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      PALADINS OF THE POWERS


      Rulke of the Charon: Is he truly the Great Betrayer—or the last victim of a crime so terrible that its horror has tainted all of human history?


      Karan of Gothryme: Can she forge a bridge between worlds—or will the attempt be the path to her own destruction?


      Llian the Chronicler: His ambition to find the lost Great Tale cost him his honor—will his resolve to find the truth cost Llian his life?


      Maigraith: Is she merely a pawn to be used by the mighty—or the bearer of an unimaginable power?


      Mendark: He’s used murder, magic, and immortality to maintain his reputation—but is his wizardry great enough to save Santhenar?


      Faelamor of the Faellem: Did she commit genocide to save her race—and will she destroy whole worlds to lead her people home?


      

   

      I would like to thank Angus and Simon Irvine for the brilliant cover concept artwork


   

      “What though the field be lost?


      All is not lost; the unconquerable Will,


      And study of revenge, immortal hate,


      And courage never to submit or yield…”


      MILTON, PARADISE LOST
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           SYNOPSIS OF THE VIEW FROM THE MIRROR


      The View from the Mirror is a tale of the Three Worlds, Aachan, Tallallame and Santhenar, and of the four human species that inhabit them: Aachim, Charon, Faellem and old human. The setting is Santhenar, a world where wizardry—the Secret Art—is difficult, and doesn’t always work, and every using comes at a price—aftersickness.


      Long ago a whole race was betrayed and cast into the void between the worlds, a Darwinian place where life is more desperate,

         more brutal, more fleeting than anywhere. In the void none but the fittest survive, and only by remaking themselves constantly.

         A million of that race died in the first few weeks.


      The terrible centuries ground on. The exiles were transformed into a new human species, but still they could not survive the

         void. Reduced to a handful, they hung over the abyss of extinction. Then one day a chance came, an opening to another world—Aachan!


      Giving themselves a new name, Charon, after a frigid moonlet at the furthest extremity of the void, they took Aachan from

         the Aachim. The Hundred, as the remaining Charon became known, dared allow nothing to stand before the survival of their species.


      But they did not flourish on Aachan, so one of the Hundred, Rulke, commissioned the golden flute, an instrument that could open the Way between the Worlds. Before it could be used, Shuthdar, the old human who made it, stole the flute and fled with it to Santhenar. Unfortunately for Rulke, Shuthdar blundered. He

         opened all the paths between the worlds, and the four species scrambled to get the flute for themselves. Rather than be taken

         Shuthdar destroyed it, bringing down the Forbidding that sealed Santhenar off completely. Now the fate of the Three Worlds is bound up with those marooned on Santhenar. They

         have never ceased to search for a way home, but none has ever been found.


      Volume 1 A SHADOW ON THE GLASS



      Llian, a brilliant young chronicler at the College of the Histories, presents a new version of an ancient Great Tale, the Tale of the Forbidding, at his graduation telling, to unprecedented acclaim. But Wistan, the master of the College, realizes that Llian has uncovered a deadly mystery—evidence that a crippled girl was murdered

         at the time the golden flute was destroyed. The crime must have occurred to conceal a greater one, and even now such knowledge

         could be deadly, both for him and for the College.


      Llian is also Zain, an outcast race despised for collaborating with the Charon in olden times. Wistan persecutes Llian to make him retract the

         tale, but Llian secretly keeps on with his research. He knows that it could be the key to a brilliant story—the first new

         Great Tale for hundreds of years—and if he were the one to write it, he would stand shoulder to shoulder with the greatest

         chroniclers of all time.


      Karan, a young woman who is a sensitive, was at the graduation telling when Llian told his famous tale. She loves the Histories and is captivated by the tale and

         the teller. Karan returns to Gothryme, her drought-stricken and impoverished home, but soon afterwards Maigraith appears. Karan owes an obligation to Maigraith, the powerful but troubled lieutenant of Faelamor, and Maigraith insists that she repay it by helping to steal an ancient relic for her liege. Faelamor is the age-old leader

         of the Faellem, exiled on Santhenar by the Forbidding. Desperate to take her people back to her own world, she believes that

         the relic may hold the key.


      Yggur the sorcerer now holds the relic in Fiz Gorgo. Karan and Maigraith steal into his fortress, but Karan is shocked to learn

         that the relic is the Mirror of Aachan, stolen from the Aachim a thousand years ago. Being part-Aachim herself, she knows that the Aachim have never stopped searching

         for it. She must betray her father’s people or refuse her debt to Maigraith—dishonor either way. And Karan has a dangerous

         heritage: part Aachim, part old human, she is a blending. Blendings, though prone to madness, can have unusual talents, as she has. They are also at risk: sometimes hunted to enslave

         the talent, as often to destroy it.


      Maigraith, fascinated by something she sees on the Mirror, is surprised by Yggur. Finally she is overcome but Karan flees

         with the Mirror into the flooded labyrinth below the fortress, pursued by Yggur’s dreadful Whelm guards. Karan eventually escapes but is hunted for weeks through swamp and forest and mountains, the Whelm tracking her through

         her nightmares. In a twist of fate, Karan saves the life of one of them, Idlis the healer. She heads toward Chanthed, a place of haunting memories because of Llian’s wonderful tale. Pursued by the Whelm and their

         dogs, she reaches out to him in her dreams.


      Mendark, a mancer and Yggur’s bitter enemy, hears that the Mirror has been stolen and sends his lieutenants to find it. Learning

         from Tallia that Karan is heading for Chanthed he asks Wistan to find her. Wistan, who would do anything to get rid of Llian, orders

         him to find Karan and take her to Mendark’s city, Thurkad.


      At the village of Tullin, Llian dreams that Karan is calling for help and wakes to find two Whelm at his throat, trying to

         trace her sending. He is rescued by Shand, an old man who works at the inn but is more than he seems. Llian heads out into the snow to find Karan. Eventually he does,

         after many perils. Full of mixed feelings about Llian, Karan flees with him into the high mountains. After a number of narrow

         escapes they lose their pursuers, but Llian gets mountain sickness and Karan has no choice but to head for Shazmak, a secret

         city of the Aachim, where she grew up.


      After they arrive Karan learns that Tensor is on his way to Shazmak. She knows she can never keep the Mirror secret from him. Unknown to her, Tensor already knows she

         has it. Soon Karan is brought to trial, for the Mirror cannot be found. It is impossible to lie to the Syndics, but Karan, in a desperate expedient, plants a false dream in Llian’s mind, and through a link with him, reads it back to the Syndics at her trial. Because Llian believes it to be truth, it is truth, and despite Tensor’s

         protests she is freed. Karan and Llian escape from Shazmak, hotly pursued by the Aachim. Stealing a boat, they flee down a

         wild river.


      In Yggur’s stronghold, Maigraith is tormented by the Whelm, who have an instinctive hatred of her. Later, under Yggur’s relentless

         interrogation, she gives away Karan’s destination, the city of Sith. Yggur needs the Mirror desperately, for his coming war.

         However as the weeks pass a bond grows between them, Maigraith finding in the tormented Yggur the complement to her own troubled

         self.


      Faelamor uses her mastery of illusion to snatch Maigraith out of Fiz Gorgo but is furious when she learns that Karan, whom

         she hates, has escaped with the Mirror. Inwardly Faelamor despairs because the Mirror, which she has sought for so long, has

         eluded her again. Once before she almost had it, but Yalkara the Charon, her greatest enemy, defeated her. Yalkara used the Mirror to find a warp in the Forbidding, the only person ever

         to escape from Santhenar. Now Faelamor’s own world, Tallallame, cries out for aid and she is desperate to return.


      Faelamor and Maigraith set off to find Karan. Maigraith falls back under Faelamor’s domination. Yggur, finding Maigraith gone,

         marches to war on the east.


      Karan and Llian flee through mountains and caverns, hotly pursued by Tensor and his Aachim. At a forest camp she has a terrible

         nightmare and wakes to find that the Whelm have tracked her down again. This time she is helpless for they have learned how

         to control her. Desperate, Karan makes a link to Maigraith, now not far away. Unfortunately the link is captured by a terrifying

         presence, who uses it to speak directly to the Whelm, reminding them that they are really Ghâshâd, ancient enemies of the

         Aachim. Llian escapes but Karan is captured.


      Not long after, Faelamor is taken by Tensor and sent to Shazmak, where to her horror she learns about Karan’s Aachim heritage.

         Faelamor already suspects that Karan has Faellem ancestry as well. If so, she is triune: one with the blood of three worlds. A terrifying prospect—no one can tell what unpredictable talents a triune might have.

         Faelamor decides that the risk to her plans is too great—Karan must die. Faelamor escapes but the Ghâshâd find a way into

         Shazmak.


      Clumsy Llian somehow rescues Karan, hires a boat and Pender takes them down the river to Sith. There they find Yggur’s armies just across the river. The city cannot stand against him.

         Nor is Faelamor there to take the Mirror. Karan collapses, unable to drive herself any further. There is nowhere to go but

         to Mendark. Karan is afraid of him too.


      They reach Thurkad not far ahead of the war to find that Mendark has been overthrown by Thyllan. A street urchin, Lilis, guides Llian to Mendark’s refuge. Mendark and Tallia offer to take Karan in but, angered by Mendark’s imperious manner,

         she refuses him. Shortly, Thyllan captures Karan and the Mirror.


      As all the powers gather in Thurkad, Mendark realizes that the only way to recover the Mirror is to call a Great Conclave,

         which Thyllan must obey. As the Conclave ends, news comes that the army is defeated and Yggur at the gates of the city. Faelamor

         shatters Tensor by revealing that the Whelm are actually his ancient enemies, Ghâshâd, one-time servants of Rulke, who have

         taken Shazmak and slaughtered the Aachim there. She lies, blaming Karan for this treachery.


      Karan is sentenced to death, while the Mirror is given to Thyllan to use in the defense of Thurkad. Seizing the moment, Faelamor

         calls forth Maigraith, and Tensor knows by her eyes that she is descended from the hated Charon. He breaks and uses a forbidden

         potency, or mind-blasting spell, that lays the whole Conclave low. Only Llian the Zain is unaffected. Thinking Karan dead, in grief

         and fury he attacks Tensor but is easily captured. Tensor sees a use for someone who is immune to the potency. He flees with

         Llian and the Mirror.


