
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


WHISPER

 


by

Barbara Hambly


 


Published by Barbara Hambly at Smashwords

Copyright 2014 Barbara Hambly

Cover art by Eric Baldwin

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only, and may not be re-sold. If you would like to share
this ebook with another person, please include this license and
copyright page. If you did not download this ebook yourself,
consider going to Smashwords.com and doing so; authors love knowing
when people are seeking out their material. Thank you for
respecting the hard work of this author!


 


 


 


Table of Contents

 


Whisper

About The Author

The Further Adventures


 


 


 



WHISPER

by

Barbara Hambly

 


 


“So what should we do?” Rudy Solis bent over
the pale-blue shard of crystal that he held cupped in his palms, to
shut out the wan light of glowstones, the ochre gleam of the
hearth, in the main Guard-room beyond the open door.

Gil Patterson, sitting on the end of the bed,
watched his face intently, as if in his dark-blue eyes she could
read what he saw. As if – if she listened hard – she could hear
what he heard.

Which of course she couldn’t.

She sometimes wondered if Rudy only thought
he saw Ingold Inglorion’s face in the scrying-crystal, while he
heard the old man’s deep voice – and the howling of the blizzard
winds outside the cave where Ingold had been snowed in for three
days – in his mind.

But Ilae and Wend, the Keep’s two other
novice mages, crowded to peer over Rudy’s shoulders, and by their
faces in the flickering light she could see that they, too, saw and
heard.

Rudy said, “Every frakkin’ night, man!” in a
tone that led Gil to deduce that Ingold – the master wizard of the
Keep and for all anyone knew the master wizard of the entire
winter-bound world – had asked the obvious question, Have you
tried scrying through the Transporter? He went on, “If the
thing’s gonna open when the moon hits zenith tomorrow night – which
should be about two hours after midnight – and could close up as
early as sunrise, that’s about four hours. We can go in, at least
check out what’s on the other side—”

He broke off. Gil might not be mageborn, but
she knew her elderly beloved well enough to almost hear him saying,
—And get yourselves killed for your trouble!

She had to admit Ingold Inglorion had a
point.

Ingold – and the other senior mage he’d
communicated with via scrying-crystal, Thoth the Serpentmage in the
old Keep of Black Rock in the deeps of the Gettlesand desert – had
for nearly a year been trying to work out how to target the
Transporter that had been discovered last summer, hidden deep in
the heart of Dare’s Keep.

That it communicated with similar chambers in
other Keeps they knew. That its destination could be changed they
also knew: Ingold had done so to the transporter in the
now-demolished Keep of Shadow, Tiyomis under the Ice in the North.*
But the spells that had worked in Tiyomis Keep did nothing in
Dare’s, and the transporter vestibule in Dare’s Keep bore little
resemblance to the one in the Keep of Shadow. No book Ingold had
ever seen – and those in the library of the City of Wizards had
been copied and re-copied back for nearly two thousand years – had
even mentioned that the Keeps had had transporters, so the
technology for them must have been lost fairly soon after the first
rising of the Dark, three millennia ago.

Yet one more piece of knowledge, Gil
reflected drily, to add to a category that would easily fill the
UCLA library with enough left over to pack that institution’s gym
to the ceiling. How many other Keeps there had been, where they had
stood, how they had survived the centuries when the Dark Ones had
roamed the nights at large – all this information had been lost in
the centuries of panic and ignorance, as well as any information
about what had happened to the inhabitants of any of those other
Keeps. The second rising of the Dark, six years ago, had been
accompanied by the almost-wholesale destruction of trained wizards
in the west of the world, and their departure had been followed
hard by glacial cold, über-hurricane ice-storms, and the coming of
a new Age of Ice.

Whatever was going to be at the other end of
that transporter when that particular setting locked on – which by
Ingold’s calculation it did automatically every twelve years – Gil
would have felt a whole lot better if there were somebody other
than a half-taught novice in charge of opening the door.

“I hear you,” said Rudy to the two-inch shard
of grayish-white quartz. His dark-blue eyes, under sharply
back-slanting black brows, were deeply troubled; with one hand he
raked back his long and rather unruly dark hair from them. “I
understand. Believe me, I’m not happy about stepping through that
gate into Christ-knows-where – not after what you told me about
what was in that Keep under the glacier. But this is the first time
those crystals in the Gate chamber have lit up. And if you’re right
– it it’s not gonna happen again ‘til we get Mars rising at the
same time as the full moon at the Spring equinox—”

He hesitated, and glanced across the hearth
at Gil. Gil who had come with him from California to this world,
six years ago. Gil who, for all her cold-blooded scholarliness,
loved Ingold with a ferocious passion: her lover, her mentor, her
sword-master and the father of her child.

He made a despairing gesture. “Let’s face it,
man, none of us is getting any younger. I don’t know how long
wizards live, but in twelve years you might not be in any shape to
go through that transporter chamber. In twelve years you may be
dead. I may be dead. Everybody in the damn Keep may be dead.
I think we gotta go through and at least see if there’s anything
there that we’d better know about, whether you’re here or not.”

Long silence then, Rudy and the other two
mages listening intently. In the chamber beyond, the day shift of
the Guards were coming in, to the usual Keep ration of hydroponic
potatoes and hydroponic corn, and not very much of either. The
storms which had scoured what had once been the Realm of Darwath in
quick succession for nearly two months had – in addition to
dangerously delaying spring planting, and trapping Ingold in a
gorge about fifty miles north of the Keep three days previously –
prevented the Keep’s hunters from going out for weeks. Rationing
was in force, for the third time that season, with its concomitant
problems of keeping order: petty theft, increased quarrels, black
marketeering. Listening to Commander Janus’ tired voice briefing
the night shift (and Gil knew she’d have to suit up and grab her
sword in a minute), Gil tried to tell herself, This, too, shall
pass…

Only what if it doesn’t?

Rudy said, “Okay. I’ll make sure everyone
knows. Gil—”

She leaned close.

“He says he’s fallen in love with an exotic
dancer and wants a—OW!” Rudy grinned at her even as he rubbed his
arm. “He says all the usual mushy stuff, and gives his love to the
Owl.” The Owl was Mithrys, Ingold’s son.

Gil’s son.

Fifteen months old, trotting across the
Guard-room with open arms to greet Hethya, the big, cheerful woman
who’d look after him while Gil was out on duty: How could he
have got so big, so quickly?

And what did I let that poor kid in for,
bringing him forth into this harsh and terrible world?

Gil said, “Tell him a lot of mushy stuff
back. And ask him what he wants me to do.”

Rudy relayed the question, and she could see
he was slightly disconcerted by the answer.

He turned back to her. “He says he wants you
to be part of the detail that goes through the transporter.”

Gil was silent, but her heart raced and every
atom of ingrained caution in her bristled up like a porcupine’s
quills.

Is this just because I’ve watched IT, TERROR
FROM BEYOND SPACE too many times? Or just common sense?

“Tell him,” she replied, “that there’s no way
anybody’s keeping me out.”

She belted on her sword as Rudy relayed this
information to the old man trapped in his snow-bound cave, in
darkness, she thought, and freezing cold. The wizard had
long experience of Summoning heat-spells and various other magics
of self-preservation – and was tough as old boots besides – but
still her heart seemed to turn over in her body at the thought.

“So we’re going to do it,” she said, as
Rudy’s hand closed around the crystal.

“I don’t see any way we can’t.” The weariness
of one who has made the argument a dozen times already dragged the
edges of his voice. “You said yourself only last week we’re
fighting for our lives. Every chance we can find has to be
taken.”

Gil folded her arms, skinny with iron-hard
muscle under the black wool of a tunic marked with the white
quatrefoil of the Keep Guards. Past the Guard-room door she could
see Hethya with Mithrys up on one hip, flirting with Commander
Janus – Hethya would flirt with anyone. “Last week it looked like
Ingold would be here when those crystal lined up. As long as we
don’t open the transporter, we know what we have. We know where we
are. Once it’s opened…”

“And yet you want to go through.”

“I don’t,” returned Gil simply. “I don’t
think anybody should go. But if anybody does go, I want to
be one of them. If something’s going to go wrong, I want to see for
myself what it is.”

 


*

 


“We’re going to feel awfully stupid,” said
Rudy, “if after all this, we step through that transporter and
we’re just down in Penambra Keep in the Valley. Or clear the hell
out in Black Rock and have to walk home.”

Gil tucked her hands into her sword belt.
“Sounds like a good outcome to me.”

She looked around her at the Investigation
Team, gathered in what had been the laundry on the third level of
the immense fortress that loomed, a solid black block of masonry
and magic, in the mountain vale of Renweth. Given all the
possibilities, thinkable and unthinkable, of what might lie beyond
that curious series of narrowing chambers, those who would go had
been chosen carefully and even more care had gone into the
selection of those who would remain behind.

