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   FIREMAGGOT
 
   by
 
   Barbara Hambly
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is that it?” The dry autumn moon was halfway to full; Joanna Sheraton could just make out a sprawl of buildings below the hillside where she stood. The plans in the Ventura County Assessor’s office indicated a complex of stables, garages, outdoor and indoor tennis courts, a disused generator-house and what had once been a formal garden.
 
   Not a light shone. She wondered what it would look like by day.
 
   Moonlight flashed across her companion’s round spectacle-lense, touched the long beak of his nose as he moved his head. “I can’t imagine there’d be two of them.”
 
   “Are you kidding? There’s hundreds of these ‘ranches’ between here and Pismo Beach. It’s where rich people come so they can see for miles if someone’s coming after them.”
 
   He said, “Hmmn,” and took a silver-foil pinwheel from his pocket, and held it out in the direction of the house. No wind stirred the coarse scrub of the hills behind them: this far from Highway 33 the silence was absolute. Yet after a moment, the pinwheel began to turn, first slowly, then quicker, until its gleaming surface flickered in the cobalt darkness.
 
   Joanna whispered, “What does that mean?”
 
   Her companion whispered back, “I haven’t the slightest idea.” He replaced the Abomination Detector in his jacket pocket. “Let’s get closer.”
 
   Great.
 
   “If anyone lived there, the grounds would be lighted,” she pointed out, as he helped her down-slope with a grip that, though immensely strong, was as light as a cat’s. “Can you see the maze?”
 
   “I think so.” Even pitched low, his voice had the quality of brown velvet, extravagant as a third-rate actor’s. “It’s tremendously overgrown, but the shape of the power-circles is still there.”
 
   To Joanna, everything looked like darkness within darkness. But though the man beside her had often said that magic would not work in this world to which he had been exiled, Joanna had noticed that, like the wizards in his own world, he could see in the dark like a cat. Either that - she could not keep herself from speculating - or he had some form of a) internal echolocation b) psychic aura-detection of both organic and non-organic matter or c) hyperacute awareness of absorbed-heat radiation. Her experiments over the past ten months had proved inconclusive. She was just glad he could do it. They’d hiked a good two miles from the car and she hadn’t the faintest idea how to get back, with or without a flesh-sucking monster in pursuit.
 
   They had almost reached the fence – eight feet of chain-link topped with a savage coil of barbed wire – when he added, almost as an afterthought, “However, if I say ‘Run,’ I want you to run – without question, without hesitation, and without looking back. Promise me.”
 
   “I promise, Antryg.”
 
   How far, was another matter. If the thing she’d seen three weeks ago was any indication of what might be waiting for them on the other side of that fence, it wasn’t anything she wanted anyone she cared for to be facing alone.
 
   Antryg produced another device from his pocket – a hand-drawn thaumatrope – and, hooking the strings around his long, crooked fingers, spun it deftly. In the versions of this toy that Joanna had known in childhood, there had always been a bird printed on one side of the cardboard disk, which, with the speed of the spin imparted by the strings, would appear to be in the cage on the other side.
 
   The thaumatrope that Antryg had made had a cage on one side, and nothing on the other.
 
   Joanna wondered what he saw in the cage as it spun.
 
   A far-off noise – a whiffle of breeze through the electrical wires? – made her jerk around, cold with terror and shock…
 
   But listening, she heard nothing.
 
   There couldn’t be more of them. You asked and asked over every bulletin-board on the ARPANet, every server on FidoNet, GEnie, Delphi…
 
   Only two other people had ever seen them…
 
   But both of those, were within twenty-five miles of this place.
 
   She edged closer to her companion, and from where it was slung behind her backpack, grasped the weapon she had made – the weapon she hoped would work.
 
   “A bit far from town to worry about squatters.” Antryg turned right, made his way cautiously parallel to the chain-link barrier, nimble on the broken ground. By moonlight she could see he’d taken his sword, still scabbarded, from his belt, grasping the scabbard in his left hand while his right he passed along the fence, only a few inches from the wire: sometimes palm towards the wire, sometimes the backs of his knuckles in their fingerless gloves.
 
   “More likely The Daemon’s first wife keeping wives number two, three, and four from coming onto the place for whatever they can find.” According to the woman at the County Assessor’s office, the contending heirs to the Nedwick estate – which a former owner had named Misselthwaite Manor, a literary reference Joanna had had to explain to her companion — were still paying to keep guards on the property.
 
   “Did you ever see him perform?”
 
   “Oh, come on.” Joanna grinned at the recollection of herself in Middle School, fourteen years ago. “I was such a nerd never saw anybody perform.” A momentary vision of moving, in her aunt’s hand-me-down polyester pantsuits, through a giggling swarm of platform-shoed, flared-bell-bottom contemporaries… “And even if my parents had let me go to concerts, or if I’d had anyone to go with, I was just a hair too young for Firemaggot. Their peak year was ’72, and if I’m twenty-seven now, I must have been twelve or thirteen then. Though I remember whats-her-name in Middle School, Shoni Gilmer, dyed her hair with that red-gold-and-purple streak in it like The Daemon had, and got a buddy of hers to tattoo their band logo on the small of her back. I thought the PE teacher was going to have a stroke.”
 
   They halted where the ground dipped sharply. “Do you have those pieces of wood I asked you to bring?”
 
   She produced them, having earlier disposed of Antryg’s chivalrous offer to carry the backpack with the question, Will it slow you down if you have to fight one of those things? She sensed rather than saw his movement, and heard the fence-wire softly clang. “Can you crawl under here? It isn’t very high, but there’s something about the fence—”
 
   “It’s not electrified, is it?”
 
   “You won’t go flying back in a shower of sparks if you touch it, no.” His big hand took hers, guided her down the declivity to where he’d bent the lower edge of the fence up over a tiny gully, and propped it with the wood. “But they’ll know it, if we climb over.”
 
   Some kind of motion-sensor on the links. “They’ll know because they’ll hear me scream when I get to the barbed wire part.” The gap wasn’t large, but Joanna was a small woman, and – for all her pocket-Venus figure - slender. Feeling like she’d stumbled into a re-make of The Dirty Dozen, she lay flat and slithered. All I need is a rifle and a belt full of grenades. “I hope you can find your way back here,” she added, when Antryg – tall and thin and dirt-covered – stood up beside her again, brushing himself off.
 
   “I shouldn’t—” he began, but a sound – or what Joanna thought for an instant was a sound – made her gasp and turn, listening again, cold to her marrow.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Nothing but the hammering of her heart.
 
   When they’d discussed this expedition, Joanna had had no doubts: Of course I’m coming. You can’t drive a car.
 
   It had been daylight, then.
 
   Now, in the darkness, the only thing her mind could focus on was the horror that Chainsaw the Cat had so proudly laid on her pillow – embryonic, ghastly, dying but not yet dead – which had triggered the three weeks of search through libraries, computer bulletin-boards, microfiche files and public records. Antryg had said, It’s there. It has to be. And it has to be in the maze…
 
   And it had seemed completely logical at the time to reply, If those are the things it’s spawning, it’s got to be dealt with.
 
   Maybe that was the reason the wizards in his own universe considered him so dangerous.
 
   The house loomed on their left, lightless as Hell. Another wall of blackness, thick with the cloying sweetness of datura blossoms, blotted the stars ahead, uneven texture like cloud seeming to absorb the spidery light. She wondered if the little building in its center – the assessor’s plans had described it as a ‘belvedere’ in the 1920s, but it was called a ‘guest house’ in 1944 – was still standing, and if that was where this thing – if there actually was a thing – had been hiding all these decades. Her hand tightened on Antryg’s; it was one thing to read that the maze covered almost three acres, and another to confront that massed, brooding shadow. “Can you see the gate?”
 
   He produced the pinwheel again, held it toward the wall of hedge. It spun like a thing possessed. “It was supposed to face the—”
 
   The flat bark of a gunshot was like a thunderclap. Joanna spun, gasped, momentarily too surprised even to be frightened, and heard the roar of a second shot and felt something hot pass her face with a faint whitt. Antryg, with reflexes attuned to worlds where it wasn’t particularly illegal to shoot at intruders, grabbed her shoulder and shoved her ahead of him back in the direction they’d come, with such violence that she nearly fell. Shouts behind them: Joanna didn’t make out words but guessed they weren’t good ones. The iron grip shifted to her wrist and dragged her at a dead run, his other hand – he must have thrust the scabbarded sword back into his belt – catching her as she stumbled, hauling back her onto her feet.
 
   Another shot. Feet thudded behind them. Antryg zig-zagged, dragging her after his erratic course by main strength. At the fence he flung his coat up over the barbed wire – at six-foot-three, reflected Joanna resentfully, easy for him – and boosted her up after it with that strength that always surprised her. Somewhere in the run terror had seized her – after about the fourth shot – and she thought as she scrambled awkwardly over, I’m a sitting target up here…
 
   Even through the heavy cotton, the barbs tore flesh.
 
   The fence-wire clattered wildly under Antryg’s springing weight. She heard him curse as he dropped beside her, seized her—
 
   A man’s voice yelled, “Stop, goddamit it!”
 
   Three more shots followed them into the night.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Nothing—” The word was barely a whisper, forced from him by pain. Joanna paused, fingers sticky with the blood that glistened on his arm, glanced at his shut eyes and the still concentration in his face.
 
   She realized he was trying to use magic.
 
   She’d seen him slow bleeding, summon energies to keep shock at bay… work healing on himself and others. Elsewhere. Not in this world, this universe. She pressed a field-dressing over the wound on his arm – two dollars and fifty cents at The Survival Shop on Ventura Boulevard – hands fumbling with the violence of her own adrenalin-rush. Twisted a tourniquet tight.
 
   Thank God for deep backpacks.
 
   “Can you make it to the car?” Strangely, despite the trembling that had seized her, she felt completely calm.
 
   He made a gesture – frustration? Anger at her fussing? – with his uninjured right hand. “I can’t—”
 
   Then his breath hissed and his head came up, not in pain, but at some sound—
 
   This time it was unmistakable.
 
