass remants of
wi ndows. There were also signal fires on isolated hill forts, and Aden
occasional ly thought he could see the sky ifickering and glowing as it had
over the Holy City. But this was not nuch; these nysteries were not being
swal | owed up by his world's understanding but by the enptiness around them

He now wal ked t hrough a field becomng lush with spring grass and the
wi | dfl owers of his world. There was a small herd of pegasuses grazing there,
strong and powerful. Their caparisons were slitted to allow free novenment to
their wi ngs; these rested against their flanks, colored |ike golden cock
pheasants. Their arnmor was nmeant for ffight, being limted to quilting under
t he caparisons and a crinet of silver mesh.

Al their saddles were enpty. Aden guessed they had been the scouts of a
man of power, such squadrons usually affecting the npbst extravagant liveries,
as he guessed that all their unifornms and bravado and the power they had
served had been expl ai ned and unravel ed by Joust Mpuntain. Because their task
had been reconnai ssance, as his had been, they woul d have di scovered their own
reality and that of their master before anyone el se.



Anderton pointed to a dianond fixed on the noving map grids and

reference lines. "I thought we were going to be the only ones out here." He
went on with ponderous, Border-bred irony. "And there, and there, and there
again."

"But nothing like this," said Etridge, noving closer and pointing to the
first dianond.

"No, sir," referring to the rows of dials and linear readouts to his
right. "It alnpst seens to be one of ours. Except. "

"Vl | 2"

"Multiple fixtures and nets within the subject's cranial structure. The
readi ngs are indefinite, but we can't hope for nmuch nore at these distances."

"Active?"

"No, not for sone tinme. Conductance indicates that the nets haven't been
used for anything for over two years. It's all very well hidden," Anderton
concl uded, hopi ng for approval .

"The Special Ofice used to wire up people like that.
be addressing the rows of dials.

"The O fice has closed."”

"It never existed. Right, Anderton?"

The other man | ooked to Stanmp for assistance; Stanp turned away. "That's
supposed to have been the way of outfits like that."

"Li ke what ?"

Anderton fidgeted with his headpi ece. "The undercover people, the spies

Etri dge seened to

"I'magi sts," Stanp nunbl ed involuntarily.

"Ah, my aide was watching after all." He returned to Anderton, whose
| ook of relief accordingly vanished. "As you say, that is the way of outfits
like that. That one is closed, but that act of organizational death is,
itself, an admi ssion of the life they steadfastly denied. Interesting, don't
you t hi nk?"

Stanp saw Anderton nustering his courage in the set of his facial
nmuscl es. "That can't matter much to us. If the thing existed, all its lying
couldn't change that fact."

"Qur opinion is secondary to what they were thinking of thenselves,"
Stanp cut in, irritated with the way Etridge was playing with the nan. The
strategy of his world permitted no fascination w th paradox and contradiction
for its own sake, and Anderton was innocent of such things. "People |listen
nostly to thensel ves."

"And eventually one conmes to speak and think in a warped shorthand,
conprehensible only to one's self or to others who live in the sanme dream"”
Etridge finished for him He snmiled his approval to Stanmp and this increased
the other's anger. "That's what our princes of power did until we accidentally
showed them a nore captivating dream the one we're sleeping through right
now. "

"Sir?" Anderton was honestly puzzled at the equation of his own world
with that of the eneny.

"Don't worry. Qur dreamis the right one. Isn't it, Stanmp?"

"It appears to be the only one, sir." Stanp turned on his heel and left
the bridge, Etridge |ooking after himas if it had been some kind of triunph.

"CGet on the channels to Lake G lbert and ask themif there're files open
on the person with the readi ngs you' ve picked up at that first position."

Anderton nodded to a man farther down on the console. Circles of yellow
and green light switched on and then off, and the other man pressed his
ear phones to his head. "The files are closed,"” he reported after some mnutes.
Anderton busied hinmself with his instrunents before he could be drawn back
into his commander's di sturbing way of discussing a target with wires inits
head. Range, speed, weight, respiration, nolecular conposition: the man
obvi ously existed, so what was the use of talk of nonexistence?



Aden knew that the wires and grids that rerained inplanted in his body
were wi thout power sources. They had no way to gather information from around
him nor did they have any place to store signals fromthe Ofice, had it,
too, been functioning.

Because of this, Aden first suspected that one of the pegasus riders had
survived. There was nothing visual, but rather tentative novenents and
hal f-fornmed ideas turning |ike shadows beneath his conscious m nd. He vaguely
connected this feeling with those the unicorn and its attendant had inspired
in himyears ago. But the grazing pegasuses had no intimdating cathedral to
hel p propel his nood fromdisconfort to terror

Al so, there seenmed to be only one concept now, quite different fromthe
spectrumw de wave fronts of thought that the unicorn had hinted at. It swam
out of reach, its texture netallic and sharp for all its lack of definition

Aden touched his fingers to the sides of his hand. The ol d pat chwork of
wi res branched out fromthe inside of his skull through an occipital hole
grommeted with a ring of pure gold. Hi s thick, ash-colored hair made the
pattern invisible to one who did not already know of its presence.

The wires moved under his fingers. Again, so small and el usive that he
mght fairly judge it as imagi nation

"That's over, gone," he muttered to the pegasuses. Two of them | ooked at
himin momentary agreenent.

The sound of his own voice startled him as if it had suddenly reveal ed
himto covert watchers. But he had been in the open since he had |eft Dance.

H di ng was inmpossible, particularly when he had entered the abandoned ki ngdons
of magic. If he had not been seen, it was because no one was | ooking for him

Now t here was sonething. The O fice, perhaps, attenpting to contact him
inits appropriately non-existent way, to call himback or to urge himon

O the pegasus riders, centering himin cross hairs drawn with fire in
the open air, preparing spells and enchantnments of terrible finality.

O his world had cone already, and he had only felt the brush of its
i nqui sitory antennas as they reviewed the power and neani ng of everything |eft
alive in the eneny's | and.

The last of the three was the nost logical. It was proper that his world
shoul d cone and occupy the vacuum |l eft by the defeat of magic, thus preserving
symmetry and bal ance. But he knew the occupati on woul d be total when it cane
and that it would find no reason to stop with what m ght soon be understood as
a mnor victory.

I ndi vidual wires pulsed. H's conception of his world's victory shrank as
he began to suspect the dinensions of the field on which it had been fought.

The pegasuses' gorgeous ornanentati on becanme the rags of refugees too
i nconsequential for the forces of either side to destroy. When he was a child,
he had watched creatures like them struggling along the roads |eading from
Thorn River. They had been burned and starved and brutalized by forces so
alien that their bodies seened unsure as to what sort of death was called for
The pegasuses, grazing in their rich field, were the sane, for their eyes had
been turned to cinders by the things they had w tnessed. They had been
deserted by their commanders and their creation, and there was nothing |eft
for them But they, unlike the victins of Thorn River, or of the Third
Peri meter or Foxblind, were not yet fully aware of this, so they persisted in
their wonder and exi stence.

Aden touched the I ong-barreled automatic in its holster. The Ofice had
fashioned it so that it could change the nature and conposition of its
ammuni tion in the magazine. The Ofice, however, had purposely nade it fragile
and needl essly conplex. It was nachined to tol erances nore suited to match
conpetition than field service. He was not even sure he could renmenber how to
work it.

He resumed wal ki ng. The wires continued to pul se for some nonents and
then left himal one but for the thought of the Ofice, orbiting through its
own strange, self-created nighttime, pondering its own exi stence and never
wi shing to approach any answer.



Aden sniled tensely. His skin stretched against the eye patch, hiding
its edges and meking the stylized eye engraved on it appear to be his own:
brown cornea, black iris, brown pupil

The riverbed was carpeted with sword grass. Scarlet and yell ow
wi | df | owers spotted the greenness. Small trees that survived the spring runoff
t hunped agai nst the plenumskirts of the two hovercraft. Like Joust Mountain,
they were flaw essly white, arrogantly perfect despite the dirt and fires that
t he ki ngdonms had hurled at them

The colum had waited after the first vifiage, conversing with the
conputers of their home until they understood what had happened to them Then
they buried what the powers had left of their dead.

Etri dge kept asking about the Special Ofice. Nothing obtrusive, just
occasional inquiries as to what this closed Ofice file or that sealed Ofice
report mght have had to say about the way the eneny had noved or what its
dark | ances m ght have actually been conposed of.

As they had supposed, the animating forces behind the firemn notaur and
the dead cavalries were basically the same as those used for ages, with only
m nor variations drawn fromone or two neglected corners of the parallel
spectrunms. How t hey had managed to come upon the col um undetected required
nore study.

When the study group at Saart finally understood it and fabricated
machi neries to duplicate it, Lake Gl bert broadcast this know edge to pl aces
where the remai ning men of power night be listening from Seven thousand
kilometers fromthe Holy City the castle of the prince who had carried out the
attack and conmitted his |ast and npst favorite retainers to its success,
turned fromthe sunlight of which his father had built it, to stone and then
to rust, and then to slag.

A trio of wind ships hovered above the castle, observing its
disintegration. The acuity of their watching nearly took the nystery of the
castle's death away fromits dying prince and exiled both himand it in the
worl d they could not conceive of fully enough to hate.

Etri dge was pleased with the course of the m ssion. Stanp made an
opposi ng show of his displeasure, hoping to find the point at which Etridge
woul d drop his insane dial ogues and sinply accuse hi mof insubordination or
treason.

The ki ngdoms, however, continually provided themdiverting nests of
lingering magic. Stanp cel ebrated each irregular assault that hit them
Etridge was sinilarly prideful when they slowed and then understood each one.

"Reductio ad inperiunt had been scrawl ed around the base of one of the
ship's antenna nmounts. Each nman saw the other staring at it in odd noments,
and saw himregarding it as his own. Gadually Stanp cane to attach a
tremendous weight of bitterness and irony to it. Etridge found it a perfect
expression of the soldier's ethos in this war, just triunphant enough to
di stract that soldier fromhow far the phrase begged to be taken

Etridge | eaned close to the wi ndscreen, enjoying the torrent of grass
passi ng under the ship. A ranging mast extended twenty meters outward fromthe
| eadi ng edge of the ship like a bowsprit, anticipating drops and
irregularities in the ground' s contours. The smpoth, relentless novenent put
himin mnd of his own obsessions. He considered how the appeal of the
nmysteries and their solving, one by one, acquired their own propul sive force,
gradual ly form ng the conviction that the horizon m ght not prove to be an
eternally recedi ng one.

Why, he marveled to his own reflection, did Stanp seem so repelled by
such a suggestion? Certainly the searching was the greatest part, not the
t hought they might someday actually arrive at a conplete and literal
under st andi ng of the universe. But, he also permtted hinself, if such a
position could be reached, it mght include an understanding of prinmary
creative forces, gods, if you will, and in so understandi ng them enconpass



them and take their neasure.

He could not hope to do things like that. He was a soldier, not a
t heol ogi an or a phil osopher. On cue, the junble of m sconnected nerve endings
in his right side that the observation of Thorn River had cost him burned
lightly. Not badly, but enough to rem nd himof that place's terror, and that
this busi ness of understandi ng and unraveling had to continue. If men did not
continue it, if they allowed the momentum of their victorious strategy to
di ssipate, then they woul d have shown thensel ves to be as carel ess and blind
as the god that created them

How. that was what they were discovering, but very seldomthe _why .
Transmut ati on, parthenogenesis, animtion of the dead, generation of |ove,
psychoki nesis, all the dread nechani sns the eneny had used from Heart break
Ridge to Thorn River. Wth each understanding, they reveal ed thensel ves to be
only the operant expressions of deeper and nore conpl ex motivations. He
recall ed an O fice nmenorandum on the subject which he had read years ago, but
could not attach any great inportance to what it had said.

The only thing one could do, Etridge considered, was to attenpt to
under st and everyt hing. The sum of these understandi ngs m ght eventually equa
and then exceed the understanding of the single motive for all of it.

Etridge | aughed as he visualized the personifications of eschatol ogy and
exi stentialism(both comc, lunmbering giants, the fornmer dressed in priest's
robes and the latter naked) running on convergent arcs, colliding and nerging
into a single creature whose chief distinction was in the possession of two
backsi des: the Meaning of the Universe. He forced down his chuckling when he
saw that the bridge crew was staring at him

The vall ey where he had seen the pegasuses wi dened out into roffing
plains of wild wheat and prairie grass. Goves of cottonwod trees marked the
turni ng points of drainages and streans.

The sky above himwas i mense. It swallowed the clouds and all other
presences within and below it, and turned down the edges of the horizon unti
one felt one's self trying to balance on one foot to avoid falling and rolling
down to it forever. It was nothing like he renenbered it to have been. Perhaps
the men of power, jealous of the sky's presunption, had kept it shrunken and
contai ned. They had exiled the ocean from Cape St. Vincent because it
di spl eased them Surely the sky could not have posed significantly greater
probl ems. He wondered how it m ght have been done, and his face tightened when
he thought that if it had been acconplished, then there were nachi nes at Lake
G lbert and Castle Kent working at the problem translating the gestures and
al chem es and ancient disciplines into the precise |anguage of the parallel
spectrums, which any man could learn to speak in its single dialect.

On the opposite bank of a stream he saw the inprints of tracked
vehicles, a nmeter across. The tracks led in fromthe west, followed the stream
for a short while and then turned to the south, along his intended path.

Di esel fuel and grease stained the grass. For a nmoment he found its
snel | pleasant. At |least the vacuumleft by the nmen of power was being filled
by sonet hi ng.

One of the tracks passed over a crushed dragon's egg in the semicircle
of its stone nest. The unhatched enbryo had struggl ed hal fway out of the
cracked egg. The ants had carried off its eyes and tongue, |eaving the
chitinous outer skin; the sun had shriveled its filmy w ngs and turned the
energi ng dianonds on its breast and tail to dull pebbles. Once, Aden knew,
dragons had been as imortal and as invul nerable as any magi ci an.

He found the first tank the next day. It was hardly recogni zabl e as
such, being a mass of crystallized metal shards and nelted sl ag. The w eckage
suggested rapid alternations of freezing and burning, shifting back and forth
across the spectral planes too quickly for the vehicle's defenses to | ock onto



any single mani festation of the eneny's assault.

The ground near the wreck was chewed up and littered with shapes Aden
assuned to be bones and weapons. He picked up one such fragment and found a
dryad's head carved upon it. Her eyes seened to nove even when he held it
perfectly still; the face studied himin this way for a mnute and then cl osed
its eyes.

Aden put the fragment in his pocket and | ooked around. Far away, again
to the south, dust and snoke rose bel ow a spindl eshaped chunk of rock
floating above the prairie. There was a castle built atop it, and the distance
could not dimnish its delicacy or its outrageous fantasy. Wite marble
m narets braced against the wind by buttresses of nalachite and onyx narked
the borders of the island and rose about the central keep. That, too, was of
white stone, underlain with the captured Iight of the npbon so that, although
there was darkness underneath the island, the castle itself held no shadows.

Fol | owi ng the tracks, Aden saw a line of eight |arge vehicles and
several snmaller ones strung out along a ridge a kiloneter fromthe air-island.
Three of the tanks or half-tracks were burning in ruby and contradictory
bl ack.

One of the fires suddenly turned to the sane distant blue as the sky.
The vehicle inside of it disappeared in the flash, seeming to shrink inside of
some gateway the fire had opened rather than being consunmed by it.

Aden counted the seconds between the detonation and the sound. It
mat ched his estimation of the distance between them After all, it had been
the death of sonething fromhis own world.

He foll owed the ascending pillar of colorless fire back up to the
i sl and. The castle's beauty hypnotized himas he wal ked. Despite the nental
defenses he tried to erect against it, for the nountain garden had shown him
how vul nerabl e he remai ned to such things, he still found hinself irresistibly
drawn; the significance of the burning tanks bel ow nearly erased by their
gracel ess deat hs.

Ri chly dressed figures noved unconcernedly along its towers and
parapets, rem nding himof the river trirene, occasionally gesturing or
pl ayi ng nusi cal instruments whose sound reached himinstantly or not at all.
Aside fromthe burning units, there was little activity on the ridgeline, just
t he revol ving di sh antennas and ship aerials nodding to the wind. Two or three
men wandered around the damaged tanks.

The sky was grow ng around them progressively reducing the castle's
enchantnent to dinensions that fit inside Llwellen Functions.

The tanks are only watchi ng, Aden thought, and recalled the galleries of
Joust Mountain, Kells and Dance, and how they had held their fire while
t housands were incinerated for fear that their own actions mght distort or
contani nate their readings.