Rudy Solis, her fellow Californian, would
have –six years ago when he was painting motorcycles at Wild David
Wilde’s body-shop in Fontana – laughed out loud at the idea that he
would one day become a wizard, much less the senior wizard of the
Keep of Dare in Ingold’s absence. Though he trained regularly with
the Guards, he still looked totally ill-at-ease with a sword belted
over garments he’d decorated with painted skulls and roses. In the
outer doorway of the transporter’s circular antechamber, he
exchanged a few quiet words – and surreptitious kisses – with
Minalde, the Lady of the Keep: twenty-four years old and regent for
its eight-year-old king.

The Lords of the great families – Lord Ankres
like a cold-eyed gray wolf, the stout and hen-pecked Lord Sketh –
occupied themselves a few feet away with briefing the guards they’d
contributed to the exploring party and pretended they didn’t see.
Lady Sketh, taller and more commanding than her Lord, regarded the
soft-voiced conversation of wizard and regent with a chill
disapproving glare.

House Sketh, and House Ankres, had each
donated two of their private guards to the expedition. This was
partly because Minalde had wanted to conserve as many of the
black-clothed Keep Guards as possible in case of disaster, and
partly, Gil suspected, because these two semi-royal Great Houses
sought to maintain their visibility as defenders in the eyes of the
people of the Keep. Both the Sketh and the Ankres (and, to a lesser
degree, Pnak, Canthorion, and the half-dozen other smaller noble
houses represented among the population) were related to the ruling
House of Dare. If anything should happen to Prince Tir, rulership
would pass to one – or the other – of them.

That was the theory, anyway. In reality what
would happen, Gil was fairly sure, was that there would be a
power-struggle in which Minalde and possibly some of the wizards
would almost certainly be killed, and the survival capabilities of
the Keep as a whole would be fatally compromised.

Few of the Guards had much use for the House
Troops of the white-clothed Sketh, the green-tunicked Ankres.

Four Keep Guards were going: Gil, Caldern,
Bors, and the Icefalcon, who like Gil thought it was idiocy to open
a way into some unknown place when Ingold wasn’t around but who
like Gil wanted to see first-hand whatever it was that was going to
go wrong. Of the three wizards who’d remained in the Keep when
Ingold had gone on one of his book-searching expeditions – despite
the late arrival of the uncertain spring weather, and the weeks of
devastating storms – only Rudy would go through the transporter.
For six years now, Ingold had been training him, along with quiet,
red-haired Ilae and the round-faced ex-priest Brother Wend, in the
arts of wizardry that once had been taught in the City of Wizards
on the Western Ocean, trying to make up in that short time the
neglected education of decades. Ilae – the stronger mage of the two
– stood close to the curious arrangement of crystals embedded in
the black stone of the vestibule wall, studying them as all the
Keep wizards and half the rest of the population had at one time or
another studied them, as six of them in alignment slowly brightened
with an inner bluish light.

Ilae’s scrying-crystal was in her hand. Her
jewel-blue glance kept moving from the wall-crystals to the doorway
near-by, between its two pillars of what looked like frosted glass.
If, when the Portal came to life in a very few minutes, anything
untoward came out of it – or anything whatsoever, in Gil’s opinion
– it was Ilae’s task to deal with it, and to immediately contact
Brother Wend, who was out in the great central Aisle of the Keep,
close enough to make it out the Doors.

Half the population of the Keep, Gil knew,
had found some reason for loitering in the Aisle that night – those
that weren’t crowding and muttering in the maze-like corridors all
around the transporter chambers. The wan luminescence of glowstones
flickered over the black stone of the wall beyond the vestibule
door. The murmur of voices was like the grumbling of small waves on
a beach.

As Gil watched, the six aligned crystals of
the display reached uniform brightness. Rudy said, “Time to rock
‘n’ roll.”

Lord Ankres, and Lord and Lady Sketh,
retreated at once. Less precipitously, Minalde stepped back into
the doorway. But her eyes were on the little party, and she raised
her hand in blessing as Rudy led them between the crystal pillars
into the long chamber beyond. Through another set of crystal
pillars into a smaller room beyond that. The third doorway,
likewise flanked with crystal pillars, was narrow, barely wider
than a man’s shoulders, and it made the hair prickle on Gil’s nape
to see her friend pass through it alone into the fourth chamber.
The Icefalcon’s sword was already in his hand as he stepped
through, swiftly, on Rudy’s heels. Gil, sword drawn, went
immediately behind.

Anything that came through that door had to
come one at a time.

Anything that went out through it, went
singly, to meet whatever was on the other side.

The head of Rudy’s staff – a gold crescent
sharpened to knife-edge keenness – had begun to burn with a
brilliant light, showing Gil the room beyond. She’d been in it half
a dozen times since its discovery at the start of the winter just
past, and had measured it: barely five feet from the threshold of
the door to its rear wall.

But the room had changed. The rear wall was
no longer there. The glow of Rudy’s staff showed her a second pair
of crystal pillars where the wall had been, and glimmered on a pair
beyond them. The darkness here seemed thicker, like a fog, yielding
only grudgingly to the magelight glare. But she could see move
pillars beyond them, a double line, their cores suffused with a
faint green light. Gil found herself holding her breath, and made
herself breathe. Don’t lock up. She could almost hear Gnift
the Swordmaster yelling the words at her in drill. Relax and be
ready to move. Shoulders down…

The light slid over shelves on either side of
her. A tiny room, beyond the last two pillars: broken pottery jars,
scraps and shreds of wood, empty barrels shrunken and desiccated by
time. Gil’s soft boots crunched on something on the floor and
looking down she saw that it was carpeted half an inch thick in
hard black pellets. Rat-shit, mingled with the rodents’ bones.

They stepped through the narrow door of two
crystal pillars, and Rudy said quietly, “All right, here’s the
Prime Directive. Don’t touch ANYTHING. Don’t pick up
anything. And for Chrissake, stay together! We’ve got til
dawn.”

He dug immediately in the pouch that hung
from his belt, drew out his scrying-crystal. By the glow of his
staff-head, and the faint green glimmer of the transporter’s
pillars, Gil saw around them ancient furniture, jammed and crowded
together with rough-made cots and bunks, crude chests and boxes
piled on top of cupboards and caskets whose glass-smooth wood and
silver mountings were familiar to her from the record-crystals
she’d seen. Times Before. And the room was abandoned after
they’d lived here long enough to make furniture of their
own…

Bones lay everywhere. Mostly rat-bones, whole
skeletons, but there were human skeletons as well. Everywhere there
was desiccated rat-shit.

“You there, man?” Rudy whispered. And then,
his face transformed with relief, “Christ, I’ve never been so glad
to see anybody in my life!”

Ingold…

“Yeah, we’re here. Hang on…”

Gil saw him close his eyes. Beside her, the
big Guard Caldern was staring around him, aghast, and made the sign
against Evil with the hand that wasn’t holding his drawn sword.

“Ilae?” Rudy’s voice was hushed as if he
feared to be overheard, which wasn’t, in the circumstances, an
unreasonable precaution… “Yeah, we’re good so far. It’s dead here,
at least in this area. Looks like something killed them in their
beds.”

Slowly, keeping close together, they edged
through the room, to the long chamber beyond the next pair of
crystal pillars. The pillars had been drilled for hinges, and a
door of desiccated wood hung there, that crumbled under its own
weight when Rudy pushed it gently open with the end of his staff.
Tarpaeis, the younger of the two warriors of House Sketh, gazed
around him with huge dark eyes and whispered, “What the hell
happened here?” The room had been converted to a kitchen – brick
ranges, baskets of wood, long tables. The greenish glow within the
pillars was barely a flicker, down near the base – Gil hoped to God
the Guards who’d remained in the transporter room back at the Keep
were on their toes, since no spell of closing had been wrought.

A human skeleton lay in a corner. Rat-bones
sprinkled every level surface.

“It’s got to be plague,” Gil replied softly
to the young warrior’s question. “People don’t just let skeletons
lie and rot in their living spaces.”

“So what happened to the healers?” The
youth’s horrified gaze traveled from the bones to the shadows.

Gil said, drily, “Guess.”

Ahead of her, she heard Rudy’s voice
murmuring to his crystal. “It’s a Keep, all right. There’s
furniture – old stuff, good stuff, like in the record-crystals, but
it looks pretty banged-up. Bones everywhere. Gil says she thinks
they got hit by plague…”

“That’s insane,” whispered Hayox, commander
of Lord Ankres’ personal guards. “Yes, the Church has periodically
turned against some wizards. But you have to admit some wizards
have well deserved it. And the Church has wizards itself.”

“Yeah, and six years ago the Bishop of Gae
tried to kill or banish every mage in the Keep of Dare,” pointed
out Gil. “Without asking about anybody’s qualifications as a healer
or anything else. People do some amazingly stupid things in the
name of God.”

When they stepped out into the corridor – one
of those endless, lightless hallways that gridded the Keep of Dare,
the frightful ice-bound Keep of Tiyomis and the patched remains of
the Keeps at Prandhays and Black Rock – Rudy signed the others to
halt. He closed his hand around the crystal, closed his eyes.
Listening, Gil knew. Stretching his senses in the way that Ingold
had taught him – in the way that Ingold trained all his three
novices – spreading his awareness through the enclosed blackness of
this sealed tomb. The silence was terrible, without the constant
soft mutter of humanity that characterized even the depths of night
in Dare’s Keep, without the faint trickle of water from the
fountains, the occasional whisper of gusts in the ventilation
system.