   A searing insectile whine, but loud. Like wasp-wings, if the wasp happened to be six inches long. Joanna’s tongue dried to the roof of her mouth and when Antryg shoved her to the ground under him she went like a rag-doll, heedless of the bull-thorns under her bare hands, the dust in her nose. Can it smell his blood?
 
   The noise darted over them, horribly close, only yards off it sounded like. Gone...? Back, filling the night.
 
   Can IT see in the dark?
 
   The dead thing’s head had been too inter-melded with the skull of the squirrel it had absorbed, to tell if it had eyes.
 
   Another thing Antryg could do, Elsewhere, not here… was make things that were after him look the other way. She could tell by the way he breathed that he was reaching with his mind into an inner darkness where there was nothing for it to grasp.
 
   Gone again…
 
   When they reached the car again he whispered, “I should never have brought you.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.” She eased the tourniquet as she’d learned in her first-aid course, wadded her gray car-sweatshirt around the wound and knotted it with a couple of lengths of wire from her kit. The bone didn’t feel broken. A graze, bloody but not deep.
 
   Frustration, despair, anger at himself cracked the blithe calm that was his shield. “Without magic I have no business asking you—”
 
   “We’re all without magic here,” Joanna pointed out, and put the Mustang in gear. “And we manage just fine.” She heard his breath catch, as the tires bumped roughly off the shoulder, onto pavement. Sinking moonlight showed her the road. She wasn’t going to turn on her lights til they reached the 101.
 
   He was silent all the way back to Tarzana.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   When first she’d seen him – daft, bemused, and much more Gandalfy in his long mage’s robe and cross-gaitered boots, in flight from the wizards of his own world – she had sensed the power behind that scatterbrained friendliness: the power and the danger, almost beyond his own volition to control. Now in the glare of the lightbulb that hung from the dining-room ceiling of the down-at-heels bungalow they’d bought on Porson Avenue, he had a stripped air that went beyond being shirtless, dirty, and smeared with blood. He had expected to be able to protect her.
 
   Protecting others was what wizards did.
 
   Stripped of his power, he had been as terrified as she.
 
   She threaded up a sterile needle. “Security guards are supposed to arrest people in this world, not shoot them,” she said, keeping her voice matter-of-fact. “Losing their jobs would only be the least of their troubles….”
 
   “Hence those last seven or eight shots, I suppose.” His tone answered hers, but she could hear him, struggling for his balance. “No witnesses, no—OWWW!!”
 
   He did not, she noticed, pull his arm away. “You’re the man who went head-to-head with Undead monsters and soul-eating blobs, and you say ‘Ow’?”
 
   She had waked last night – it was only their first week in the house, and its seventy-five-year-old noises were unfamiliar to her – to find him missing from their bed. Had seen him through the old-fashioned archway in the little chamber next-door, sitting on the window-seat in the moonlight, his hand held before him, palm-up. Instead of the concentration that one might have expected, his face – eyes shut, wide-lipped mouth relaxed – wore an expression of an almost frightening openness, like a man listening for a sound, scenting for a smell, impossibly distant, upon which the whole of his life depended.
 
   Isn’t there something out there… Isn’t there anything…?
 
   Magic was not something that Antryg did. It was what he was.
 
   She had gone silently back to bed. He had not rejoined her until it was nearly light.
 
   Now he said, “Neither of those monsters had a gun.” With his right hand he poured his third demitasse of Bacardi. There was Percodan somewhere in the boxes that still stacked every corner of the dark living-room behind them – courtesy of Joanna’s step-mother – but Antryg shared Joanna’s deep mistrust of drugs. Spells to defuse pain were another part of a healer-mage’s arsenal that were denied him; in his own world, the near-universal analgesic was vodka.
 
   In a quieter voice, she asked, “Do we call the cops?” though she guessed what his reply would be. With the back of her free hand she discouraged Spock – who at eight years old still had the inquisitiveness of a kitten – from playing with the dangling end of the suture.
 
   “And tell them what? What do we know that we didn’t know last week? Other than that men who’ll shoot witnesses will probably lie if we file a complaint—for which we’d have to give our address, wouldn’t we? Joanna, I should never have taken you—”
 
   “We will tell them,” Joanna cut him off firmly, “that we were looking for our lost dog—”
 
   “On the property of one of the greatest heavy-metal rock-stars of the 1970s?”
 
   “That’s where she ran away.”
 
   “Who died on the premesis—” His breath caught and he rather hastily gulped his rum. “Besides, if the matter becomes official, it will be possible for those who are protecting the mutandion to delay investigation. Once a mutandion starts to shed spawn, they can produce thousands in a week.” Without his glasses, his gray eyes had the wide earnestness of a mad scientist’s on a mission – not, reflected Joanna, the mien most likely to impress the Ventura County Sheriff’s Department, particularly when coupled with an unexplained gunshot wound.
 
   “Delay is what we can’t afford,” he went on. “They’re protecting it and they’ll do anything to go on protecting it: that’s what mutandion do. It’s how they survive. They hide in other worlds, and they acquire a protector. They give him or her the thing he or she wants most, needs most – you saw the plans of the maze. There was nothing that poor befuddled rock-star – and the owner of the property before him – wouldn’t do, at the inspiration of the thing in the maze. I’ll have to go back there, and it will have to be—”
 
   “Unless you’re planning on driving yourself back there,” said Joanna, “you’re going to have to—Damn it,” she added, as a knock thumped loudly on the door. “If that’s the real estate agent again with another paper to sign—” She yanked the backing from an adhesive panel, laid it as gently as she could over the shallow gash just above Antryg’s left elbow. He gasped again and reached for the rum-bottle as Joanna crossed the dark living-room (Ours! All ours!)…
 
   She flicked on the porch light, and opened the door.
 
   A very large man stood there in a blue uniform bearing the logo, HOLDFAST SECURITY. In his holster he had a very large gun.
 
   “Who are you?” he asked, without preamble. “And what the hell is in that maze? It’s done something to my partner. I gotta know what.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   His name, he said, was Enrique Saldana – “My friends call me Ricky.” In the glare of the dining-room light he seemed younger than he had on the porch. “Please believe me,” he added, looking worriedly from Antryg to Joanna with somber brown eyes, “Che – Officer Esparza – would never have opened fire like that—”
 
   “Were there just the two of you on duty?” Antryg’s deep velvet voice drawled a little over the rum.
 
   “Yeah. That’s not enough for that big a place, but both sides on the lawsuit are running out of money—”
 
   “And did you fire at us?”
 
   “Jesus, no!”
 
   “Then I’m afraid we have either an inescapable conclusion, or an unexplained situation.”
 
   “It’s not that.” Saldana waved as if to clear away their prejudices at being fired upon. “Che, you couldn’t shake him if you turned an army of chimpanzees loose on that rancho with uzi’s. But he’s changed. He’s… He’s weird.”
 
   Antryg’s gray eyes – normally wide and inquiring behind the Coke-bottle lenses – narrowed sharply. “And what makes you think the maze has something to do with it?”
 
   The guard considered him a little uncertainly. As well he might, reflected Joanna: the Godzilla earrings and the strings of beads – silver, plastic, cowrie-shell – around his throat combined oddly with the mop of graying curls and the sword-scars on his bare chest and arms. He countered with, “Why were you two trying to get into that maze?”
 
   Joanna might conceivably have been one of Firemaggot’s die-hard fans – the ones who faithfully trailed Danny Seven, Ted Blitzkreig, and whoever their backup du jour was these days to county fairs, revival shows, and the occasional Vegas gig for the ten-thousandth re-play of “Torment.” Antryg, though clearly not from this universe, had not the air of a man who had nothing to do but obsess about a band that had broken up ten years before.
 
   “What do you know about it?”
 
   “Nothing,” said Antryg. “We were going in to find out.”
 
   “Don’t.” Saldana took a sip of the coffee that Joanna had nuked when he’d turned down Antryg’s offer of some of the rum; Antryg accepted a cup of it as well. “Whatever’s in there — I swear to God, these last two months I’ve started to worry about what’s going to happen when one or the other of The Daemon’s wives finally gets hold of the property, and opens it up.”
 
   “Did Officer Esparza go into the maze?” asked Joanna.
 
   “Well, we all did,” Saldana explained. “I mean, it wasn’t – Holdfast took over the Misselthwaite contract from Ventura Shore Security two years ago, in ’85. It was mostly to keep the kids out – you know there’s always people who’re going to want to see where somebody died. The gate’s kept locked, but these sort of shrines that will appear outside it: flowers and album jackets and photographs and… what the hell was the deal with the giant worm?”
 
   “That was their logo,” Joanna explained. “The Conquorer Worm that transforms and purifies all flesh and frees the spirit to continue its journey … the Firemaggot, in fact.”
 
   “They took a giant worm for their band symbol?”
 
   “A giant flaming worm,” corrected Joanna. “It was the ‘Seventies.”
 
   Saldana rolled his eyes.
 
   “That Rolling Stone article you found about Firemaggot.” Antryg, who had re-opened the assessor’s map, looked up from it now. “Where did it say The Daemon got the name for the band? From a dream, wasn’t it?”
 
   “I think so, yeah. He saw the Firemaggot, he said: the thing that awaits us all at the end of time.”
 
   “Sweet,” sighed the guard.
 
   “Technically accurate, I suppose, depending upon whether one’s relatives choose to have one buried or creamated – which was The Daemon, by the way?”
 
   Joanna glanced at Officer Saldana, who shook his head and shrugged.
 