Why was the castle fighting at all? Surely its seigneur knew what had
happened and why. But, Aden thought as he kept moving toward the ridgeine, if
he had known, then he woul d have necessarily understood his own art, and the
despair which had engul fed the ki ngdonms woul d have driven himto
sel f-anni hilation. Perhaps that was what he was now attenpting.

He was | ess than a hundred neters away when a tank in the center of the
line probed the castle's walls with a burst of rocket fire. There was no
i medi ate effect. The gunner paused, probably changi ng magazi nes, and then
tried again. This time the color that erupted where the round struck was that
of the sky, the same that had consunmed the other tank. Despite the angle, Aden
could make out cracks and fissures spreading outward fromthe point of inpact
along the walls' marble facing.

Responding to this success, four other tanks and two hal ftracks joi ned
inwith simlar fire. The rockets left the faceted turrets cleanly and the
vaporous trails of their flight remained taut in the still air, except near
the walls, where the blast concussions smudged them

They chi pped patiently at the castle, tearing away filigrees of marble
and sheets of gold leaf. They were not sinply rockets. Aden knew that if he



had the Ofice's eye again, he could have seen the projectiles striking the
castle in every dinension and plane it existed in, crushing its beauties into
form ess, undifferentiated nol ecul ar pul p.

The people on the walls becane nore agitated, their gestures wlder and
| ess assured. One shot blasted a bridge of spider glass fromunder a running
figure. She fell but evaporated before reaching the ground.

He was grow ng sick and did not know why. It was |ike the sicknesses he
had felt each tinme he left Gedwn. It grew stronger. If only the tanks and the
castle would | eave, both of them Let the tanks go on with their explorations
and let the nountain drift on its nage-wind for the few years left to it.

The O fice's gun was in his right hand. The grip humed |ike a captive
insect as its circuitries changed and nodified the conposition of its
ammuni tion. The wires under his scalp were hurting again, feeding
undeci pherabl e i npul ses into enpty connectors around his |left eye socket. For
the first time he wondered if the secrets the eye had observed were stil
i nscribed on the individual atoms of the melted spheres, garbled, confused but
possi bly retaining a singular |ogic.

It was a doubl e-action automatic that could be cocked and fired with one
hand. He raised the gun to eye level. One of the men who had been wor ki ng
around a burning tank saw himand shouted. Hs voice was |lost in the rocket
fire and crack of splitting masonry.

He started running toward Aden, |ooking back over his shoul der at the
floating castle. Fires were beginning in its courtyards and the island itself
tilted strangely on its axis. Fragments of the bolt that crushed the |ead tank
hit the man as he ran, turning himto the color of the sky and then to white
ash.

Aden's gun fired at the same time. The gun barely noved as pistons the
di amet er of human hair junmped backward al ong its hexagonal barrel to absorb
the recoi L The safety was on, and his right index finger was resting agai nst
the outside of the trigger guard.

The weapon had been pointed at a tank that was not firing, but which had
been watching with its antenna arrays. He could not see the bullet hit, but
one of the vehicle's slab antennas abruptly stopped rotating. As the gun
i ntended, for it adjusted its amunition to conformto the nature of its
target, the communicative chain was broken; Aden saw this in the suddenly
erratic rhythnms of the other antennas.

This could not be right, he thought wildly. The gun fired again, hitting
an identical antenna on the tank inmmedi ately behind the first. "This is not ny
work!" he said aloud to the tanks. "My ideas aren't that. " The gun fired a
third time, and the untouched antennas junped and spun as if they were
frightened birds. Sone twi sted around to regard himw th nervous intensity
whi |l e others wavered between him the castle and targets he could not see.

Li ght cane arching down fromthe keep, striking a tank and turning it to
ice. The other units responded with ferocious bursts of rocket fire, but only
hal f of the shells hit and a third of those detonated. Trunpets and drums sang
out fromthe castle, at once strident and fearful; they were pitched too high
and often broke and faltered in the mddle of calls that needed piercing
clarity. Flags ran up and down the towers w thout apparent purpose.

Aden hol stered the gun, his hands shaking with fear and uncertainty as
if he expected it to forcibly resist. It humred agai nst his chest in the sane
frequency as the wires of his cranial net. He backed away, first cautiously
and then at a run, running as the soldier had, |ooking back frantically at the
conti nui ng exchange of fire.

H s sense of distance vanished in his panic. The shock of his knees
| ocking too far above the ground drove up through his frame. He was strong and
practiced in the uses and limtations of his nutilations, but there was too
much surroundi ng himhere. He had never seen the two forces actually joined in
conbat, reducing each other to powder, each force inprisoned by the ground on
whi ch they had to stand to strike across their divergent universes. He had
lived all his life in a borderland wi de enough for the Ofice to cultivate its



ext ravagant paradoxes and contradi ctions. There was nothing but an interface
around him the two realities jamed up agai nst one another, drooling
mani acal ly and blindly into each other's universes with no roomleft for him

at all. There had to be room he was shouting to hinself.
Bot h sides were desperately squandering their powers when he | ooked
again. The island descended until it alnbst touched the earth. It tilted and

spun with the same irregular rhythm of the antennas. Strangely lighted shafts
traced outward fromthe castle. They ripped into the Iine of torn and burning
vehi cl es, destroying sonme but failing to visibly affect others. Sonme of the
shafts struck outward, cutting | ong, snoking furrows in the thick prairie
grass and setting it afire; other lanced upward toward the zenith, trying to
wound t he sky.

The shooting by the surviving tanks became equally erratic. Sone of the
projectiles slamed into other vehicles while others m ssed hitting anything,
detonating kil oneters away on the prairie or rising upward |ike star shells,
casting shadows down into the castle's interior.

The sounds that reached Aden over the pistoning of his own heart were
like the screechings of fatigued nmetal pulling itself apart under inpossible
stress.

Aden st opped when he heard this and turned to watch the underside of the
island dig into the ground. It tilted forward, digging a trench toward the
tanks. He could see into the courtyards and gardens inside the walls. The
perspective nmomentarily disoriented himfor it seemed as if he was | ooking
down on the castle fromsone altitude, rather than standing on the ground. It
was the same illusion that the sky and the distant, sloping horizon played
upon hi mwhen he first saw the island.

The buil ding cracked apart and slid fromits foundation; then the island
itself dropped down onto the vehicles. There was the blue |ight again, an oval
spl ash of sky reaching down into the earth, ignoring the boundaries of the
hori zon, spreading outward to where Aden was, threatening to cut the ground
fromunder himand plunge himinto a gulf of netal-colored sunlight, wthout
l[imt or definition.

The concussi on caught himaround the hips and in the small of his back
and lifted himw th scornful gentleness. It carried himupward, through the
sky and then toward a growing circle of blackness that he entered. Wthin it
there was no sound or novenment but the distant hunmi ng of the wires inside his
skull and the Ofice's gun puzzling over this new environnent, postul ating
what sort of enemies might live within it.

Hovercraft were |ike ships, Etridge was fond of pointing out. They
answered their helms slowy and with an inprecision that demanded a practiced
hand at the wheel. They had to be sailed over the earth. Their routes of
passage had to be carefully planned for inclination, surface integrity and
cl earance between | andmarks. All that, at sixty-five kilonmeters an hour. A
properly handl ed two hundred tonner could be an inpressive sight, racing
across a foreign plain, the ground beneath it turning to dust as if it had
been ignited, antennas and gun turrets regarding the passing | andscape with
di sconcerting stability.

Stanp was glad at this noment that Etridge had sel ected himas his aide,
if only to have been on the hoverships and not the tanks. But he still would
have felt nore confortable if they were following along with their treads and
wheel s and jouncing antennas. Etridge had been told by Lake Gl bert that they
had been w ped out, and had been asked what the hell they were doing out there
inthe first place. Etridge replied, as he had before, that in view of sharply
decreased enemy activity, a reconnaissance in force was justified. But so far
into his lands? Lake G | bert persisted. Etridge played with the radio
spectrunms so that it appeared that his position was nine hundred kil oneters
west of where they actually were.

The lack of solid information as to the columm's destruction pl eased



Stanp, as did Etridge's scarcely conceal ed anger with it. He noted how the
vei ns and muscles stood out fromthe old man's neck and how the planes of his
face jerked fromcalmfor the benefit of the crew, to repressed fury as he
again reviewed the readout tapes and the | ast comunications with the col um.

"The men of power still seemto be around in sone force."

"And ability." Etridge balled up a sheaf of papers and threwit into a
corner. The hoverships were traversing a |l ong canyon floor and they bucked and
rocked as the hel msnmen braked with their engines and drag skids.

"W may not be so far along as we thought."

"We are. The tanks had that, whatever that fairy-tale contrapti on was,
bl ocked and hal fway understood. It should have been turned into dust."

"It was," Stanp nmentioned gratuitously.

"So were our own people, goddamit! There was no reason for it." Etridge
pi cked up anot her sheet of printout. "No, that's not right. There are reasons.
They just | ook Iike questions right now Here." He held the sheet under
Stanmp's chin and then snatched it back. "Miultiple readings, 'jokers' we called
t hem before Thorn River, showi ng up just when the colum signaled that they'd
figured out the castle's power."

"Anot her nystery, another manifestation of that magician's way of doing
things that they couldn't analyze before it got them _We_ didn't see the
power of that fire-beast when it cane in. It was even hidden fromthe w nd

shi ps. "

Anderton cane up to the console and braced hinsel f. "Pardon ne, sir, the
readi ngs aren't conpletely unknown. If you'll look along the third and fifth
lines you'll see they're identical with the ones we picked up a few weeks ago,

when we asked Lake G | bert about the Special Ofice files."

Etridge's eyes turned inward. "You're sure?"

"Just about. Not only the sane sort of power indications, but maybe the
same person or entity."

"Al'l right. That could nake sense. Tell Lake Glbert that . . ."--seeing
Anderton's question--"tell them again that we have got to have access to their
files."”

"If we gave themthe reason,"” Stanp ventured carefully, "wouldn't that
i ndi cate just where we are and what we are really doi ng?"

"But we are not here, Stanmp. We're just making a borderl and
reconnai ssance as standing orders and nmy rank as director of Joust Mountain
both obligate ne to do."

"Then it seens we will be playing the gane the Office used to."

"The gane was never played because that player never existed." Etridge's
voi ce showed he was forcibly suppressing the destruction of the tank col ums
and the loss of the castle's mysteries. He rubbed his jaw lightly. "But if we
are doing that, where do you think it will take us?"

"To victory!" Anderton replied nechanically, though the question had
been directed to Stanp.

They travel ed beyond the range of the wi nd ships. That was anot her
advant age of the hovercraft. Although they were restricted to relatively fl at
surfaces and gentle gradients, their tremendous lifting capacity allowed them
to carry the shielding necessary for fusion notors.

Large animal s of reassuringly non-magical varieties were unexpectedly
plentiful with the warm ng weather, so food was no problem

Stanp had hoped that the distance they put between thensel ves and hone
m ght have eroded norale and forced Etridge to turn back. Instead the nen
seened to draw closer to Etridge. The |lack of any other authority from hone
gave his fanaticismspace in which to grow and acquire the appeal that Heisner
had found so terrible.

The frequency of enchanted ruins had obligingly increased as they noved
farther into the ki ngdons. At each one, they stopped and studied until they
had understood the details of its construction and the heritage of the man of



power it had been built to honor or protect or entonb.

There were small engagenents too, but nothing like the firem notaur and
t he dead cavalry they had encountered at the first village. Only forlorn and
solitary hydras, poisoned wells, badgering homuncul ui the size and shape of
bats, all hideous little dreans that the ships' conmputers easily handl ed.

They |l ost no nore than one or two men to each of these irritations.
Stanp perversely specul ated as to whether Etridge was not also studying their
deaths as well as those of the nonsters that had inflicted them

They were within two days of the Holy Gty. The |l and around t hem was
covered by a magnificent forest of oak and ironwood trees. Many of the boles
on the trees had been | aboriously carved or had naturally grown into
sem - human masks. They had to nove slowy, while the | aser guns of the |ead
ship cut an avenue for them Stanmp watched the faces drift by as they passed,
many of them charred and snoking fromthe light, and they regarded himwth
mur derously tranquil eyes.

Anderton explained that the trees were endowed w th unusual phototropic
tendenci es. The carvings were also the result of gene nmutation and when the
sensitized bol e-endi ngs picked up side flashes fromthe |asers, they naturally
followed. There really was novenment and apparent changes of expression, but it
was the m ndl ess reaction of cells to ordinary occurrences.

Agai nst this, Stanmp pointed out the extraordi nary natural ness of the
faces in the way they noved and narrowed their eye-carvings, tightening the
bark around the skulls that m ght have been carved underneath them Anderton
replied, "suggestion," and offered to show hi mthe psychol ogical gradients to
prove it.

In any event, the gunner continued, there was no need to worry. Nbrgan
the Iife-analysis man, had found evidence of rapid gene deterioration. The
power that had forced the trees into their sinulation of watching, perhaps as
an el aborate nmockery of the nasses of antennas that surrounded the cities of
their owmn world, was located in the Holy Gty, and it was failing. Soon the
forest would be like any other and Anderton remarked that he might like to
cone back when he retired fromthe Border Conmand and build a house fromthe
fine, sturdy trunks.

The | asers burned away the forest for a radius of seven hundred neters
when they set down that night. Etridge ordered that their full power be
shunted into the guns once the lift engi nes were shut down, and they paved the
cleared ground with a seam ess sheet of green glass five centinmeters thick

Their | osses had demanded that the crews spread thenselves nore thinly
than they would have liked. It was therefore easy for Stanp to enter the
ship's auxiliary radio cabin unnoticed. He shut and dogged the door behind him
and sat down at the console.

Why, he asked hinmsel f a dozen times before concluding that there was no
answer, did he out of all the survivors, have the need to cling to the ruins
of magic. Certainly Etridge's abilities of command had been sufficiently
denonstrated; why then did he further judge the nature of the mssion that the
man had undert aken

The man did not even give himthe confort of reprimand or rebuke; there
were only his opaque syllogisnms, each one of which nade Stanp feel |ike he was
bei ng shoved al ong nore and nore certainly by the velocity of the man's
obsessi on.

He thought he had felt the air of the forest cutting nore deeply into
his heart as Etridge guided them along, peeling the stabilities of the regular
services fromhis nenories with the same reductivismthat he used to shatter
the remmants of magic. His famly, his anbitions, dead |overs, the peace his
hone had established against the encircling violence of the war, they had al
been eroded by Etridge, their definitions erased by the course and direction
he had chosen for the ships.

Stanp shook hinsel f and opened the appropriate channels. He left the
"voice" switch off; video readout would be nore discreet.

He slowy typed his inquiries and accusations, and when the screen in



front of himwas filled with lum nous green letters, pressed the "transnmt"
button. The information went out in two block transmissions of a fifth of a
second each to Lake G lbert; identification, |ocation, force, personnel
course, casualties, destination, the code for suspected inconpetence of
conmmand.

Stanp received no i medi ate response and repeated the nmessage. On the
third try, Lake G lbert answered by correcting all of his information. They
were, Lake G lbert silently, unctuously informed him thirteen hundred and
seventy kil onmeters northwest of his reported position; they had sustained only
two casualties due to eneny action; one tank and three hal f-tracks remined
with themy their line of travel roughly paralleled the fortress |line between
Kel I s, Joust Muntain, Dance and First Valley. The reconnai ssance was, Lake
Glbert trusted, going well but it rem nded the sender to refrain from
aggressive activities against the enemy or any deep penetrations into his
territory until the strategic parameters of the war had clarified.
Interference with their operation by Special Ofice was inpossible in that no
such organi zati on had ever existed.

Finally, reports of inconpetence, unless sent froma "recogni zed conbat
area" were ineffective if not confirnmed by a nmedical officer. Since both their
doctors had been killed, Stanp left this itemout of each of his three
succeeding attenpts at attracting Lake G lbert's attention. Each time, he
encountered the sane response. He thought of opening voice channels and
arguing with whoever was on the other end of the transm ssion, but decided
against it since it was probably a machine.

The words fromthe last reply stayed on the screen for a mnute and then
erased thensel ves. He could hear only the ventilators. Tel evision nonitors on
t he panel s above his head reported the flat gl eam of mponlight on the sentry
tri pods around the ships; their beacon |ights shone an alternating blue and
or ange.