Nothing. Like being trapped underground. The
air smelled queer, and the breaths of all were visible as diamond
cloud in the witchlight glimmer.

“You think we might at least find
glowstones?” murmured the Guard Bors. “We could sure use more of
those on the upper levels.”

Glowstones, Gil felt like reminding Hayox,
were an example of the magical technology of the Times Before that
had been lost when, sometime in the centuries after the first
arrival of the Dark, a wave of religious fundamentalism had caused
those who knew how to manufacture them to be executed for being in
league with the Devil.

“Ingold said don’t touch anything,” she
whispered back.

“He didn’t mean glowstones!” protested the
Guard. “We really need those!”

“My kid is back in the Keep,” returned Gil.
“You touch a glowstone and I will cut off your hand. Besides, if
these bozos got rid of their wizards, they may have done something
dumb like smash every glowstone in the place as well, just to show
how holy they were.”

“Now, that’s not fair…” protested the devout
Hayox.

Rudy opened his eyes. “Nada,” he said.
“Keep an eye out for anything that’ll tell us where the hell we
are, Spook,” he added to Gil. “We could be on the other side of the
world, and wouldn’t know it. I don’t think it’s night outside, it’s
sometime in the afternoon—”

It was part of a wizard’s training to be
aware of the movements of sun and moon.

“—so for Chrissake, keep an eye on the time.”
He tapped the wristwatch that was one of the few things Gil had
happened to bring with her, six years ago, from California. “I sure
as hell don’t want to wait twelve years for that transporter to
line up with the Keep again.”

 


*

 


There were, in fact, glowstones stacked up in
several of the rooms, gone dark now with time. Gil didn’t take her
eyes off Bors while they were in those chambers, and watched to
make sure he didn’t slip away and go back when they moved on.

On the ground level of the Keep, in what was
Church Territory in the Keep of Dare, they found a Chamber of
Silence, sealed with the Runes that deadened magic, and within it,
human bones and about a dozen scrolls. Even the rats hadn’t come
into this place. The skeleton lay whole, arms wrapped around the
brittle, age-darkened fabric rolls, skull resting on them. Gil
whispered to Hayox, “I told you so,” and Rudy – though he cringed
visibly when he crossed the threshold – used his staff to move the
bones aside, and to unroll one of the volumes enough for Gil to
copy the lettering of its opening section on the ivory tablet she
carried. The Icefalcon kindled a torch – since Rudy’s magelight
wouldn’t work in this room – and some of the other Guards gathered
around them, whispering uneasily.

Caldern, who stood closest to the door, said
sharply, “What’s that?” and they all nearly jumped out of their
skins.

“What?” Straining her ears, Gil could hear
nothing.

“Tapping,” said the big man. “Way off down
the corridor.”

Rudy handed his torch off to Hayox, walked to
the door. Listened again to the blackness, as he had before.

“I don’t hear anything,” he whispered, coming
back to the little knot of Guards in the torchlight. “But let’s get
the hell out of here. I think we’ve seen enough.”

In their exploration, Rudy had left glowing
smudge-marks on the wall with his thumb, to guide them back to the
transporter chambers. But Gil, who like most of the Guards had
acquired a strong sense of inner navigation in the dark corridors
of the Keep, put her hand on Rudy’s sleeve when he would have
turned to follow the line of the marks; and the Icefalcon raised
his torch, to show their tracks proceeding straight, scuffed into
the carpet of rat-droppings and bones. Thirty feet farther on they
found Rudy’s glowing marks once more, following the tracks again:
“What the fuck?” he whispered.

Gil noticed that he’d developed a tendency to
glance behind him, as if listening for something that he couldn’t
quite hear. When they moved on the darkness behind them felt
thicker, seeming to drink the light, and the featureless black
walls stretched before them and behind.

Rudy quickened his steps. Sweat beaded his
face despite the bone-breaking cold; they moved more slowly,
following their own tracks rather than the glowing smudges on the
wall, which twice more disappeared, only to be glimpsed down
corridors which – judging by the unmarked floors – they had never
walked.

Gil and the Icefalcon were the last ones
through the Transporter, standing guard in the doorway of the old
kitchen while the others went ahead of them; then retreating
through the bunk-room with its dead. “What is it?” Gil breathed, as
they passed the narrowest pair of crystal pillars, and saw – to
Gil’s inexpressible relief – the double line of pillars glint ahead
of them in the darkness, and the glimmer of magelight through the
door at the end of that line.

The Icefalcon’s gray eyes narrowed, and he
only shook his head.

When they came through the last doorway into
the Keep, Gil felt as if they had barely avoided some terrible
catastrophe. As if they had escaped just in time. Rudy made the
signs Ingold had taught him, and the green light within the crystal
pillars died away. With Minalde, and Ilae, and Lord Ankres and Lady
Sketh all gathering around them asking questions, Gil looked over
her shoulder through the door behind her.

The last chamber of the line had become only
a dark little room again, barely five feet deep.

She had never thought that the sight of a
black stone wall could bring on such a dizzying wave of relief.

 


*

 


A part of Gil sensed there was something
wrong, almost from the beginning.

Even before Ingold returned to the Keep –
which he did three days later, looking as usual like a desert saint
after a particularly rough night with demons, and carrying a
satchel full of books – Gil found herself waking in the deeps of
the night, thinking she heard scratching in the lightless corners
of her cell. The Icefalcon confirmed that he was seeing more rats,
not only in the back corridors of the Keep’s upper levels, but in
the Guards’ complex itself. Like Gil he found the recollections of
the Lost Keep disquieting. Like Gil, he was watching for trouble.
Rudy came to the Guard-room and renewed the rat-wards (“I didn’t
know they can wear out, but maybe this is normal after six
years…”), but Gil would still waken in the night, straining to hear
sounds she wasn’t sure were real.

Ingold, when he returned, listened to her
account of the exploration, and of its possible aftermath, in
troubled silence. Though he’d been on the road since before dawn,
he tucked Mithrys into bed, and walked the Keep with Gil for the
rest of the night: every corridor, every back-room and stairway,
vault and attic. Listening. He even descended to the Keep’s dark
heart, many levels below the ground, and spoke to the spirit of the
Keep, the mage who long ago had let the Keep absorb her, that her
magic might preserve its inhabitants safe.

This was always an iffy proposition, and he
came back well after dawn, having learned nothing.

But he went to Janus, commander of the Keep
Guards, and requested that Gil be excused from duty for an
indefinite period. “I want you to start going through the oldest
books we have,” he told her quietly, as they made their way from
the commander’s tiny quarters to the double cell that housed his
library. “I’ll get the Bishop to lend me his clerk to read the Old
High-Church tongue, but I don’t think anyone besides yourself – and
me – can read Old Gaenguo runes accurately…”

“Accurately isn’t how I’d describe my
reading,” she warned him, and the old man shook his head.

“It’ll have to do. I’ll put the others on to
help you, and I’ll be there as much as I can. It may only be a few
words, it may only be rumor and mention in the oldest chronicles,
but I need to find what that Keep was that you entered, and
anything – anything whatsoever – about what happened there.”

The ball of witchlight that floated before
them broadened its light as they entered the library. Rough shelves
filled one wall: scrolls, books, and fragments of books, some black
with mold and water-damage, others glittering with bindings of gold
and gems. Another shelf held record-crystals – those frost-gray
polyhedrons that had been found in such numbers in the back
corridors of the Keep. A doorway gouged through the cell wall
connected the library with one of the small, round chambers that
dotted the Keep, containing a black stone table through which the
crystals could be read.

Gil – trained as a historian at the
University of California – regarded the library’s three hundred
volumes, many of them completely unreadable, as a horrifyingly
slender resource for civilization to depend upon, and for the past
six years she, Ingold, and the other Keep mages had spent devoted
their spare time to laboriously copying what they could, so that at
least other copies would exist in case of accidents. Ingold had
taught her some of the more arcane tongues that had existed in the
world centuries ago, and in addition to her duties with the Guards
– and the myriad exigencies of motherhood – she had
even-more-laboriously worked at deciphering and translating the
most ancient volumes. It didn’t help, she reflected, that since the
Summerless Year eighteen months ago it was almost impossible to get
parchment – the Keep sheep-herds had been reduced to almost
nothing. Most of her notes and translations were done on thin slabs
of wood or clay, smeared with wax. The Hornbeam family on Level Two
North had figured out how to make a kind of coarse paper from wood
shavings, pulped leaves, and shredded cloth, but it was difficult
to write on and there was a constant tug-of-war with the Church –
which had its own program of re-copying the Scriptures – over
it.