   “I never found out,” she admitted. She pulled forward the pile of her notes, the accumulation of three weeks of spare-time research in the Los Angeles Public Library and the Records Office of Ventura County, laboriously combing through micro-fiche and micro-film files where they existed, and photocopying reams of articles and records where they didn’t. Added to that were about three hundred pages of printed-out responses from the various ARPANet boards she’d trolled, and on top of the stack, an old Sixteen Magazine she’d found in a used-book store: that iconic shot of Firemaggot in their burning heyday, The Daemon (no last name – although in the legal battles that had followed his death, it had come out that he’d been baptized Harold Nedwick) fallen to his knees before the wall of speakers, his bare, muscled arms stretched skyward, back arched, naked torso glistening with sweat, long red-streaked hair flying in the blaze of backlights in that second before the curtain of fire swelled between band and audience. Immediately beneath it lay the People magazine account of his death in 1980, with late pictures of that crumpled, emaciated face, burning green eyes already sinking into sleepless bruises, looking closer to fifty than to thirty—
 
   And the still-more-disheartening “Where are they now?” shots of the other band-members on their ever-recurring Reunion Tours, with an overweight Danny Seven trying to squeeze himself into The Daemon’s iconic leather jeans.
 
   “As late as ’82 three of the wives were still in court trying to sort out who would be the executor of his estate, and his body was in a holding-tomb at Forest Lawn. Wife Number Two – and his sister, I think – were insisting on cremation, and Wife Number Five wanted to build a tomb à la Graceland, So those whose lives he touched could visit him—and stop by the gift shop on their way out, I’m guessing. By that time everybody was tired of reporting it, and I couldn’t find anything that said what finally happened to the corpse.”
 
   “And the manor originally belonged to a movie-star, didn’t it?” Antryg murmured.
 
   “Emily Violet,” provided Saldana, with unexpected enthusiasm in his voice. “She was in the silent films. She named the place after her favorite storybook, Che told me. There’s still this big statue of her in the greenhouse at the back, dressed up like some Roman goddess. She was pretty,” he added with a smile. “The whole house musta been beautiful, before it got so run down. Does it say in any of those articles—” He nodded, with an expression of doubt, toward the heap of photocopies and maps on the table, “—that when The Daemon was in High School he worked there?”
 
   Antryg’s eyebrows shot up, almost comically; Joanna said, “It said he grew up near there—”
 
   “He was one of the gardeners,” provided the young man with a grin. “That would’ve been in ’64 or ’65—”
 
   “So he’d have known the place,” said Antryg. “Interesting. And if he was a gardener, he’d have been in the maze. When was that maze laid out, Joanna?”
 
   “Forty-one.” After ten months of living in Los Angeles, Antryg’s grasp of dates – much less their cultural implications – was still shaky. “Before that there was a formal rose-garden, with a belvedere in the center. Then Emily Violet had it re-arranged in the ‘Fifties—”
 
   “Yes.” His long, crooked fingers floated across the photocopied map. He turned in the chair to look for his Army jacket, then seemed to remember he’d left the garment thrown over the barbed wire of the compound fence; leaned across to the pile on the table, to get another copy of the map The Daemon’s contractors had submitted in ’76, when the fountains had been put in. He held the two designs together, curious chains of rings and angles, pools and pits, lines of pillars and wide beds labelled broken glass, copper, salt…
 
   Nothing like the classic labyrinth of ancient design, or the Elizabethan hedge-mazes popular among the rich in the ‘teens and ‘20s.
 
   And some of those very strange design elements had been put in by Emily Violet in the ‘50s.
 
   Ricky Saldana asked again, quietly, “So what do you know about that maze?”
 
   Antryg replied, just as softly, “Tell me about your partner. Why did he shoot at us?”
 
   The young man looked aside. “I swear to God he’s not that kind of man! I worked with him two years, three years – he’s the salt of the earth. He’s the one who got me to go back to school, make somethin’ of myself, so I’m not gonna be a security guard all my life. I’d trust him with my life.”
 
   Antryg picked up one of his pinwheels from among the litter on the table, blew gently on it so the wheel flashed and sparkled as it spun. “And he’s changed, since you’ve been working at Misselthwaite?”
 
   For a moment Joanna didn’t think their guest would answer. They’ll do anything to go on protecting it, Antryg had said. That’s what mutandion do. The young man sat with hands folded around the coffee-cup, looking like he wanted to keep his friend’s troubles to himself. Then he said, “You know, you don’t notice at first? You just think, like it’s a bad night or whatever. We been working nights there since March, when they cut back security. I asked to take nights ‘cause I can come straight from school. Che took it ‘cause he wanted to send his daughter to dance camp, and we get time-and-a-half. Like I said, the people who try to break in are mostly just kids – or fans who aren’t kids, putting up these little shrines by the gate of the maze. Mostly it’s the swing guys who get them, and mostly they try to get in on The Daemon’s birthday, which was the ninth of June, or the anniversary of the day they found his body, which was the twelfth of September—”
 
   “Not the day he died?” Even as the words came out of her mouth Joanna realized what the reply was going to be— “How long had he been dead when they found him?”
 
   “Couple days, they said.”
 
   “So he must have been the only one with a key to the maze.” Antryg spun the pinwheel again, with his forefinger this time. “Curious, out in the hills like that, that searchers weren’t alerted by carrion-birds. When did your friend start spending more time in the maze?”
 
   “Musta been May, June—” Saldana startled then, and looked swiftly at Antryg. “How’d you know—”
 
   “Never mind that,” Antryg replied. “With forty acres of grounds to patrol I imagine it would have been weeks before you noticed anything odd.”
 
   “He’d disappear,” said the guard unhappily. “Usually we’d stay in touch—” His fingers brushed the hand-sized walkie-talkie holstered at his belt, “—just the usual, Everything quiet here, how’s your end, when the hell they gonna get rid of those stupid-ass uniforms on the Sox…? That kind of thing. Then I wouldn’t hear from him for a couple hours. Sometimes I’d check – Everything okay? And he’s like, Okay-fine, and switch off. But I’d make my rounds, and see little stuff, like maybe a trash-can had fallen over and he hadn’t straightened it up, or once I remember a cat that got caught in a shed. Che would have let her out, he loves cats—”
 
   “Don’t touch that one,” warned Joanna, as their guest reached to scritch Chainsaw, who had hopped weightlessly onto the table and was regarding him fixedly with demented yellow eyes.
 
   Saldana rather quickly withdrew his hand. “Nothing big, but it told me Che wasn’t making the rounds. But if I asked him, he’d say he had been, and the second time I asked him, he got mad. There was a guy got onto the grounds one night, not a fan, just some poor homeless guy. He got a crowbar from one of the sheds and broke into the maze, probably figuring he could hide out there for weeks, sleeping in that little temple in there and sneaking out to steal food. Che went in after him, while I sat outside the gate in case he came out that way. Che must’ve spent four hours in there looking, and came out saying he couldn’t find him. We locked it up again, figuring he’d yell to come out sooner or later. The day guys never saw or heard a thing from him, but I figured he’d got out sometime, though we never saw a sign of it.”
 
   “When was this?”
 
   “May.”
 
   “Before or after your friend started acting strangely?”
 
   “This is gonna sound stupid,” admitted the guard, “but I don’t know. It was only later, when it got real clear to me that Che was—that there was somethin’ funny going on—that I thought, Gee, maybe that homeless guy has something to do with all this? But by then I was just fishing. There was another guy, back in July—”
 
   The young man’s dark brows twisted down suddenly over his nose, and a look of pain flickered in his brown eyes.
 
   “Che shot him,” he whispered. “Another homeless, one of those guys who’re so skinny you know they’ve got AIDS or something. I heard the shots from over on the other side of the house and got Che on the mobile, and he said the guy’d attacked him, which is what we reported to the sheriff. But the knife that was in the guy’s hand when I got there – the knife we told the cops was the attack-weapon… It was Che’s knife. The guy was unarmed. And Che – it’s like he doesn’t see you. Like he doesn’t see me. I’ve talked to his wife – she’s my cousin – and she says the same. She’s searched the house and his truck for drugs, and anyhow, Holdfast drug-tests. But it’s like—it’s like I’m a stranger. He’s polite and all that, but it’s just, Hi, how’s it going, and then he heads off and I don’t see him – and don’t hear from him – for the rest of the night. This past week I don’t even see him at the end of the night, he’ll just call me on the mobile unit and say, You head off, I’m at the other side of the grounds, don’t wait—”
 
   Antryg asked softly, “Not a woman?”
 
   “No. Erica – my cousin – she swears – and I would, too – that’s not it. I’d see it. She’d see it. So then when you guys showed up tonight, and headed straight for the damn maze, and Che just comes around the corner, takes one look at you, and starts shooting… I thought you’d know something.”
 
   “Is Che back there now?” Joanna asked.
 
   Saldana nodded. “I called Dispatch and told them I thought you’d taken something from the house, and to get another guy out there, I was in pursuit—”
 
   “Oh, great,” sighed Joanna, and glanced at the clock. It read, one a.m. “So the cops are going to show up any minute—”
 
   “No, I switched off my mobile. I’ll tell ‘em I lost the signal. But you got all this…” He gestured again at the neat stacks of photocopies on the table, the maps of the house and grounds. The charts of the maze. “You say you were there to see what’s in that maze. Is it—It isn’t haunted or something, is it?”
 
   “If you mean, by The Daemon’s ghost,” said Antryg after a time, “or Emily Violet’s, for that matter—No.” He glanced at Joanna for permission, and she nodded. Might as well.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Antryg came back from the kitchen with a shoebox wrapped in aluminum-foil between his hands, the shiny foil dimmed by a thick coating of frost. Spock and Chainsaw, who had been prowling through the half-furnished rooms in the darkness, now both magically appeared on the table and regarded the box expectantly, as if, through freezing temperatures and layers of cardboard and metal, Chainsaw still scented her prey.
 
   “What the—?” Saldana drew back hastily after one look inside.
 
   Antryg shut it again, wrapped it. “One of the cats brought it in about three weeks ago,” he said. “It was dying, which was the only reason we were able to snap pictures of it—” He brought out the half-dozen prints taken with one of Joanna’s InstaFilm cameras: God knew what the folks at the developers had thought of them. Hoax? Joke? Special effects?
 
   “As you can see,” Antryg went on, “the creature had embedded itself in a squirrel—was absorbing the squirrel’s body into its own. You saw how the bones and skull—” He touched the box that held the squirrel’s remains, “—had been partially dissolved.”
 