      Volume 2 THE TOWER ON THE RIFT



      Mendark and Tallia wake in the ruins of the Conclave. Tensor and Llian have disappeared, and Karan too. Mendark takes over

         the hopeless defense of the city but Thurkad soon falls. He flees with his little company, a few guards, Tallia and Lilis,

         then finds that his boat has been captured. They are forced to take refuge with the Hlune, a strange subculture that has made the vast, ancient wharf city of Thurkad their own. Tallia eventually hires Pender’s boat

         and after a series of pursuits, escapes and mishaps they reach Zile, an old, declining city famous for its Great Library.

         The librarian, Nadiril, is a capricious old man who has the knowledge of the world at his fingertips. Nadiril takes Lilis as his apprentice but

         cannot suggest where Tensor may have taken refuge.


      Tensor drags Llian through bloody war to a hideout where a small band of the Aachim wait for him, including Malien, his one-time consort. Tensor tells the terrible news about the destruction of Shazmak and the climax of the Conclave, but

         when he admits that he violated the Conclave with a forbidden potency the Aachim are outraged at his dishonor.


      In the uproar Llian tries to get away but is speared in the side. The Aachim flee, taking Llian with them. They are hunted

         for weeks by Yggur’s Whelm. They flee north, escaping many traps, and some among them would kill Llian, the treacherous Zain

         as they see him, but Tensor has a purpose for him. Llian, grieving for the loss of Karan and plagued by dreams of death and

         doom, is slow to recover. He often talks to Malien, who is disturbed by his dreams. Finally they are joined by other Aachim,

         refugees from ruined Shazmak. Their tales drive Tensor into a frenzy of hate and bitterness.


      Maigraith and Faelamor are also laid low by Tensor’s potency. Maigraith recovers, but Faelamor has lost her powers and sinks

         into despair. Thurkad is now controlled by Yggur and there is no way of escape. Maigraith has only one recourse—she goes to

         Yggur. Their meeting is tense, for neither has been able to forget the other and each is afraid of rejection. However, in

         time they become lovers.


      Karan wakes from pain, nightmares and madness to find herself in a dingy room with a stranger. At first she barely knows who

         she is, and can remember only fragments of the past weeks. The stranger turns out to be Shand, who rescued her from the Conclave.

         She does not know why.


      Karan is devastated to find that Llian has disappeared. As Thurkad capitulates, Shand leaves her in the wharf city, a place

         that she has a horror of, while he goes to find help. She is put to work at a disgusting and painful job—cleaning jellyfish

         and packing them in barrels. Finally Shand returns and they go across the sea.


      Shand reveals that he knew Karan’s father long ago, which is why he rescued her. They travel on, having adventures alternately

         comical, palpitating and gruesome, and eventually come to a cliff as tall as a mountain, below which is a vast emptiness,

         the Dry Sea, that was once the magnificent Sea of Perion.


      Karan senses that Llian is out there somewhere. Throughout the salt plains there are tall mountains, once islands in the sea,

         and the largest of them, Katazza, was the seat of the fabulous empire of Kandor, one of the three Charon who came to Santhenar for the flute. The empire was destroyed when the sea dried up, but the fortress

         of Katazza remains.


      Karan senses that Llian has been taken there. Shand agrees to accompany her, but it is not a journey to be taken lightly.

         They set out across the salt, a terrible journey, pursued by bounty hunters and attacked by venomous desert creatures. There

         is never enough water and at the end, deadly volcanic country to cross before they get to Katazza. There they are stuck, too

         weak to tackle the great cliffs.


      Much earlier, the Aachim also go down onto the Dry Sea. They cross quickly and climb the cliffs and mountains of Katazza to

         reach Kandor’s fortress. Tensor begins his great project, to find within the Mirror the way of making gates from one place

         to another. He plans to open the Nightland, Rulke’s prison of a thousand years, and have his revenge.


      For a long time Tensor makes no progress, the memories of the Mirror being locked, then one day finds a way in. Only when

         he begins to make his gate do the Aachim realize what his real plan is. They try to stop him but Tensor seizes Llian, locks

         the Aachim out of the tower and continues with his work. Soon the gate is ready for its first test.


      Back in Zile, Tallia has worked out what Tensor’s destination must be. Mendark, his guard Osseion, and Tallia set off. After crossing the Dry Sea, to their astonishment they come across recent tracks at the base of Katazza.

         After a scuffle in the dark they realize that they have found Karan and Shand. Together they climb the cliffs and at the top

         are met by a deputation of the Aachim.


      Mendark agrees to help them against Tensor. Karan is interested in only one thing, that Llian is here, and races off to find

         him. Unfortunately they can only communicate through a slit in the wall.


      Tensor tests his gate but it goes astray, for he has used the Mirror to see the destination. It was often called the Twisted

         Mirror—a deceitful, treacherous thing. Karan, afraid for Llian, climbs the tower, a terrifying ordeal that she barely survives.

         Soon after that, Tensor seizes Llian, who is immune to the potency, as a defense against Rulke. Then he opens the gate.


      In Thurkad, Faelamor recovers her powers and warns Yggur that Tensor has made a gate, risking their ruin. Yggur manages to

         draw the gate away from the Nightland to Thurkad, though when it opens he dares not enter. Faelamor curses him for a coward

         and a fool and leaps into the gate. Later Yggur follows her, leaving Maigraith behind.


      In Katazza, Tensor expects Rulke to come through the gate but Faelamor appears instead. She confuses him with illusion, snatches

         the Mirror and hides. Yggur appears. Shortly after, the gate begins working of its own accord. Tensor seizes Llian, preparing

         to blast his enemy, Rulke. Karan knows Llian won’t survive the confrontation. She hurls a block of rubble in Tensor’s face

         and Llian gets away. Then Rulke leaps out of the gate, terrible in his power and majesty, and the potency fizzles into nothing.


      Rulke attacks his enemies one by one. First Yggur, then Tensor, whom he cripples. Faelamor, having found what she wanted in

         the Mirror, flees back through the gate. The Aachim are broken; Mendark is afraid to act by himself. Finally Rulke turns to

         Karan and realizes that she is the one whose link he used to wake the Ghâshâd. He needs her for his own project. He advances

         on Karan. With no other resort, she flings herself through the gate, dragging Llian after her.


      Mendark now sees an opportunity, reaches into Yggur’s mind and frees him from Rulke’s possession of long ago. The tide begins

         to turn; the allies realize that together they can defeat Rulke, if they have the courage. They attack. Rulke flees to the

         top of the tower. There they corner him and hurl him out, but he curses them with a foretelling—that when the dark side of

         the moon is full in hythe (midwinter’s day) he will return and Santh will be his.


      Shand replies with a riddle, “Fear the thrice born, but beware the thrice betrayed,” then Rulke vanishes. Finally Shand takes

         the Mirror, “in memory of the one whose birthright it was’, though no one knows what he means.


      Volume 3 DARK IS THE MOON



      In Thurkad, there comes a tremendous storm and Maigraith finds the Whelm waiting on the roof of Yggur’s fortress. In a flash

         of lightning Rulke appears, exulting in his freedom. He commands the Whelm, or Ghâshâd as he calls them, to make a show of

         his strength. Seeing Maigraith, he orders the Ghâshâd to guard and protect her with their lives. Maigraith is equally captivated

         by him, though she has no idea why.


      The Ghâshâd spread terror throughout the land, turning the armies of Yggur on one another. Maigraith escapes and is saved

         by Vanhe, one of Yggur’s few surviving officers. In a hopeless gamble Vanhe uses Maigraith as a figurehead against Thyllan, who is

         besieging Thurkad with an overwhelming army. Surprising even herself, she humiliates Thyllan in a one-on-one struggle. The

         soldiers rally around her.


      In Katazza, Yggur is desperate, now that his great enemy, Rulke, is at large. Mendark convinces the company to try to seal

         the gate into the Nightland, even knowing that this must trap Karan and Llian there. They draw power from the rift but at

         the last minute Yggur’s nerve breaks. The attempt ends disastrously, bringing down the Great Tower. The survivors set out

         across the Dry Sea on foot.


      Karan and Llian are hurled apart in the gate. Llian lands in an alien palace, bitterly reproaching himself for helping Tensor.

         He comes face to face with a colossal construct, a complex device of unknown but deadly purpose. Later Karan finds him, Rulke returns and they feel an attack on the gate,

         the company trying to seal it. To defend the gate Rulke has to draw on the energy holding the Nightland together. It begins

         to collapse around them. Eventually Rulke wins and tempts Llian with the offer of secret knowledge.


      Karan, finding Rulke and Llian together, is troubled. She manages to escape through the gate to Katazza. Rulke catches Llian,

         interrogates him about the Histories, puts a hidden compulsion on him, to bring Karan when he calls, then allows Llian to

         escape to Katazza too.


      Karan is suspicious about his escape, at first. They catch up to the company, who also mistrust Llian now. The Dry Sea is

         unbearably hot, and their progress hindered by salt-storms that last for days. Yggur, who lost most of his sight at the rift,

         is bitter and harries Llian constantly.


      In order to counter Rulke’s construct, Shand proposes that they remake the golden flute, banish Rulke and seal Santhenar from

         the other worlds forever. It is an exciting, impossible proposal, but they will need four things: the right kind of gold;

         the way to make the flute; the way to use it; the one to use it. Perhaps the Mirror has some of this information. Mendark

         demands it but Shand refuses, pointing out that it cannot be used save by one who knows the use of it, and that way lies only within the Mirror. Llian is consumed by this paradox, but Shand will say no more.


      The others agree to remake the flute. But first they must have gold for its forging, and only red gold of Aachan will suffice.


      Tensor confesses to Karan that, when she was a child, he recognized a great danger in her; that she was triune. He wanted to send her away to die, to rid the Aachim of the menace. However the Aachim took her in, so he blocked the development

         of her triune talents. He begs her forgiveness. Karan is shocked. It explains why she has been hunted all her life. She cannot

         forgive him.