“I’ve been through most of what I can read
already.” Gil nodded toward the upper shelf. “I don’t recall
anything about any of the old Keeps besides the ones we knew about
already: Dele, Penambra, Prandhays, Black Rock, and Hathyobar in
the South. They don’t even mention Tiyomis, much less any system of
transporter links between them, so that’s a piece of knowledge that
must have been lost pretty early. Look how long it took you to
figure out that the crystals in that wall-display in the old
laundry was some kind of targeting control, and we still don’t know
what it means or how to work it.”

“You need to start on the older books,” said
the wizard, and took down the largest of them, whose dark covers
were netted over with rusted iron. “I know you were waiting til
your command of the Old High Wathe was better, but we can’t wait.
This is a copy of a translation of the oldest history that the
mages of Quo possessed, and I’m afraid the spelling and orthography
change every few pages; I’ll help you where I can. And I’m going to
start teaching you – and the others – the Tethweir languages, that
were in use in the Alketch and the Crimson Lands for about a
thousand years, though they’ve quite died out now. The segment of
that scroll you copied in the Lost Keep was in a form of
Tethweir.”

“Does that mean the Lost Keep might be in the
south?”

“It could. But forms of Tethweir were used by
black magicians and necromancers everywhere, so it might mean
nothing. Certainly the segment you copied didn’t sound like any
work of black magic I’m familiar with, but it was a work completely
unfamiliar to me…”

His mouth tightened for a moment, and she saw
in his eyes the bitter glint of regret. It was a scholar’s hunger
that she completely understood: that a book he’d never encountered
before had been momentarily within his reach, and now was gone.

Gil put her arm through his, and led him back
through the little neck of hall that joined the library to the
Guard-room, and to their chamber beyond that. “You can start
teaching me tomorrow,” she said. Through a curtained door to their
left came the sharp bark of the swordmaster putting the Guards
through their training-drills, the rhythmic thud of soft-booted
feet on the training-floor. As they entered the Guard-room, Ingold
paused by the doorway that opened out to the Keep’s central
Aisle.

Cold thin shafts of daylight streamed through
the great Doors at its western end. Women chattered as they did
laundry in the pools there, or worked at their spinning-wheels
while the children played. In the pallid witchlight the lines of
the old man’s face, the weariness of his journey, seemed suddenly
deeper, like the gouges of a stylus in wax, but there was a
gentleness in his eyes, and a profound and peaceful joy.

Six years after the coming of the
Dark, thought Gil, they’re still here. WE’RE still here.
She remembered nights when she would have bet everything she owned
that they – and every man, woman, and child in the Keep – would be
dead before dawn.

Those voices – those playing children, and
mothers gossiping at their work… Those are his reward.

And mine.

And the only reward we’re ever going to
get.

She took his hand. “Right now you’re going to
get something to eat, and get to bed… I don’t suppose any of those
books is a dictionary of Tethweir? Or a grammar? I didn’t think
so.”

“I’m afraid, my dear, you’re going to have
the honor of compiling those… In your copious spare time.”

“Fuck you.”

There was a flurry of angry shrieks among the
spinners. Two rats whipped from a near-by doorway, darted along the
Aisle wall for about thirty feet and out of sight into another
door, the pale daylight streaking their fur.

Gil glanced beside her at Ingold, and saw his
white brows pulled down in a frown that was not only concerned, but
angry.

“And in the meantime,” he added quietly, and
put his arm around her shoulders, “I’m going to need to have a talk
with every person who was in that expedition.”

 


*

 


Bors protested volubly that he hadn’t touched
a thing. Janus, troubled, averred that he’d never found the man
untrustworthy. Bors was one of the two-score men who’d joined the
Guards after the arrival of humankind’s remnants at the Keep. His
family was poor, formerly farmers who now occupied the ill-lit
mazes of the Keep’s upper levels where the air was poor and one
walked a hundred yards to the nearest fountain for water.

Gil guessed half the family was trading on
the black market.

Caldern immediately turned out the contents
of his small trunk for inspection, but Gil knew this meant little.
Anybody who’d swiped a glowstone or anything else in the Lost Keep
would have sold it immediately.

Lord Ankres and Lord Sketh both vouched for
the honesty of their men, all of whom swore they had touched
nothing.

“That just means somebody’s lying, doesn’t
it?” Gil said, when all had left the Guard-room and she and Ingold
retreated to their cell for a game of finger-puppets with Mithrys
before bed.

“I very much fear so.”

For three weeks, it was only rats.

Ingold used three or four different wards.
They would work for a time, then the rats would be back, bolder and
more numerous. Wards against other vermin – foxes in the deep caves
where the herds were kept, insect life of all sorts – continued to
hold, and none of his other spells showed any diminution or change.
“Do rats have magic?” Rudy asked, coming out of the Keep’s great
Doors one afternoon to find Gil and Ingold, after a night-long
session in the library, supervising Mithrys’ investigation of a
hollow log in the woods near the first of the pastures.

“Of a sort, yes. As do cats, and spiders,
rabbits, mice, and snakes…” Ingold held out his hand, smiling, as
his son toddled up to him with a crinkly-edged golden plate of
oak-fungus to give him. The spring sunlight, the scent of pines and
of the growing crops down by the river, were a blessing better than
food, after the eerie brooding darkness within the Keep.

“But it’s uncodified, and only what they can
source from their own bodies. Like small children who’re mageborn,
before their powers go into abeyance.” His brows tugged together
for a moment: after six years, only one of the children who had
refugeed to the Keep at the Coming of the Dark had grown back into
mageborn powers, and she had died in the Summerless Year. No others
had surfaced so far.

“Generally human wards are far stronger than
rat-magic.”

“And damn lucky for us,” Gil added.

“You don’t think a… a RAT from the Lost Keep
could have snuck through while the Transporter was open?” Rudy sat
down on the log at Ingold’s other side. “And be teaching the others
here?”

“After eating what for two thousand years in
the Lost Keep?” inquired Gil. “We walked around there for three
hours and we didn’t see a sign that anything or anybody had lived
there since the Fall of the Roman Empire.”

“Oh,” said Rudy. “Yeah. Good point.” His
troubled frown remained as he turned over in his hands the waxed
board he carried, covered with his notes on the old High Church
tongue. “Up on Fourth South it looks like they swarmed a cat,” he
said after a moment. “Pretty much tore the flesh off its bones. Not
good.”

Gil had taught herself Latin and Old French
in her studies at UCLA, and had learned how to learn languages. She
was ahead of the others, reading and deciphering the Chronicle
of Zhechores and the Black Scroll of Quo. Brother Wend
had come to the Keep with only enough knowledge of the Church Wathe
to enable him to read the Scriptures, but had learned enough of the
older Church tongues to deal with such volumes as Maia, the Bishop
of the Keep, lent to the project: Ingold, though he trusted the
Bishop, had had sufficient bad experiences with bishops to limit
access to volumes concerning magic. Ilae and Rudy, as relative
novices to languages, alternated working with the record-crystals,
taking notes on those dozens – there were far more crystals than
books in the Keep – that Gil hadn’t yet even gotten around to
viewing, and re-viewing those that might conceivably contain images
that referred to other Keeps.

So far they had found nothing of use.

Ingold interviewed every member of the
expedition again, letting them speak as they chose, of everything
they had seen or smelled or felt or heard or fancied in those black
hallways that crunched with rat-bones and droppings, sifting every
word they said for clues.

“He should be sharing what he learns with
us,” sniffed Lady Sketh, when the council of the Keep-Lords came
down to the Guards’ Complex – as they periodically did – for a
briefing with Janus. “We contribute to the defenses of the Keep –
and to the upkeep of the wizards! – and we aren’t even accorded the
courtesy of being told what they’re up to!”

“Other than eating their heads off,” put in
Lord Pnak, “and casting rat-wards that don’t work.”

“I’m sure,” remarked the Icefalcon, who was
helping Gil put together a plate of food for the researchers beside
the Guard-room hearth, “that the Keep mages would respect your
request to refrain from warding your store-rooms… and the caves
where your herds are kept.”

If looks could maim, reflected Gil,
the Icefalcon would be in a basket.

“Her ladyship does not mean to be divisive,”
said Lord Ankres, with a glance toward the two Guards. “Yet it’s
clear there is something amiss here in the Keep—”

“It is nothing of the kind!” retorted Lady
Sketh, who had very little use for the House Ankres and wouldn’t
have agreed with its Lord if he’d said the sun rose in the east.
“And don’t tell me what I mean and don’t mean.”

She swung around to face Janus again, the
veils that trailed from the tall horns of her headdress billowing
like summer thunderheads. She had salvaged dozens of henins,
liripipes, chaperons, padded turbans and wired and steepled
fantasias of silk and seed-pearls and brought them to the Keep in
several wagons, leaving the family library to rot.