The faces on the trees were gone and | ost now. There were just the
beacons and the white, silent bulk of the other hovercraft on the aft nonitor
screens. Even at rest, the ship inplied notion, silent and inperial across a
ni ght paved with gl ass made by | aser cannons. In his frustration and
| onel i ness, he imagined the faces of all the creatures of magic upturned and
staring under the surface of the glass road, acting as its foundation
absorbi ng the shocks of passage that began with the whi spering of the high
wi nd shi ps, descended through the captive storns of the hovercraft, and |ed,
eventual ly, to the grinding of tank treads and hobnail ed boots. They woul d
scar the surface of the glass road, until those who marched upon it could no
| onger see down into all the lost nyths crushed underneath, and they, in turn,
were spared the sight of their eneny's triunph and rightness.

He thought, that is happening now, and | find it progressively nore
difficult to preserve whatever dreans | mi ght have had about this nmagic. Since

the raising of the fire-mnotaur, | have seen nothing to indicate that there
is anything nore than parlor tricks left, dragons pulled fromsilk hats, as
Etridge put it. They were nore real when | | ooked at themthrough the radio

tel escopes at Joust Mountain, or read of their barbarities on commenorative
pl agues at Thorn River and Heartbreak Ridge.

"You see the logic of it?" Etridge had come into the room behind him
Stanp felt broken and far away enough to mask any surprise.

"I see the necessity of it, even for nyself,"” Stanmp answered after a
while, with sonme bitterness staining his words. Etridge did not dispute it.

Fromthe hills above the Holy City, Aden could see a line of blue gray
al ong the sout heastern horizon: the ocean was com ng back. Soon the place
woul d be known as Cape St. Vincent again. The ocean woul d advance and drown
t he pal aces and pavilions the magicians had built on the dry seabed as
evi dence of their power.

He had watched the City for two days, sitting in the same place, trying



to fit the patterns of its overgrown gardens and rubbl e-choked streets into
his menmories. Three and a half mllion people had lived there, ruled and
overawed by two hundred and seventy nen of power and a horde of |esser
magi ci ans, nonks, acol ytes, apprentice sorcerers.

Now only occasional figures nmoved across the blasted plazas. Pegasuses
intattered liveries, their wings the color of canvas, wandered Qut of the
City and cane close enough for himto identify them Packs of wld dogs
harried those that could no longer fly, easily encircling two or three at a
time and destroying them

As he watched, the line of the ocean thickened at the edge of the world,
t hough that could be an illusion brought on by the setting sun. Dark specks
that were probably islands seened to nove and acquired the silhouettes of
battle cruisers and aircraft carriers.

The 18x scope sight was fitted into the front of his holster. Aden
renoved it and locked it onto the barrel, just forward of the action's |lug
pivot. He reversed the holster and clipped its narrow end to the butt to form
a shoul der st ock.

The scope perceived the City, as it had Gedwyn, in eight of the parallel
spectrums. It reviewed each one in turn, progressing outward from normal,
visible light, revealing the conpl eteness of the City's desertion. The gun's
magazine vibrated in a different harnmonic with each filtering systemthe scope
used.

The core of the City retained hints of beauty and power. Aden recognized
t he doned tenpl e where he had found the unicorn and its attendant and where
his eye had been taken fromhim The scope reveal ed successive di nensi ons of
beauty as it interrogated the tenple's minarets and vast npsaics, found its
al abaster wi ndows unbroken and its bronze doors | ocked and awaiting the
arrival of men with powers sufficient to open them

The fountain was there too. There was no water coming fromit, but the
dol phi ns and seraphi m gushed | um nous scarlet and turquoi se plasmas that
poured over the fountain's rimand across the plaza with the insubstantiality
of cl ouds.

The quarter where Donchak's house had been was a tunble of gutted
shells, freestanding walls and piles of masonry. There were al so traces of
sorcerous power left in that area of the Gty, but it was nostly of the m nor
sort, orphaned honunculi, incantations stopped in md-casting, one denon
assassi n, exhausted by the vengeance | ocked in his heart, hunting a man who
had di ed by his own choice nonths before.

The wires woven into his head sang as they had for the past two days.
Instead of the intermttent nmonotone he had grown used to, Aden read anot her
level into their pain. Perhaps it was the unicorn that was reaching out to
him he had not admtted to that possibility before. Perhaps it had used the
eye in the way that he could have, had he had the thne and the peace, had he
not worked in the interests of his world, had he not fallen in love with
soneone fromthe ot her

He rubbed his hand agai nst the | eather patch, testing the enptiness
behind it and the carved ridges of the perpetually open eye on its front. It
was concei vable that the Ofice had rigged the patch for perception and
transm ssion without telling him The doctor-machine had seened pl eased when
he had shown it to him just before he left for the Taritan Valley. But, even
if this was true, the notives of a mythic organizati on enbarked on nissions
consi sting principally of self-deception could hardly matter to a man in his
si tuati on.

That situation being one of treason. The cl assical offense against the
deities, someone had pointed out to him was vanity, hubris. But there were no
gods left to offend in the world, only nations, and the highest attainable sin
was therefore treason. In distracting the tanks and possibly allow ng the
castle to escape into death, he had committed the first treasonous act in the
ki ngdoms of magi c, where enul ation of the godhead had formerly been the worst
a man, comoner or magician, could aspire to.



| affirmm world, even when | act against it to preserve magi c agai nst
transmutati on i nto nunbers and equations. Good; that inplied that there was
still some roomleft between the two worlds for himto function in.

The land to the south of the City, between the flattened hills and the
ocean, was thick forest. Aden exami ned it through the scope sight, noting the
br oken towers of obsidian and tournmaline that rose through the green cover.
Strangely colored birds the size of nen and dressed in arnor soared above the
| and, darting back and forth above the forest to catch the thermal currents
rising fromits borders with the hills.

There were sourcel ess flashes of |light too, that suddenly illum nated
i rregul ar patches of the woods, rushed through the various spectruns and then
faded. The explosions or signals were rarely acconpani ed by any sound, but he
could usually pick out wi sps of snmoke and plasma rising lazily fromtheir
general |ocation. One such area appeared to be at the end of a dark, tw sting
avenue that had been cut through the forest. It had not been there the night
bef ore.

Aden exam ned it through the scope. The path followed the contours of
the Iand, holding to inplied, geonetrically precise curves and parabolas as it
wound al ong the ancient drainage and rills.

There were other blast traces scattered through the forest. They narked
t he destruction of isolated pockets of magi c and power and the trees had grown
thickly over where they had been. They had i npl oded upon thensel ves and | eft
not hi ng behi nd. The avenue was different; it was rich in heavy particle
radi ati ons and the peculiar resonances which exotic alloys often touched off
i n adj oi ni ng spectruns.

The vehicles were at the end of the road. They were fast and well arned.
The arny of occupation. Aden inmagined the |land collapsing in on itself,
rushing to surround and snother the last few secrets it held--not quickly
enough.

The gun murnured to him sentient, probing the asylum death offered the
men of power and their works fromthe pursuit of the Border Conmand. Death
remai ned special and singular, but the war had nmerged it with Iove and loyalty
and hatred and all other nysteries. Aden could think of nothing which could
truly differentiate death fromthe rest of them aside fromthe fact that it
had been the first and was now the | ast. There was not hi ng which showed it to
be beyond the reach of the men in the hovercraft and those that would foll ow,
any nore than the other nysteries had been

Aden dropped the gun onto his crossed | egs and found hinmself shivering
despite the warnth of the air. He ran the gun's barrel along his sleeve,
absently tracing the veins and scars and lines left fromthe skin grafts and
enpl acenent of wres.

He should feel differently. This was the end of the war. Instead he felt
as deserted as the City, spoken to only by buried scar tissue and nenories of
uni corns nore distant than that of the one wonman he had been able to love. Is
this not, he asked the gun, how all old nmen feel? Then, know ng that he had
al ways felt that way, he further considered that the O fice had al ways been
ol d, too.

As the air darkened, crystallized tree stunps reflected the first ship's
| aser cannons. Around it, the fires of the dying kingdons incinerated the
tombs of nmages, fertilizing the land with their transmuting ashes, |uring
vines and seedlings into the charred clearings to hide their shame and def eat.

Aden stayed on the rock outcropping for nost of that night. The two
ships had settled to the ground just after dusk. Their clearing of a w de
security perimeter would have blinded himif the gunsight had not
automatically shifted its filters.

Bl ue and orange nonitor |ight marked sentry guns posted around the
encanprent . A conpl ete darkness reached nmore than three kiloneters beyond t hem
into the forest. After that border, the forest resunmed its decay, exploding



qui etly and burning away or dumbly stal king enem es who had nade t hensel ves
i nvi nci bl e.

Dragons sonetines roared out, seeking the bidding of vani shed nasters.
Enor mous bl ocks of stone that had been wel ded into towers and redoubts by
i neffable forces, broke apart and fell into noats filled with the gl ow ng
skel et ons of ichthyosaurs.

The gun could not hear this, it could only see. Aden |lay against a rock
with cabalistic inscriptions chiseled above his head and drifted fromthe
forest's night to his own, then out to the night that was denarcated by the
orange and bl ue beacons. At some intervals he thought he could hear the ocean
at others Gedwyn's voice.

He was sure the eye was still in the unicorn, though much had changed in
the world since he had left the hospital. This, despite the fact that it was
much nore reasonable to presune that the unicorn was gone and the eye sinply
remai ned along the floor of the cathedral's nave, staring fixedly at the high
altar, reporting the monthly accumul ations of dust on the chalices and sacred
books to the Special Ofice.

It will be there, he thought. Its inage, hard and gli stening, swam
through the dark interior of his eye socket, immune to the understandi ng of
what ever devices the nmen in the forest had brought with them

He saw the uni corn again, the purest enbodi nent of |egend and nystery,
nmovi ng i nconmpr ehensi bly through the world, as renote and present as dreans.
Ah, he thought, the Special Ofice's heart may be at one with it. He conceived
of the single creature as the underground, guerrifia arny of the defeated
ki ngdoms. It would be possible to live in a world where such forces stil
operated, and it would be necessary for the Special Ofice to return to
protect it.

Al'l through the night, the gun had whispered to itself, conversing with
Aden through the wires under his skin, or with the Ofice over the nonexi stent
frequencies to Lake Gl bert.

Etri dge nodded to Anderton. "All right. What are they saying?"

"The upper three traces"--the other man underlined sonme readi ngs on an
oscill oscope with his light pencil--"are using the old Special Ofice
channel s. Even the same scranble techniques." Anderton referred to an open
not ebook with tan and brittle pages. "Now, this one, you can see, is very
different. It extends laterally through several spectruns and trails off into
places |'d say exist only in a theoretic sense.”

"Qur unicorn?"

"Its eye, at least. See the simlarities inits wave patterns with those
of the first two transm ssions?"

Etridge did not, but he nodded anyway. "Any directions on then"

"The first and the third are directed mainly to Lake Gl bert, and the
second one is a responding signal."

"You say, mainly."

Anderton hid his enbarrassment behind his radiation scars. "Ah, they
al so contain secondary signals directed toward us."

"Us?" Etridge brought his face closer to the scope. "That might fit in.
The O fice could hardly resist speaking to one side of its world without
hinting to the other that something was going on. Bal ance. They hol d bal ance
very dearly, you know. "

"Sir?" Anderton had been concentrating on getting nore definition on the
signals, but they renmai ned unfocused.

Instantly, all of the screens across the panel were filled with ragi ng
light. Anderton started in his chair and braced his hands agai nst the consol e
as if the lum nescence carried a physical inpact.

Etridge jerked back too, the surfaces of his face closing shut Iike the
arnor of the hovercraft. Watch personnel left their stations and nervously
circled the roomto get a better | ook



This was in silence. Over it, Etridge said: "Wuld that be our unicorn
M. Anderton?"

"Yes sir," he whispered through the colors, touching one or two dials to
confirmhis own words.
"Does he still address us?"

"It's the eye, the eye, sir. It can't be the creature because it has no
power without its master."

"No nore than the Ofice which built the eye in the first place." Colors
counter-played inside the bridge, drowning the grids and Kessl er-graphs in
their swirling torrents. Etridge was dressed in his black uniform standing in
the middle of it. H s clothes swallowed the colors, and the netallic whiteness
of his skin reflected away everything but an occasional flicker of scarlet.

oscurely terrified by the colors' violent beauty, Anderton stood up and
backed away from his scopes and closer to Etridge's rigidly held bl ackness.
The ot her men, including Stanp, did the sane.

The ship's conputers whirred in their cabinets, digesting the flood of
i nformati on they perceived, searching their accunul ated records with neasured
desperation until an appropriate anal ogue was found for a particul ar unknown,
the resultant hypothesis tested and proven into a postul ate.

"Does it, the unicorn--is _that_what it's seeing too?" Tidal rushes of
brilliance beat against scope frames that had patent nunbers and
manuf acturers' plaques riveted to them threatening to burst out into the
room

"Could the. . . ?"

"That is what the Special Ofice had been watching? Ah, god." Anderton
crooning low, his voice human and unrelated to his own nachines for the first
time in nmonths. The man sagged within his uniform his w de shoul ders bent,
his pity and astoni shnent crowded the fear fromhis joints and let himsit
down and cover his eyes.

Etridge said nothing at all. He had established a circle of tired,
cynical tranquillity around him The lights had jolted himat first, but his
clothes and skin protected him Al the inponderable beauties of the world, he
hinted sinply by standing there with his hands cl asped behind him staring
straight into the scopes, could be shown to be no nore, and possibly |ess than
the sum of their conponent parts. Man, granted his peculiar affliction of
nortality, honed and sharpened through his ages of di sappoi ntnent, would
anni hilate first the wonders of magic and then the larger nysteries of death
and the soul. Beyond that, god m ght be discovered, cowering in the tunbled
ruin of his own failed creation, his neasure taken, and the universe shown to
be outside of his control. And then, even that would be studied and broken
They woul d be al one, safe, no | onger nenaced by nystery and the anxiety of
wondering, all the reasons for heartbreak contai ned and quantifi ed.

That was why Etridge had frightened Stanp; but he had never seen what
had driven the man. |Isolated by the limts of Anderton's scopes, the colors of
the unicorn's perceptions were still worse than any cold and | onely end
Etridge might | ead themto.

The alienness of what the scopes contained battered him and set up a
reaction that drove himtoward Etridge to share his protective despair. The
war, Stanp realized, was not nearly over. A specific eneny may have been
defeated or driven off, but his weapons renmained to be picked up by whatever
random god or madman m ght stunbl e upon them

Stanmp gl anced around the bridge. The colors nmade the forward part of the
room burn with a thousand different fires, and each one was squared and then
cubed by each of the succeeding spectruns in which it burned.

Etri dge stepped back to Anderton's station. He | ooked down the rows of
screens and then adjusted filter dials, timdly at first and then with nore
deci si on.

The conputers assisted with nore precisely defined paraneters. The
colors conpressed and withdrew fromthe borders of the screens; they began to
fit within their intended linmts on the Kessler-graphs. As though pleased with



their success, the conputers' electric murmuring eased; overload |lights
switched fromred back into blue. The patterns continued to resolve thensel ves
until, while they retained their stunning beauty, they were conprehensible

wi thin the experience of men. They no | onger threatened the mnd but only the
heart, and that could be controlled.

"The eye remuains," Etridge mentioned needl essly when the col ors had
gone, and everyone nodded as if he had suddenly made it true. "The unicorn can
still see with it, and the Office is still |ooking."

"Are we undetected?"--Stanp.

Etridge referred to banks of dials on the right side of the cabin. "No.
There seemto be various source detections, both reflective fromthat little
di splay you just saw, and crude spectrumranging fromthe highlands to the
nort hwest of us." Anderton nodded in confirmation

"Target?" Anderton asked upon finding his voice. He stepped back to his
position and ran his hand along the rows of toggle switches. Stanp heard the
turrets on the hovercraft's topsides moving.

"Not yet." Etridge waved himaway and the turrets quieted. "We'll be in
there tomorrow. W don't want to be bl owing up our own people." He | ooked at
Stanp. "The O fice, you know "

"It is our eneny, too?" Stanp asked fromfar away.

"Not yet," Etridge repeated.

Aden's campfire had burned through the night in three of the nearest
spectrums, excluding that of visible light. Discolored | eaves and tw gs of
certain herbs snoldered in the semicircle of rocks. He stanped it out, and
made t he appropriate gestures through the proper spectruns to fully extinguish
it.

It will be good to see again. He | ooked to the horizon, to the advancing
ocean, and chuckled at his pun

Aden rose, uncipped the scope fromthe holster and sighted down into the
forest. Fountains of infrared |ight poured upward fromthe near end of the
avenue as the hoverships warned up their engi nes. The dawn sun raked across
the treetops, shattering a tower of stained glass and another of yell ow
diamond with the weight of its light.