      The company finally return to Faranda. Yggur hurries back to Thurkad, desperate to find Maigraith. Mendark and Tallia go east

         on Pender’s boat. There, Mendark sets out alone to Yalkara’s abandoned fortress, Havissard.


      Mendark finds Havissard to be a very strange place. Eventually he gets inside but the Aachan gold he came for has recently

         been stolen. Soon after, he is attacked without warning. He manages to escape Havissard but has to renew his failing body

         to save his life. The renewal turns him into a hideous travesty of his former self.


      Maigraith leads an army to Bannador to liberate Bannador from the Ghâshâd. The expedition is nearly a disaster, for the Ghâshâd

         are able to link their minds into a communal will to control the other army. In a desperate struggle, Maigraith just succeeds

         in breaking their control.


      That night Faelamor returns and lies, saying that Yggur is dead. Suddenly all that has driven Maigraith seems pointless. Faelamor

         wakes an old compulsion and soon Maigraith falls under her liege’s thrall again.


      They go to the rugged forests of Elludore. Faelamor is sure that there is a way to break the Forbidding. She calls the Faellem, who are far away. It is now a race against Rulke and Mendark. Faelamor

         makes a gate to Havissard, a continent away. While she searches for something there, Maigraith wanders, curious to see what

         Yalkara was like. She finds a writing tablet. The last thing Yalkara wrote was a name—Aeolior. For some reason she can’t explain,

         Maigraith keeps the page.


      Faelamor finds what she is looking for—the Aachan gold. But in the library, one of Yalkara’s journals disturbs her greatly.

         The writing is in a script that is terrifyingly familiar. She has no time to consider it further, for Mendark appears, and

         in striking him down she loses the journal.


      Karan is haunted by what Tensor told her about herself. Karan and Llian travel to Chanthed, where Llian is now received with

         honor. However, in the library he discovers that drawings he was looking for, from the time of the Forbidding, have been stolen

         by Faelamor.


      In Tullin Karan’s nightmares begin again, and Rulke is always in them. Karan thinks that Llian is spying for Rulke. She tries

         by a link to snatch control. Rulke attempts to compel them both but Karan knocks Llian out and the compulsion fails. Shand arrives home and, thinking Llian possessed by Rulke,

         forces Karan to reject him. They take a now despairing Llian to Gothryme. The country is devastated by war.


      One day they learn that the Ghâshâd have occupied Carcharon, an old stronghold built by a mad ancestor of Karan’s, high in

         the mountains. Shortly they are summoned to a meet in Thurkad. Mendark is returning by ship from the east. Llian, knowing

         he is mistrusted, is in despair.


      The company meet. So far their efforts have been fruitless. No Aachan gold has been found. Yggur, who is even more suspicious

         of Llian now, sends him to the execution yard. Karan manages to free him and they escape back to Gothryme.


      In Gothryme, Rulke begins calling Llian again, demanding that he bring Karan to Carcharon. Mendark appears unexpectedly and,

         discovering this, interrogates Llian, resorting to powerful charms to get at the truth. Between the two of them, Llian is

         in agony.


      Finally Karan wakes to what is going on. Drawing the truth from Llian, she is mortified to discover that all along he had

         been protecting her from Rulke. They are reconciled. Karan knows there is only one way to end Llian’s torment. She must go

         to Carcharon. Llian refuses to let her go alone. He is convinced that the time of the foretelling is at hand, for hythe is

         only a few days away now.


      Llian challenges Rulke to a telling. If he wins, Karan and he are to go free. If he loses, they will do what Rulke wants.

         To Llian’s surprise Rulke accepts the challenge. Three Ghâshâd will adjudicate, including Idlis the healer.


      Rulke’s tale is a barbaric splendor, the story of how a hundred Charon conquered a world, Aachan. But Llian sees that the

         tale jars against the codes of the Ghâshâd. Rulke put his own glory before the security of his people. Llian makes a new tale

         to take advantage.


      Llian’s reply is a tale of a servant race who served not wisely but too well. This tale strikes a chord in the Ghâshâd, wakening

         their deepest fears, as Llian intends. Rulke is enraged, accusing Llian of cheating, but Idlis’s casting vote gives Llian

         the victory.


      Rulke sends Llian through a gate but it goes wrong, dropping him into the snow below Carcharon. There he is found by Tallia

         and Mendark. Llian’s reappearance, alone, confirms Mendark’s suspicions.


      Karan is the triune Rulke needs to seek out the Way between the Worlds. He tries to coerce her but she delays, sensing that

         time is important. Rulke forces her to choose between aiding him and seeing Llian tormented. She makes a bargain—Llian to

         be freed of the compulsion first. Rulke has no more time, and he agrees. Karan, believing that Llian is safe, agrees to do

         what Rulke wants.


      The dark full moon rises, and it is hythe—mid-winter’s day. The weight of the prophecy crushes the company. Rulke’s victory

         cannot be averted, Shand tells them. The one who was to be the Restorer is dead.


   

      PART ONE
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      1


      The Arrow


      The construct, a menace that warped even the light around it, slowly revolved above the decapitated tower of Carcharon. Rulke

         stood tall on top, holding his levers in one negligent hand. The other was thrust out at the rising moon, whose dark face,

         mottled red and purple-black, had just heaved its swollen mass over the horizon. That was a hideous omen. The moon had not

         been full on hythe, mid-winter’s day, for 1,830 years. Rulke’s foretelling was already coming to pass.


      When the dark moon is full on mid-winter’s day, I will be back. I will crack the Forbidding and open the Way between the Worlds.

            No one has the power to stay me. The Three Worlds will be Charon evermore.


      Karan, chest-high beside Rulke, was a stark white, staring shadow surrounded by a corona of flaming hair. Llian wept for her,

         but even if he could step the air between them there was no way to wrest her free. No one would help him now. He was a pariah,

         accused of betraying Karan to Rulke, accused of being Rulke’s spy. Nothing would convince the company otherwise. Wherever

         he looked he received dark looks in return, especially from Basitor the Aachim, who blamed him for the destruction of Shazmak.

         Basitor would kill him given the least opportunity.


      Llian had only one friend left, little Lilis, but what could she do? The most powerful people of Santhenar were here but not

         one of them—not Mendark, not Yggur or the crippled Tensor, not Tallia or Shand or Malien—had the courage to strike at Rulke.


      The construct rumbled. The tower wobbled. Wavering discharges rose up from the spiny protrusions embedded in the walls. The

         Ghâshâd guards, stick-men and stick-women, resumed their posts, pacing with stiff-limbed gait. The red glare from inside faded

         and flared, faded and flared.


      Llian eyed the construct. It was an impossible thing, made of metal so black that it stood out against the night sky. There

         was nothing on Santhenar to compare it with. It required no beast to pull it; it had no wheels; and yet it slipped through

         the sky like silk. It hung in the air like a balloon, though Llian knew it was heavier than a boulder. Its sides bulged in

         complex shapes that were alien, then curved away into corrugations underneath. The long front soared up to a flaring binnacle

         crammed with knobs and wheels, behind which was a thicket of levers, a place to stand and a high seat of carven serpentine.


      Llian knew that the inside was just as strange, equally packed with controls and glowing plates, for he had seen it in the

         Nightland. Evidently Rulke preferred to ride on top where he could display, and dominate.


      “Karan!” Llian sang out in anguish. His voice echoed back across the amphitheater to mock him.


      Karan must have seen him standing there on the rim, for she went quite rigid. At the same instant the construct lurched beneath

         her. Her arms thrashed. Llian thought she was going to go over, but Rulke jerked her back. She looked up at him, looming head

         and shoulders above her, and spoke. Her words were not even a sigh on the wind.


      Yggur adjusted glasses as thick as bottle ends. When Rulke first appeared Yggur had resolved to face his fears and die, rather

         than be overcome by them yet again. Already that resolve was weakening. “Look at them together,” he said, grinding his teeth.

         “He has possessed her mind. I can feel it, the way he possessed me for so long.”


      “I hope so,” replied Mendark in an even more chilly voice. “Otherwise Karan has betrayed us and must suffer for it.” He looked

         more haggard, wasted and bitter than ever.


      The way they talked was horrible. Llian was stabbed all over by pain pricks, as if his blood had crystallized to needles.

         He sucked at the air but could not fill his lungs. Everything wavered; he felt faint.


      Yggur’s cheek began to twitch, then locked rigid in a spasm that twisted up one side of his face. Remembering that Yggur had

         once been mad, Llian wondered if he was cracking again.


      Yggur clutched at Malien’s arm. “Who is your best archer?” he gasped.


      “Basitor has the strongest pull by far. But I should say Xarah is the most accurate at this distance. Xarah!”


      Xarah came forward. She was small for an Aachim, not much bigger than Karan, with limp hair the color of mustard and a scatter

         of freckles on her cheeks. She looked much younger than the others.


      “You are the best among you?” Yggur asked, his fists clenched, his knuckles white.


      Xarah looked down at the snow, fingering a bracelet on her wrist. She knew what was going to be asked of her. Then she gazed

         up at the construct, gauging the distance. Only Karan’s head could be seen now.


      “The best that is able,” she said. “I can hit any target in Carcharon from here.”


      “And on the construct?”


      “An uphill shot, but I can do it.”


      Yggur followed her gaze. He spasmed again, tried to take control but failed. “Then put an arrow in Karan’s eye, for pity’s

         sake! For her and for us.”


      She did not move. “Do it this minute!” he shouted, and there were flecks of foam at the corners of his mouth. He looked as

         if he had just fought a monumental battle with himself, and lost. He would do anything to avoid Rulke possessing him again.


      Xarah shivered. She looked up at Malien, her midnight-dark eyes expressionless in the red light.


      Malien put out her hand. “Stay, Xarah!”


      Mendark looked thoughtful. “Rulke has made an error of judgment. If we were to neutralize her, it might cripple him.”


      Llian staggered between them, the ice-crusted manacles tearing his legs until the blood flowed. He took no heed of that pain;

         it was nothing beside what he was feeling inside.


      “No!” he screamed, crashing into Mendark, who pushed him away.


      “Don’t interfere, chronicler!”


      “But Karan—” Llian wept.