   “You’re kidding me, right?” In Saldana’s voice was not the slightest suggestion that he actually thought he was being kidded, and he waved the box away when Antryg moved to open it for another viewing. “You’re saying that’s what’s in the maze? What the hell is it? Where did it come from? You showed this to anybody?”
 
   “To whom?” asked Joanna. “You believe us because you’ve seen what’s happened to a man you know well—”
 
   “You’re not saying Che’s got one of those – got something like that—” By his eyes, he truly, truly didn’t want to believe that of his friend.
 
   “No,” said Antryg. “That’s not really how these things work. I believe that what’s in that maze – and what has probably been there since the late 1950s – is some kind of a mutandion – a category of creature that one finds in a number of different universes…”
 
   The sharp motion of their visitor’s head, and the sudden sidelong look, told Joanna that her erratic roommate had just lost whatever credibility the physical evidence had won him. “Like you mean it’s from another dimension?”
 
   “Oh.” Antryg sounded a little surprised that there’d been any doubt. “Yes.”
 
   “And you know this how?”
 
   “I’m from another universe myself,” said Antryg, a response that seldom failed to elicit precisely the expression that it was now eliciting from the disillusioned guard.
 
   “And you’re here on Interlibrary Loan?”
 
   “No – that’s a long story.”
 
   Joanna sighed. At least he didn’t explain that he’s really the secret Archmage of the Wizards of the West… “He left his credentials in his other robe,” she said, and Saldana glanced at her under frowning brows.
 
   “You believe this guy?”
 
   “Does it matter?” Impatiently she yanked the foil off the box, opened it, thrust it at their guest. “Have you ever seen anything like this in this universe? Heard of anything like it?”
 
   “Hey, I’m not a scientist—”
 
   “You think a thing that did this to other animals – that devoured them into itself this way – wouldn’t have been on Wild Kingdom or some show like that? In the three weeks since we found this thing, I’ve been on the phone to every clipping-bureau and local weird-news newspaper between Pismo Beach and the Mexican border. I’ve hit every bulletin-board on GEnie, Delphi, on the ARPANet,FidoNet and UseNet systems, looking for mention of some kind of weird find like this, and I’ve found three, all of them in Southern California. Two were found within a week of this one. All of them were within a hundred and fifty miles of Los Padres National Forest, which is what’s due north of Misselthwaite Manor. Does it matter if we call it a mutandion or something else? Antryg’s seen them before, and he knows how they work. Does it matter where?”
 
   “It does if he’s making it all up.” Ricky had drawn back, and looked as if he were getting ready to leap to his feet and head for the door. “You show me a box of squirrel-bones and some other bits of stuff that don’t look anything like that picture—”
 
   “Quite right.” Antryg stood, and collected the box to return to the freezer. “And if you wish to return to Misselthwaite Manor and try to steer your friend into some kind of therapy for his personality change, Joanna and I certainly have no argument. But please – if you would – could you help us get into that maze? Because the creature that spawned this embryo—” He touched the box again, “—will spawn others like it, in appalling numbers. And it is almost certainly in that maze. It is drawing to it the minds of those nearest it, to increase its power, and to keep others away from it. It drew your friend’s. Very soon it will begin to draw yours.”
 
   “How do you—?” The guard stopped himself, clearly seeing his dilemma.
 
   You either believed Antryg, or you didn’t.
 
   “It will draw yours in dreams,” said Antryg gently, and Joanna saw the change in their visitor’s eyes. The shock, and then the fear.
 
   She asked, “You want to take both cars, or one?”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She was upstairs digging out a heavier sweater for herself when the yellow hallway-light darkened in the door behind her. “You don’t need to come,” said Antryg’s deep voice.
 
   She turned around, regarded him in the reflected 100-watt glare. “Neither do you, sweetheart.”
 
   He drew breath to reply, then let it out. Looking up into his beaky-nosed face, she found herself thinking, He’s forty-five years old. Since he was ten he’s been able to take charge of things because even then he was the most powerful wizard in the world.
 
   And now he’s not.
 
   He would have felt more at ease, if the Council of Wizards had cut off both his legs..
 
   His voice almost stammered over the words, as if they were unfamiliar to him. “I can’t let you—”
 
   She turned, and took his hand, almost twice the size of her own. “You can’t stop me.”
 
   “I—” And again, he let the rest of his breath go unused. Only stood looking down at her, naked helplessness in his eyes.
 
   And grief for what he could no longer do.
 
   Joanna thought about the thin, savage whine of the spawn’s wings in the darkness over their heads. About the way the squirrel’s bones had looked, liquefied and spongy where the thing’s head had dug its way through the skin. She had to take a few deep breaths of her own before she answered. “You don’t have magic anymore,” she said quietly. “I get that. But you still know what this mutandion thing is – this Firemaggot that The Daemon thought was his muse. You still have the knowledge.”
 
   “I know,” he said grimly. “And I know that I won’t be able to protect you from it.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to.”
 
   “You would if you’d ever dealt with one.”
 
   Since there was nothing else to say, Joanna retorted, “Says you,” and this brought back his grin. And then, more quietly, she asked, “Will you be all right?”
 
   He was a long time in answering. At last he whispered, “I don’t know.”
 
   She reached to put her hand on his wrist again. For a time neither spoke, for there was no more to it than that: that he was not what he had been, and was obliged regardless – because, she reflected wryly, that was what wizards did – to do what he had always done. Then his smile returned, tired and wry and daft as ever.
 
   “I suppose this is the night we find out.”
 
   When they came downstairs together – Joanna wadding her curly blond mane into a ponytail – Saldana was examining with gingerly care the sword that still lay on the table. “Is that a samurai sword?” he asked, as Antryg picked up his weapon again.
 
   “Of course.” Antryg unsheathed a few inches of razor-sharp blade. “I may be insane but I’m not stupid.”
 
   “Where’d you get it?”
 
   Antryg widened his eyes at him. “I borrowed it from a samurai.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Driving two cars – Antryg ahead in Ricky Saldana’s truck, Joanna following in the Mustang through the empty black of the Angeles National Forest in the dead of night – they reached the stone gateposts of Misselthwaite Manor at three-thirty in the morning. The moon had set. Saldana’s headlights showed up two other trucks on the gravel sweep in front of the house. When Joanna climbed out of her Mustang – her own weapon held ready - she saw that Antryg had his sword drawn, the old katana’s edge glimmering in the starlight. When the young guard had shut the gates behind them walked back, however, he made no comment. Joanna would have given much to have heard what Antryg had said to him on the drive.
 
   “I can’t raise either Che or Nagy.” Saldana slapped his mobile unit with the flat of his hand. From the license-plate on the three-quarter-ton red jimmy parked closest to the gate – GO NAGY – she assumed Officer Nagy was who Holdfast had sent in response to the young man’s call. “But the channel’s open.”
 
   “That may not have been such a good idea.” His left arm moving with gingerly stiffness, Antryg reached into his backpack on the truck-seat, and fished forth two pinwheels and a cat-toy of the fishing-pole variety, onto whose string he had tied three old-fashioned keys and a lamp-prism. “If you would stand over there for a moment, my dear – Ricky, over there—” He handed them each a pinwheel. “And watch out for—”
 
   Joanna yelled, “Incoming!” at the first flash of eyes in the darkness around the house but she thought Antryg had already dropped his cat-fisher and was turning. Saldana had his pistol out, tracking the three—dogs? They looked too small to be wolves—as they charged, but didn’t fire until they were within a few yards of Antryg. For her part, Joanna bolted for a spot far enough behind Antryg to be out of the way of his sword-arm, and he stepped forward as the first of the animals leapt for him. Saldana’s pistol crashed, Joanna had a flashing vision of staring wild eyes and snarling mouths.
 
   A yelp, the stink of the blood that bannered off the blade as it caught first one dog, then the third on the reverse-stroke – “Get behind me!”
 
   Since this was his first experience with Antryg in a crisis, Saldana just stood there, of course, looking around him at the night – waiting for another dog, probably, or for the ghost of The Daemon brandishing a flaming guitar. Something screeched insanely in the darkness over their heads and Antryg yelled, “Get down!” as a whirling ball of feathers and talons dropped out of the night and seized the guard’s face.
 
   Saldana yelled and fired again, panicky and ineffectual; Joanna heard him rather than saw, because she’d dropped to her knees in classic 1950s anti-nuclear-device defensive position and clasped her hands over the back of her neck. She peeked up in time to see the guard swat, scrape, thrash at whatever it was – owl or hawk – that was ripping at his eyes, as Antryg slashed again – a perfect katate kesagiri, Sensei Shimada would have said, that avoided Saldana’s head by inches – and the two pieces of the bird dropped in a shower of blood.
 
   Saldana dropped then into duck-and-cover and stayed there while Antryg crouched over him, sword drawn, listening. Then the wizard reached down and picked up the dropped cat-fisher, and held it up for a moment, glimmering in the starlight. Joanna saw the line with its keyes and its prism begin to slowly swing.
 
   Antryg straightened, blood-shook the sword and wiped the blade before sheathing it again. “Are you all right?”
 
   Saldana gasped out the incoherent obscenities of semi-shock as Joanna ran over to them and pulled the med-kit out of the backpack.
 
   “Look at me—” There didn’t seem to be any reason not to use the big flashlight to examine the gouges in the young man’s cheeks and forehead. Whoever was in the maze obviously knew he had company. “You got one,” she added, nodding toward the dead dogs. “Poor things—”
 
   “Coyotes.” He sounded a little more himself, though it clearly cost him something. “You see ‘em all the time around the garbage. But they never attack—”
 
   “Nor would they,” said Antryg, “if the thing in the maze didn’t know we were here. The same with the bird – a red-tailed hawk, I think.” He touched the bloodied feathers with the toe of his boot. “Do you want to stay in the truck?” he asked, as Saldana got to his feet.
 
   “Hell, no! I seen the movies – it’s always the guy who stays behind in the truck who gets lunched.”
 
   Antryg grinned. “Good man.”
 