“Is it divisive to claim our rights, as
members of the Keep Council, not to be excluded from these secret
cabals that Ingold Inglorion seems so fond of forming?” She glared
in the direction of the door that led through to the library. “To
ask what it is that these wizards are doing, that they don’t want
us to know about? Bad enough they’ve arranged for the Lady of the
Keep to fall in love with one of their number, so that he may
dominate the education of the rightful King…”

A blonde-haired little Guard named Melantrys
stood up, snapped, “You were glad enough of the wizards when
Alketch troops were besieging the Keep last summer!” and Janus
didn’t even look over his shoulder at her:

“That’ll do.” His flat-boned, oddly sensitive
face was expressionless, but by the set of his shoulders Gil could
tell he was struggling to keep annoyance out of his voice. “I’ve
nothing to say about the Lady of the Keep, your ladyship, save that
she has no authority over the mages either, save to turn them out.
Which I don’t think anybody here wants.”

The squabbling voices of the Keep-Lords
followed Gil back to the library as she delivered Guard-room stew
and a pitcher of ale to Ingold, Rudy, and Ilae – with the cessation
of the storms there was at least hunting going on again. But when
she’d set the vessels down, she made her way back to the Guard-room
as their visitors were departing, and quickened her steps to catch
up with Lord Ankres and his men.

“Your lordship,” she said, and he turned
back, looking down his hawk nose at her in spite of the fact that
he was an inch shorter than her five-foot-seven. “What did you mean
when you said there was something amiss in the Keep? Did you mean
the rats? Or is there something else?”

“I meant the ghosts,” he said. “And the
nightmares.”

 


*

 


There were five or six cells in the Keep that
were haunted, and at least six places, in its tangled spirals of
corridors and ladders, that not even rats would go. Since several
of these were in the territory that Lord Ankres had claimed for his
followers, Ingold had simply checked for the presence of the usual
specters. Now, called out to the Guard-room to speak with his
lordship, he looked both grave and vexed at the news that the
ghosts – whom not everyone could see – were appearing to more
people, and far more frequently, than they had before. “That pair
of white hands that you can sometimes see feeling along the wall of
that chamber near the Leopard Fountain,” said his lordship. “You
can now see her whole body, and her face as well. I don’t know if
that’s the reason more people are waking with nightmares – or if
it’s just more people are talking of them. I haven’t taken a count
or anything.”

Gil said quietly, “I’ve sure been having
them.”

Ingold glanced sharply across the hearth at
her: he had not, Gil was well aware, come to bed at all for two
nights, dozing instead in cat-naps in his library chair. “What
about?”

“I don’t know. I wake up with my heart
pounding, but whatever it is, it disappears. Or I’ll dream I wake
up, and hear scratching in the room with me… which could just be
rats. Then I’ll wake up in truth, sometimes because Mithrys is
crying. I think he has them, too.”

“Look…” Rudy leaned closer into the little
group around the Guard-room fire. “The first year we were here at
the Keep, you used a spell on Minalde, to unlock the memories of
her ancestors. You called it gnodyrr—”

“That’s black magic!” Lord Ankres’ sharp gray
glance went from Rudy’s face to Ingold’s. “You’re not telling me
that you used black magic on the Queen…!”

“With her consent,” said Rudy quickly – Gil
wanted to put her hand over his mouth, or better yet slap him
upside the head. She could see both fear and outrage in the
Keep-Lord’s face.

Ingold closed his eyes momentarily but said
nothing.

“Consent?” His lordship sniffed. “And how was
that obtained, I wonder?” He glared pointedly at Rudy, then
turned back to Ingold. “Is that true?”

“I for one,” said Gil, “would let that spell
be used on me—”

“We know you didn’t take anything out of that
Keep, Spook,” said Rudy, and Lord Ankres swung back toward him.

“And I know that none of my men did, either,”
he snapped. “And I’ll not have a black spell laid on any of them,
for you—” He jabbed a finger at Ingold, “—to whisper commands to
them to do your bidding.” He jerked to his feet, and strode from
the long chamber in a great swirl of green velvet cloak.

“Nice goin’, Punk.” Gil jabbed a stick more
firmly into the little blaze on the hearth. “Now it’ll be all over
the Keep in about twenty-five minutes how Ingold uses black magic
to make Alde into a tool of the wizards—”

“I didn’t know!”

Ingold raised his brows.

“I mean, I didn’t know people took it that
seriously. I’ve been here six years and nobody’s ever talked about
black magic at all.”

“That’s because I’m the only person in the
Keep who knows it,” said the wizard mildly. “And because the last
time I dabbled in it – prior to that single spell of gnodyrr
I cast on Queen Minalde – I managed to destroy my father’s realm
and kill every person in my family. So I hesitate to use it – and
it’s understandable that no one in the Keep wishes me to do so.
Certainly not the Keep-Lords.”

So the matter rested – uneasily – until the
children began to not wake up from their dreams.
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It was two at first, toddlers Mithrys’ age,
born since the Summerless Year. Their mothers came, weeping, to
Ingold: the children weren’t dead, but could not be wakened.
Ingold, haggard and red-eyed from sleepless nights in the library,
stood for a long time beside the infants’ cradles, and beside him
Gil – who had never had any use for children prior to bearing
Mithrys – felt tears burn her eyes, of pity, horror and grief. The
wizard passed his thick-muscled warrior’s hand across the still
faces, stroked his thumb across the lids of the shut eyes, his own
eyes shut, as if listening intently. When he turned away his face
was grim with anger.

Bors met them outside the cell of the second
of the terrified families. “Put your black magic in my mind,” he
said softly. “Turn it inside-out and see if ever I touched a thing
that brought this pass on those little ones.”

Gil and Caldern both insisted that Ingold
work the spell of gnodyrr on them as well – far deeper than
hypnosis, which Gil had also had at a birthday-party when she was
fourteen, though she suspected she’d been too skeptical, even then,
to be a good subject. The Icefalcon refused, but nobody really
suspected him of pocketing glowstones or anything else for the
black market anyway.

 

“At least I know now what it might be,”
murmured Ingold, when Bors, shaken, drowsy, and certifiably
not the culprit, was helped by two of his friends down the
long Guard-room to his bunk. The old man sat back, exhausted
himself, and accepted the hot tea Gil handed him: black magic, she
gathered, was extremely hard on the practitioner as well as the
subject of the spells, one reason that it was usually sourced from
the energies raised by blood, pain, and death.

Rudy, Ilae, and Brother Wend gathered more
closely around his chair, and the Guards – at least a dozen of whom
had remained in the long room, at Bors’ insistence, to bear witness
to his innocence – got their training-swords and filed out to join
the drill class going on next door, leaving the little group of
wizards around the hearth.

“There are spirits called Whispers,” said
Ingold quietly. “Not magic in themselves, but they have an affinity
for magic. If that’s what this thing is, it’s by far the largest
I’ve ever encountered. One usually finds them in low-lying country,
where it’s hot – or was hot, anyway. Coastal salt-marshes in
Alketch or in the Morrian Lands—”

“Then the Lost Keep must be the one the Black
Scroll calls Skanyin,” said Gil. “It was in what I’m pretty sure is
the Morrian area – that’s east of here, isn’t it? Across the
Eastern Ocean? It would be mid-morning there, when it was still
night here. It’s only mentioned once, in the oldest section of the
scroll.”

“Is there a ward against them?” Brother
Wend’s round, rather boyish face puckered with anxiety. “A spell
that will drive them forth?”

“There is.” Ingold cradled the small ivory
cup between his hands. “The small ones can generally be easily
dealt with. But in order to do that I need to see the thing itself,
or – since it could be hiding anywhere in the Keep now – whatever
it was that it came in on.”

Ilae said a word that indicated that she was
spending way too much time in the Guard-room, and Rudy groaned.

“Oh, Lady Sketh’s going to love that.”

“I very much fear,” said Ingold, “that you’re
right.”
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Lord Ankres flatly refused to permit a spell
of gnodyrr to be laid on any of his guards, and reacted with
cold anger to the suggestion that either Captain Hayox or Kasti –
the other Ankres trooper who’d gone – would have either disobeyed
Rudy’s orders, or lied. Lord Sketh bridled indignantly when the
Lady Minalde, Ingold, and a small contingent of Guards presented
themselves at the guarded doorway that led into Sketh Territory –
as that portion of the Second Level North was referred to – and
declared himself mortally insulted by the very idea.

“In any case,” added Lady Sketh, appearing at
his side surrounded by her usual contingent of ladies-in-waiting
and torch-bearers, “both Tarpaeis and Wargin have left the Keep on
a hunting party.”

Minalde frowned. Despite surviving the
destruction of human civilization, six years of ruling the Keep,
the bearing of two children and the formal crimson velvet robes of
monarchy that added to her slight stature, she still looked about
fourteen. “I heard nothing of a hunting expedition.” She glanced
over the iron and wooden railings of the gallery behind them, down
into the Aisle, where the great Doors were being closed for the
night. Women’s’ voices were raised on the galleries across the
Aisle, and above, calling children in to supper or chores. A man
chanted a droning cry:

“Water, water, fresh and bright,

Got some here for your dinner tonight…”

Her ladyship raised her shaved eyebrows.
“Lord Sketh was not aware that he needed your permission to send
one out, my lady.”

“No,” agreed his lordship hastily. “Indeed
not.”

Gil saw the mingled panic and query in the
look he shot her ladyship, who merely added, “If you wish it, my
lady, we will inform you when they return.”