      “It’s a choice between her life and our world, Llian!” But still Mendark stared at the construct and did not give the order.


      Nadiril the librarian was bent right over on his walking staff, looking frailer than ever. Shand, a head shorter beside him,

         held his arm. Lilis stood by Nadiril, hopping from one foot to another, crying, “Stop them, Nadiril!”


      “This deed will come back to haunt you, Yggur,” said Nadiril. “She—”


      “Just do it!” Yggur screamed.


      “No more will I do evil,” said Malien softly, “even if the greatest good comes out of it. Xarah, put down your bow.”


      Tensor slid his legs over the side of the litter and with a convulsive wrench forced himself to his feet. He was as gaunt

         as a skeleton now, the once huge frame nothing but bone and sinew that was all twisted from Rulke’s blow in Katazza last summer.

         Llian tried to claw his way over the snow but Basitor’s huge foot slammed into the middle of his back, pinning him down.


      “A chance,” Tensor rasped. “A chance sent for my torment! What evil did my forefathers do that I should suffer so? Do you

         give the order, Malien?”


      “No!” she whispered, and a tear froze to crystal from each eye.


      “You have always been true,” he said, clinging to her for a moment.


      Tensor took a lurching step toward Xarah, and another. He wavered toward her like the grim reaper, an animated skeleton covered

         in skin. She watched him come, the long bow hanging from one hand, the red-feathered arrow in the other. At the last moment

         she tried to put them behind her, but the look in his eyes paralyzed her.


      Tensor plucked the bow from one hand, the arrow from the other. The arrow went to the bowstring. The string was drawn back.

         Llian’s arms and legs thrashed as if swimming in the snow, but Basitor’s boot held him in place.


      “I’m sorry, Karan,” said Tensor ever so gently.


      “Shoot, damn you!” cried Yggur, shaking so hard that his head nodded like a child’s toy.


      Karan’s red hair looked to be on fire in the boiling glare from the tower. Her face was a white blotch, but Llian had no doubt

         that Tensor could hit her eye from here. Before he even released the arrow, Llian could see it flying straight and true toward

         her lovely face, to spear straight through her skull with a shock that would carry her backward off the construct and down,

         down dead onto the rocks at the bottom of the gorge.


      “No!” Llian shrieked with every fiber and atom of himself, broadcasting his love and terror across ridge and valley and mountain,

         trying to speak back across the link Karan had closed down only a few days ago.


      The company stopped their ears against the curdled shriek. Twisting around, Llian sank his teeth into Basitor’s calf. Basitor

         yelped and sprang backward. Tensor did not even shiver. He stood up straight, sighted along the arrow and let it fly. It disappeared

         into the night.


      At the same time the construct lurched sideways like a puppet whose strings had broken. It shuddered in the air and fell like

         a rock. Rulke was suspended above it for a moment then stood up straight and tall, his hands dancing. The machine slammed

         into solid air, bounced, drifted around in a circle and veered back toward Carcharon, listing like a sinking yacht. Karan

         was nowhere to be seen.


      Rulke almost had it under control, but it shuddered again, the front tilted and it began to glide downward, accelerating and

         plunging straight toward the rocky ridge side. Llian held his breath. Rulke struggled desperately, mastered it a moment before

         impact and began to inch it back up again.


      “We’ve done it!” Yggur shouted. “He’s weak! Do you dare use power against him now?” he challenged Mendark.


      Mendark hesitated, then, “Yes, yes! Together!” They shot out their arms. Red and blue fire flared out, writhing like colored cables across the night. The Aachim fired as

         one. A dozen arrows arched in formation toward their target, but immediately an opaline spheroid sprang into life around the

         construct. The fiery blasts reflected dangerously back at them, melting the snow into glassy patches as they ducked for shelter.

         The arrows sighed harmlessly into a dough-like barrier, then one by one fell free, quite spent.


      “That showed him!” Tensor crowed. “He won’t be so bold next time.”


      Mendark’s wit was quicker. “You’re a fool, Tensor,” he said in a dead voice. “He uses our power against us. The construct

         is proof against any force we can direct at it, and I was a bigger fool to think any different.”


      The construct regained its even keel, lifted smoothly and hung on the ruined brass lip of the tower. Rulke reached down with

         one hand, hauled up Karan and shook her at his enemies. She was still alive! He roared defiance, then the machine slipped back into the tower like a black egg into its nest. As it went down, the walls

         bulged outward around it like a snake swallowing a chicken. The eerie red glow reappeared.


      “What was that all about?” asked Tallia.


      “Intimidation,” said Yggur. “Maybe he’s not ready.”


      “He’s ready!” said Shand.


      The moon rose higher, its blotched face illuminating the scene raggedly. They stood together on a bowl-shaped rim of the ridge

         top. In front of them the living rock had been carved away to form a small amphitheater that looked back to Carcharon. Its

         shallow lower lip dropped in a series of steep steps that narrowed downward to a winding track running along the knife-edged

         crest of the ridge. The track was barely wide enough for two abreast, and deadly on account of ice and gale. On either side

         the rock fell steep, sometimes sheer, into a mighty chasm. The track wound down and then back up, broadening at the other

         end before a long, steep and upward-flaring stair which terminated at a landing outside the brass gates and iron-plated doors

         of Carcharon itself.


      Carcharon had once been an ugly tower of nine uneven sides, squatting on the sheerest part of the ridge. A high wall ran from

         the back of the tower, steeply up one side of the ridge and down the other, enclosing a large yard. The tower was built of

         glassy-smooth gabbro, violet-gray in color. Its walls were covered in clusters of rods, hooks, vitreous spheres and opaline

         spines like those of a sea urchin. The roof had been a spiky helmet of brass and green slate, but the slate was scattered

         and the brass remnants now hung down like metal petals. The place had never had harmony or proportion, but with the roof torn

         open and the walls deformed as if they had begun to melt, it was hideous.


      Behind the company the high back of the amphitheater descended by a steeper stair onto a winding, soaring ridge-top track,

         down and down and down for hours, eventually to reach a strip of plateau cut by ravines, encircled on the lower side by granite

         cliffs and covered in Karan’s magnificent but inaccessible Forest of Gothryme. Below the cliffs lay Gothryme, her impoverished

         estate in the valley of the Ryme, and further on, Tolryme town and the road to Thurkad.


      The red light sank to an uncanny glare. A freezing wind sprang up, so they moved into the shelter of the arena. Llian lay

         on the snow. If his rage had been a weapon, Yggur and Tensor would now lie dead among the rocks. His legs hurt, a torment

         that gave him no rest, but at least Karan was alive. He had to get her out. He knew she would do the same for him.


      “Lilis!” he whispered.


      Lilis came scuttling across. Her thin face was pinched. Her cold nose touched his even colder cheek. She was shivering.


      “What you warn’t?” she said, reverting for a moment to her street-brat argot.


      “I’ve got to get inside. Will you help me?”


      Lilis visibly took herself in hand. A street brat no longer, she was an apprentice librarian now and the great Nadiril was

         her tutor. She schooled her voice to calmness. “What do you want me to do?”


      “See if you can get these shackles off.”


      Lilis bent down, her hair caressing his boots. “Oh,” she said. “Your leg is all bloody. And your other leg too.”


      Llian couldn’t have cared less. “The ice scratches the skin. It’s not serious.”


      Her fingers worked at the irons. “They’re locked,” she said. “Do you know who has the key?”


      “Mendark! I don’t suppose—No, it’s too much to ask.”


      She moaned under her breath and stood up. “Poor Llian,” she said, looking into his eyes. In the light from Carcharon hers

         were the size of apricots. “Of course I’ll go. For you I will even rob Mendark himself; though I’m very frightened.”


      “I’m ashamed to ask you, dear Lilis.” He hugged her thin frame. “But I’ve got to get in.”


      She crept across the snow and ice. Llian was more ashamed than Lilis realized, for she was just a diversion. She would be

         discovered as soon as she tried to rob Men-dark, but it might just give him time enough. He did not wait to see what happened.


      Everyone else was huddled at the back of the amphitheater out of the worst of the wind. No one seemed to be watching him.

         Llian slipped down between the snow-covered stone benches. He was just above the steps and the path to Carcharon.


      There came an outcry from the other side of the platform. Lilis must have been caught! Llian slid over the edge and crashed

         down the steps feet first, bumping hard on his bottom. Landing right at the edge of the ravine, he staggered as fast as his

         hobbles would allow him along the treacherous path.


      “What are you doing, you little thief?” he heard Men-dark roar. Lili’s frightened squeak of an answer was inaudible. A minute

         later Mendark roared again, “He’s gone! After him!”


      Llian redoubled his efforts, his terror of being caught before he found Karan more powerful than his fear of Rulke, or the

         hideous pain in his legs.


      He reached the bottom of the steps that led in an up-curving arch to the front gate. He dragged himself up fifty or sixty

         steps, but near the top had to rest, no matter what. Llian slumped over the stone rail. At least there was one here, though

         each of the balusters was covered with gargoyle faces of profound hideousness, all grinning and jeering at him. In his fevered

         mind the railing seemed to move beneath his hand, as if they reached out for him. Llian snatched his hand away and looked

         up to be confronted by a sight even more palpitating.


      At the top of the stairs was a landing, on the far side of which the stairs curved away from the gate to meet the side of

         Carcharon tower. In the open space between the left-hand rail and the wall loomed a vast menace out of legend, a creature

         half-human and half-beast, with short though massive legs and a barrel chest, long hanging arms and overarching bat-wings

         that cast the crested head and fanged mouth into shadow. Its hands were the size of Llian’s head, with retractable claws.

         The joints of its wings and the bony crest of its head were tipped with spikes. In one hand it clutched a flail, each lash

         being tipped with a spiked ball like a tiny morning-star, while the other hand gripped a rod like a wizard’s baton.


      Llian fell back against the railing before realizing that the beast was just a statue, though a brilliantly lifelike one.

         It was made of brass, impervious to time and the elements. On the other side of the landing crouched another of the creatures,

         equipped with a spear in one hand and a set of pincers in the other. This one had wings that soared out on either side and

         the chest armor was curved to accommodate a pair of breasts as large as melons.