He chose a shal |l ow drai nage which woul d shield himfrom unassisted
observation and carefully followed it. After half an hour, he encountered a
cyclops lying across the trail. Fromthe snell, the thing had been dead for
some time, and there was a great scattering of bones and pieces of weapons
around it.

The sun nmoved up, warming the segnented carcass inside its rusting
arnmor. Ants crawl ed across the enpty eye socket of the nonster and gnawed at
the strands of tendon that |ocked its hand around a nace.

Aden shifted and noted a nmovenent on the left. He continued turning,
nore slowy, and saw a dwarf sitting on a rock above him He was playi ng
noi sel essly on a mahogany flute, addressing his songs to the dead cycl ops and
then to the other bodies around it. He paused and bowed toward each one in
turn. By followi ng his gesturing, Aden spotted nore and nore corpses on either
side of the gully until he estimated their nunbers in the hundreds.

Aden's surprise quieted. He renenbered that it was often the custom of
the men of power to conmenorate their victories, and sonetimes their defeats
if they had been at the hand of sone particularly worthy foe, with the
presence of such a player. Being made of magic, they |lived and sang by their
graveyards until a newer battle erased themor the power that conjured them
was itself erased.

Aden wal ked through the bodies. The flute player had eyes nmade of stone
and took no notice of him He passed close to the m niature human, bent near
to himand heard a tune he thought he recognized fromyears ago. If he had the
eye back he could have seen into the other spectruns where the song was being
pl ayed and | earn the true neaning of the battle.



The drai nage opened onto the plain before the City. He passed by the
scenes of other encounters, each w thout apparent reason or cause but al
havi ng been fought only between the adherents of magic. There were no shel
casings, no spent cartridges and no chenical residues that the gunsight could
di scover to show that his world had had a hand in any of them He found only
nore di smenbered nyths of the sort that carpeted the dry |ake in front of
Joust Mountain after the great battle there, swords engraved with stil
gl owi ng runes and baroque nottoes witten with dragons' bl ood on the ground
besi de dead gi ants.

Each successive battle site had its attendant watcher. They were nostly
built al ong human |ines but were invariably dwarfs or stunted, as if their
di m ni shed statures coul d exaggerate the inportance of an engagenment by
contrast. Sone played flutes like the first he had seen, while others strunmed
lyres carved fromrosewood and inlaid with pearl, nonotonously beat ani mal
skin drums with curved tal ons dangling over their rins, or just sang
wor dl essly.

Aden ventured up along the slope of the bill on his left as far as he
dared wi thout chancing di scovery by the hovercraft and found nore of the sane.
The | and was pockmarked with the remains of small, bitterly contested fights,

spreading in a rough arc around the walls of the Gty. There were no great

i nes which woul d have indi cated the nmaneuvering of organi zed conpani es toward
any goal. It was nore as if the magicians had enptied all the Cty's
grotesques out onto the foothills, told themthe slurs their brothers had
conmitted against their masters' nanmes, and set them upon each other until al
wer e dead.

The gunsi ght showed that the dead had many different kinds of magic
clinging to them but the nenorialists were forned froma single power. The
rhyme and neasure of their songs, when one could hear them indicated a comon
basi s.

A sea gull screeched in the air above Aden. It orbited himfor a nminute
and then flew off, back to its ocean to feed on garbage fromhis world's
appr oachi ng navi es.

Magi c, defeated by the examinations of his world, mght have sought to
affirmits own exi stence by turning upon itself. The men of power had
continued their internecine wars even as they prosecuted their |arger
of fensi ves against rationality, so it was not inconceivable that their
servants had attacked each other as their masters sickened and di ed. They mnust
have been the last, and the unicorn, alone but for its own servitors, may have
created the dwarfs to bear witness to their struggles.

Aden reached the foundations of the road he had left the City on. He was
in the open now but at the sane el evati on on which the hovercraft nust
approach; the forest would hide him Steles and pyl ons, many di scol ored and
snapped in half, bordered it. Everywhere, he conceived, there was
conmenor ati on and nenorial, projections of thought and alien sentinent that
reached through tine to connect the observer to the powers that had caused
t hem

There woul d be no such nmonunents rai sed by the people he had seen | ast
night. They will regard them as signposts whose exi stences will taunt them and
draw them farther along. The unicorn would be sought out for the sanme reasons.

Aden wal ked nore quickly. Last night he had put together reasons for
fearing the arrival of the men. Now he realized that he mi ght be one of them
Though he sought only the eye that had once been his, he was still here. He
had used weapons of his own world, the gun and his know edge of the tank
colum's analytic web, in destroying both it and the fairy castle.

A hollick the size of a ferret scuttled across the road in front of him
The gun was in his hand instantly. He tracked it until it disappeared into a
crunbling tomb on the left.

The gun humed irritably in his hand. He pointed it to the southeast, to
where the forest cane closest to the GCity's walls. H gh plunes of plasnma
jetted into the air behind peacock fans of questing radiation. The ships are



| ooki ng, he whispered to the gun, they are deci phering everything, every
deserted altar, corpse, creature, rune and scrap of magi cal rubbish |eft
behi nd.

Aden was sweating. Hs palms glistened when he held them open, and for a
monent he feared that their increased conductance would distort the gun's
per cepti ons.

"The old coastline followed this elevation, here." Bock traced a |ine
with his finger. H's hands were small and delicate, as was his body, and that
was perm ssible for a cartographer. He had been distrusted by rear echel on
peopl e because he had shown some fascination with the nature of the eneny in
the way he decorated his maps with fanciful castles and nythic bestiaries. For
t he sane reasons, Etridge valued his presence and his loyalty. "Assunming a
steady rate of advance, the ocean should be back to its original borders in
four years. After that, | would think intensive dredging can have the harbors
ready for deep water traffic in three nore."

"Very good, after seven hundred years."

"Better than good," Bock warned to the subject. "These peopl e never seem
to have touched the land. Bauxite, rare earths, pitcbblende so rich I'd think
that's what makes parts of this country glow at night, copper |odes you hardly
need to refine. And all that gold and silver and lapis lazuli they conjured up
out of nmud is transmuting back into stable nitrogen and phosophorus conmpounds.
The land' Il be a garden. It'Il be like comng to a new country." Bock | ooked
out the ship's windscreen, fitting his personal mythol ogies into degrees of
| atitude and | ongitude, feeling the earth whol e agai n between his conpass and
di vi ders.

They were wong about the man. He's ours, just infatuated with their
stage dressings; it's part of growing up on one's way to attack the godhead.
Etridge smled and Bock thought it was to share his delight in the new | and.

"Sirl" the man at the wheel called out to Etridge. "The City!" The trees
thi nned out as they cane onto the plain around the City's walls.

Etri dge pushed his hand forward and the engi nes accel erated in response,
blurring the | ate summer grasses beneath them

The wi ndows cleared to showthe City, |long quays and stunps of cranes
fronting the skyline of dissolving mnarets. Stanp had a notebook open and
recited the names of the structures he matched up with ol d photographs or with
the multi-spectrum pictures the unicorn's eye had sent back

Curving roads faced with marble intersected their path. G ass and weeds
had pushed between the paving bl ocks and were already splitting sone of them
in tw. Piles of skeletons could be observed on either side of the ships; each
one had a small creature playing a flute or lyre or other instrument standing
beside it. Stanmp saw themraise their heads fromtheir playing and stare at
t he approachi ng shi ps.

As they sailed by the players dropped their instruments and expressions
of sadness crossed their renotely human faces. Stanp knew t he white sides of
the hovercraft retained their gl eam and polish and specul ated as to whether it
was the ships or the creatures’' own reflections which caused themto | ook that
way.

Anderton reported that the players held no power other than that which
sustained their lives; they posed no overt threat. The source of the power
itself was identified and traced to the City. Anderton requested permission to
hit one of them but Etridge said it would hardly be worth the trouble.

The City's dinmensions sharpened as they approached. The port of Cape St
Vi ncent had been absorbed by an incredible mass of pal aces, guild halls,
temples, private fortresses, circuses and baths. They had all seen the
reconnai ssance photos and the architects' elevations posted for a hundred
nmeters along the main corridors of Joust Muntain. But they had not been
prepared for this. Even Etridge. He judged that the City was already in an
advanced state of decay. What could its beauty have been like five or twenty



years ago? It was possible, he admtted to hinself, that the force of the
City's splendor alone could have stopped our missiles in md-flight and
snot hered the bl ast of their warheads.

That was what the Special Ofice had dealt with every day for three
hundred years.

"Ever seen colors like that? Not like last night, no, but |ook, Iook

"Jeez, that dome, to the left of those three towers. You have that map?"

" H Town itself. 1'd never thought I'd get to see it standing up or
even want to."

"Ten, possibly fifteen kil oneters."

"I'magi ne the effort that went into that. Mist have taken at | east

The voi ces rose over the engines.

"And the lot of it falling to pieces |ike wet paper," Etridge said
loudly. "Look at them" He pointed out at the gaping nenorialists. "Look how
much in love they were with their own power and now with their own death. They
were in love with thensel ves, so deeply they acknow edged nothing el se." The
shi ps passed on either side of a tangle of skeletons with its attendant
pl ayer, and the blast fromtheir supporting air cushions scattered themlike
j ackstraws.

The conversation returned to the normal subjects of range, speed,
navi gati on, energy analysis. Etridge pressed his hands together on the grab
bar and permtted his eyes to wander away fromthe Cty. If only we were al
Andertons and Bocks. He knew that if Stanp now agreed with himit was as nuch
from unacknow edged hatred of the City and the wizards for failing as from any
al l egiance to him They had proved thensel ves weak and vul nerabl e. However
long their threat would Iinger in the world, it had shown itself capable of
defeat and could therefore be feared with a righteousness that hid one's sense
of divine betrayal.

Etri dge wondered briefly how much of his own thoughts were notivated by
loyalty to the world's way of doing things, and how rmuch could be attributed
to the wizards for having all owed thensel ves to be defeated and their dreans
with them Had he seen that, too, at Thorn River?

Stanp waited beside him referring to the notebook and maki ng
corrections on the maps with a pen. Bock was seated to the right of the
hel msnman; his arns were braced on the control panel as he patiently took
phot os of their approach. A cable connected the canera to the rangi ng
conputers and made it unnecessary to constantly adjust the focus.

"Have you found an openi ng yet?"

The pilot gestured toward the northern end of the walls that faced them
"Cate Five."

"What did _they_call it?"

"The Teachers' Door," Stanp volunteered; his voice was flat and
abstract ed.

"Cood. After all, we're here to learn. Aren't we, Bock?"

Bock nodded behind his canmera. "All we can.”

"All there is," Stanmp continued in the sanme tone.

"Anderton. Tell the second unit to find a position up in those hills
where they can see as nuch of the City as possible and still be in range of
everything but their smallest stuff. Make sure the area is secure. |If they can
avoi d those nusicians and their pet bone heaps, they should. No souvenir
hunti ng. And constant surveillance through all the spectruns as long as we're
i nsi de. "

"How far in can we take the ship?"

Stanp flipped to an aerial photograph of the Cty; it was in infrared,
so it had the appearance of a negative. "This avenue"--he indicated with his
pen--"leads fromthe Door to a plaza, here. Fromthere we can take either this
street or this one into the old section of town. That's where the only rea
power readings are |ocated."

"The uni corn, do you think?"



"The position is roughly the sane as that of the transm ssion we got
| ast night."

"The eye, too?"

Stanp shrugged. Another eneny blunder. Even he had been able to find it.
A year and the poor beast had not caught on to the fact that it was still
revealing itself and its master, if he was still around, to the world. "Sane
position, same power characteristics. Both of themrunning on identica
lines."

Etridge found hinself nonentarily depressed by the other man's words.
Unavoi dably, he felt that he had taken the belief from Stanp, rather than
havi ng nerely shown himhow fragile and insubstantial it was. Soon, he
t hought, the disappointment will break up enough to allow the hatred and
contenmpt to surface; then the desperate intoxication of the pursuit would
overtake him That was the way it had worked after Thorn River.

The ot her hovercraft fell behind and then glided away fromthem

Their ship paralleled the City's western wall. Fragments of vast nosaics
depicted the heads and |inmbs of unimagi nabl e beasts, great arnies of gilded
warriors and the slaughter of hovercraft such as their own.

Etri dge wi shed that the crew was speaking again, if only in astonishment
at the walls. The quiet in the cabin was that of the unbeliever in the
cat hedral , equally awe and enbarrassnent, each enotion refl ecting back upon
the other and magnifying it. There were only a few bodies this close to the
wal I s. There was not hi ng around which could dilute the size and majesty of the
City with its pathetic defeat.

At l|east there were the engines and the sounds of the scopes and the
antenna drives and conputers, all of themthoroughly uninpressed with the
rui ns whose binding forces they had striven for years to untie.

Etri dge knew that the application of certain radiant energi es would
instantly obliterate every nosaic that remai ned. Ot hers would cause the walls
t hensel ves to col | apse--which they would do of their own accord within a year
That woul d be incorrect. He might bury the unicorn before his ships could
understand it.

The unicorn was a servant, possibly still serving its master though he
had died. He had been the City's greatest magician, if the carefully edited
reports of the Special Ofice could be believed. The |lines of power that stil
connected himto his servant nmust be found and foll owed.

There it was. Etridge felt his energy returning. He sensed it growing in
Stanp and Bock and Anderton too. Sonmething at last to occupy the field that
had been deserted for the first tine in seven hundred years, sonething
overwhel mi ng enough to contain and aninmate their nortality and rage.

Carefully now, he rem nded hinmself. This too was a spell that could be
broken like all the others. He |learned how to preserve it at Thorn Ri ver when
t housands were incinerated while he gently probed and tapped agai nst the skins
of their destroyers. "Are we near the gate?"

"One kil oneter."

"There should be an approach road. Set it down there, five hundred
nmeters fromthe Door. We'll wait for the other unit to get established, and
then go in tonmorrow norning. Stanp and I, and two nmore nen will be on foot.
Wal ki ng speed, and try to be as careful as you can. |'msure the nuseum peopl e
will want to see everything as authentically as possible.”

"Tourists," Anderton snorted.

"No," Etridge said lightly. "Renenber, gentlenmen, we are not here. W
are hundreds of kiloneters to the west, exploring border |ands recently
vacat ed by our distingui shed adversaries."”

"I don't think Lake G lbert cares where we might be." The desol ation
remained in Stanp's voice. So many things were being taken from him so
qui ckly: the consequence of having clung to themtoo |ong.

"So much the better. We can live with their indifference. If they did
want to know where we really were, | think it nmight be just as nmuch to stop us
as help us along.” Mitinous talk, even for a conmander on the edge of



retirement and a continent away from his headquarters.

They drew |l evel with the Teachers' Door, swerved to face it and then
settled to the road's surface. Etridge appreci ated the drama of the scene and
hoped he was not overplaying it.

Anderton | eaned over in his chair and touched his sleeve. "Presence on
the walls, sir."

Bel ow Aden and several hundred meters to the west, the boat shaped
hovercraft waited while an identical unit sped away toward the hills he had
just cone down from The purity of their whiteness burned into his eye and
made it difficult to distinguish the turrets and antenna donmes that pebbl ed
their topsides.

Still only two of them He |ooked again and recogni zed Border Comrand
chevrons on their vertical stabilizers. If the world had chosen to ignore the
direction pointed to by the Taritan Valley, the air would have been thick wth
transports, wind ships and arnored helicopters bringing men to bury the dead
pal aces under linear steel and polymeric roadbeds straight as rifle shots.
Instead there were two renegade shi ps.

He reached the street. Wthered, whitened trunks of jewel-maples in onyx
pl anters bordered it, the skel etons of grotesque birds caught in their
branches as the sparrows had been in Gedwyn's garden. Aden sat on the edge of
one and tried to calmhinmself. He knew the City. They did not. But they had
phot os and maps and possibly the inmage that the eye, _his_ eye had sent back
to the Special Ofice. The ships could see through walls. They coul d probe
into solid nuclear masses and listen to the sound of his breathing on the
ot her side.

The wires under his skin were inert. Col dness occupied the enpty space
where the eye had been. The Special Ofice was absent this norning. Only its
weapon remained, and its eternal hunm ng seenmed to be of the same range and
frequency as the singing of the menorialists.

That parallel was too close. Both the Ofice and the men of power had
wi t hdrawn and vani shed. One |l eft the gun; the others had left the singers
| anenting over their remains. The Ofice has left its own nenorialist, too, he
t hought as he ran his hand over the blinded side of his face: ne.