   Saldana picked up the backpack. When Joanna reached to take it he said, “What, you think I’m gonna make you carry it on your head and walk ten paces behind us, too?” and she laughed. And to Antryg, “So, you gonna use magic on that thing in there?”
 
   “Well, that’s the awkward part of all this,” admitted Antryg. “Unfortunately, magic doesn’t work in your universe.”
 
   “So what, you were just wearing your Anti-Coyote-League t-shirt or something?”
 
   “Most magic,” he amended. “My magic, at any rate. And as you notice, at least outside the maze, the mutandion has to work with altering the minds of the inhabitants of the outer world: the coyotes, the hawk, and – unfortunately – your friend Officer Esparza. Inside it may be a different story.”
 
   “You mean it—” Saldana caught himself, as if Antryg’s words had finally sunk in. “Look, man, if Che comes at us, you’re not going to – I mean, you wouldn’t use that thing on him—” He nodded at the sword.
 
   For someone with a reputation in his own world for deviousness, Antryg had a tendency to be naïvely truthful at the most awkward times. “I don’t want to have to,” he said. (Well, reflected Joanna resignedly, Ricky probably wouldn’t believe, Certainly not! How can you think such a thing?) And when the guard opened his mouth in furious protest, he went on, “Which is why we need to find our little friend and dispose of it as quickly as possible.”
 
   At the gate Antryg turned back to watch behind them, sword held ready, while Saldana unlocked the silly quasi-medieval iron-studded gates.
 
   “And if it’s got magic and you don’t,” asked Joanna softly, knotting one end of a reel of kite-string to the gate-post, “how we gonna do that, Kimo-sabe?”
 
   Antryg sighed. “I honestly haven’t the slightest idea. Onward and upward?”
 
   “Onward and upward.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The first body lay about a hundred feet from the gate. The gate itself opened onto a transverse aisle, fronted with what had probably at one time been a wall of neatly-trimmed hedge – probably clipped into an ornamental arch that housed a statue, whose empty eye-sockets stared bleakly from the overgrown masses of inky shadow and leaves. Antryg sheathed his sword, removed his gloves, and held one hand – long fingers outspread – near the tangled wall of foliage, first to the right of the gate, then, crossing over, to the left. The aisle itself was nearly obscurred by the unkempt shrubs that formed the maze’s walls, what had once been wide, gravelled paths choked down to traces. He plucked a sprig of the nearest hedge, sniffed it, and whispered, “Yew. The tree the Druids planted at tombs, to guide the dead.”
 
   “What’s that sound?” Joanna whispered, and Antryg looked at her sidelong, in a way that told her that he heard nothing.
 
   But Saldana replied, “It’s moving. Behind the bushes.”
 
   But that wasn’t what Joanna heard.
 
   Antryg slid sword from scabbard again, and turned to the right. Ricky’s flashlight showed up where the body lay, down the first leftward-leading aisle. “What the—?”
 
   Antryg, after a moment’s hesitation, went to it, the others staying close behind. Joanna, too, knew what happened to whoever was bringing up the rear in any maze or maze-like environment in every horror-movie ever filmed, with the exception of the original The Maze (1953) itself.
 
   “Is that your homeless squatter?”
 
   “I don’t see how it could be. This guy’s been dead longer than since May.” With the barrel of the pistol he carried, the guard touched the dried and sunken skin of the outstretched hand. “Looks like a year, year and a half—”
 
   “Which brings up the question,” murmured Antryg, “of why neither you nor your partner – nor any of the other guards on the other watches – ever smelled him?” He stood, and looked back down the overgrown aisle, where Joanna’s kite-string disappeared into the darkness. “Where was The Daemon’s body found?”
 
   Saldana nodded toward the blackness that lay in the other direction. “About ten feet from here.”
 
   “Was he coming out—” Antryg’s boot-toe gently nudged the huddled shape before them, the arms in the decaying coatsleeves reaching toward the corner they had just turned, “—or going in?”
 
   “Going in.”
 
   Joanna said, “Right,” and reached back to shift her own weapon to the fore on its sling.
 
   Saldana whispered, “You gonna spray for bugs?” and Joanna replied,
 
   “Yeah. You saw the snapshots.”
 
   “And that’s gonna stop ‘em?” He stared disbelievingly at the old-fashioned pump-sprayer, slung on its strap around her shoulder.
 
   “Most demons are susceptible to silver,” pointed out Antryg. “Aqueous silver nitrate is fairly easy to obtain and won’t hurt a human – unlike silver bullets, for instance—”
 
   “Or your sword?”
 
   “Or my sword.” He grinned like a jack-o-lantern. “What did The Daemon die of?”
 
   “The police report said probable heart-failure,” replied Saldana. “But he was only thirty, for Chrissake. He had four refridgerators full of health-food, but he was starved down to a hundred and fifteen pounds. That would have done it. But it was hard to tell,” he went on, “because when they found the body – he’d been missing for like two days - something… coyotes, birds, whatever – ate off all the flesh of his face and hands. When they found him, it was just bone. Would this mutant-thing we’re looking for have done that? I mean, is that what they do?”
 
   Antryg said softly, “No. It wouldn’t have killed its protector. Which means that—”
 
   He turned sharply at the whirring of wings. Joanna spun, too, weapon to the fore, and in the dim yellow glare of the flashlight glimpsed the thing she had seen, three weeks ago, in her bedroom, that had caused her to – in between her grim search of bulletin-boards and clipping-bureaux – purchase a new mattress and new bedding and take to the dump those on which Chainsaw had deposited her prey. In its original form – without the twisted and misshapen body of the squirrel that it had been in the process of devouring – it was about the length of her own small hand, a gleaming aquamarine blue with wings like barbed silver foil that made a queer, musical rattling when it flew. She quelled her first panicky instinct to fire, tracking it as the flashlight beam picked it up, waited until it landed on an outthrust branch of a hedge before she sprayed—
 
   And had the relieved pleasure of seeing the thing spasm and flop, dissolving, to the ground a yard beyond Antryg’s feet.
 
   “Holy crap!” breathed Saldana. “It really does work! Good shot, lady!” Then he frowned, watching as the last fragments of the spawn melted into bluish goo on the ground in the puddles of glistening silver-black. “What’s that?” The beam moved a few feet further on, picked up a dark glister beneath the overhanging boughs. Hesitantly, the guard walked forward, knelt: touched the blackish dust and brought up to the light fingers darkened and queerly sparkling.
 
   “At a guess,” said Antryg softly, “it’s silver dust of some kind. We can take some back and test it – look, here’s more of it. This is where the body was found, wasn’t it? This very spot?”
 
   “Hell, I don’t know.” Saldana straightened up, looked around. “That was six years ago, and I don’t think these hedges have been clipped or any kind of work’s been done here since then. It was around here, but I can’t tell in the dark.”
 
   They moved on, into blackness thickly scented with roses and datura and the smells of drying leaves. Straining her ears for the silvery rattle of the flying spawn, Joanna found herself plagued again by the sensation of whispering, of fragments of barely-comprehended voices yammering just beyond the range of hearing, then dying away…
 
   “Do you think he knew it was here?” she whispered, to take her mind from the sounds. “I mean, do you think he became its protector consciously?”
 
   “He did a lot of drugs,” pointed out Saldana. “He could have been having tea with the thing three times a week and forgot about it completely the next morning.”
 
   “Not completely,” Angryg murmured, as they stepped through a gap in the hedges, and Saldana’s flashlight-beam glistened on a sudden round clearing whose floor sparkled harshly, eerily. “Consciously or unconsciously, the mutandion was instructing him in building a geo-sourced occult resonance-field—”
 
   “Is that broken glass?”
 
   “It should be.” Antryg consulted his map.
 
   “What do you mean, It should be? That’s looney.”
 
   “Not if you’re trying to maintain an open gate into an enclaved universe.” His boots scrunched on the jagged surface as he crossed unerringly to the right-most of the three aisles that opened from the clearing. “How do you think we knew that the mutandion was concealing itself at Misselthwaite in the first place? It took us – Well, it took Joanna,” he amended handsomely, “—almost three weeks to narrow our field of search down to south-western Ventura County, but once we’d done that, an hour in the Ventura County Assessor’s office let us pinpoint the exact location. When Emily Violet had the house built and the gardens laid out, this part of the property was a rose-garden. In 1941 she had a maze built, and if you look at the contractor’s plans it’s a perfectly ordinary copy of the maze at Richmond Palace in England. Then in 1953 she suddenly had the inner portion of the maze renovated, replaced the box-hedges with yew, and incorporated these… these nodes of glass, salt, iron, and water. The pattern partially reproduces many of the elements of a sigil which amplifies and channels psychic and supernatural resonances.”
 
   “Emily Violet?”
 
   Joanna understood the tone in Saldana’s voice. It was like being told Shirley Temple was an agent of the Dark Side. She temporized, “I don’t think it was conscious on her part. For one thing, from everything I’ve ever read about her – and this past week I’ve read a lot – I don’t think she had either the brains or the imagination to put it together that there really was something in the maze that was influencing her dreams. And for another thing, I understand that in her later years she drank a lot. She would just wake up with these great ideas. And God knows she had the money to put them into operation.”
 
   “In a way it worked to both of their advantages,” Antryg amplified. “The mutandion wasn’t obliged to explain itself or come up with reasons why it wanted her to produce a three-acre collecting-sigil… and Miss Violet was never obliged to… Ah,” he whispered suddenly. “What have we here?”
 
   And Saldana just said, “What???”
 
   What they had there, nearly covered with the overgrown branches that met thickly overhead, was a door. An oak door, its panels edged in carved flowers, set in a wall of plaster and wainscot—
 
   “That’s the door to one of the bedrooms in the house.” Saldana turned, looked behind them into the choked foliage of the path as if he expected to see carpets and lamp-fixtures. “Look, it’s got flowers around the edges—”
 
   “Violets.” Antryg pressed the old-fashioned lever of the handle.
 
   “You’re not going in there—” protested Joanna, but he was already through the door. Grimly, she unwound another couple of coils of her kite-string, and followed.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Where the hell are we?”
 