      Between the statues was a great gate of wrought-iron, clustered with heads and faces and squatting gargoyle figures. The gate

         was ajar but beyond was a solid door set with decorated metal plates. Even knowing that the statues were mere metal, Llian

         could not move, they so embodied the mythical terrors his childhood had been steeped in. Then, looking back, he saw his pursuers

         emerge out of shadow below the arena. They were only a minute away. Basitor was well ahead, his impossibly long legs flashing.


      Squawking in terror, Llian clawed his way up the remaining steps like a lame crab. One, two, three, four, five. Five to go!

         He could see the fury on Basitor’s face; the snarl; the bared teeth. No mercy there! Basitor would bash out his brains against

         the steps, or throw him over the side without a thought.


      Llian hurled himself up the last high step, stuck for a moment as his hobbles caught on the broken stone, then with a tremendous

         heave freed himself, skidded across the landing, flung the gate open and crashed head first into one of the decorated plates

         on the door. It clanked; something inside gave forth a hollow boom that echoed on and on. He bashed at the door until his

         knuckles bled. It was too late. Basitor was already at the bottom of the steps. He leapt up, four steps at each stride.


      “Got you, you treacherous swine,” he gasped, striking Llian a blow in the belly that doubled him over helpless. “I should

         have done this a year ago.”


      He picked Llian up by the collar and the seat of the pants, shaking him until his brains felt like jelly. Llian tried to kick

         him but Basitor was too big and strong. The rest of the company was still too far away to do anything, even supposing that

         they cared to.


      “You’re dead!” raged Basitor, holding Llian out over the precipice and punctuating every phrase with another shake. “Do you

         remember Hintis? Dead because of you! Do you remember Selial, Shalah, Thel, Trule?” He went on with a litany of names, most

         unknown to Llian, as if he blamed him for every death in Shazmak and since, and planned to list each one too. “Do you remember

         the kindness my brethren in Shazmak showed you, treacherous Zain? Do you remember Rael? All dead because of you. Because of

         you beloved Shazmak lies in ruins! This is the least I can do for them.”


      Llian looked down. The gorge was bathed in the baleful glare from the dark moon. The beckoning rocks were as clear as daylight.

         Basitor shook him until it all became a blur again, then drew back his arm.


      As he did, Llian’s hand struck one of the many metal projections that stuck out from the walls of the tower. He gripped it

         like a drowning man, heaved and his knee struck Basitor in the eye. Basitor fell against the wall, relaxing his grip for a

         second. Llian kicked free and went hand over hand up the wall, using the rods and hooks like a ladder. His fear of heights

         was nothing to his terror of Basitor. One of his hobbles snagged on a hook and he almost fell. He freed himself, his upstretched

         hand caught the lip of an embrasure and without looking he threw himself in head first.


      Eventually his brain stopped whirling, his eyes uncrossed. He was in the upper chamber where the great telling had been held

         a week ago. There was a mound of wreckage on the floor—beams, tiles and metal, the remains of the roof—but the space around

         the construct was swept clear as if the rubble had been repelled from it. Snowflakes drifted down through the broken roof

         and covered every surface, though the construct was as black and clean as ever.


      Llian lay on the floor, literally unable to get up. His body had suffered too many injuries, too many insults in the past

         two weeks. He lifted his head. Rulke was sitting on the high seat of the construct concentrating hard on something. As his

         eyes adjusted, Llian saw that the room was hung with a ghostly web of light, like a barely visible fishing net curving from

         one wall to another. The fibers of the net began to glow more brightly, the light spreading and smearing out until the net

         became a shimmering wall, a barrier across which iridescent lights danced. Ripples passed gently across its surface.


      It was the Wall of the Forbidding made visible, curving through the ten dimensions of space and time. It touched all parts

         of Santhenar, the Three Worlds and even the Nightland equally, while separating these inhabited spaces from the Darwinian

         nightmare of the void. Rulke’s tale of a week ago had told Llian all that he cared to know about the violent creatures that

         dwelt in the void, and what they would do to Santh if they ever got out.


      Where was Karan? He picked her out across the other side, sitting cross-legged on a window ledge with a brazier glowing in

         front of her. Her eyes were closed but she looked alert, concentrating intensely on something.


      “Karan!” he screamed.


      Her eyes sprang open. The net of light vanished. “Llian!” she whispered, anguished and ashamed. “What are you doing here?

         Go back!”


      “Not without you.” He tried to get to his feet but only managed his knees.


      Rulke snapped back to reality with a shock that almost tumbled him off his seat. For a moment he looked dazed, as if the switch

         from one dimension to the other was like trying to think in a foreign tongue.


      “Take what you want and pay the price!” she said. “I am paying for my choices.”


      “The price is too high,” Llian said, hungering for her. He was helpless. His shredded legs were too painful to move. “Come

         with me.” He felt ashamed that Karan had bought his freedom with her own.


      “It’s too late,” she said softly. “It’s gone too far now and can’t be undone. Please go, or all I’ve done will be in vain.”


      “She’s right, chronicler,” said Rulke, recovering rapidly. “I don’t know what fool let you in, but it’s no use. If she refuses

         me I’ll take you back.”


      “I won’t go! Karan, don’t do this.”


      “I have no choice,” she said in her own agony. “Go away, Llian!”


      Llian was desperate to take her in his arms, and knew that despite her words she felt the same. She was weakening.


      Rulke shook his fist at the watching guards. “How can I work?” he roared. “Get rid of him!”


      Two came forward—Idlis, he of the scarred face, who had hunted Karan for so long, and the woman Yetchah. They had been banished

         to the lowest duties, in disgrace at having voted for Llian’s tale instead of Rulke’s a week ago. Taking Llian under the arms,

         they dragged him down the coiled stairway, past statues every bit as alarming as those outside the gates. Before he reached

         the bottom of the stairs, the room was lit up by the Wall of the Forbidding again.


      The front door of Carcharon was flung open. The wind whistled in. Idlis put his foot in Llian’s back and sent him flying through.

         He skidded halfway across the landing.


      Llian wished he was dead. He wiped the snow out of his eyes, turned over and looked up into the grim faces of the company.

         No one said a word. Basitor gripped him by the collar then marched down the steps, dragging him behind. The others followed

         in his wake.


   

      2


      The Way


      The previous night, Karan had lain squirming in her sleeping pouch, desperate for sleep. Tomorrow would be hythe, mid-winter’s

         day—the day she would betray her people and her world. To save Llian she had agreed to find the Way between the Worlds for

         Rulke. But what would the consequences be? Would she survive it? Would any of them? What was the word of Rulke, the Great

         Betrayer, worth anyway?


      A week had gone by since the great telling, after which he had used the construct to cast Llian out of Carcharon. Since then

         Rulke had worked Karan impossibly hard, day and night, in exercises her brain could scarcely comprehend. She practiced as

         though her life depended on mastering his lessons. She knew it did. The void was a brutal place and hers a deadly job, and

         the knowledge that he would torment Llian if she refused was all the goad she needed.


      Karan found it hard to concentrate. She made a lot of mistakes but Rulke never criticized her. A good teacher, he patiently

         instructed her over and again, yet she felt sure he found her stupid and incapable.


      She wriggled in her pouch but could not get warm. And being a sensitive, she could feel the age-old emotions stirring in this

         place. The stones were saturated with the death agonies of the hundreds of workers who had died building Carcharon, with the

         mad cunning of her ancestor, Basunez, and with strange, older passions that she could not disentangle from the rocky matrix.


      Karan hated Carcharon. Her beloved father had been killed here too, seventeen years ago, a senseless crime. After all this

         time she still missed him. Just to think of Galliad was to bring back her childhood longings. She could not sense him here,

         but how she wanted to.


      Exhausted, she kicked off her pouch, drew on socks and crept across to where Rulke slept beside the construct. Evidently he

         was impervious to cold for he lay on the floor wrapped in only a single blanket, and his mighty chest was bare. His shoulders

         were each the size of her head. Karan eyed them in uncomfortable awe.


      “There is something I need to know,” she said.


      He woke instantly. “What is it?”


      “A question of the most surpassing interest to me.”


      “Then ask it,” he said, sitting up. His muscles rippled. She pulled her eyes away.


      “My father was killed here. Do you know why?”


      “I don’t know anything about your father, except that he was a blending of human and Aachim. What happened to him?”


      “He was the rock of my childhood,” she said in melancholy tones. “He was coming back from Shazmak but never arrived. Finally

         he was found here, beaten to death for the few coins in his pocket. No one could understand why.”


      “Why would he come here, so far off the path to Shazmak?”


      “He was fascinated by this place, and by Basunez.”


      “Mad Basunez!” said Rulke. “He can’t have been quite as mad as he was made out.”


      “Why do you say that?”


      “The bronze statues are too perfect. He found something here, and he had to have looked into the void for it. That was what

         first attracted me to this place.”


      “Last summer?”


      He smiled at her naivety. “Little Karan! You still think all this came about by accident, by some chance of fate.”


      “What do you mean?” Suddenly she felt panicky, all shivery afraid and choked up. “What wasn’t an accident?”


      “Even from the Nightland I could sense Basunez working here. His corrupt experiments had thinned the wall between Santhenar

         and my prison, and the void too. Had he succeeded your old human species would probably no longer exist. Fortunately he failed,

         but I’ve been watching this place ever since. For six hundred years I kept vigil! I even noticed you.”


      Karan writhed, imagining that he might have looked down on her most private moments. “What do you mean, noticed me?”


      “I mean that I sensed you. This place is one of the most potent sites on all Santhenar for working the Secret Art, which is

         why Basunez built Carcharon here. What he did here allowed me to detect him, and you too.”


      She turned away abruptly.


      “Don’t worry, I couldn’t actually see anything from the Nightland. I felt that he was carrying out dangerous experiments which were of great interest to me, but

         I couldn’t find out what they were. Then, not so long ago, I sensed something here again, where there had been nothing for

         centuries. Someone strange and rare. It turned out to be you!”


      Karan trembled. “Does this mean that other people can tell that I am… triune?” Her heritage had caused her enough trouble

         already.


      “I wouldn’t think so! Not even I can sense you from Santhenar. The Nightland is different; a higher plane.”