He got up again and found wal king surprisingly easy. | amtoo young, but
that is acceptable. | am scarred, but nost of the wounds are on the outside
and all but the largest two are heal ed. Though they are Border Command, they
cannot know how to deal with real Special Ofice people. God, Special Ofice
peopl e barely knew how to deal with thensel ves.

Better, he nurnured, and found the skin | oosening around his jaw and
cheekbones. "These ironies," he began to the passing warehouses, "are not
necessarily self-destructive. They can be as amusing as the tricks of your
magi ci ans have been. One can hide inside of them be protected. . ." He cut
hi nsel f short when he becane aware of how | oudly he was speaking; they could
be listening, through the walls, fromkiloneters away.

They m ght not be the only dangers. There was hunger and thirst. Hs
rati ons of dried nmeat would be adequate for another week, and there was water
for three or four nore days. The wells of the Gty had al ways been infused
with magic (the properties of those in the red |light quarter, he renenbered
di stantly, had been renowned through half the kingdons of magic). Unnaneabl e
pl asmas, many whi ch he knew to be inperceptible to his gunsight, could fill
t he spaces between water nolecules. The Cty could abound in mystical booby
traps, snares, hair-triggered spells that might have enough power left to them
to kill him

H s steps becane nore certain. Just like the old days. Perhaps one or
two of the nen of power remmined, disguised as honunculi, or statues, or
nmerged into the very person and being of the unicorn and its attendant.

The war, if one's premi ses were properly phrased within one's m nd
m ght still be on. The awful gateway of death need not yet be entered to neet



t he nearest eneny.

The sun was goi ng down and the sky over the walls was illuni nated by
pi nk and gol den cl ouds spectacul ar enough to conpare with the fraternal wars
of the magici ans.

If he had the Ofice's eye he could carry on the search at night. It was
better that he should rest, wait and hope that the ships would be doing the
same. He found the town house of a merchant that did not depend on magic to
hold its walls together

He slept on a bed with blue vel vet hangi ngs around it, enbroidered with
the stars the wi zards had decreed should hang in the skies of their universe.
The room was paneled with oak, carved with bas-reliefs of the commerce of the
ki ngdonms of magi c: nerchants bartering over spices and rare essences, the
trade in slaves (dispirited scientists and sol diers shocked at the irrel evance
of their inherent rights and dignity), the dragon-runs where the great beasts
were bred and strengthened.

Etri dge had personally supervised the placenent of the tripods around
the ship. There was a noon, so the City was visible in the normal spectrum
The energies that bound it together could be seen through the scopes and
sensors, overlaying the walls, rising along with the towers and minarets or
runni ng al ong portions of the avenue that showed through the open Teachers
Door .

"Only the Special Ofice has seen it like this,” Etridge remarked to
Stanp as he swung the nmonocul ar away fromhim "O like this." The Cty's
jagged outline shone |ike mercury.

"Until they gave their eyes away." Stanp was intensely depressed.

"I"msure they kept some for their own. How el se could they be able to
wat ch their beloved magicians turn the rest of us into toads?"

"They were not like that."

"No? They were |ike you, then? Maybe a little nore caught up in their
own dreams. Enough so they could turn the w zards' crimes into gold and drop
their own weapons when they becanme too powerful and too true for themto
handl e. "

"And _we_ are not that way?" Stamp continued, |ooking at the City and,
fromthe sound of his voice, aging perceptibly.

"OfF course not. You've known that for some tine," Etridge snorted.

Stanp did not reply, but |ooked back through the |left side w ndows, up
to where the lights of the other ships were bright enough to reveal their
colors and keep separate fromthe stars.

Before he went to sleep, Aden nade sure that the room s eastern w ndows
were open and that the bed was positioned in front of them He was on the
fifth floor of a building which was, in turn, set atop a slight rise. The
gunsight's infrared range showed that the horizon would be visible over the
wal |l s in the norning.

The sun and the nmorning breeze carried salt air. Gulls circled in front
of the wi ndows. Their sharp calls rem nded Aden of the norning singing of the
City's nuezzins when they had come to announce the end of the w zards' testing
of each other and that it was safe to honor them again.

Aden awoke quickly. As he had during his first operations for the
Ofice, he waited for his eye to reach through the closed |id and nake sure it
was safe to nmove. He had continued doing that after the unicorn had taken the
eye, forgotten it and then picked up the habit again in the Taritan Vall ey,
safest and gentlest of all his world s places.

When the engraved eye told himnothing, he opened his own. A thick |ayer
of dust coated the room s furnishings and diffused the sunlight into dream
tonalities.

The air muffled the sounds of the City's continuing disintegration and



of the gulls singing to the fleets that would follow the ocean to this spot.
Aden stretched in the quiet, not wishing to get out from under the bl ankets.

He swng his feet over the side of the bed, put on his trousers, shirt
and boots, and found sone dried neat in his pack

He finished eating and sipped ni ght-cooled wine fromhis canteen. It
conforted himas did the dusty air, and set the various realities that hovered
near to himat a bearable distance.

He guessed the hour to be around seven when he reached the street. The
sun was coming over the City's walls; it caused the facing buildings and
nosaics to flare with stunning radi ances. One npsaic, unable to bear the touch
of the world's sun, crunbled soundlessly into white dust and drifted down from
its supporting wall to the cobbl est ones.

From Donchak's ol d store he could orient hinmself and reach the center of
the City. He clipped the hol ster-stock and the sight onto the pistol. Ranging
the nearby streets, he found nothing nore than residual energies and |lines of
force nortaring buildings together or animating decorative statuary.

He could not believe that the City was so deserted. Surely the despair
of the magicians could not have infected the conmmon people to the point of
sui cide too. But a great and fundamental underpinning had been renoved from
their society. Like the men who had ruled them they had |ived for seven
centuries in the denonstrated rightness of a certain universe. Then sonet hing
had suggested that they were wong, that the deaths of their sons and fathers
had meant not hing, that they had served shadows. The only ones who coul d have
reassured them had di scovered the sanme thing and left. Aden _had_ seen the
people of the City. They stood dunbly around the imagist in the village park
tried to start farms that woul d need water and fertilizer, wandering through
t he nount ai ns seeki ng gardens where nmgi ci ans had stopped tine.

He wal ked through the confused streets the wi zards had built. At
intervals his path was bl ocked by the rubble of collapsed buildings. Hs
gunsi ght showed hi m one heap that was only an illusion of some conplexity.
This disturbed himfor it inplied that there mght still be some magici ans
left inthe Gty who could be aware of his presence. Then he exanmined it nore
carefully and found that the pile of marble and splintered hardwods nerely
represented the decay of an equally imagi nary pal ace.

It had been common to retain a | esser nman of power or his assistant to
create the illusion of a grander building than that which one really occupied.
The practice was nuch favored by petty nmerchants and parvenus of all sorts.
After all, the Cty was founded on subjectivity. The power of nagic defined
reality and such illusions were often appreciated as nuch as the nore
respect abl e mansions built of actual stone and nortar

Aden stepped into the debris. It offered no resistance, becane invisible
once he was inside of it and then regained its apparent solidity when he cane
out on the other side. The comi c aspect of the scene was undeni abl e, and he
| aughed out loud for the first time since he had left the Taritan

Etridge, Stamp knew, was tall and sparely built, and woul d have passed
for a banker or a diplomat in any city of his world. He was al so strong for
his age, and the unhurried arcs of his novenents indicated exceptiona
reserves of energy and strength.

The City was before them the sun hidden belowits walls. The tapering
shadows of domes and spi ked nminarets pointed their darkness at the foothills
to the east. The bones and the other hovercraft shone in the new light as it
swept down the hillsides toward them Stanp noved closer to Etridge, hol ding
his automatic rifle in both hands. If one of the magicians or enough of their
power remained, and if he found hinself still capable of believing in it, he
conceived that it would be a sign to overpower or elimnate Etridge. But if
the fraud continued to expose itself and if the City kept dissolving before
his world's reality, he also knew that he would need Etridge, as desperately
as he had once needed his parents and then a wonan naned Sarah in the pl aces



t hey had each controll ed.

Grant and Hal stead were standing in front of the hovercraft, waiting for
them Both | ooked |ike younger nodel s of Anderton, stocky, well rnuscled,
unexceptional features; perhaps it was a bl andness of spirit that pernitted
themto stand in front of the Holy Gty with no detectable enotion. Stanp
recal l ed the emoti on Anderton had shown before the Iights, and thought that it
m ght al so be sinple courage. They were good, strong nen who wi shed only to
end the force that had produced Thorn River as well as the fairy castles;
because they followed Etridge did not necessarily mean that they foll owed his
dreans too.

Their unifornms were scrupul ously correct. Packets of electronic
equi prent studded their tunics. Stanp noticed that their weapons gleanmed with
cold and constant |ight when the sun reached them The npsaics and frescoes on
the City's walls remained i n shadow, and the contrast between the nen and the
hovercraft, and the City was startling.

[Ilusion; it means nothing, he thought, and shielded his eyes. |I'm
starting to think Iike him

Etridge carried a snall carbine that |ooked Iike a hunting piece. Its
stock was made from finely grai ned wood and the engine turnings on the action
lent a softness to the nmetal. It seened to be intended nmore as an insult to
the City than a threat to whatever might be left inside its walls.

The sentry pylons had been taken down and stowed inside the ship. As
al ways, it suggested the sea with its canted bow and encl osed superstructure.'
In a few years the ocean woul d be back and the true ships would be on it, as
they should, rather than floating over deserts and the deserted hi ghways of
t he eneny.

Agai n: nmomentum convergence, inertia building up in anpbunts sufficient
to overwhel mmagic's beauty or the sorrow for its passing, and propel them
past anything the nen of power had dared to dream or question

"Ready?" Etridge said to the City. He was distinct and sharply defined
before Stanp, as if the sound of his voice had closed the final perceptive
circuits necessary for the other man to see the world that stood around him
with guns and tel escopes in its hands.

"We've got as much as we can right now, sir. There's new activity around
the central location." Anderton was commandi ng the ship. No one questioned the
wi sdom of Etridge wal ki ng out si de.

"How so?" Conmuni cati on would be by voice with the ship follow ng them
wat chi ng over their progress.

"Customary variations on existing wavel engths and resonances. "

"Anyt hi ng unusual in that?"

"Only in concentration and variety. It doesn't |ook |like anything we
couldn't untangle if we waited."

Etridge considered this for a nonment. "No reason to wait. Gentlenen." He
gl anced at Stanmp on his right and at G ant and Hal stead back al ongsi de the
shi p, and stepped forward.

The air was quite still. In between the sounds of the decaying city were
t hose of the men wal ki ng, quickly joined by the whistling of the hovership's
engi nes. Stanp | ooked back and saw the dust clouding out fromthe inflating
pl enum skirt. The ship rocked a little and then rose a nmeter fromthe road.

Up in the foothills, the sun reflected off the arnmored surfaces of the
other ship. Stanp felt nore relaxed than he had t hought he woul d be, neither
did he feel desolate as he had before.

Etridge set an easy pace so it took a few minutes to reach the Teachers
Door. It was built fromslabs of pale granite that had been fused into a
singl e archway, seventy neters square. Strangely w ought projections of black
iron and bronze were spotted along its inner surfaces; they were the physica
poi nts on which many of the Gate's non-corporeal doors were attached. Behind
themthe two main doors had been | eft open

In contrast to the frescoed and nosaiced walls around them the doors
were blank netal, charred |like wood along their edges. Anderton informed them



over the | oudspeaker that the other doors of magic had provided the col or and
ornamentati on the w zards so | oved

Stanp gripped his rifle nore tightly to stabilize hinself against the
sight of the interior Gty. Its exterior had been unitary, conplete, bound
together by its nmuraled walls against their approach. Inside, it fragmented
into i nnunmerable parts, as if it were a di adem suddenly hurled agai nst a wall
inafit of anger.

They entered upon an avenue |eading directly east, so that it appeared
to end in the new sun. On either side its light gilded the rotting buil di ngs.
Statues and allegorical figures with the linbs and faces of beasts noved in
abbrevi ated, repetitive gestures.

"See it?" Etridge confided fromthe side of his mobuth. "Just as it was
outside the walls with the bone heaps and the singers. Everything devoted to
show and ornanent." He waved condescendi ngly at the ruined statues, and
several of themobligingly cracked and fell apart as they passed. Etridge had
known that they would before they had gone in, but the effect was worthwhile.
Grant and Hal stead joked to each other and Stanp found hinsel f fighting back a
tentative smle.

"The Avenue of Wsdom" Anderton informed them

"The appropriateness of our path continues, don't you think?" Etridge,
agai n | ooki ng straight ahead and speaki ng conversationally.

Stanp had nenorized the aerial views of the City, so he knew the name of
the street as it was spoken in the magicians' speech. He al so knew, as did
Etridge, that many of the triunphal colums and gesturing figures that |ined
the street commenorated the victories of nagic: Heartbreak R dge, the Third
Perimeter, Kells.

If Etridge was as human as he pretended to be, his cal cul ated arrogance
m ght be as much defensiveness as fromany intoxication with anticipated
di scoveries in the ash heaps. Stanp | ooked about himas he wal ked, and deci ded
that if it was true, Etridge's capacity for absolutes would render such a
di stinction neaningless. Etridge could carry the guilt of a hundred Thorn
Rivers inside of hinself and still chase his enemes, or their ghosts, or
their founding gods until they all dropped from exhaustion

A dying cyclops linped toward themfroma side street. Its single eye
was bl ank and yell owed, and its skin was gray with the nortal rot of Etridge's
worl d. Stamp guessed that it |lived because it was too stupid to understand
itself. Etridge could understand it and he signaled Grant and Hal stead to hold
their fire while the ship exam ned the creature.

It continued to nove toward them obscene, shredded genitals hanging
between its legs, the remains of quilted silk and gold mesh arnmor on its
shoul ders. Three years ago it had been happily passing its eternal life
crushing the enemies of its naster; three nights ago, Stanp would have cried
to see its ruin so clearly.

Etri dge kept wal king at his deliberate pace. The sun lit up his face and
uncovered a symmetry identical to the hovership's, cal mand i movabl e and
ultimately unaware of the strength the Cyclops mght retain because they were
| ooki ng through him using what nmagic remained to himas a |l ens that focused
the antennas and reflector dishes on the nore distant secrets of its dead
nast er.

Anderton said sonething and Etridge raised his gun. The small weapon
hardl y bucked and for a second the nonster stopped and stood, glaring
ridiculously at them H's skin then |ightened and granul ated |ike sand drying
after a wave. When he was al nost white his eye dusted away, the particles
falling straight down in the windless air, and then his head, and then the
torso, all falling down upon themnsel ves.

Etri dge nade a point of wal king through the powder that was left. Stanp
wondered if they mght not be going too far out of their way to tranple on
graves. But that, he renenmbered fromthe notebooks, was the idea.

The ship passed over the dust too, and when it was gone the paving
stones were clean.



Aden was gratified to find the house so easily. He had taken only two
wrong turns before com ng upon it. The flags and carpets were gone, so he did
not inmediately recognize it. But the blue tiled street was the sane, as were
t he perilously overhangi ng houses and the snell, though all of this was now
thickly overlain with rain-clotted dust.

Except for the desertion and neglect, the quarter had survived the
Wi zards' retreat much better than he had first thought. Fromthe hills, the
scope had shown himdisintegrating roofs and walls, their edges chi pped and
charred as if a burning rake had been drawn over them But the walls here were
put together with solid stone and cenment and faced with marble slabs hung on
iron pegs. The statues in front of the nore prosperous establishnents were
respectfully immobile, though they did copy the style and pose of those in
front of the magicians' palaces. If the materials were nerely physical, their
design, the twisting streets and high towers reflected the tastes of nagic.

Sone of the businessnen of the Cty had perceived that they could not
take it with them or did not care to go to the places where you could, and so
felt no need for nenorialists or ani mated gryphons fanning their grave sites
with stone wings, reciting their genealogies until time ended.

Aden struck his hand against his head to drive these thoughts away. The
wires were on fire again, the voice of the dead Ofice |leading himon to claim
what they had specffically denied him

The houses | eaned over the street. This m ght have been what Donchak was
feeling, he told hinmself, because this night have been what he was trying to
do.

The eye, he repeated to hinmself, the eye. | nust nove toward it. If | do
not then it may be shown that | amonly responding to pressures and stresses
i nposed by magic, ny world, and the O fice standing between the two, and that
I have no will of ny own.