   “Somebody’s boudoir…”
 
   “I know where we are,” snapped Saldana, in contradiction of his question moments before. He switched off his flashlight. The room was bathed in the pinkish glow of three extremely beautiful Tiffany lamps. “I mean how’d we get into the house? This’s the front bedroom, but it’s got all different furniture.”
 
   Joanna looked around her at the deleriously swan-shaped bed, the swagged chains of white silk violets and gauze that tented it, the ebony dressing-table crowded with rouge, powder, lipsticks and the pink-papered walls crowded with photographs. A bouffant Dior dress lay across the foot of the bed, half-masking the shimmer of pearls. Sweet-peas and white violets crowded a pink glass bowl on the table – Joanna crossed to touch the petals. They were real, soft… picked that morning…
 
   A woman’s picture smiled from the dressing-table beside them, radiently beautiful. Joanna said, “What the…?”
 
   “That’s weird.” Saldana stepped up beside her as Antryg prowled to the curtained window. “That’s the same dress she had on in that last photo of hers for Life Magazine. The original’s downstairs. But she’s like seventy-five years old in the original… Why’d she take it in the same dress?”
 
   “She couldn’t have,” objected Joanna. “That’s a Givenchy she’s wearing, and he wasn’t even in business when she was this young. This is—”
 
   “This is what she sees.” Antryg came back from the window. “This is what she thought that photograph of herself in 1975 looked like. Probably what she thought all her own pictures looked like—”
 
   “She’s got to have.” Saldana turned from the wall of photographs, baffled. “Look at these. The police found a whole drawer-full of them, when they went through the house after The Daemon’s death. I thought, Man, they were gross at the time. Because she was like sixty or seventy years old… WAY too old to be posing for shit like this. But these are the same shots. Not just the same poses, I mean like, even the cat on the windowsill is the same.”
 
   Joanna said, “Wow.” Because Emily Violet, queen of the Silent Screen, was beautiful in them: beautiful and twenty years old, young enough to be posing in pearls, boots, and a happy smile. If she thought she really looked like this at age seventy-plus, no wonder she was smiling.
 
   “It’s what he paid her.” There was infinite compassion in Antryg’s deep voice. “What it paid her, the mutandion… And a simple enough gift to give. It gives you the thing you want most. The thing you need to survive.”
 
   “In return for what?” Saldana’s dark eyes narrowed. “Letting it take over the world?”
 
   “Good Heavens, no.” Antryg pinched a cluster of white violets from the bowl, tucked them into the buttonhole of his ratty jacket. “Well, of course the spawn do get out, and kill whatever they attach themselves to… but on the whole, mutandion aren’t any more concerned about the fate of their spawn than you’re concerned about the fate of the hair you leave on the bathroom floor. But as the mutandion gets older, it begins to produce more spawn… a great deal more. It knows to remain in the protected enclave, the mini-universe at the heart of the collecting-maze that its protector builds and defends. But the spawn get out. That’s the usual way of tracking one of these things. By the creatures that the spawn destroy.”
 
   He produced the map of the maze from his pocket again, studied it by the glow of the lamps. Almost to himself he went on, “And yes, they do take a person now and then… and as they age, that hunger grows, too. Generally the hosts oblige. And in time, the boundary between host and mutandion… erodes. They – absorb them, the way the spawn do, but more subtly. A few cells at a time. The host – the protector – generally isn’t even aware that he – or she – is being absorbed… that his – or her – thoughts – and flesh - are no longer quite their own. Only that they want, more and more, to be with their… guest. Their friend. Because in its presence, they have what they most want. And will do anything to keep it.”
 
   “Like let this thing live in our world,” said the guard softly. “And eat up people like Che.”
 
   Antryg seemed to hear the brittle fury in the young man’s voice, for he looked up from the map, startled. “Not our world,” he said. “A sort of… niche… connected to ours by a gate. Mostly it feeds on the energies that are drawn through the gate, the energies that keep the gate open. Without a collecting-maze of some kind, the gate will close, and the mutandion will starve. Most entities that cross the Void between Universes find the worlds they end up in, inimical to them in some way,” he added. “Lacking something they need to survive.”
 
   “Like you with magic?”
 
   Antryg was silent for a moment, gray eyes behind their heavy spectacle lenses meeting the guard’s. Then his glance shifted away. “Yes.”
 
   And Joanna thought – only it wasn’t thought but sudden and total awareness of truth: It’s talking to him.
 
   Talking in his head, the way it’s whispering in mine.
 
   They acquire a protector…. give him the thing he wants most, needs most –
 
   Appalled, she stared at his face, wondering if he was lost in thought, or simply… considering options.
 
   HOW LONG HAS IT BEEN CALLING TO HIM???
 
   Since first he saw the spawn three weeks ago, and knew there was one near-by?
 
   As if he heard her thoughts he looked up, his eyes meeting hers: wide, gray, and completely without innocence.
 
   And she knew she was right.
 
   She remembered his face last night as he’d sat by the window, hand outstretched… Searching the world, this universe, for what wasn’t there.
 
   Without his magic, he was not what he had been.
 
   He wanted it back. Wanted to be a wizard again.
 
   The silence between them was like the terrible stillness immediately before – or immediately after – the ending of the world. Joanna didn’t even know if she drew breath.
 
   Saldana asked, “So what does it need?”
 
   “The same.” Antryg turned back to him, casual and confident. “After its fashion. It wants the power to work its own magic, to keep itself safe with its dreams. It has that here, in the enclave – the mini-universe – of its own molding. When The Daemon first entered the maze in the early ‘60s, it recognized in him someone it could use. Miss Violet was nearing the end of her life… She wasted away toward the end, didn’t she?” He returned to the carved door, under which Joanna’s kite-string ran, opened it, and walked – without comment – out into what was no longer the overgrown aisle of the maze, but a narrow walkway raised a few inches above a white seethe of ground-fog. Shocked, Joanna looked around, as Saldana’s flashlight beam skated out over the darkness, picking out in the distance what looked like the shapes of standing-stones or walls…
 
   “What it wanted was its own world,” Antryg’s voice went on, from out of the darkness. “And we’ve been in it for about a half-hour now.” Somewhere in the open night, the rattling whine of the spawn’s wings whispered – in the panicky flash of the light-beam Joanna thought she saw a glint of silver, swiftly gone.
 
   “Can we get out?” asked the guard. “Like, follow the string—?”
 
   “If you don’t think the mutandion has had your friend Che, or Officer Nagy, cut it, we could.” They caught up with him on the walkway: he was holding the cut end of the string in his hand,the ground-fog swirling around his boots. On the walkway beyond lay no trace of any clue to the way out. “But simply departing would still leave us with a problem. Namely, that eventually one or the other of The Daemon’s wives is going to win that court-case, and either turn Misselthwaite into a tourist attraction like that place in Tennessee – Presleyland?”
 
   “Graceland.”
 
   “Or, more likely take advantage of the fact that this is one of the few large tracts in Ventura County that isn’t protected by the National Forest system, or already subdivided for development. A mutandion in its enclave is extremely dangerous. But what you don’t want is a mutandion out of its enclave, trying to protect itself from the world at large.” He walked forward, between the softly-billowing seas of mist, sword unscabbarded and seeming to burn in the starlight. “Trust me on that.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “So are we back in the real world?” whispered Saldana. They had left the causeway of mists – and the place where the walls were stone – and the interlocking tangle of reeking mud-filled trenches – behind them. They had passed a half-dozen nodes, as Antryg called them, where the small circular clearings in the maze were floored with salt or iron-filings or concrete blackened with the marks of old flame. The walls were yew hedge again, mingled with spiky-twigged bouganvillia or wild roses, or datura hanging like pale deadly elf-hats. Joanna had sprayed at least a dozen spawn – one of them on the back of Antryg’s neck, and how he stood still and let her do it she had no idea – and the deadly silvery rattle of their wings seemed to hiss and whisper all around them.
 
   Antryg replied softly, “Nowhere near it.”
 
   They had passed through the house twice more, once through The Daemon’s recording studio in what appeared to be present day – silent equipment shrouded in plastic, gold records and photographs gleaming faintly on the walls – and once through the same room as the doomed rock-star had known it. On the bench beside his black-and-purple Stratocaster there were sketches of the Firemaggot logo, The thing that waits for us all at the End of Time: like an early version of a Dune Sandworm, pale and eyeless and puffy, ringed and maned and striped in flame. The thing that will give us what we want… what we need…
 
   Around it on the sketchpad were lyrics Joanna remembered – “Two Lines of Tracks,” “Calling My Name,” “Torment” – and rough designs for those astonishing shows: groundbreaking, in the mid-70s, still talked about and emulated. “That was what it paid him, wasn’t it?” she’d whispered. “All those articles – They all said how he wanted to be the best, but that he wasn’t particularly good. Until he suddenly formed Firemaggot and turned into a Guitar God.”
 
   The maze was there, too, on that sketch-pad, as she’d seen it in finished form in the Assessor’s Office plans; aisles re-routed, new nodes laid out, consciousness and imagination superceding a vain woman’s dilattante dreams. She wasted away, Antryg had said…
 
   As The Daemon had wasted, once he’d inexplicably quit touring, to become the full-time servant of the thing in the maze.
 
   Crashing somewhere in the dark thickets behind them. Saldana swung around, gun pointing, but there was nothing. Still, Joanna knew they were being followed, and by more than one pursuer that sounded like it was the size of a man.
 
   “Tell me this,” whispered Saldana. “We gonna be able to get Che out of here when we’re done? Nagy, too – He’s a good guy, and he’s got a wife and a couple of kids—”
 
   “We should,” said Antryg, and all his old confidence was back in his voice. “But you must do as I say, exactly as I say, and without question. You, too, Joanna—”
 
   She cast a swift glance up at his face, the round lenses of his spectacles pale with the blue flickering light filtered through the leaves ahead. “What about you?”
 
   “I know what I’m doing. I just need the two of you to keep them off me…”
 
   She started to ask, “Keep what—?” when there was a salvo of shots, and the things burst out of the hedge.
 