      “When did you sense me?” But she knew all too well.


      “Time has funny habits in the Nightland. It might have been ten years ago, or thirty.”


      “I came here with my father when I was eight, not long before he died. And to think you were spying on us!” Her voice rose

         in outrage.


      “Not spying. I had no idea if you were young or old, man or girl. All I knew was that there was a unique talent in Carcharon.

         It made me sweat. This place might have been full of dangerous secrets, for all I knew.”


      “But I have no powers at all,” said Karan. “Tensor made sure of that when I was a child. I cannot wield the Secret Art. All

         I have are a few minor talents like sensing and sending and linking, abilities that often fail me.”


      “The right lever can move the world. Anyway, as soon as you left Carcharon I lost you, and no matter what I did I could not

         find you again. Not until you picked up the Mirror in Fiz Gorgo did I detect you once more, for the Mirror was tied to Yggur,

         and he tenuously to me, because I had possessed him long ago.”


      Even as a child, a watch was being kept out for her. It made Karan feel that her destiny had never been in her control.


      “The Mirror started it all,” he went on. “I still didn’t know who you were, but I could sometimes get into your dreams and

         give you a nudge. And now I’m here,” he said with great satisfaction. “Without you I would still be in the Nightland with

         no chance of ever getting out. I owe you a great debt, Karan.”


      “You can repay it by letting me go!”


      He roared with laughter.


      Karan stared into nothingness, trying to concentrate on what he had said. Without her, none of this would have happened. She

         had always known that, in a way, but she’d had no idea that it went back to her distant ancestors. Nothing comes out of nothing. It better explained Maigraith’s interest in her, and Faelamor’s unease, and Tensor’s attitude too. How she had been exploited!


      “And did you learn anything about Basunez’s work?” she asked.


      “Not much,” said Rulke. “I tried to compel his shade, but whatever he found is lost forever.”


      Karan looked out the window, wondering if he spoke the truth. “I couldn’t care less what Basunez found,” she murmured. “But

         I would dearly love to know who killed my father, and why. It must be connected with this place.”


      Rulke rubbed his jaw. “Well, there’s all day to wait until moonrise. If I can put your mind at ease it will help later on.

         Come with me.”


      It was still dark as they went out into the yard, but the flagstones were lit by a ray of light from an upstairs window. Rulke

         lifted a trapdoor and shone his lantern down a metal ladder. “Go down!” He followed her, extinguished his lamp and by means

         that were invisible to her in the dark conjured up the shade of Basunez.


      At first it was no more than a black and white outline on the wall. Shortly, two specks began to gleam at the top, as if she

         was being watched by someone who was bitterly angry.


      “Come out, shade!” said Rulke sternly. “Focus your misery on the particles of air and make them speak.”


      The outline took on a more human shape, then the ghost emerged part-way from the wall, hawk-nose first. Its thin lips moved

         but the squeaky wail of its voice seemed to come from the middle air.


      “Why do you call me back again?” it piped in querulous tones. “Let me go to my rest.”


      “You shall have no rest while your sins remain unpunished! Here is your granddaughter more than twenty generations on, Karan

         Elienor Melluselde Fyrn.” Rulke pushed her forward.


      Karan resisted. She was afraid.


      Coming halfway out of the wall, the shade of Basunez spat at the floor near her feet. The phosphorescent stuff evaporated

         to nothing in the air. “Hideous little mite,” he fluted.


      “She demands to know what happened to her father, Galliad, who died here.”


      Basunez flapped his hands in agitation. “Never heard of him,” he muttered, vainly trying to pass back through the stone.


      “Liar!” she shouted. “He often came here. He used to tell me stories about the ghosts of Carcharon, at bedtime.” The tales

         of Basunez had always frightened her.


      Basunez came right out of the wall, fluttering through the air at them. His lean bearded face was furious, his nostrils flaring.

         He had an arching nose and black eyes, no resemblance to her at all. He shouted in her face and flapped his cloak at her.

         Karan jumped, falling backward against the ladder.


      “Stop that!” Rulke roared. By the time she recovered Basunez was back in the wall, only his eyes and hook-nose showing.


      “I wonder…” said Rulke.


      “What?”


      “You say Galliad was beaten to death for a few coins. What robber would lie in wait here, so far from anywhere? I wonder if

         he might not have pestered Basunez’s ghost too much.”


      “My father was not afraid of ghosts.”


      “Out with it, shade,” said Rulke, and did something in the dark that made the ghost glow like a red-hot poker. “What did you

         do to her father?”


      “Unpleasant, inadequate man,” wailed Basunez, wrenching himself out of the wall again. “Always prying and trying to learn

         my secrets. Hah! I burned everything to ashes before I died. No one will get the benefit of my labor, not even you, Rulke!

         Anyway, the struggle is the answer! But he took the easy way—he ripped my bones out of their crypt and dared to raise me

         from the dead. And don’t think I was the first either!” he sneered at Karan. “He was well practiced in the unwholesome art

         of necromancy.” The ghost blurred back into the wall, fading almost to nothing.


      “Don’t go,” said Rulke in a velvet voice. “Why did he die?”


      “He was not as cunning as I was!” Basunez’s eyes gleamed, rat-like. “I led him on a playful dance, a merry climb right to

         the very tower top. Still he pestered me, and I grew angry and flew at him. He fell to his death.”


      “You killed him!” Karan screamed. “You murdered my father.” She tried to strike the shade with her fists but all she got for it was bloody knuckles.


      “A death for a life,” said the ghost of Basunez with grim irony. “He reanimated my dead bones, a greater crime by far than

         easing his miserable life out of him.”


      “Murderer!” she shrieked, thrashing about wildly. Rulke held her arms.


      “Life-giver!” Basunez spat. “I am dead six hundred years and still I cannot lie in my grave. Send me back!”


      “Enough!” said Rulke. His lantern flared brightly and Basunez faded to nothing, though his cries could still be heard, “Send

         me back, send me back!” as Karan hurried up the ladder and Rulke closed the trapdoor of the cellar.


      Back in the upper tower he sat Karan down and put a cup to her lips. She was trembling. She held the vessel in two hands and

         slipped from it, staring at the floor for a long time. Finally she gave a great shudder and looked up at him. The light made

         her malachite-green eyes glow. She took a deep breath.


      “He wasn’t murdered at all, was he? It was just a stupid accident that means nothing.”


      “No more than a malicious accident,” he said. “Ghosts can’t do murder. Do you feel better for knowing?”


      “That my beloved father practiced the black art, necromancy? No! But only the child of eight thought he was perfect. I had to know the truth.”


      Nonetheless she paced back and forth, as agitated as she had been down below. Behind her back, Rulke did something with his

         fingers and suddenly her head nodded. “Oh, I’m so tired.”


      “Sleep,” he murmured, drawing his fingers down over her face. “It’s nearly dawn and there’ll be no rest for either of us tonight.”

         Her eyes fell closed, she subsided on the floor and he drew the sleeping pouch up around her.


      “Well,” Rulke said just before moonrise that evening. “Are you ready?”


      “Almost!” She was still wondering what her father had been up to. “But before we begin I must know what has happened to Llian.”


      “Another condition! He’s out there with the rest of the company.” He gestured to the embrasure that faced east toward the

         amphitheater.


      “I must know that he’s safe.”


      Rulke restrained his impatience. “Very well. Come up!”


      “What?”


      “Come up and I’ll show you. I had thought to make a demonstration anyway.”


      She walked over to the construct, rather anxiously. One of the Ghâshâd, a man with gray warts all over his face, flung her

         up. Rulke caught her, setting her down beside him.


      “Hold tight to this rail,” he said, manipulating levers, knobs and wheels with practiced ease.


      The construct radiated light that wove a spherical shield around them, their surroundings grew dim and with a shriek the machine

         lifted abruptly. The sensation was sickening—her stomach felt left behind. Then it caught up, they rose faster and faster

         and the shield burst through the brass and slate roof of Carcharon, flaring like a miniature sun. Debris rained down at them.

         Karan flinched but the shield hurled it all to the sides. Then it faded and they floated in the air above the tower, Rulke

         roaring his delight at his enemies.


      Looking down, Karan saw the company, like a family of helpless ants on the far side of the amphitheater. She saw Llian too,

         staring desperately at her, and felt his pain. She was ashamed of what she was going to do, and afraid of his contempt, but

         there was no alternative.


      Rulke flung out his arm, pointing over their heads. The moon was rising, huge and dark and full. The dark moon was in hythe,

         signaling that the foretelling would come to pass. Karan clutched her stomach. The bimonthly waxing of the dark face always

         gave her a pang, ill-omen that it was, but this was unimaginably bad.


      Rulke played with the construct, sending it soaring and swooping above the chasm, displaying it and taunting the company with

         it while Karan stood statue-like beside him. This might be the end of her world. Then, as clearly as looking through Rulke’s

         paired glasses, she saw Tensor lurch to his feet, take the bow and the red-feathered arrow from Xarah and draw the arrow back.


      She knew that it was aimed at her; knew that Tensor could hit her too, but she was paralyzed. Maybe this was meant to be.

         She watched him sight along the arrow, unable to save herself. Rulke had not noticed; he was looking elsewhere. Then she felt

         an explosion of love and terror, as Llian shrieked, “No!” That sparked an equally wild broadcast of her own agonies.


      She threw herself down between the bulkheads. The arrow slammed into the cowl where her head had been, smashing into splinters.

         Rulke threw up his arms as her crazed sending tore through his mind. The construct plunged at the rocks while he worked furiously

         to control it. At the last minute he forced it to answer his levers again and wrested it back up.


      “I’ve had enough!” he said roughly as they regained the top of the tower. Rulke looked quite shaken. Soberly he brought the

         construct back down inside. Settling it down, he took her by the shoulders. His eyes flamed like lighthouse beacons.


      “There, Llian is safe, and he knows you are safe, and they have seen my power. Now will you honor your promise?”


      She bowed her head.


      “Are you ready?”


      “Almost,” she said, shaking.


      “Then steady yourself. Be calm.”


      “Why did you pick me?” Anything to put it off a bit longer. “There are other sensitives.”