He entered Donchak's house, brushing asi de cobwebs and decayed rugs. No
power remained in the latter, or at |east none that the gunsight could show
him As it had in the merchant's house the dust in the air masked everything
in afternoon light, slowing it as if the place had already been renoved from
present reality and into nmenory. He asked hinself why nothing in his own world
had ever seened so tender and renote. Gedwyn's face rose before himfrom
underneath the Ofice's healing scars. The sound of his own sharpened breath
drove it away.

Aden focused his eye; it seemed nore acute in this half-light. He had
been in the building one evening, years ago, but still remenbered the
pl acenent of the furniture, now overturned, the arrangenment of the roonms and
where Donchak's el aborate tea service had been

He went over to the serving table, opened the teapot and saw a crust of
dried sugar on its bottom He snelled it and caught a lingering hint of a drug
t hat had been fashionable in polite society when he was |ast there.

He put down the service and wal ked into the back room H's orientation
though it was now in daylight instead of by the nmoon, brought himto the
garden in the rear of the building. There were burn stains on the flagstones
where the trivial magi cs Donchak's custoners once paid himw th had turned
fromlum nous flowers back into the sul furous conpounds from which they had
been nade.

The wrought iron gate had been blasted off its hinges and | ay
hal f - embedded in the stucco wall across the alley.

Aside fromthe dust, Aden noticed that the ruin was clean. Though
deprived of souls, the artificial beings and honunculi the magicians had |eft
behi nd had still hungered. Apparently, they had fed on the City's garbage
while they waited for their masters to order themto war upon thensel ves. The
favorites of the kingdons fed on year-old fish guts and offal while his world
ate sparingly of neat and know edge, waiting in its air-conditioned bunkers
for the screanming and chanting fromthe east to end.



He stayed in the nei ghborhoods of the comon folk for nore tinme than he
shoul d have. The streets continued their turnings with nore sensuosity than he
recal l ed, but the course of his progress traced his menory with surprising
accuracy. The nondescript contours of the nerchants' quarters had inpressed
t hensel ves as deeply upon one section of his intelligence as the majesty of
the City's greater works had on anot her

When he reached the square, he found its dinensions as foreign as those
of Donchak's buil ding had been reassuringly famliar. The gun came to his
shoul der and showed him | enon and saffron plasmas pouring fromthe fountain.
They curled and spurted fromthe splintered necks and crani uns of nermaids;
contradi ctory shadows played over the statuary and the pavi ng bl ocks around
the fountain, blanketing the mdnorning light through all the dinmensions
perceptible to the gun.

The plasmas rose nore than a hundred nmeters and then fell in
asymmetrical arcs to the fountain and the square. Fromthere they ran in broad
streans that reached to the surroundi ng buil dings before they di sappeared into
t he paving stones or evaporated into a whiskey-colored mst. Through it,
twi sted homunculi |inped, blow ng on bone flutes or on bagpi pes with bell ows
made fromthe scrotal sacs of gryphons.

Aden gasped and ducked back into the alley, as Donchak had nmade hi m do
ages ago. The nmenorialists wal ked past him None that he had seen on his way
into the City had done nmore than play their instruments or sing; they had
never nmoved fromthe site they were nmeant to comenorate. That was their
function; that was why they had been created.

Aden felt his heart quicken. Sweat accumul ated on his skull and seened
to increase the conductance of his cranial net; it was singing with a vol une
that threatened to drown out the nenorialists. If only he could find sonme kind
of sense in the electric humm ng, sonething beyond nmere suspicion or feeling
to tell himwhat the Ofice wanted. If only, for once in its vague centuries,
the Ofice would say sonething clearly, specifically, definitely, even if it
was not hing nore than, yes, we still live and exist, and, therefore, so do
you. That woul d be enough. Enough to assure himthat the song was not the
synmpat heti c resonances that the hovercrafts' searching radiations struck in
the wres.

As he watched, two nenorialists came through the opened doors of the
cathedral. They were transfixed in the sight's cross hairs, franed by the
nmelted forns of nmermen and shrouded by the billow ng plasmas. The two circled
around the square and passed in front of where he hid; then out of the plaza
to an avenue which he remenbered to have been naned after a woman.

More artificial beings appeared in groups that becane | oose formations,
al |l dragging thenmsel ves out of the cathedral's darkness, down its nonunental
stairs and across the plaza, each one stunbling along to his own di scordant
tune, each new group prodding a surprised burst of electric thought fromthe
Ofice's gun. He felt its weight and texture changi ng agai nst his cheek as it
nodi fied the conposition of its amunition to deal with each successive
creature, and then nodified its own structure to deal with the recoil and
firing of its transmuted bullets.

The gun was a thing of infinite considerati on and acconmodati on,
continually adjusting itself to suit both the worlds of science and magic. |f
the creatures of nagic were to be slain, it would be with bullets that were,
ultimately, made of magic, rather than its tangible duplication. If the target
was from Aden's world, as the tanks had been, the instrunent would operate
along lines of rigidly defined nasses and energies. Wat, he wondered briefly,
pai nfully, had the gun formul ated for Gedwyn.

In its every aspect, the gun was an extension of the Ofice. Aden w shed
that its strength would fill the gaps so nmany years of equivocation and
bal anci ng between the absolutes had left in him There should have been a
normal history inside of himwhere conviction and doubt alternated, as did the
feelings of lIove and hatred, loyalty and deceit, defining a nedian between the
opposi ng extrenmes. Instead there was only the attenpt at the nedian itself



wi t hout supportive feelings on either side.

The magi cal creatures increased in nunber and variety. Tall humanoids
draped in dignified togas of jet silk marched down the wi de steps to the
square. In contrast to the nmenorialists, they neither played nor sang but
mai nt ai ned silence in the one auditory spectrum open to Aden. They carried
long tapers that were unlit in the spectrumof visible light, but which his
gunsi ght showed to be blindingly aflame in three others; the fires, gold,
turquoi se and amet hyst, swirled upward around their heads, illunminating their
austere and unnaturally drawn features with a startling radi ance.

Tame cerberuses paced quietly at their heels. They wore chains of |inked
and beaded di anonds around each of their three necks.

O her creatures in the shapes of nmen foll owed the taper bearers. The
gunsi ght showed themto be nmade and notivated by sinple enchantnents; even
Aden had sone rough idea of the physics upon which the magicians had
unconsci ously based their lives. They were cast fromnetal, and the chronmi um
bri ghtness of their skin reflected the noon sun as brilliantly as dragon's
hide; the lines of their idealized faces suggested the wounded severity that
Aden had observed in some Border fortress comanders.

They were dressed in dark blue velvet knickers and tunics with white
hose, trimed in a |l ace that was yellow and then ruby in successive spectruns.
Each one carried a bl ack cushion upon which rested some crown or decoration or
nmedal

The gunsi ght brought the decorations close enough for Aden to marvel at
their intricate beauty. Although static and Iimted, the coronets and nedal s
not only occupi ed distinct presences al ong each of the spectrunms open to him
but also clearly inplied honors that could be understood only through a grasp
of all the worlds in which the nen of power had held sway.

Under st ood.

These too, were nmenorialists. They were deafeningly silent, but they
expressed the menory of soneone powerful beyond imagining, who had won these
t okens of honor and courage in adventures near the the borderlines of death
and unreality.

So great a man as that, the gun renminded him was gone. Not killed, or
driven into exile, but fled before something nore terrible than hinself or any
power he might dare summon to stand with himagainst it.

Aden wondered if he could hear the wailing of the hovership over the
silence of the creatures. Not yet.

D anonds, rubies, opals and sapphires that held all the darkness of the
ocean the w zards had sent away, glinmrered on the chains of knightly orders,
| ocked and suspended in filigrees of platinumand iridium stitched as the
menorialists had been in the cross hairs. Their nystery and symnbolism shoul d
have been unapproachabl e. Aden whi spered: yet | have defined them cal cul ated
their range, atom c weights, compositions, nmeanings, constructed projectiles
to shatter them and all with a machine that is at |least half magical itself
and therefore incapable of such conpl ete understanding.

Grave and inperial, twelve ranks of the silver-skinned nen wal ked down
the steps of the cathedralL Straggling nenorialists scanpered around t hem
baiting the cerberuses, blowing on flutes and pipes, their grating songs
enphasi zing their silence. It rem nded Aden of nothing so nuch as a funeral

When the great men of his own world died, either naturally, or by the
assaults of magic turning themto stone in their studies or into salt on a
battlefield, nuch was done to mark their passing. Perhaps it had only seened
like a great deal in contrast to the cold, unrelenting rationality his world
had adopted in all its other dealings with [ife and the eneny.

First, there had al ways been the regiments of foot and horse and their
bands pl ayi ng the sl ow songs of norning. The pipers fromthe highland units
were al ways the nost poignant to Aden. They marched with a briefly halting
step that seemed to damup the skirl of their instrunents until what reached
the listener was an essence of wild sadness.

After that would be chanberl ains and other functionaries, displaying the



honors of the deceased on velvet pillows. On the dead nmen's orders and nedal s,
Aden suddenly renenbered, there had been dragons and centaurs and all the
other nmythic creatures that had been driven fromhis world when they assuned
actual, physical reality. But, at these tinmes, they still attended the great,
dead men of his world in mniature, surrounded by jewels and nottoes in
archai c | anguages, w apped about with the nusic of reginmental pipes.

If one continues the parallel, he thought, and if it truly is that
creatures of magic serve the nmen of power in life, but in death shift their
al | egi ance to those of ny owmn world . . . where has their treason occurred,
and why? Magi ¢ had al ways been thought of as having been reborn; Gedwyn had
told himthat. What had drawn the unicorns away fromit the first tine and
convinced themthat they should live their fragile, eternal lives on the
nmedal s, conmmenorating the achi evenents of his own worl d?

| am personifying again, he muttered through closed jaws. But (al ways
_but_, never _if_, as it had been before the Wzards' War) that was the first
hi nge of the conflict, that the allegories and metaphors and stories had
regained literal truth and power.

But (again), we never lost it. H s hand held the gun nore tightly. H's
i ndex finger was pressed painfully against the outside of the trigger guard.

The unicorn enmerged onto the cathedral's portico surrounded by sol emm
bl ack archers and fal coners with eagles on their cocked arns. Its attendant,
his gleaning body still swarmng with the tumult of battle and the hunt,
wal ked blindly at its side. Wien Aden had first seen him he had been kneeling
toward the altar, |ooking away fromhim Now he could see that he had no face,
just an elliptical surface that was rem ni scent of the doctor's at the
hospital, except that hundreds of tiny caval rymen charged and retreated across
it, then gave way to the coronation pageants of princes that had died | ong
ago. He had no genitals, no fingernails, pores, openings, nothing to inply the
flawed and fragnmentary life that aninmated the nmenorialists.

Aden took out the hilt-piece he had picked up near the first bone pile
to find a face for the being. The dryad's eyes opened and stared awkwardly to
the side until Aden turned it toward the parade. Tear tracks becane visible on
t he carved wooden face, although it did not change expression

Aden watched and felt its density increase until the fragnent was like a
| ead sinker in his hand and its eyes lost all power of nmovenent or suggestion
of life. These acts, he thought, nust have drained its |ast quanta of power.
Now it is like the stones of the City and will, in time, transnute into dust.

Last night this would have terrified himor increased the bl eakness of
his heart. Today, he found that it fit into the center of this Gty and into
t he observation of this parade. If the gunsight had been versatile enough he
m ght have been able to perceive the path along which its power fled, discover
whet her it dissipated into the air or if it was recalled by one of the
chanber | ai ns across the square who had decided that the dryad's face woul d be
better suited to the neck chain of the decoration he carried, rather than in
the hand of Aden

The face would not have fit the attendant anyway. Aden put the piece of
wood back into his breast pocket and returned his left hand to the bottom of
the pistol's nmagazi ne.

The crowd of chanberlains, menorialists, |ancers nounted on gryphons,
archers, taper bearers and falconers made it difficult to keep the unicorn in
sight. Still, it was as tall as he renmenbered it to have been; the arch of its
gl eam ng neck rose above its escort, and the point of its horn was at |east
four nmeters fromthe ground.

They crossed the portico and descended the stairs. Fromthere they noved
slowy to their left, following the perinmeter of the square and then crossing
bet ween him and the fountain. Aden caught the unicorn in the gunsight and
tried to determ ne whether the eye was still there. He found that the creature
did not even exist in the fourth spectrum but that was a place of linited
phenonena, and the unicorn's creator apparently had not thought it worthwhile
to occupy. The eye, however, did. It floated alone in the air, serene and



i ndependent, protectively encircled by |avender waiths and gryphons.

The wires bl azed under his scalp at |evels approachi ng actual pain. The
gun humed so loudly as it digested the incomng radiations fromthe parade
that Aden was afraid one of the passing creatures mght hear it.

He dialed the sight to probe the | ast three spectruns. The uni corn was
present in each of these, the beauty of its novenents unaffected by the alien
lights and presences that surrounded it. In the sixth, the eye was silver and
nearly indistinguishable fromthe ornamentation of the unicorn's chanfron. In
the seventh, it was like a faceted dianond, patterned by its interior
circuitries, while in the eighth it lost its corporeal substance and evi denced
its singularity only by a blue aureole of |ong-wave radiation

A sound drifted up one of the angled streets that opened onto the
square. Aden noted it, but it had to grow fromvague indirection to a distinct
purring before his conscious m nd detached itself fromthe sight of the
unicorn. Wen it did, he felt his heart and m nd suddenly sl am agai nst each
other and flatten into two di nensions.

He turned back to the parade. Nothing showed that any of them had seen
or heard. The mai n group--where was the catafal que? there should be a gun
carriage if this was to be a proper funeral, an ancient caisson with the
flag-draped coffin on it--continued at its measured pace. The unicorn itself
was within two hundred nmeters of where he was hiding.

The eye jerked around as he watched, sweeping past him and then aining
at the far end of the square where the first taper bearers were.

"I't knows," Aden whispered to the gun and to whoever night be listening
to the wires in his skull. "OF course it knows," he went on for hinmself and
for the benefit of the listeners. "How could the eye be there for years and
not have it learn howto see with it." Aden's voice rose involuntarily.

A menorialist shaped |like a hairl ess baboon raised his head fromhis
flute and | ooked directly at Aden. It was thirty neters away, but the gunsight
brought it close enough to let its dead, enchanted eyes bracket the vertica
line of the cross hairs.

The gun exam ned the creature, selected its amunition and fired with a
sound no | ouder than the air at evening. It guarded its rmuzzle flash as it
appeared in all of the spectrunms open to it. When the player dropped only the
uni corn noti ced.

Anot her nenorialist, this one a dwarf in a harlequin's costune, dragged
the carcass away fromthe |ine of march, obviously concerned that it m ght
cause one of the taper bearers or chanberlains to niss a step. As he took it
away, the corpse first turned olive, then tan, and then scattered away as if
it were nade froml eaves.

Aden knew that his finger had stayed on the outside of the trigger
guard. This did not trouble himany nore than it had when the gun had fired on
the tank col um.

The unicorn, or at least its eye had seen. It turned its face toward him
and Aden found it too beautiful to carry only terror with it. The eye, being a
thing of rationality, should have been beyond the reach of anything nade so
purely of magic. But the creature had found a phil osophic bridge, and had
possibly translated the information the eye collected fromthe world around it
into terns conprehensible to it. If the eye and the unicorn had becone a
single thing, they would be as renoved fromthe two eneny worlds as Aden felt
hinself to be, as the Special Ofice truly was.

It is_different, he becanme convinced. The gun butt was slick and warm
in his hand. Its power made it special even before Donchak had taken it and
given it to the unicorn. Now it and the unicorn had both becone sonething
different. He wavered in his desire and awe of the eye al one.

He felt something like hope for a nmoment. A synthesis of sone kind had
been achi eved and a middl e ground di scovered whi ch night be occupi ed by nagic
and rationality at the sane time. This could be the peace that had el uded the
worl d for seven hundred years.

Weakness canme into his joints, and his chest was filled with the wet



cotton feeling of fear. Sinply because so wondrous a being as the unicorn had
conbi ned the antagonistic realities within itself did not nean that its

achi evenent could be shared. And even if it could, if individual human spirits
could be made great and strong enough to reconcile the torrents of
contradiction that the unicorn's own eye and the O fice's nust have been
reporting, there was no longer anything left to conpel his world to accept it.
_They_ had triunphed. The unicorn's achi evenent was a bitter joke upon them
all.

They are coming in this triunph of theirs, he murnured to the unicorn
They are the hunters again. The duality of your vision cannot protect you any
nore than it protected Donchak or the Ofice.

The eye was still centered in the gunsight. The uni corn may have nodded
its head in response, or the novenment may have been a reflexive jerk caused by
t he sound of the approachi ng turbines.