Minalde said, “Thank you,” and signed the
others to follow her back to the Guard-room. “Ingold,” she said,
her voice slightly gritty as they descended the Great Staircase to
the floor-level of the Aisle, “I trust you have your
scrying-crystal about you?”

Ingold was already digging it out of his
belt-pouch as they entered the Guard-room, to find Captain Hayox
and the green-clothed guard Kasti standing by the hearth.

Hayox stepped forward, bowed his head to
Ingold as if the movement threatened to break his stiff neck, and
said, “Do what you will, wizard. Ask what you will and how you
will. There’s three more children been taken.”

Gil swung around in a panic, but saw Hethya
in a corner near the door to the small chamber Gil and Ingold
called their home, trying to convince Mithrys to eat some porridge.
The toddler sprang to his feet, scattering bowl, spoon, and
cushions, and flung up his arms: Gil strode to him without a word,
caught him and held him hard.

“What’s this I’m hearing?” demanded Hethya in
a whisper. “Dathy over on Second Level north tells me these
children were found, sound asleep in corners. Their little friends
couldn’t waken ‘em, nor their parents when they moved ‘em, not even
pourin’ a jar of water over ‘em. They brought ‘em here, put cots in
the trainin’ floor for Brother Wend to see ‘em. He’s in there
now…”

Minalde had gone into the training-chamber
immediately, most of the Guards at her heels. From the doorway of
that long double cell Gil could see Rudy, Ilae, and Brother Wend
kneeling beside the little pallet beds that had been set up,
silvery witchlight flickering in the eyes of the children’s’
parents who knelt beside them, of the Guards standing around. One
man was crying; Minalde went to comfort him, forgetting – as she
often did – that she was the Lady of the Keep. The rest of the room
was deathly quiet.

Silently Gil returned to the Guard-room
hearth. Ingold sat beside it alone, scrying-crystal in his palm,
the flame-light reflected from it making tiny points of gold in his
blue eyes. She took her place on the arm of the rough-built chair,
and after a long time he closed his fist around the crystal, said,
“Well, well, well.”

“Where are they?” Minalde asked. She and Rudy
had come quietly back into the Guard-room, and Gil saw that she,
too, had been weeping, for the father’s helpless grief.

And her own, thought Gil. Her son Tir could
be next, eight years old and the true Lord of the Keep… her
two-year-old daughter Gisa would be asleep in her bed, and maybe it
would be that child – Rudy’s child – who might not open her eyes at
tomorrow’s dawn.

The wizard’s glance traveled to Rudy’s face,
and on to Gil’s.

Janus emerged from the training-room door
behind Minalde, hands shoved in his sword-belt and eyes hard as
brown agate. “She got ‘em locked up?”

“Wargin’s in a cell,” reported Ingold grimly,
“though I don’t see any guards.”

“And Tarpaeis?”

“Tarpaeis,” said the wizard, “I cannot scry
at all.”

Rudy said, “You mean she’s got him hidden in
a dead spot?”

“Either that, or Tarpaeis has developed
powers of wizardry himself.”
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“That’s ridiculous!” Lady Sketh declared,
without even bothering to wait for her husband to say it first.
This time, when Minalde, Ingold, and the Guards had strode across
the Aisle and up the Great Staircase to the cell that acted as
vestibule to the Sketh’s private realm, the lords of House Sketh
had put in their appearance backed by their white-clothed
troops.

“Lady Sketh…” Minalde had waited just long
enough to send a message to Maia, the bishop of the Keep, in the
hopes that the noble couple would listen to the Church. The tall,
cadaverous bishop spread his crippled hands coaxingly, and her
ladyship sniffed.

“Huh! After all your sermons, Maia, about how
the Church must act as the conscience of the Keep, you’ll sell
yourself quickly enough to this poppet and her wizard whoremaster
when it comes to seeing anyone other than Ingold Inglorion holding
any magic in the Keep! Not that the boy Tarpaeis does,” she added
quickly. “He’s just a common, ordinary guard—”

“He’s a common, ordinary guard who’s of the
age when boys often come to power,” retorted Ingold. “He’s
seventeen now. He’d have been – what? Sixteen? Fifteen? – when the
first signs of it showed? And because his family owed allegiance –
and their livelihood – to you, you were able to talk him into
keeping that fact from us, so you could have a wizard in your
household that nobody knew about – Is that how it went?”

“How dare you?” cried Lord Sketh, in wholly
unconvincing dudgeon.

“Is it true?” Minalde’s face was pink with
anger in the glow of Ingold’s witchlight. “The Keep needs every
trained mage we can get—”

“Of course it isn’t true!” snapped her
ladyship. “Tarpaeis is out with a hunting party—”

She whirled as the Icefalcon stepped quietly
through the vestibule door. “Hunting a place to hide,” remarked the
White Raider, in his soft, slightly breathy voice. “He’s broken out
of Sketh Territory into the back of the Level on the run, with ten
white guards after him—”

Lady Sketh’s eyes flared with rage.

“Get them,” Ingold said. “Surround them,
don’t approach them – Rudy, go back to those children. Bring the
other two down to the training-room. Lay whatever spells you can on
them, to hold them… He’ll try to draw their lives into him, to give
him strength.”

“Tarpaeis would never—” began Gil,
remembering the boy who would sometimes train with the Guards. The
boy who could give her a good fight without bullying or losing his
temper.

“It isn’t Tarpaeis anymore,” said Ingold
shortly. “The Whisper’s inside him… Lady Sketh, bring me whatever
it was that Tarpaeis stole from the dead cell in that Keep—”

“You have no right to imply—”

“BRING IT!!!” thundered Ingold,
suddenly furious, and Lord Sketh bolted like a terrified rabbit
into the dark mazes of Sketh Territory.

“You.” The wizard turned to one of her
ladyship’s ladies-in-waiting, his voice suddenly quiet again.
“Bring me a silver vase. With a lid, if you’ve got one.”

Gil had no doubt that there was exactly such
a thing in Sketh territory.

The woman went on the run, in a stormcloud of
flapping veils.

“You dare to imply—” began Lady Sketh
again, but Ingold had already turned to the Guard Melantrys, who,
with Gil, had remained when the others had gone, to make sure Lady
Sketh didn’t try anything silly to cover up her earlier, appalling
attempt to acquire a mage of her own.

“Melantrys, tell Janus and the Icefalcon to
drive Tarpaeis down to the Aisle. Maia—”

The bishop stepped forward, despite the fact
that bishops weren’t supposed to take orders from mages. Everybody
took orders from Ingold.

“Get as many of the Church guards as you can
and station them in all the entrances to the Aisle. Gil, get back
to the Guard-room and get whoever else is there to deploy as well.
I want to meet this thing in the Aisle—” He gestured behind him, to
the mammoth cavern filled with eternal night, prickled by scores of
candle-lit doors, “—rather than try to deal with it in a maze. Ah,
my dear—”

He accepted from the maid’s hands a silver
jar, ringed with opal and cabochon emeralds and smelling faintly of
orris-root and pomade. “Thank you.” And he smiled at her, like
sunlight.

When Gil had delivered her message to the
remaining Guards, snatched a halberd from the Guard-room rack and
returned, at a run, to the Aisle, she found that the women with
their spinning-wheels, the men sitting by their cell-doors to mend
equipment or watch their children play after supper, had
disappeared. Even the stray dogs and cats had fled. Ingold stood
alone in the center of that vast space, the silver vase at his
feet, a crumbling dark-bound book in his hand.

He signed Gil to approach: “It’s the
Word-Book of Taranion,” he said, and gave it to her to hold.
“It’s mentioned in the Black Scroll but I’ve never seen a copy –
there wasn’t one at Quo, which had nearly every volume written. The
Whisper clung to it, when Tarpaeis slipped it into his pocket in
the dead cell of the Lost Keep.”

“No wonder he took it,” said Gil. “If I’d
known it was something that rare, I’d probably have taken
it.”

For a moment the blue eyes twinkled gravely
into hers, knowing she wouldn’t have but smiling at her words, and
the understanding they implied. Then he took his knife from his
belt, and cut a long strip from the margin of one of the pages, and
Gil flinched even at that cosmetic desecration as if the blade had
gone into her own flesh. There were some things a historian simply
can’t watch.

“You think Lady Sketh put him in the
expedition for that reason?” she asked, as he dropped the strip
into the silver vessel. “To find a magic book that you didn’t have
your hands on?”

“Beyond a doubt.” With a quick move he yanked
loose the leather thong that bound his white hair into a warrior’s
topknot, and cut a handful of his hair, which he dropped in after
the stiff vellum; then he pushed up his sleeve and deliberately
gashed the back of his wrist, turning his arm over so that drops of
blood fell into the silver jar as well. Shouting could be heard
from the doorways that opened onto the balconies that overlooked
the Aisle; two men in black tunics raced across one of the stone
bridges far up in the darkness. Second level, thought Gil,
her heart beating fast. They must at least have headed him off
from the stairs that lead further up…

Thank God for small favors.