      “No triunes though! Have you ever sensed another?”


      “No. Once or twice I sensed other sensitives, but I never found them.”


      “You must feel quite lonely,” he observed shrewdly, “having none of your own kind.”


      Karan would have none of this subtle manipulation. “Don’t tell me what my kind is!” she said. “I am content with my life.”


      Rulke said no more about it. “What matters that? You are here; I have no other. And perhaps if I had the choice of many I

         might still choose you. I knew the Way to Aachan once, but everything is changed so much that I no longer have the ability

         to find it. Let’s begin.”


      She tensed.


      “Don’t look so worried. This is what we’re going to do. First I’ll focus the construct on making a hole through the Forbidding.

         It must be a tiny opening that no creature can get through, because the void is violent beyond your imagining. Then you must

         make a… kind of sending through the hole, and seek out the Way between the Worlds, as I’ve taught you already. Together we

         will look for the way to Aachan. That will take all my strength and wit.” What Rulke planned to do on Aachan he did not say.

         “But first I must tune the construct. It’s not answering my will as it ought. It’s difficult to control.”


      Karan struggled with her conscience. Terrible things had flowed from her previous actions—the wakening of the Ghâshâd, the

         fall of Shazmak, the liberation of Rulke—and she had vowed to take no further part in the affairs of the world because of

         it.


      Yet now she collaborated in a worse crime for her own selfish reasons. For Llian, to make up for the wrong she had done him

         before, and because she loved him. But still, a crime. Would the next hundred generations, groaning in slave chains, curse

         her name? Would even Llian come to hate her?


      And, she could not deny it, curiosity about her triune nature drove her too. That temptation was impossible to resist. And

         curiosity about Carcharon. What had her father and old Basunez been searching for?


      But then again, perhaps this was fated to be; perhaps Rulke was the one who could finally liberate Santhenar from all its

         petty squabbles. How could she tell? How could she choose? She could not, and so she kept her faith with Llian and her word

         to Rulke.
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      The Void


      Rulke sat on the high seat of the construct (and how he gloried in his wonderful machine) but Karan found that the very presence

         of the device took away her mind’s ability to see and to seek. They tried several times but the metallic bulk of it oppressed her inner eye, warped her seeing. She had to be as far away from it as possible.


      She went around the corner to a small alcove where the room and the stairs were shielded by a wall. It was the place where

         Llian had emerged through the concealed stone panel a week earlier, before the great telling, and where she had been captured

         after Llian’s reply to Rulke’s telling. On the other side was an embrasure, taller than she was and as wide, glazed with plain

         glass in small panels. The glass was so old that it had a purple tinge.


      It was frigid against the window. Karan nested herself down on a pile of rugs and wrapped a blanket around her. She stared

         out through the bubbly glass. The window faced west of north, and the moon would come through it later on, before setting

         behind the mountains that were tall and jagged in the west.


      “I’m ready,” Rulke called down to her.


      “I am too.”


      She sat still, watching and waiting for him to begin. The lights faded, the room grew dark, ghostly webs formed and extended

         to become nets of light. She closed her eyes.


      Before she could begin, a ragged bundle flopped in through an embrasure. “Karan!” Llian screamed.


      His wracked face stabbed her like a moth on a pin. Karan wanted to die of shame, that he should see her doing this. How it

         hurt to send him away, and when it was done she wept uncontrollably.


      Rulke had remade the nets of light that were the Forbidding, but now he sighed and let them fade away again. “This is not

         working,” he said aloud. “Maybe she’s not up to it. That’s the problem with sensitives. Still, better to find out now than

         later.”


      Waving the Ghâshâd out of the room, he leapt off the construct and sat beside Karan. “Talk to me.”


      Karan felt like bawling her eyes out. “Did you see him?” she wailed. “How contemptuous he looked. How I must disgust him!”


      He put his arm around her. “I saw that he was in pain; that he was terribly afraid for you.”


      “I hate myself,” said Karan. “I want to go home.”


      “Don’t be a child,” he said. “Hate me, if you must hate. I know how you feel for each other. I spied on you and him together,

         remember?”


      “I do hate you!” she shouted, pushing him away. “You are the wickedest and most evil man in all the Three Worlds. Everything you

         say is just to get me to do what you want.”


      “Indeed it is,” he said, and laughed. “Now here is an offer. Go! I absolve you of your debt to me. Walk free from Carcharon,

         right now.”


      The offer was so absurd that she was not even tempted. “Why do you taunt me?” she said coldly. “I know you will never let

         me go.”


      “Unless you are willing, we will fail. Unless we can trust each other we will never find the Way. I would be better off looking

         for a new sensitive, even if it took me a hundred years to find one.”


      Karan stood up. “You are the Great Betrayer, the bane of two worlds. I can never trust you.”


      “Of course not. But do you?”


      She sat down again. “It’s impossible, but I do believe you.”


      “Then go. Your debt is absolved.”


      She did not move. “You can’t absolve it! I gave you my promise in exchange for Llian’s freedom. Even if I could go back on my word, I must expect you to do the same.”


      Rulke smiled, but she sensed relief as well.


      “You knew that all along, didn’t you!” she snapped, feeling that she had been cleverly manipulated.


      “I know your character. But, on the other hand, you have free will. I didn’t know what you would do. Shall we begin?”


      “Let’s get it over with.”


      “Link with me.”


      She allowed him to touch that small, cut-off portion of her mind that had not been used since Name, more than a year ago.

         Then she shied away instinctively, like an unbroken filly, expecting to feel some horror or loathing. There was nothing like

         that. The touch of his mind was quite gentle, even a little tentative.


      It surprised her. He was too clever for her, this Great Betrayer. She allowed him to continue, and through the contact she

         sensed many things. An overwhelming purpose; an urge to dominate and possess; to crush his enemies; never to yield. The Charon

         were rulers of Aachan but prisoners there, unable to increase, surrounded by the legions of the Aachim, the threat of extinction

         hanging over them. But what she most feared—the depravity and corruption of Emmant, a mind so diseased that the touch of it

         had been like that rodent she had pulled out of the water barrel in the wharf city of Thurkad, rotted into jelly and matted

         fur—there was not the least trace of that here.


      I might be committing a terrible, wicked crime, she thought, one that no one can ever forgive me for. But at least I’m working

         with a man who is not totally evil. Not for anything could she have collaborated with Emmant.


      “Are you all right?”


      “Yes,” she murmured.


      Rulke got busy with the construct. Karan felt a sick dizziness, then encouragement poured across the link, steadying her.


      “Now comes the most delicate stage of all—finding the right way to penetrate the Forbidding. It must be done delicately, so

         as not to alert the creatures that dwell in the void.”


      “Are you going to take the construct to Aachan?”


      “If only I could!” he sighed. “But everything’s different now. The best I can do is find the Way there, with your help, and

         using your senses linked to me, try to speak to my people.”


      Karan wriggled under her blanket. She was cold. She stretched, rubbed her chilly fingers together, waited. Nothing happened

         for some time and her mind drifted away onto familiar paths, familiar longings that were stronger than ever, now that it seemed

         they would never be fulfilled.


      She longed to be back in Gothryme, her shabby little manor that had been damaged in the war. It would probably never be repaired,

         for war and drought had cost her everything she had, and Yggur’s tax collector was due in the spring, only months away. And

         when she could not pay him, surely Gothryme would be stripped from her. That would not have happened in the old days, but

         Bannador was a free nation no longer. It lay under the yoke of Yggur, and she knew how ruthless he could be.


      She longed for her own people, especially faithful old Rachis, her steward for nearly twenty years, the mainstay of Gothryme.

         He had always been steadfast. He should be enjoying his rocking chair by the hearth now, not working day and night to keep

         Gothryme from falling apart.


      She longed for her gardens that she had just begun to lay out, and for the feel of the poor soil of Gothryme in her fingers.

         But most of all she ached for Llian, for the comfort of his arms around her, for his jokes and tales, and his love-making

         too. Not much of that lately. Rulke had come between them on the way back from Katazza, and dear mistaken Shand had poisoned

         her mind against Llian, raising the worm of treachery that had made the past few months such a misery for them both.


      And that woke another yearning that was still a little thing but growing—an heir for Gothryme. She did not feel ready for

         that, but the women of her family were not fertile for long, and Karan knew her time was running out. If she did not produce

         an heir, one day her beloved home would fall into the hands of a stranger, some distant cousin who might care nothing for

         its Histories or its people.


      Suddenly the nets of light sprang into place again and the networks smeared out to make the Wall of the Forbidding. All at

         once her world—the tower walls, the window—faded, and she saw that she was outside (or perhaps inside) a translucent surface

         that seemed to curve away in many dimensions, further than she could sense it. It was a little akin to the stuff of which

         the Nightland had been made, faintly shimmering on its folds, curves and convolutions. The Wall was in constant motion, sometimes

         billowing, sometimes shivering but never in the same place twice. Sometimes it went in many directions at once, a thing that

         her mind could not accommodate. Carcharon was a very strange place, and here the Secret Art behaved in unpredictable ways.


      She closed her eyes to try to escape from the dizziness, but that made no difference. At times a wave would pass across the

         Wall from one direction or another, or it would ripple like a stone thrown into a pond. At other times it rang silently, like

         a gigantic gong, or shook violently as if rattled from the other side.


      Mostly the Wall was milkily translucent, but there were occasions when rainbows shimmered across it in muted, pastel colors,

         and other times when parts of it would darken to opacity or burst with brief bright radiance. Nothing was visible on the other

         side, if there could be said to be another side to something like an ultra-dimensional Möbius plane.


      She was growing used to it now. Though it was endlessly variable, endlessly fascinating, she had work to do. The sound of

         the construct moved up to a higher pitch. Waves of color pulsed across the translucency like a frightened cuttlefish. The

         nature of reality changed again; the walls of Carcharon began to warp around and away from the construct. Karan could not

         see this, but she could feel it. The floor felt as if it had sagged down. She had to brace herself to avoid sliding toward

         the construct.