Up and down the parade, various beings slowed and stopped. They turned
t heir heads questioningly, each |ooking through the one or several spectruns
which their creators had allowed to them Each found a different thing, and so
they reacted in different ways, some with what Aden took to be fear, others
with indifference, others with eager curiosity. It was difficult to read their
expr essi ons.

VWhat ever enotions the unicorn's face m ght have reveal ed were hi dden by
its chanfron. Only the two eyes showed. The bl ack and gol den horn noved |ike a
nmet r onome agai nst the fountain's plasnas.

Agai n: the caisson? Wio anmong all the nmillions of things and beings that
have died here is all, any of this neant to comrenorate?

Aden ducked out of the doorway and darted across the street to the
bui | di ng opposite him It was made fromgranite bl ocks and its stolidity
marked it as a forner government office. No attenpt had been nade to decorate
it or to disguise its origins despite its prom nent |ocation. This neant that
Aden woul d be obvious to anyone that happened to ook in that direction
Wt hout any maski ng powers or presences even the gun woul d appear as a fire.

That did not matter. The unicorn had already seen him and it was
i nconcei vabl e that the ship had not had hi munder some kind of surveillance
since norning. In either event, he was small and of little consequence.

He crept along a columed arcade until he was al nost out into the
square. From where he stopped, the cathedral was partially blocked by the
fountain, but he had a dearer view of the far end of the area.

The ship only seened to be near to himbecause of its size and the
arrogant clarity of its lines. Four nen were walking in front of it. One was
dressed in black while the rest were in a gray that matched the buil ding
stones around him

The gun reported themto be human. They existed in the sane formand in
the sane limted way in each of the parallel spectruns. The guns they carried
with themwere equally sinple and unitary, as was the absol uteness of their
functi on.

Conversely, the hovercraft follow ng themwas a thing of vast
conplexity. The sight showed it alternately sucking every scrap of information
fromthe dinensions around it, and then unl eashing great torrents of
active-probing radiations. In tw of the spectruns the hovercraft's antennas
ai med such anounts of inquisitory energy at the parade that inexplicable
shadows were Cast behind the fountain, outlining not only its statuary but
also the plasma jets, as if the ship was the sun and the magi c of the fountain
was a darkness in the world.

Di sh and flat panel antennas rotated slowy, carefully on top of the
hovercraft. Their pace matched the maddeningly rel axed step of the four nen in
front of it.

Was this to be the caisson and cat af al que? Aden suddenly asked the gun
Could it be that the unicorn had sutmmoned them as it had the sorcerous throng
and possibly Aden hinself? So many meanings: as if he were in a room roofed
and wal led with mirrors and prisms, each reflecting a different imge and then



breaki ng and comringling light fromothers, reflecting back on each other
drawi ng nore and nore tightly together in an antagonistic circularity that
envel oped hi mconpletely.

The Iine of marchers spread out laterally as they hit some invisible
barrier twenty nmeters fromthe ship.

Though they were turning on curving, bending paths, the beings continued
to nove forward. Aden saw themstiffen, rise on their tw sted spines, drop
their instrunments and then turn away fromthe whirling antennas. He adjusted
the controls on the scope, as nuch to find reassurance in their solidity as to
sweep the open spectruns. The stone col um stayed cool and |inear al ongside
hi s body.

Despite the alienness of the menorialists' faces, or those of the taper
bearers, he thought he could find a common |ine of know edge, despair and
denoralization. Wiether their eyes were made from stones set in ape's skulls,
or of sapphires in the faces of godly abstraction, he discovered the sane
sl ackeni ng, the same absent redirection downward to the paving stones, the
same tentative gestures of their hands or claws toward their heads as if to
catch the furious stormof know edge the antennas were forcing upon them

The second man fromthe left nervously ran his hand al ong the action of
his rifle and conpressed his eyebrows in fear and nystification at what was
happeni ng before him But that was all. The other three were inpassive.

The ship played its high siren wail behind them rocking on its air
bubble. Its guns and rocket |aunchers stayed fixed and all the notion of its
antennas was circular; like the magicians, its greatest power lay in sinple
gestures made to the acconpani ment of certain words, under auspicious
alignments of certain stars. The ship had no need for inelegant displays of
destructive power.

The nen stepped forward. The menbers of the funeral parade stood in
front of themfor a second. Then they turned away, facing fully toward Aden
agai n. They had been buried in enough information to suspect from what and how
t hey had been nade.

They found, suspended in the sinple web of Aden's gunsight, that their
heritage and ancestry were in free helium dust, deuterium splintered wood
and the | eavings of dogs.

O hers had found that they were nothing nore than thoughts, the
conpacted wave fronts of wi zardly imaginations. Wen they saw this, their own
sustaining beliefs in thenselves faltered and then crunbl ed. They dissol ved
from physical actuality back into the nothing fromwhich they had been forned.

No wonder the servants of magic were often so grand, Aden concl uded,
when many of them were inmaginations made actual. Created thusly, they had
never been conpelled to make any concessions to either of the real worlds.

Aden exam ned their faces as they bl ew away and, unlike the others which
wer e bound, however distantly, to the substance of the world, detected
resi gnation and even content nent.

The rest acknow edged the horror and watched their magnificent clothes,
finely wought weapons and their own linbs rotting through a progression of
nore stable compounds. They saw this and knew, irrevocably, why it was
happeni ng and why not hi ng el se coul d happen

Al the dreams of glory that they had saved fromthe departure of the
magi ci ans crossed their faces and ended as they wal ked away fromthe ship on
disintegrating feet, and then on their hands and the stunmps of legs turning to
sand and sawdust.

Wailing, nore terrible than what he renenbered fromthe convoys of
refugees fleeing Thorn River, reached himover the ship's engines. He was
wi tnessing a battle being fought conpletely on the terns of his own world for
there were no nore nen of power left to shape new energies to confound the
i nductive apparatus of the ship.

The unicorn with its attendant had stopped. Drawn |ike sl eepwal kers,
their guard of gryphon-cavalry and archers left them and proceeded cautiously
toward the ship. They | ooked stronger than the taper bearers or chanberl ains.



Muscl es built from essential energy pul sed under the gryphons' golden fur; the
riders were arnmored like knights, protected by terrible charnms and talisnans.

Their strength woul d nmean not hing. The ship was luring themwth its
open challenge to their power and to their belief that their own reality was
ultimately sacred and therefore beyond know ng.

He considered shooting them If they died, it would be as whol e,
functioning beings; their lives' nystery would be translated into the greater
nmystery of death. They were only the created, not the creators, and so would
not know of the possibility of this escape. But they were not the ones he
shoul d risk revealing hinmself for

The gryphons and their riders ended in the same way the nmenorialists
had. Sone vani shed so quickly and conpletely that Aden had troubl e being sure
if they had existed at all; since they were only thoughts to begin with, their
end erased their nenory as well as their present physical reality. He recalled
them seconds after they were gone, only in inpossibly distant suspicions and
flashes of déja vu.

The rest went nore slowy. They reached the twenty-meter |ine around the
ship, stood there a nonent, and then faced around to Aden, walking, it
appeared, into the earth as their bodies crunbled. The ship had shown themthe
dark that had al ways been under their feet. They had been created as lights
and beacons against it, but the gulf had been larger than the magicians had
suspect ed.

This kept on for half an hour. Then all of them were gone. Aden
estimated that there had been three to four thousand individuals, every one of
t hem f ashi oned from sone kind of nagic. Wthin an hour all their lives had
been transforned into formul ae, Llwellan Functions, mcro-dots and Hensche
profiles.

The four nen began wal ki ng toward the unicorn, and the ship foll owed
themlike an inmrense pet. Its air cushion kicked up thick clouds of the
funeral dust into the air, where a new breeze caught it. The gunsi ght showed
the cloud to be conprised only of static el enents, devoid of energy or
ani mati on.

The dust fell on his clothes and the gun's barrel. Aden worried for a
monent that it mght clog the weapon's delicate nechani sns, then decided that
it was too late for such thoughts. He | eaned out from behind the colum. The
unicorn and its attendant were where they had stopped when the hovership first
cane into the square. The dust of their thousands of retainers and protectors
al so settled on the unicorn's flanks and on the attendant's shoul ders, dulling
the brilliance of its coverings and tumult of his skin.

The City was enpty with shocking finality. Even that norning, there had
been the prom sing threat of |lingering magic strong enough to survive the
ship. Now the Gty was a conplete ruin, occupied only by its conquerors and
its last refugees.

Stanp wat ched t hem becom ng shrouded in the fog of their own
di ssolution. They spread out as they cane toward the ship, tripping over the
ones that had fallen in front of them He saw thempiling up in a w de sweep
before him their colors and hideous forns blurring together, sinking into the
pavi ng stones as they mlled forward and t hen away.

Anderton spoke to themfrominside the ship. The parade's wailings did
not drown himQut for he was talking in frequencies the dying could not scream
in; the ship adjusted that for him The effect was conforting, for it lent a
feeling of detachnent fromthe horror neters in front of him It was as if
they were only watching a filmor hol ogram of something that had happened | ong
ago.

There had been no sorrow in anything he had seen since they left the
forest. Small fractions of pity and curiosity, but little else. The city had
proven itself to be as fragile as Etridge accused it of being. The
sel f-destruction of the magicians' servants outside the walls had repelled



him It was a stupid exercise in self-indul gence.

Al'l he had wanted was a gesture worthy of their own myth. Instead he
faced the dried-out husks of puppets, phony, inpotent nonuments to mll ennial
frauds. Everything faded before Etridge and the col dness of his ship.

As they had wal ked down the Avenue of Wsdom the ship's radars had
di scovered an actual magician, |ocked and enbal ned i nside an egg of frozen
time, in a garden near the square. In a fit of unbidden hel pful ness, the
conputers had come up with the fornula explaining how it had been done five
seconds after they had charted its location. Two mnutes |ater they produced a

formula to crack the spell. Etridge did not think it worth the trouble for the
printouts al so showed that the magi cian had died as a consequence of its
casting.

Anderton's voi ce continued, needl essly explaining the nechanics of the
ruin occurring in front of them He noted that the nunber of creatures was
rapi dly di m nishing, but that the unicorn had not joined in their march; it
remai ned behind, five hundred thirty-two nmeters fromthe prow of the ship. Its
attendant was with it. It had the eye.

Anderton al so noted that the presence they had detected that norning was
with themagain, hiding in an arcade directly west of where the unicorn was
standi ng. He was human and had been with the Special Ofice before its
official closing. Wuld Etridge require nore?

"No." The parade had destroyed itself. A last menorialist ran back and
forth through the dust of his conpanions, gibbering repulsively. He tripped
and fell, exploding into white ash |like a dandelion blossom Etridge raised a
set of field glasses, surveyed the square and then notioned t hem ahead.

Stanmp found hinsel f wal king easily, taking |long, rel axed strides. He
coul d make out the contours of the unicorn and its attendant. Their scal e was
di m ni shed by the enptiness of the square, and the spaces around them were
vacant of any enchantnent. There were no nmenorialists left, no bearers of
candl es or honors, nothing to block the intrusion of his own world into those
spaces, to stop it from extending outward around the isolated unicorn, over
the City, over the half of the planet occupied by the men of power, outward
too, into the sky and the regions closed to god.

Anderton's voice acquired a rel axed assurance as they crossed the paving
stones. The air bubble of the ship kept blowing the creatures' piled dust into
the air, lifting it and sending it over themas they wal ked. At tinmes the dust
shoal ed thickly, becoming a tan mist that permtted himto stare directly into
the sun; it hid the walled horizon and the buil dings enclosing the square,
suspendi ng the unicorn and its conpanion |ike raindrops in a blank sky.

Stanp could not believe that this was what Etridge and the other Border
commanders had wanted. Al Anderton and Bock wanted was an end. But the
conmanders rmust have spent their waking ni ghts expanding strategic maps into
tactical diagrams, snothered with continually increasing nunbers of arrows:
green, brown, silver, black arrows thrusting agai nst the shadow eneny,
enfilading his flanks, blocking his routes of escape, herding himand his
enchantnents into indestructible, sterile bell jars. And then, nore
explicitly, the reality of where the arrow points and the shadows interfaced,
sneared with fire and lights rocketing back and forth against the parallel
spect runs.

This, he thought as he wal ked through the coarse haze, should have been
the tine when the ranjet bonmbers would have finally sought out the
aristocratic men, dressed in their splendid robes, attended by |egions of
f abul ous beasts.

He gl anced at Etridge, but found that he could not tell if the man had
ever conceived of the ending in such a way. \Watever sort of idea Etridge may
have saved for this time, it would have been nol ded by the thought of Thorn
Ri ver and what he had done there; it could not have hel ped but act like a |lens
upon the man's perceptions and dreanms. Like the eye of the Special Ofice, or
that of the unicorn, or Joust Muntain itself.

The wi nd di spersed the dust and the air was clear again. Stanp cradled



his rifle in the crook of his Ieft armand brushed sone of it fromhis
sl eeves. He did not realize the arrogance of the gesture until he watched
Etri dge do the sane.

Etri dge came cl oser and handed hi m his binoculars; they had a small
gyrostabilizer in them so they were no problemto use while wal king. The
man- bei ng did not surprise Stanmp. He had seen any nunber of animated statues
and artificial humans as they had travel ed through the GCty, and one nore, no
matter how wondrously constructed or covered with m niature universes, could
do nuch nore to his senses.

The uni corn, however, touched himacross the distance that renmained.

Li ke the attendant, it was covered by what m ght have as easily been its skin
as arnmor, all of it etched with designs of elusive complexity. Its right eye
gl owed and ffickered in its socket, flane like, having no iris or pupil to
indicate the direction of its stare. There was a burning in its left eye
socket too, but it was dinrer, behind, or possibly inside the jeweled
human-ness of the Special Ofice's eye; that one was clearly fixed on them

St anp unconsci ously sl owed, becom ng absorbed in the perfection of the
unicorn's features and proportions. It was, he conceived with the exaggerated
di stance of nenory, everything he had once thought the kingdons of magic to
be: outwardly magnificent, with an interior reality so foreign to the thinking
of his world as to be beyond its nortalities and brutal, knife-edged
hungeri ngs.

The eye fit into its lines and presences. In theory, that should have
been i nmpossi bl e. The eye should have qualified and flawed the unicorn; instead
it strengthened the creature with its know edge, turning it into sonething
that did not need the magicians.

"We're under attack fromthem" Anderton reported over the ship's
speaker. Hi s voice again sounded harsh and strident w thout the scream ng of
t he dyi ng underneath it.

Etridge held out his free hand with the palmtoward the ground. The
three other nmen and the hovercraft obediently stopped. Stanmp heard not hing
beyond Anderton and the ship's drag skids.

"Any probl ens?" Etridge asked conversationally. He notioned again, and
Stanp returned the binocul ars.

"A bit nore than we'd anticipated, sir. Could you conme closer to the
ship? It'd be easier to protect you here." Gant and Hal stead backed up with
their rifles raised across their chests. Etridge wal ked casually back, half
turning away fromthe unicorn

Stanp reached the ship and pressed his back against the flexible plenum
skirt. Air escaping fromit felt cool against his ankles. They had been on
their feet since they entered the City at the Teachers' Door

The cool ness enphasi zed the noontime heat in the square. Though it was
| ate sumer, the tenperature was rising above any possibly normal |evel. Stanp
felt sweat collecting under his arms and dripping down along his ribs. He
| ooked at his watch: 1:00. They had been in the square one hour and five
m nut es.

The fear building inside of himhinted that this was neither a season of
their owmn world or of magic's, but something new which Etridge night not
understand and which, in its understanding of him could escape, hiding and
stal king them through interwoven thickets of magic and rationality.

Stanmp knew his nouth and throat were dry. It was inconceivable that the
eye woul d not have been di scovered by the nen of power without the unicorn
participating in the deception

The centuries of the war had been defined sharply. Betrayal and treason
were nothing nore than the nmaintaining of an allegiance for one side while
serving the other. Then there was the Special Ofice, becomng lost to the
services and then to itself; now the unicorn. They were _apart_ fromeither
worl d, he thought in his fear; a universe of ungovernable multiplicities
suddenly rose before him

"Signhals into the area showi ng up too.'

Anderton's voi ce was di sjointed



and inmplied a great deal of preoccupation with the defense against the
uni corn.

"From where?" The heat nade Etridge's words sound nore enotional than
they really were.

The pauses between Anderton's replies becanme |onger. "CQutside. From
hone, sonmewhere. It's very weak and we're only getting it through augnentation
with the other unit." A full mnute of silence fromthe ship. "The broadcast.