   There were three of them, but only two were in good enough shape to walk. The third – crawling, stumping like a hump-backed worm – had been dead longer than the others. Saldana yelled something like “Yahhh!” and fired at the nearest, which swung at him with what looked like the handle of a garden-rake: Joanna had a glimpse of the rotted face, the withered hands, but what she recognized was the dirty checked coat of the corpse they’d found near the start of the maze.
 
   Evidently the mutandion’s power within the maze extended far beyond maddened coyotes and hawks.
 
   At the end of the aisle two shadows fired on them, that she could only assume were Che Esparza and Officer Nagy. She snatched up the rake-handle as Saldana’s shots knocked the first zombie sprawling, shoved her AgNO-pump around behind her and dug in her backpack for a cleaver. When she’d packed it she hadn’t been completely sure she’d be prepared to use it, but when the second zombie grabbed Saldana by the throat and the first one started to get up again – the crawler throwing its long arms around her thighs to bring her down with its weight alone – she found her hesitations dissolved quickly. One whack took the crawler’s head most of the way off – there was, she thanked Heaven, no blood left in the dessicated arteries – and a second took off one of the arms at the elbow. Joanna scrambled free as Saldana’s shots brought down one of the other zombies as well, and she strode in and took off the head before it could get up again.
 
   Amazing what a good martial-arts class did for your reflexes.
 
   The queer blue light that had flickered around the next corner flared suddenly brighter, and the whispering mutter that had plagued her thoughts took shape: Needs my help, Saldana needs my help…
 
   She’d shoved the rake-handle in his hand and dove to relieve the second – and now downed – zombie of its weapon, a weighted length of chain, even as the shadows of Esparza and Nagy came running at them.
 
   Can’t defeat them without me…
 
   Dimly, she heard Antryg shouting her name.
 
   Keep them off me, he’d said.
 
   “I’m good!” yelled Saldana, and Joanna wrenched herself away (If I leave he’ll die, and it will be my fault…) and headed after Antryg at a run.
 
   She saw the Firemaggot and she saw Antryg with six of the spawn on him, and only paused long enough to note, Not as big as the sand-worms in the movie, anyway, before standing off and pumping silver nitrate at the winged things that clung to the wizard’s face, shoulders, and hair. Even as she pumped the Firemaggot struck, startlingly quick for its leathery bulk; the flame that swirled from its head and gills at least was no illusion. She could feel the oily heat on her face as its toothed mouth ripped the leg of Antryg’s jeans. Antryg’s katana sliced into the thick flesh above the mutandion’s many-fanged mouth and the creature drew back, changed direction, struck again, this time at her—
 
   Joanna pumped the blackish silver nitrate at it and thought, This had better work…
 
   Whether it did or not she didn’t know, because Antryg cut at it again, the fire clinging to the blade this time as it drew away from the alien flesh. Only dimly aware of her surroundings – of the tangled circle of hedges, the broken-down guest-house that had been in the center of the maze - Joanna let the creature have another dose in the open wound before she scrambled back out of the way. The Firemaggot – mutandion – struck again, then drew back, coiled, and Joanna gasped as – out of the blue – the thought struck her: Wait a minute! If you increase the backbone line to 45 mega-bits, YOU COULD UNITE ALL THOSE COMPUTER BULLETIN-BOARDS INTO A SINGLE SYSTEM—!!
 
   Blinded by the certainty of how this could be done, she almost didn’t see the creature lunge at her. Antryg dove between her and it, shoulder-blocked her aside, sliced at the queerly tough hide, the gelatinous flesh. Joanna tried to shove from her thoughts that dazzling torrent of gateway protocols and inter-nexus text-links – one single, searchable system transformed into a world-wide web – but her whole mind shrieked, You have to remember this! This is IMPORTANT!!! as before her eyes, spawn slivered out of the Firemaggot’s wounds and hurled themselves, flashing, at the wizard’s face.
 
   With terrible effort, Joanna slapped the spare container of silver nitrate onto the bottom of the sprayer, rammed the pump for all she was worth… God only knew what a magic-user would have done with an automatic firing mechanism.
 
   There was a reason, she realized, that wizards trained in swordsmanship.
 
   The Firemaggot drew back. Joanna blinked, breathless with inspiration. The vision of how all the various servers and nets that she’d been probing could be welded into a unified whole was more real to her than the battle, and she had to struggle to keep her focus on the creature and its next move. It coiled again, burning, leaking dark fluid from its wounds, the feathering of its horrible gills fluttering as if it lay beneath invisible water. A few yards in front of it, Antryg stood with his sword at ready, silent—
 
   Listening?
 
   To what?
 
   He backed a pace, said quietly, “Run.”
 
   “What—?”
 
   “Run.” He released his left hand from the sword-hilt, held it palm-up, as he had held it last night. Only now a softly-whirling mote of white light formed itself just above the palm, hovered for a moment, then darted like a glowing insect through the gap in the hedge that surrounded the dark building before which the fight had taken place. “Follow it. Now, do it—”
 
   Joanna cast a last look at his face, streaked with sweat and gore from the spawn-bites – looked back at the creature that crouched before him, its flames dimly showing the old guest-house at the maze’s heart, the tangles of hedge crowding close. Then she turned and ran after the light.
 
   In the maze outside, Saldana straightened up from the crumpled bodies of two other men in blue Holdfast uniforms. One of them stirred, groped with one hand—
 
   “We’ve got to get out,” said Joanna, bending to help the man sit up. “Get your friend, now, come on—”
 
   “What’s going—?”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   Both guards – Nagy and Esparza – seemed unhurt but groggy, causing Joanna to deduce that Saldana had been able to lay them both out with the rake-handle. Having one’s mind temporarily taken over by the Firemaggot didn’t do much for one’s aim, apparantly. As Saldana got his friend to his feet Antryg emerged from the darkness, sword wiped clean but still in hand— “What happened in there?” the guard whispered. “Did he kill it?”
 
   “Just come on.”
 
   The shocking vision of a Net among Nets shredded from her mind as they followed the light, Antryg walking – almost unseen in the darkness - behind. Twice she looked back, saw by the reflected phosphorous only the tall, gawky shape of the man she loved, the eerie gleam of his spectacle-lenses…
 
   He’s become its protector.
 
   What can I do? He’ll never let me back to this place…
 
   I’ve lost him…
 
   “I thought he didn’t have magic?” Saldana persisted. “He said he didn’t…”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What if it’s made a deal with him? Like it did with The Daemon? Could that thing give him his magic in this world?”
 
   Joanna looked ahead at the light. It evidently had. She said again, “I don’t know,” almost sick with shock, helplessness, grief.
 
   The light led them out of the maze – hung shimmering in the pre-dawn blackness as she and Saldana helped their stunned companions to sit just beyond the maze’s gate. Nagy – a freckled, middle-aged white man with graying hair – seemed simply half-numb, but Joanna deeply misliked Esparza’s blank stare. The Firemaggot’s whispering had faded from her own thoughts – without even a memory of how she’d thought the various bulletin-boards of FidoNet and its kindred could be woven into a single web – but Officer Esparza had been exposed to the influence of the creature for months.
 
   They absorb them… subtly. A few cells at a time. The host – the protector – generally isn’t even aware that he – or she – is being absorbed… that his – or her – thoughts are no longer quite their own.
 
   Antryg… She rose to her knees, looked hopelessly at the dark gap in the dark walls of the overgrown hedge. If he doesn’t come out, will I even be able to find my way back to the center?
 
   The wisp of witch-light, burning between them and the maze gate, faded like a candle going out.
 
   Then spectacles flashed in the dark of the entrance, and the long glint of the sword-blade. Antryg emerged onto the threshhold and stood there for a long moment, listening, Joanna thought…
 
   Then he sheathed the sword, crossed to Esparza, and knelt at his side. He made a few passes in the air that Joanna recognized as spell limitations, sketched sigils in the dirt with his crooked forefinger on either side of the stricken man, and pressed his hands to Esparza’s temples.
 
   Torn between relief and suspicion, Saldana protested, “I thought you said you—”
 
   As if he had not heard him, Antryg got to his feet, and walked a few yards back toward the maze. For a moment he stood motionless in the pale gray of the oncoming dawn, considering the open gate, the tangle of yew-hedge, the darkness still within, Joanna thought, with the expression of a recovered alcoholic confronting a long-forgotten hideout bottle, unexpectedly unearthed. Then with a sigh he raised his arms, palms to heaven, closed his eyes—
 
   And the whole maze, in a single stroke, burst into flame.
 
   Antryg folded his arms around himself as if taken suddenly cold, and turned his face away, unable to watch it burn.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry you had to do that,” said Joanna, about fourteen hours later, as she pulled the car up in front of the Genki-Do Dojo on Ventura Boulevard. Antryg glanced sidelong at her. He had been a little withdrawn all day, when he hadn’t been sleeping; upon their return to Porson Avenue he’d remained awake long enough to clean and oil the sword properly, then had collapsed into bed and slept as if drugged. Cautious about the kind of dreams she was likely to have, Joanna had cleaned the kitchen and unpacked four boxes before joining him. To her relief, she had dreamed about searching through cartons of dishes for information-packets of compressed micro-bits, rather that about thirty-foot blazing sandworms—
 
   —or rock stars who had traded their souls for the music they could not find in themselves any other way.
 
   Of the blinding vision of something… something to do with computers… something phenomenal, marvelous, earth-changing… she retained only the ghostly ache of what what it had felt like to know… whatever it had been.
 
   A tired grin flickered at the corners of those mobile lips. “It’s not something I’d want to do very many times.”
 
   She knew he wasn’t talking about tackling a mutandion with a sword.
 
   She began, “That was—” and, suddenly self-conscious, couldn’t go on. That was noble of you? That was an act of greatness? How to say that without sounding totally lame…?
 
   “It was,” said Antryg, with a twinge of regret in his voice, “what wizards do. We protect… God help us. At whatever the cost.”
 