The torchlight behind those doors brightened,
augmented by the cold white radiance of the glowstones carried by
some of the Guards.

“Put that somewhere safe,” said Ingold
quietly. “And keep behind me. If I had time I’d put a line of
sigils around the Aisle but I don’t, I’ll have to rely on the
torches of the Guards. I’m not sure they would work anyway. The
same for a magic-circle for you. This thing is frightfully strong,
Gilly. When I drive it into the silver jar, slam the cover
down—”

“Will it get power over you from your hair
and your blood? Or over Mithrys?”

“Not inside the silver. The real problem will
be—”

He swung around.

Tarpaeis stood on the Great Stairway.

He still wore the white tunic and jacket of
the Sketh guards. Gil wondered, looking at him, whether Lady Sketh
had ordered him to train occasionally with the Keep Guards so that
he could come and go around Ingold’s library unremarked. He seemed
older now than seventeen, his face in its frame of dark curls
barely recognizable as the diffident, oddly reserved boy who had on
a dozen occasions talked to Gil about fighting technique and how to
hand-rear motherless puppies. Even at a distance of nearly fifty
feet, in the flickering gloom, Gil saw him open his mouth and make
a breathy noise like a hiss, an animal sound. He looked back up the
stairs and saw the line of white-clothed Sketh guards there, and
with them the Icefalcon and two or three Keep Guards.

Looked at Ingold, standing in the Aisle
alone.

Gil scanned the nearest doorways behind her,
caught the eye of Captain Hayox in one. She held up the book and he
raced across to take it from her: “Don’t let him pass,” she said
softly. “Get your men up to the Second Level and the third, if
there’s enough of them—”

“There aren’t. We’re barely covering the
doorways down here.”

“Put anyone you can to make sure they’re
covered. Don’t let him get into the mazes of the Keep. We’ll never
get him out, and if the Keep isn’t safe we’ll totally be
screwed.”

“What about the Doors?”

At the far end of the Aisle, two hundred feet
behind her, the Gate-Passage, blocked with massive doors of sable
adamant, led to the cold spring night outside. The only way out of
the Keep.

“Keep someone on them,” said Ingold, quietly,
over his shoulder. “If it gets out it’s only a matter of time
before it gets in again. We need to destroy it. The only place it
can feed is here.”

Gil cursed.

Tarpaeis came down the stairs at a
light-footed run.

Arrows flashed and clattered on the steps
around him. Gil yelled, “Don’t shoot!” as one of them – insanely
inaccurate – slashed through the hem of her tunic and another tore
Ingold’s sleeve: she’d seen on other occasions what magic could do
with arrows, once they were in the air. She thrust the silver
jar-lid into the front of her tunic and gripped the halberd’s
shaft; she wasn’t sure if the extra distance the weapon would give
her would help if it came to taking Tarpaeis on herself, but she
felt better with it. The young man ran straight at Ingold, sword in
hand; from the corner of her eye Gil saw movement in two of the
doorways that opened into the Aisle, heard a man there cry out in
disgust and alarm and thought, Rats…

They were in the Aisle, too, dozens of them,
swarming from all corners towards Ingold and, Gil realized,
herself. She’d been afraid of them as a girl in California and
living in the Keep – though the wizards’ rat-wards on the whole had
kept the population in check – her fear had turned to a loathing
respect. Do what you can, she told herself. They’re
speedy little fuckers…

She moved closer to Ingold but the rats,
rather suddenly, seemed to realize they were in the open and in
danger, and swerved away…

Counter-spell, thought Gil. Not
what he needs to distract him…

Tarpaeis – or the thing within him – veered,
and Ingold sprang to cut him off; doubled in the other direction,
but again the old wizard was before him. With another hiss, the
younger mage stopped, sword raised in his hands—

And darkness fell. The witchlight that
surrounded Ingold failed suddenly and completely, and in the same
moment the firelight of the Guards’ torches and the cold white
gleam of the glowstones died, as if Gil had been struck blind,
which for that first, awful second she thought she had. Then she
heard the cries and shouts of the other Guards – and the panicked
screaming of the people of the Keep, who of course were clustered
in the corridors behind them…

Dammit!

The owl-wing swoop of Ingold’s robes,
followed by the clash of steel – He’s a wizard, he doesn’t need
light, the light is for us…

Glowstone-light outlined one doorway, two… A
scattered swirl of witchlight fountained around the two wizards,
coalesced into feeble radiance as the two men struggled, blades
glittering and striking sparks. Gil moved behind Ingold like a
shadow, halberd held ready, watching: Tarpaeis is going to
weaken. If I go in while he’s strong Ingold will have to help me,
and that will break his concentration…

I’ll know my time.

Ingold stumbled, caught himself. Either
Tarpaeis had got in a stroke or one of his spells had acted like a
physical weapon, for blood poured down the side of the old man’s
face, streaked his white hair. The witch-light showed him bathed in
sweat, Tarpaeis’ face wooden, save for those demon eyes. A woman’s
voice screamed from the Guard-room, “Ranny— !”

Ranny was one of them, Gil recalled. Ranny
Nasis. He’s pulling his strength from them.

Tarpaeis drove in hard, and Ingold fell back
before him, across one of the railless footbridges that spanned the
Aisle’s streams. Dark closed around them again, like wings of
shadow; Gil was aware – and she was pretty sure Ingold was aware –
that the thing, the Whisper, was forcing him not toward the outer
doors of the Keep, but toward one of the doors that led from the
Aisle back into the lightless mazes. She saw standing within it the
youngest of Lord Ankres’ guards, white-faced, blank-eyed with
terror.

He’s going for the weakest link…

Ingold staggered again, the sword flashing as
it was knocked from his hand to ring on the stone of the floor. Gil
wasn’t sure how she knew this was a feint but something about the
old man’s movement told her, He knows more tricks than an
Alketch gladiator, and she was already moving in as Tarpaeis –
his face suddenly convulsed with bestial triumph – instead of going
for the doorway drove at the fallen wizard with sword upraised and
his whole attention diverted to his kill.

And he knows YOUR weakest link, pal…

The spell Ingold threw included a blaze of
something that wasn’t quite light, but dazzled and nearly blinded
Gil as she swung the halberd like a razor-edged baseball-bat at
Tarpaeis’ neck. At the last second he tried to dodge and the blade
took him across shoulder and back, blood spraying like a fountain.
He dropped to his knees and Gil swung the blade again, and that
young face opened its mouth in a silent scream.

She saw something – thicker than steam,
creamy-textured like chemical smoke – pour from his mouth and whip
like a snake toward the one familiar anchor-point in the whole of
the vast emptiness of the Aisle: a mage’s hair, a mage’s blood, and
the parchment it had inhabited for so many thousands of years.

Gil dropped her halberd and had the silver
jar-lid in her hand as she dove back across the stream to where the
jar was, conscious of Ingold’s magic like a thunderclap around her
as she slammed the lid into place.

She was kneeling beside the jar, shaking all
over, holding the lid down with the whole of her weight, as the
wizard stumbled across the little bridge and came to her side.

“What happens now?” The metal jerked, hot
under her hands.

When Ingold didn’t reply she looked up. Saw
him looking down at her, at the jar, blood pouring from the wound
on his scalp and from his nose and the corner of his mouth. “We
have to destroy it in the jar,” he said. He was leaning on her
halberd, and white as a sheet under the gore.

Rats whipped around their feet, racing from
all corners of the Aisle toward the jar. Ingold made a gesture at
them and they fled back, but not far: He wasn’t kidding when he
said this thing was powerful. The jar-lid shifted again, bumped
upwards against her hands. At the same moment racing feet clattered
from the direction of the Guard-room. Minalde, dark hair streaming
over her shoulders, Hethya at her heels.

“They’re dying,” cried the nurse-maid. “It’s
drinking their lives, they’re like wax—”

“Rudy and the others are putting all their
strength into holding them,” whispered Alde. “But you can see the
shadow growing over their faces…”

Gil looked up, and met Ingold’s eyes. When he
said nothing, Gil waved the two women back, and waited til they
were out of earshot before she spoke.

“Can you kill this thing?” she whispered.

“Not alone.”

She wondered if he’d have been able to take
it out even if he hadn’t just been hammered flat by its
strength.

“Call them,” said Gil. “It’ll break out of
the jar soon and those kids’ll die anyway if it does. And so will
the next ones it goes after.”

Ingold closed his eyes, turned his face
away.

I managed to destroy my father’s realm and
kill every person in my family…

She wondered, for the first time, Did that
include a wife and a child?

And, if she said to him, Do it – and
if the children died, as she knew they would the moment the three
novice mages released their spells on them – would he ever forgive
her, in his heart.

And then I’ll be… What? A small-time killer
in a dying world, with nothing… Or a crazy woman back in my own, if
he sends me back there… A world where I’ll no longer belong.

Have not belonged for years. Maybe I never
did.

She said softly, “What if the next child he
takes is Mithrys? Or Tir? What if the next child he takes is the
next mageborn, the next wizard, who could save the next generation
in the Keep?”

He didn’t say, I can’t, because he
knew he could.