This is remarkable! 1'd never thought that thing capable of so nuch new
stuff!”

"The broadcast?" Stanp found hinself saying i ngenuously.

"No, goddammit! The goddam horse out there!" The | oudspeaker roughened
Anderton's irritation and turned the rebuke into defensive anger.

Qui et .

"Are we | osing?" Etridge inquired mldly. He was |ooking toward the
uni corn and so addressed it, rather than the ship.

"Ah . . ." Voices were undercutting Anderton's. "No. No, | don't think
so. "

"What about the signal, then?"

"It's to a receiver in this area, using a cross-spectrumwave front.
Looks like a variation on what the people at Lake . " More delay, nore
voi ces fromthe nen away fromthe speaker mke; ". . . fromlLake Glbert."

"Special Ofice character?" Etridge's words were nmelting with the heat
and his outward cal mcould not protect them

"Yes. Or at least like it. Qur man is in the area of reception.”

Etridge's face closed its protective planes, muscles bunched under his
dry skin and scar lines that had been invisible flamed into redness, spelling
out the menory of Thorn River and all the suppressed agonies that revol ved
around it. He feels the world breaking apart too, Stanp thought; something is
t hrusting upward, underneath us. "All right. I want it, and the thing beside
it if you can get him Shoot to block its path of travel until we can get sone
ki nd of control onit."

Etri dge wal ked through the furnace air. Stanp's palms were stil
slippery, and he had trouble grasping his rifle when he followed. He raised it
tentatively. The unicorn and its rider swamin the space above the iron
sights, nmore insubstantial and equivocal than they had been in the dust.

Streanms of perspiration coursed down Etridge's face too. Hi s pal eness
gl eaned like the ship's. But his eyes were alnpbst glowing |ike the unicorn's
right eye: no pupils or irises, just mad illurnination and fanatic purpose
drilled into sheets of white netal

Stanp forced his breathing into regular patterns. The effort required
himto restrain his fear and to keep wal king carefully, one booted foot in
front of the other with the sane cadence as the ship's antennas.

"Come on. Cone on." Etridge, strained and urgent. He was gesturing
outward with both hands, the little rifle in his right, notioning Stanp and
the other two nen to spread out. "Block its exits. Don't let it out of the
square."

" the square?" Stanp nuttered to hinself. "The thing's nearly
stopped the ship and he wants us to corral it?" He found this |udicrous, and
it gave hima monent of clarity. The Gty is deserted, yet | feel it to be
overrun by unknown presences, secret agencies, madnen, lunatics, spies. He
wondered if this was how they had felt on the first day of the Wzards' War

Aden could not tell whether it was the heat alone, or if the wires were
at last maki ng sense. The net pounded against his mind with a symmetry it had
not had before, and which he distantly connected with the days when there was
an annunci ator connected to it; that had allowed the Ofice to speak directly
into his brain with the tone and inflection of his own thoughts.

He | ooked at the unicorn through the gunsight and saw great, violent
sheets of metallic light unfolding fromits guarded head and horn, bl anketing



t he spaces perceptible to himand reaching out to smother the ship and the
wal ki ng men.

There were shields around themthat dulled the Iight and turned it
asi de. Their conposition nmust have been infinitely conplex, shifting w thout
reference to linear time to meet the battering of the unicorn's magic. Mre
than the unicorn, the shields were largely beyond the capabilities of the
gunsi ght .

The nmen and the ship nmoved slowy, with obvious pain.

Aden braced hi nsel f agai nst the colum. He had no shields of his own to
stop the heat or block the frightening resonances that he saw through the
sight. He thought they were also visible at the edges of his vision, as when
one saw faint stars by looking for themw th purposeful indirection. That had
been the way the Special Ofice had | ooked at everything.

The attendant had not noved. Although it was inpossible to know, Aden
t hought that it was the unicorn's own creation. The other possibility that
suggested itself was that the giant was the unicorn's master and creator, now
ensl aved and drai ned by the creature and the singular vision it had acquired.

But its power, whether the unicorn's own or stolen, did not stop the
ship. Its shields expanded against the tiers of light in proportion to the
cl osing di stance between them The undul ating walls and wave fronts stiffened,
as if they had suddenly dried out, and long, irregular cracks ate at their
fluidity. The fissures spread through the unicorn's power |ike branches of
[ighning, all twi sting angles and |ines through which the bl ueness of the sky
shone with jarring tranquillity.

The fabric of the unicorn's power broke against the ship's defenses.
Both its eyes began flicking fromside to side, briefly snaring Aden where he
hid, pleading for help in the casting of its spells, and then jerking back to
t he advanci ng shi p.

The nmen staggered under the weight of the enchantnents the beast hurled
at them But the heat and the lights that infused all the hidden spectruns
only magnified the ship's progress, nmuffling its irregularities, blurring its
halts and hesitations into the senbl ance of relentless progress.

Aden pressed hinsel f against the stone, frantically asking why he had to
wat ch this.

The unicorn noved for the first time. It shifted its weight fromits
front hooves to the rear, apparently trying to find better footing on the
pavi ng stones.

It wavered, adjusted its stance again, and then took a step backward.
The attendant giant stayed where he was. Only the figures on his skin noved.

A shout came fromone or two of the men, and a thin hiss of probing
el ectrons and subatomnmic particles rushed fromthe ship to fill up the space
from whi ch the unicorn had just stepped, studying the nature of the absence it
created as thoroughly as other radiations continued to exanine its presence.

The nmen were wal king faster, noving nore at right angles to the unicorn
rather than toward it. Aden |ooked through the gunsight and saw gl obes of
shimering light with lines traced upon them formng within the ship's dish
ant ennas, and then flying outward agai nst the current of the unicorn's nagic,
toward the center of the square. Thick ropes of energy foll owed behind them
using them as anchors. Gradually, they contai ned and envel oped the eneny's
world. And if one had been captured, bound in uni magi nabl e chains, inprisoned
in a Chinese box of cages-wi thin-cages, each one confining the wizard in each
of the spectrunms he chose to occupy--what then could one do with hinf

Aden guessed. The hideous fantasies and specul ati ons of the preceding
nights, and of the entire time since he had left the Tarntan fl ooded back into
his mnd

Everyt hi ng, except the ship, the nen flanking it and the unicorn, was
held i mobile in huge calipers of light and energy. He barely noticed that the
City's pace of decay was speeding up around the square, where the near m sses
of the ship and the unicorn blasted into the walls and buttressed towers.

The gun was | ocked agai nst his shoul der. He found a shall ow border cut



into the columm and rested the gun barrel against it. Wth the bracing and the
gun's own internal stabilization systens, the inmage of the unicorn froze in
the sight. It wavered only when rolling currents of heated air bill owed
between them meking it seemas if they were separated by depths of clear

wat er and the ocean had returned and buried themin the mddle of their war.

"You!" The voice was far away. "Ad. . . Aden? Aden! Stop him" H n? The
uni corn? Hinsel f?

The wires burned, inflicting visible patterns of light on his
consci ousness, trying to reassure himwith the famliarity of their pain,
trying to distract himfromthe voice with broken snatches of coherency.

Tiny nunbers in red |ined the bottomof the gunsight; the unicorn's
range was exactly thirty-one neters. The gun spoke to itself and reformnul ated
and redefined its anmunition

At a range of twenty-eight neters he could see that the unicorn's horn
was not nade of gold and ebony. There was only a single tapering spiral of
gold that held an absolute vacuumwithin it. It was a vacuum of light as well
as of air, warmh, energy, life. It was a spear nmade fromthe darkness that
was supposed to lie behind the throne of god, the night into which even he
would, in time, tunble and be lost. It was an absolute, a thing for which
there coul d be no understandi ng or conprehensi on. Perhaps. That was how t he
gryphon-caval rynen had thought of thensel ves.

"Stop! Please! Aden, listen to . " Engines rising to his left and
boots falling rapidly on the paving stones. The ship was pouring i Mmense
anmounts of energy onto the square, dissolving the fountain and then drowni ng
the attendant where he stood.

The unicorn focused its own eyes and that of the Ofice on Aden
twenty-two neters away. The cranial net shrieked inside his skull, speaking a
single word that he had never heard before.

The gun fired at the command. Hi s senses, heightened by fear, saw the
iridescent bulb, electric blue and white, grow fromthe nuzzle, burning away
the skin on his knuckl es, exposing nerves and old scar tissue, expanding and
transmuting into silver and then into the deep chrome that one sees in
polished mrrors. The shell was without nass in four of the spectruns
perceptible to the gun, infinite in one, and wei ghing four, five and ei ght
granms, respectively, in the remaining three.

The unicorn faced directly into its flight. The shell drove into its
left eye, shattering the artificial one and then the nagical one in back of
it.

The gun repeated the sequence. This time the bullet struck the right
eye. Aden distantly heard nore shouting, hysterical and deafening in the
abrupt silence of the wires inside his head.

A wall of energy fromthe ship swept between him and the unicorn. It
fell and shoved himlaterally down the [ ength of the arcade.

The unicorn died behind the wall. The energies that held it together
erupted through the two bullet wounds, and poisoned all of the |ands and
uni verses into which it night have tried to flee and carry on the War

The burning air whipped itself into a stormand then into hurricane
circularities around the unicorn. It rose above the sound of the ship's
engi nes and the cursing of the nen's voices. Aden could not tell if he was
unconsci ous or buried under debris. Above him masonry and netal broke apart
wi t h thunderous reports. The ground under him quivered as nore buil di ngs
disintegrated and fell. To maintain the symetry of its own conception of the
worl d, the dying unicorn was draining all the nagic that remained in the City.
Sudden gaps were created which could be filled in only one |ogical way.

Logical. The node of death was that of his own world, not of the
uni corn's.

At the center of the winds, hidden fromhimby the ship's |last screen
Aden envisioned the part of its horit that was the night acting as a dark
pol ar star for the escape of the creature's soul. Its creator had been
power ful enough to have inprisoned that on the unicorn's forehead; the



creation of a soul so that the unicorn could follow and serve himafter its
deat h woul d have been conparatively sinple.

The horn shriveled, and the Iife of the unicorn fled into it. Behind it,
t he magi cal energies of the creature and those which it had torn | oose from
the City increased, effloresced and blinded Etridge, Stanmp, G ant and
Hai st ead.

They had huddl ed under the grounded ship for an hour while the unicorn
di ed, unable to nove because of the stormit had sumobned. Wil e they waited,
the wi nds outside reached four hundred and twenty kil oneters an hour and
drifting blocks of hard radiation bonbarded the ship's arnored sides.

It had taken another two hours for the dust to settle. There were no
nore plasinas spouting fromthe fountain when they energed, neither were there
any nenorialists |ooking for corpses to eul ogize or statues saluting their
appear ance. The unicorn had taken all the City's magic and hidden it in its
own deat h.

Etri dge | ooked around hinsel f. The afternoon showed t hem not hi ng that
m ght have been a recogni zable part of a building, so conplete was the
devast ati on. Coherency of formremined only in the paving bl ocks under them
and in the ship itself. The cathedral was gone, except for its stairs |eading
up fromthe rubble-filled square into blank air. Everything had been crushed
and |l eveled, as if the seven hundred years of war had never happened, as if
the wi zards had never slaughtered their mllions.

Now, Stanp thought, we have only our rnurderous phil osophy and the
weapons that articulated it to prove that the eneny had thrown their
enchant nents agai nst us, or that they ever caused things |like Thorn River to
have happened.

Anderton revi ewed the spectrums. The only thing left was the Speci al
O fice man and he directed Etridge to where he lay. Etridge wal ked stiffly
away from the ship.

Hs initial enotion was self-hatred for not having elimnated the man
when he had first been spotted. But he had never thought of the Ofice as
being terribly effective, except in confusing its own personnel --and
politicians and theol ogi ans when the time was appropriate. The man ni ght have
even hel ped them

They had intercepted the signals as they were broadcast to the man. The
conput ers had shunted aside any attenpt to decode them because it would
distract themfromtheir exam nation of the unicorn, and because they
recogni zed that they were purposely fragnentary and i nconplete.

As at Thorn River, Etridge had allowed this Aden to stay, half thinking
to see how the energies of magic played agai nst him and the ways they woul d
take himapart. As at Thorn River, he had | earned nore about the processes of
magi ¢ than the processes of men. He had di scounted the possibilities of Aden's
survival and his capacity for action. Being neither conmitted to his own world
nor having fully gone over to the other side, the man obviously existed in a
vacuum nothing lived, Etridge knew, outside of the great counterpositions of
rationality and magic, and all the man's actions must therefore be nothing
nmore than futile gestures, deprived of even symbolic neaning.

The man had taken the unicorn from him

Stanp foll owed dunbly behind Etridge. They could hear Anderton's voice
over the ship's speaker nmonotonously reciting the absence of extraordinary
phenonena in each of the parallel spectrums. The gulls came back over the
City, crying to one another, reserving their fishing grounds for when the
ocean returned.

Etridge's anger grew inside of him the rifle glistening where he ran
his hands along it. The | ast gateway had been snatched away from him at the
nonment of its attainment.

Stanp saw the volcanic light reignited in Etridge's eyes as they neared
the man. He was dressed in rags and | ooked |ike a beggar fromthe worst part



of any town in either of the eneny worlds.

The air was still thick with powdered masonry and rotted magic, so he
could not tell if he snelled as badly as he | ooked.

"Aden?" Etridge asked with brittle formality.

The man rai sed his head, |ooked at themw th his one good eye and
nodded.

"Special Ofice?" Etridge went on. Stanp fingered the safety on his
rifle uneasily. The cut glass exactitude of his voice indicated shock and
i nsanity.

"I was. It doesn't exist any nore." The other man sounded incredibly
tired.

"No nore than the unicorn does. Now " Etridge bent over, grabbed Aden's
filthy tunic with his right hand and easily lifted himto his feet. "But it
exi sted a nonent ago. Didn't it? W heard the signals. W saw what this toy of
yours did." He let go of the man and grabbed the pistol fromhis right hand.
Etridge stared at it for a second and then hurled it into the rubble. It
expl oded into gray snoke where it hit.

"The thing is over, sir. W' ve won." Aden refused to neet their eyes.
"Pl ease . "

"Narme of god | will!" Etridge roared. "You took the unicorn away from
me. Blew it up and packed it away in god and hi story where no one can get it!"

"You couldn't have . "

" _Then why kill it, Aden?_" Etridge had his hand around the man's shirt
front again, twisting the cloth and drawing his face closer. "Wy the words
fromyour damm O fice, or from whatever thing or nonster was speaking to you?
Why that bastard little gun of yours? Just refugees tal king to one another
right? Little, gutless mnds the war's used up and thrown away, to bother
people like me! That's you, Aden, and your bloody O fice! You know that?"

Aden tried to speak but nothing came out. Stanmp saw dark recognition
spreadi ng over his face, blocking his words. Simultaneously, a mrror image of
the sane enption crossed Etridge's face.

Aden tried to tell himabout the eye. "The Special Ofice never was. It
cl osed down . "

"It's still open. Just |ike you. And now that you, all of you've taken
the unicorn, 1'Il tell you what we're going to do!" Etridge paused. He stood
there for nmore than two minutes, |ooking down into the agent's eye, half of
him seeming to wait for sone signal to be broadcast to Aden from an antenna at
Lake G lbert or some outpost situated deeply within the terrible regions he
wi shed so passionately to explore and subdue.

"You're so lost in your own | anguage and your precious bal anci ng act
between our world and their's that you're half magi c yourselves. That's what
you'd want, that's what you'd like, isn't it? _Isn't it? " Aden nodded
stupidly to Etridge. "So we're going to follow _you_. Let you go, all of you,
and foll ow you and your goddamn bl eedi ng Special O fice!l And when you run from
us, when you run in the only ways you've taught yourselves, you're going to
lead us to and through all of the secrets that beast took with it." Etridge
t hrew Aden backward into the rubble so violently that he alnost |ost his
bal ance and fell with him

"We're going to chase your gang through every spectrum through every
di mensi on and hiding place you run to. You're cripples, Aden! Wien we nove
after you, you and your O fice'll run, it'll be in directions that we can
antici pate. One chase, one segnment at a tine. You' re going to teach us,
everything, until we don't need you any nore."

Stanp felt a vicious peace and contentnent inside of hinm his conversion
had not cone too soon. This way woul d take | onger, but the understanding and
the triunmph would inevitably be theirs. He knew that it would, both in his own
m nd and fromthe way Aden's face passed through shock into a despair so
profound that it could only be a reflection of truth.
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