   “Was the magic real?” she asked. “I mean, could the Firemaggot actually give you magic that would have survived in this world?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” He paused in the act of opening the car door, looking a little surprised that she hadn’t known this – a habit that invariably made Joanna want to hit him, act of greatness or not. “Mutandion are enormously powerful creatures, because their magic will work in almost any universe. But I would always have had to go back to it periodically, to have the spell restored. And every time I did, I would lose a little more of myself. As the poor Daemon did.”
 
   “Do you think he knew what was really going on?”
 
   Antryg settled back into the car-seat for a moment, his sparse brows drawing down over the extravagant beak of nose, thinking about the man whose body had been found in that maze seven years before. “He did eventually,” he said slowly. “After he had reached the point where he couldn’t get far from the maze. Like Emily Violet before him, his life became the house and the maze. If one is doing enough drugs, I suppose one could go for years thinking that what happened in the maze was just the result of something one had sniffed or smoked or shot. But he wasn’t a stupid man, and he had studied the occult. He guessed the truth eventually – the whole of the truth.”
 
   He swung his long legs out of the car, and carried the sword into the dojo. Beginner class was in session, Dan Gretsky taking the straggly mix of college students and working stiffs, white collar ladies and grim-faced kids, through the simplest kata with the long bamboo shinai: the thud of feet, the barked count and the hoarse sharp cries. In the back room, intermediate students warming up nodded greetings to Joanna as she passed through. “You guys training tonight?” someone asked, and Joanna shook her head. Quietly, Antryg tapped at the office door.
 
   “Shimada Sensei?” He held out the sword in its long velvet covering to the little white-haired gentleman behind the desk, and bowed. “Thank you very much. It was most useful.”
 
   Joanna knew Shimada Sensei spoke almost no English, but then Antryg spoke very little, though he was making rapid strides. Virtually no one noticed this because of one of the few residual spells that did work in this universe – the Spell of Tongues that permitted communication. Most people were convinced that he was speaking English – as Katsushiro Sensei, who taught the advanced kendo students, generally thought Antryg was speaking Japanese, when he thought about it at all. Part of the Spell of Tongues was, that most hearers didn’t think about it.
 
   What Shimada Sensei thought was always difficult to tell.
 
   The old swordsman accepted the blade, unwrapped its covering, and drew a few inches from the scabbard. Joanna thought this was simply to check that it was being returned in good condition – a natural enough precaution, considering its age and value – but saw the glint in the old man’s eyes as he looked up at his tall student. “It is said,” the old man replied – and though the effect of a long-ago Spell of Tongues was less pronounced on her Joanna still grasped the meaning of his words – “that Tonomori Sensei forged this weapon at the request of a samurai who had been sent to the deep north, to rid one of his master’s villages of a creature of a sort that no one had seen before, a white flying thing that came out of the darkness. Legend is that the shamanesses of three villages assisted in its forging. Whether the samurai succeeded in killing the creature, the tale has forgotten – yet I have thought for a long time that this blade has had a hunger in it, for a food that it could not find.”
 
   He snicked the blade into the scabbard again, re-wrapped it, and held it out to Antryg again. “I think you need to keep this for awhile yet, my friend. I trust that you will use it well.”
 
   “I earnestly trust that I won’t have to.” Antryg bowed again. “Yet it will be a comfort to know that I have such a friend.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Back in the car again, Joanna said, “It is gone, isn’t it? With the power circles in the maze destroyed the Firemaggot can’t come back, can it?”
 
   The wizard shook his head. “The fire will have driven it back into its enclave between the Universes; with the power circles gone, it can’t come out. Though mind you, I wouldn’t buy a condominium on the site.”
 
   “And the spawn?”
 
   “Die when the mutandion does.”
 
   “One thing I don’t understand,” said Joanna. “Why did it kill The Daemon? He was its protector. Emily Violet lived to a ripe old age…”
 
   “Miss Violet probably never quite believed that it was real – or of any consequence,” said Antryg. “Heaven only knows what the mutantion looked like to her, when first it came through a gap in the Void, either from its own world or from one it had tried to strip-mine for power. Mutandion work rather like the Spell of Tongues: they take forms from your own mind, and translate them to their own thoughts. She might very well have thought that her growing unwillingness to leave the grounds stemmed from some problem of her own. She seems to have been a simple soul – you can tell that, by the very rudimentary nature of the power-circles she caused to be made in the maze – and I doubt she ever did learn the truth.”
 
   “But The Daemon did?”
 
   “Oh, yes. He was going into the maze, Ricky said… I suspect, to confirm to himself in a state of sobriety what was there – remember at the autopsy they could detect no illegal substances in what was left of his system. And the fact that he brought silver-dust with him tells me he knew what he would be facing. He may have intended to do precisely what I did – drive it back into its enclave, and burn the maze to cut off the power and close the gate. September is the dry season in those hills, before the rains.”
 
   “Even though it had made him what he was? Even though without it, he would have to go back to being… what he had been.”
 
   Antryg sighed. “Even so,” he said.
 
   “And it killed him?”
 
   “It blew back the silver-dust into his face,” said Antryg softly. “Enough of his flesh, as well as his mind, had been replaced by the Firemaggot – absorbed, as they do — that the silver simply ate him away. I remembered that,” he added, “when it offered me… magic.” He held out his hand, palm-up, as he had in the maze… No light swirled to life in the darkness above his palm. “Remembered what it would cost, in the end.”
 
   “Then I guess I owe it to him,” said Joanna, as she turned the key and edged the blue Mustang out of the parking-lot and onto Ventura Boulevard, “to get a couple of his albums, and hear what he had to say. That was him, who made the music, wasn’t it? I mean, it wasn’t the mutandion…?”
 
   “That was The Daemon. Or Harold Nedwick, if you will. It only brought out of him what was deeply buried – what perhaps could not have been freed in any other way. But the cost was simply… too high. As he came to understand too late. It’s never a good idea,” Antryg added, “to have a long-term relationship with creatures from other Universes. They seldom end well.”
 
   Joanna grinned. “I’ll risk it,” she said, and pulled out into traffic.
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   The Further Adventures
 
   by Barbara Hambly
 
    
 
    
 
   The concept of “happily ever after” has always fascinated me.
 
   Just exactly what happens after, “happily ever after”?
 
   The hero/heroine gets the person of his/her dreams, and rides off into the sunset with their loved one perched on the back of the horse hanging onto saddlebags stuffed with gold. (It’s a very strong horse.)
 
   So what happens then? Where do they live? Who does the cooking?
 
   This was one of the reasons I started writing The Further Adventures.
 
   The other was that so many of the people who loved the various fantasy series that I wrote for Del Rey in the 1980s and ‘90s, really liked the characters. I liked those characters too, and I missed writing about them.
 
   Thus, in 2009 I opened a corner of my website and started selling stories about what happened to these characters after the closing credits rolled on the last novel of each series.
 
   The Darwath series centers on the Keep of Dare, where the survivors of humankind attempt to re-build their world in the face of an ice age winter, after the destruction of civilization by the Dark Ones. Ingold the Wizard is assisted by two stray Southern Californians, Gil Patterson - a historian who is now part of the Keep Guards - and Rudy Solis, in training to be a mage.
 
   The Unschooled Wizard stories involve the former mighty-thewed barbarian mercenary Sun Wolf, who finds himself unexpectedly endowed with wizardly powers. Because the evil Wizard King sought out and killed every trained wizard a hundred years ago, Sun Wolf has no teacher to instruct him in his powers. With his former second-in-command, the warrior woman Starhawk, he must seek one - and hope whatever wizard he finds isn’t evil, too.
 
   In the Winterlands tales, scholarly dragonslayer John Aversin and his mageborn partner Jenny Waynest do their best to protect the people of their remote villages from whatever threats come along: dragons, bandits, fae spirits, and occasionally the misguided forces of the distant King.
 
   Antryg Windrose is the archmage of the Council of Wizards in his own dimension, exiled for misbehavior - meddling in the affairs of the non-mageborn - to Los Angeles in the 1980s (that’s when the novels were written). He lives with a young computer programmer, Joanna Sheraton, and keeps a wary eye on the Void between Universes, to defend this world from whatever might come through.
 
   Though out of print, all four of these series are available digitally on-line.
 
   To these have been added short stories about the characters from the Benjamin January historical mystery series, set in New Orleans before the Civil War. As a free man of color, Benjamin has to solve crimes while constantly watching his own back lest he be kidnapped and sold as a slave. New Orleans in the 1830s was that kind of town. In the novels he is assisted by his schoolmistress wife Rose, and his good-for-nothing white buddy Hannibal; two of the four Further Adventures concerning January are in fact about what Rose does while Benjamin is out of town.
 
   I have always been an enthusiastic fan of the Sherlock Holmes stories of Arthur Conan Doyle. Over the years I have been asked to contribute stories to various Sherlock Holmes anthologies, and when the character went into Public Domain, I added these four stories to my collection.
 
   Quest For Glory is a stand-alone, a short piece I wrote for the program book at a science fiction convention at which I was Guest of Honor.
 
   Sunrise on Running Water is tenuously connected to the Don Simon Ysidro vampire series, in that Don Simon makes a brief cameo appearance. After seeing the movie Titanic - and reflecting that the doomed ship departed from Ireland after sunset and sank just as dawn was breaking…and that vampires lose their powers over running water - I just had to write it. It’s the only story that’s more about the idea than about the characters.
 
   The Further Adventures are follow-ons to the main novels of their respective series. They can be read on their own, but the Big Stuff got done in the novels: who these people are, how they met, what the major underlying problems are in their various worlds. I suppose they’re a tribute to the fact that for me - and, it seems, for a lot of fans - these characters are real, and I at least care about what happens to them, and what they do when they’re not saving the world. They’re smaller issues, not world-shakers: puzzle-stories and capers.
 
   Life goes on.
 
   Love goes on.
 
   Everyone continues to have Further Adventures for the rest of their lives.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Novels in the Antryg Windrose Series (out of print but commercially available digitally)
 
    
 
   The Silent Tower
 
   The Silicon Mage
 
   Dog-Wizard
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