And would not forgive himself either,
ever.

He looked at her and in his eyes she saw
desperation, like a dying man.

She opened her mouth to say, Do it,
but the words that came out were, “Have you got enough strength
left to call weather?”

Ingold blinked, startled at the question – It
clearly wasn’t what he’d been expecting her to say. “Of course.”
Weather-spells were, Gil knew, fairly simple. They were among the
earliest that he’d taught his three pupils, years ago.

“Then somebody get me some wire,” she said.
“Iron or silver… chains, too, if we’ve got them—”

Hethya stood staring at her with tears
running down her face but Alde caught up her queenly robe-skirts
and ran for the armory as if the Devil were at her heels.

The silver of the jar was beginning to glow
with heat by the time the blacksmiths and armorers of the Keep had
wired the lid into place. When that was done Gil could feel the jar
itself vibrating, and had the uneasy sense that in only minutes the
metal itself would explode like a shrapnel grenade. Ingold, though
he’d stayed beside them in the Aisle, had sunk in on himself, the
witchlight around him fading as he called on his depleted strength
to summon an early storm from the river-valley below; by the time
the Guards had lifted the jar onto a litter, and carried it at a
swift walk to the Gate-passage, the air that swirled in from the
night outside was unseasonably hot, and smelled of ozone.

“We need to get it on top of the Keep.”
Storm-gusts dragged at Gil’s hair, a coarse black mane soaked with
sweat; lightning flickered in a sky like tar. Ingold, beside her,
seemed to hear nothing. It couldn’t be easy, calling and holding a
thunderstorm in May, barely a month after the last blizzards of
April. The Icefalcon, pale braids jerked by the wind, caught Ingold
by the arm, dragged him at a near run toward the wooden tower that
had been built in the second year of the Keep’s occupation and
re-built after the Summerless Year, a rickety, swaying needle whose
top story sported a twelve-foot drawbridge that led to the roof of
the Keep itself. No means of ingress had been found on the whole
huge black space of that enormous roof, sloped behind a head-high
parapet, but Gil had found what she thought were remains of old
water-tanks up there, and the marks where some sort of machinery
had long ago stood. The climb had terrified her, and she had not
gone up again.

Now the weirdly humid blasts of the
thunderstorm made the stair-tower’s wooden framework creak and
shift, and the far-off lightning illuminated the trees around them,
branches tossing as if with fevered life. I can do this… we’ve
had worse winds than this one this winter and it didn’t fall.
At least she could walk forwards up the swaying stairs: Janus,
carrying the other end of the makeshift litter on which the jar
rested, was ascending backwards, but then nobody in the Keep had
ever accused the Guards’ commander of having nerves. The jar had
begun to crack and steam; sickly yellowish light poured from
beneath its lid. Through the sticks that served as handles Gil felt
the uneven shuddering of the vessel itself. If it explodes now
it’ll take out the whole top of the tower, it’s sixty feet to the
ground…

Seventy feet…

Eighty.

Bors had gone ahead, to lower the drawbridge:
planks tied onto saplings, with only ropes as hand-rails. Lightning
showed Gil mountains of cloud overhead and the wind whipped and
twisted her clothing; she fixed her eyes on the dark bulk of the
Keep before her but in her too-vivid imagination still saw the
ground below. The thunder was almost on top of the white blazes
that seemed to rip the sky, and the pine-tops around them thrashing
as if with a demon’s invisible feet. Ingold, still moving like a
man in a trance, followed them over the parapet, up the shallow
slope of the roof to the narrow walkway of its ridge. In a stiff
voice, as if struggling for words, he said, “Stay back.”

Gil and Janus set the silver vessel down.
Janus backed away; Gil remained, uncertain, as the dry glare
flashed directly above them and the thunder rolled like
cannon-fire.

With a terrible searing, crinkling sound
spears of light suddenly burst from the vessel as it cracked.
Ingold flung up his hands, cried a word of power, a word of
Summoning, into the blackness of the night, and Gil flung herself
down and rolled with the slope of the roof. She’d stopped, however,
and looked up as lightning poured from the cloud like the wrath of
God, striking the silver jar and surrounding the wizard in a
blue-white nimbus of electrical light, amid thunder like the
rending of the world.

The blackness after that was like being
blinded again, and the stench – before the winds whipped it away –
was unspeakable.

Then a more distant stroke showed her Ingold
lying near the melted ruin of the jar, under the sudden downpour of
soaking rain.

 


*

 


“So they didn’t lock up the wizard in the
Lost Keep, and his books, because he was a mage, did they?” said
Gil quietly. She twisted the last of the rain-water from her hair,
dripping on the black stone of the floor. “They locked him up
because he’d been possessed by a Whisper.”

“I think so, yes.” Leaning heavily on his
staff – and he should, Gil privately considered, have been in bed,
not patrolling the Keep one last time – the old man passed his hand
over the arrangement of crystals set into the wall of the
Transporter vestibule. Thirteen crystals across and thirteen down –
a hundred and sixty-nine dark little fragments of what appeared to
be quartz, barely visible against the blackness of the wall.

Only, in the faint wisp of white light that
floated over the end of Ingold’s staff, Gil thought she saw four of
the wall-crystals had begun, very faintly, to glow.

“He might well have been the only mage they
had in the Keep,” the wizard went on. “It must have been a grievous
choice for someone to make. Possibly,” he added, “himself.”

He turned, and began to limp back toward the
Great Staircase, and the moving torchlight in the Aisle. The
mothers of the five wakened children – who had all come to their
senses in the same moment, when the lightning had destroyed the
silver jar and the thing it contained – had taken them home to bed.
Rudy, Ilae, and Brother Wend had remained in the Guard-room
infirmary, using their magic to hold Tarpaeis’ battered spirit in
his flesh until Brother Wend’s healing-spells could take hold. Gil
hoped somebody in the Guard-room had thought to make tea.

“Could the Whisper have taken hold of you?”
she asked. “Possessed you, the way it did Tarpaeis?”

“It tried twice to do so during the fight.”
Ingold glanced at her sidelong, blue eyes infinitely tired under
their scarred lids. “But that would have entailed letting go of
Tarpaeis, and until you wounded him as you did, the Whisper wasn’t
ready to let go. When it did, it was sufficiently depleted itself
by the combat to seek the path of least resistance.”

“What about Tarpaeis?” asked Gil. “Will he
be…” She hesitated. “Can we trust him?”

“With regard to the Whisper? Yes.” The old
man seemed for a moment to listen to the darkness that filled the
maze of hallways around them. “It’s gone. The lightning was – if
you will forgive the unforgivable, my dear – a master stroke.” And
he mock-ducked from her mock-shove. “With regard to his loyalty to
House Sketh, where his family still lives? That remains to be
seen.”

“But you’ll still train him?”

“If his magic survived the exorcism of the
Whisper, yes. Of course. He’s one of the few whose magic has
surfaced since the Coming of the Dark; one of the few that the Dark
Ones didn’t kill. We can’t not pass along to him everything that we
know.”

They paused at the top of the stairs. Below
them, the Aisle was settling into silence again, though the dawn
wasn’t far away. A shadow moved among the streams and bridges,
bearing a firefly light: a Guard, walking his route.

Making sure that all was well.

That all were safe.

Gil put her hand on Ingold’s sleeve, as he
made to descend.

“Would you have done it?” she asked. “If I
hadn’t thought of taking that thing out and calling a
lightning-strike down on it? Would you have pulled Rudy and the
others away from those children, to help you destroy the Whisper
before it broke free?”

Ingold looked aside. For a moment she saw
again the desperation in his eyes, the horror and the guilt that
had been there when the silver jar had begun to rock and quiver
under her hands. His fear of what her response would be, to his
telling the truth. Not just about what he would have said, but
about what he was in his heart. “I’m just glad it didn’t come to
that.”

“Would you have?” Her grip tightened on his
scorched and blood-stained sleeve. “I have to know.”

Shame tightened his brow, deepened the scars
around his eyes. “Yes.”

“Even if one of the children had been
Mithrys?”

My son. Your son. Our little
Owl. The treasure of his heart and of hers…

To save the Keep? To make it safe for the
generation, or two, that would so desperately need safety in the
years to come?

Could I really have done that, to the
children of others who loved them, as I love our boy?

His eyes pleaded for a moment: Don’t make
me say it.

Don’t turn from me, for telling the
truth.

Then, “Yes.”

Gil said, “Good.”

For a moment they looked into each other’s
eyes, understanding. Then they gathered each other into an embrace,
held each other, the old man like a beggar in tattered robes, the
girl in the black clothing of the Keep Guards. White hair mingling
with black, warriors in the darkness at the precipice of the world.
Each understanding the heart of the other, like a secret
shared.

After a time Ingold whispered to her, “But
don’t tell anyone. I suspect it would be dangerous to us both – and
to the wizards as a whole – if anyone in the Keep thought it’s what
either of us would do, to preserve this remnant of humankind from
destruction.”

“If we’re lucky,” murmured Gil in reply, “no
one in the Keep will ever find out.”
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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.
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