      The sound rose to a whine and the Wall became solid with moving color. Now it was like lying beneath the surface of a pool,

         watching drops fall from above. The drops were invisible, but each made a nipple sticking out at her, and a series of concentric

         ripples spread out from it like a corrugated breast. The drops began to fall faster and harder, the ripples chasing each other

         continuously. Now they rebounded and reformed, and sometimes a tiny globe would break off and drift away, or fall back and

         be slowly resorbed. Once one of these came drifting toward her nose and she half-expected it to burst the way a soap bubble

         might, but it just rebounded with no sensation at all.


      Sometimes bubbles seemed to be forming on the other side too. Perhaps that was what Rulke was trying to achieve. “It thins!”

         he sang out. “Can you feel it?”


      The whine rose in pitch. The whole Forbidding reverberated like a gong. The colors and motions made her feel bilious, then

         suddenly a corona of bubbles soared past and right in front of her was a tiny perforation in the Wall.


      Rulke was quietly triumphant. “There it is! Now it’s your turn, Karan. Find the Way between the Worlds.”


      She hesitated, wondering what would happen if the hole snapped shut while her sensing was beyond. He must have known what she was thinking, for he said quietly, “Courage! I won’t fail you. But you must do it

         quickly. This takes a toll of my strength.”


      Great Betrayer! But, strangely, she felt safe. At least, as safe as he was. “I’m ready.”


      “I’ll put you in a trance, else your eyes and ears will distract you.”


      She submitted, and he did that. Her body sat motionless in Carcharon but now her eyes saw nothing. Karan sought out through

         the Wall as he had instructed her, her mind totally blank, only her senses live. All around her stretched the void. She had

         thought it to be just emptiness, but in this state she saw that it was a maze of spaces, ever changing, like the Forbidding

         itself only extending in many dimensions. The structure of the void was impossible to comprehend, but there was a Way through

         it; perhaps many Ways.


      She floated past a murky clot that suddenly sprang against the layer between her and it. It clung there like a black spider,

         bristly limbs rasping against the barrier, trying to get at her. Karan was shocked out of her drifting complacency. The void

         swarmed with violent life; she could sense it all around. She knew that it sensed her too. Her disembodied spirit might not

         be in danger, but those creatures would soon realize that there was a break in the Forbidding. Freedom! A way out of the void!

         They would find it easily enough, for the Ways between the Worlds were their garden paths. And her body lay helpless before

         the portal in Carcharon, an invitation to a feast.


      For a moment she lost concentration, but Rulke was there, steadying her across the link. I am very afraid, she sent to him.


      And you should be. There are things here that will rend us in an instant, if I fail. But I’m protecting you.


      The pressure of their violent urges hurt her, almost physically. How easy it would be to go mad in this task. Rulke helped

         her to get control of herself again. She kept on and at last found a track and knew that it was the Way to Aachan. I’ve found it! she sang out across the link.


      Back in Carcharon Rulke shouted with delight. He took his seat upon the construct, his will locked totally to the task, trusting

         her as he must. The Way, tenuous and ever-changing, skidded from her questing senses. The very act of seeking and finding

         it, the seeing of it in her mind seemed to change it, so that she must not only see what it is now, and how it will be then, but must also know the unknowable—in what way it would shy away from her mind—and put all these together into a path that

         Rulke could follow.


      She slid her triune senses, that she barely knew how to use, along the Way, preparing it as he had taught her to. The strain

         of holding it was terrible. She could feel his struggle too.


      It hurts! he cried.


      Again Karan sensed an alien presence scratching at the boundaries of the Way, sniffing it out even as she did. Then another!

         They began to move past, first a trickle, then a flood of them, but though she cringed they passed by without sensing her

         life force.


      This Way was almost mapped now. Ahead Karan sensed the cold dark globe that was Aachan. Behind her, through the link with

         Rulke, she felt the creatures clustered about the pore through the Wall. How they clawed at it, trying to get into Carcharon.


      Karan felt a shock behind her as the first void-creature came up against Rulke’s will. Across the link she sensed his unguarded

         thoughts.


      It’s strong. Far stronger than I expected! We’ve been out of the void too long. I’d forgotten how desperate they are. Unknowingly, his guard over the pore through the Wall began to slip.


      She continued mapping the Way, though now she could sense his whole body shuddering with the strain, his knuckles white on

         the levers of the construct, his eyes staring but seeing nothing. I can’t keep it up! She felt the burning pain in his limbs as if he was being torn between two straining horses. Aaaaah! he screamed aloud, and did not realize it. I can’t! I can’t do it! Then nothing.


      Karan stopped at once, shocked at how quickly he had been overcome. What was she to do? She hesitated, then the link was back.

         Rulke was back.


      She felt the ache as he took control again. It’s not far now. Once I get there, they can’t touch me. She’s done a better job than I dared hope. Karan, where are you?


      Here I am. Karan remained where she was, afraid to map the Way any further, afraid of the creatures in the void, afraid that Rulke would

         fail again.


      Aachan! he exulted. I know the way from here!


      Rulke put his body into a trance and sent his senses through the pore, tracking her link, following the Way she had mapped.

         Consumed by his triumph he raced past Karan, leaving her to follow as she might. But who was guarding their bodies now? This

         thought distracted Karan so badly that she lost touch with her own job. She forgot the Way.


      Karan could hear Rulke calling the Charon with all his might, trying to reach those to whom he had not spoken in thousands

         of years. Yalkara! Vance! Grendor! We have a chance now, to survive on another world.


      Lost somewhere in his turbulent wake, Karan sensed that they answered cautiously. But so quickly had he disappeared, leaving

         such chaos behind him, disrupting her seeing, that she could not follow. It was like being lost in a gate, unable to remember the destination. Then the voices were abruptly

         cut off. She had lost Rulke, lost the link, everything. Her physical body in Carcharon was unprotected.


      The little intangible part of her that had sensed out the Way now drifted in the limitless void, lonely and terrified. She

         was so alone, while around her everything was black, menacing and alien.


      In the distance a fast-moving spark lit up the void, a comet that left a luminous trail. A few lines of verse popped into

         Karan’s mind as she floated there.




      A restless zephyr ruffles my soul,


      Sculpting chunks of darkness into form,


      While from the emptiness around,


      Twin vortices of piercing sound,


      Whisper to each other.


    


      Where had that come from? Her father? The scribblings of mad old Basunez? Wherever, it summed up the void at this moment.


      Just then the invisible cord that led back to her helpless body twanged as if something had plucked it. Karan couldn’t sense

         what it was. Rulke had gone where she could not follow. Her increasingly panicked sendings raised no response. He had abandoned

         her—he didn’t need her any more.


      There came an unpleasant sucking sound. Her disembodied senses sought around in the void. The cord vibrated again and she

         realized what it was. Something had begun to haul itself toward the hole in the Wall. Her senses struggled desperately to

         find the way home, but whatever the thing was, it blocked her path. She sang out across the Way, imagining her body about

         to be devoured. Would she even know, or would she just fade out to nothing? Using one of her triune talents that Rulke had

         developed, by supreme efforts Karan roused her flesh and bones from the trance, just enough so that she could see what was

         happening in Carcharon.


      The Wall had grown transparent around the hole, so that she could just make out something approaching. It settled over the

         pore with a splatting sound. It had the shape of a blob of stuff with tentacles, though its form was in flux. It glistened

         wetly like a slug.


      Rulke had said she was safe, that nothing could get past his protection through the Wall. Clearly the slug-thing did not know

         that, for it extruded a shiny pseudopod like a needle and slid it right through the pore. It lengthened until it extended

         halfway across the room, while the body on the other side grew smaller and smaller, and eventually the last of it popped through.

         The creature resumed its former blobby shape.


      Karan tried to mobilize her limbs, jerking this way and that like a beetle trapped in a spider’s web, but could not come any

         further out of her trance. She could not get away from the creature either, for it was attached like a limpet to her life-cord.

         Now the void-leech, or whatever it was, glided up to her, its mucus-covered foot squelching across the floor.


      Karan screamed as it put out a slug foot at her face, slug tentacles questing this way and that. She tossed her head but another

         pseudopod thrust at her from the other side. It slurped across her cheek. Karan felt a pain in one ear as it tried to drill

         into her head. She was almost insane with disgust and horror.
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      Frozen FOOD


      Karan felt horribly betrayed. Rulke’s promises of protection had come to nothing. He had abandoned her. And if those promises

         were lies, so was everything else.


      The void-leech extended its pulpy pseudopods around her head, trying to envelop her face with its grainy matter so as to drill

         through her ears and eyes and suck out her brain. But Karan was a prisoner of the trance. She could barely move a finger.


      The pain grew in her ear. She lost sight as the blob settled on her face. A rude probe began to insinuate its way up her nose,

         questing for a way into her skull. Another pressed against the jelly of her eyeball, a disgusting sensation. Initially soft,

         it began to harden so as to spear right through.


      Karan directed a furious sending of rage, hate and rapacious hunger at the void-leech, trying to make herself seem like a

         rat or a hyena, something that might prey on such creatures. It shot away a span or two, its transparent mantle fluttering

         in what could have been agitation. Taking the opportunity, she screamed, broadcasting her horror and betrayal right across

         the void. Instantly Carcharon and her body vanished. She was a disconnected consciousness in the void again. Now Rulke’s path

         shimmered in front of her. She flashed across the Way, following his trail to Aachan and into the Council chamber of the Charon.


      Who summons the Summoner? she heard someone roar in a voice of thunder.


      It is I—


      Karan spat her fury at them, broadcasting the horrible image of the void-leech into all their minds. Betrayer! she screamed. Look how he keeps his promises. He will betray you too!


      She sensed the Charon shrink back as if they had embraced a viper.


      Who are you? they cried. What do you want of us?


      Unable to see her or Rulke, they must have feared that it was the first skirmish of a war. Karan hurled the image of the void-leech,

         now pulsating as it began to settle on her head again, right into their minds. Back in Carcharon she was screeching out her

         terror. She flung that at them too.


      Karan! Rulke exclaimed. She sensed his mortification, that he had failed to protect her, though that was swiftly overlaid by regret

         at having to abandon Aachan.


      You deserted me! she sent to him, then blocked out the link and fled into the folds and corrugations of the void.


      You fool! he shouted. Let me help you. I can’t find the Way back by myself. We’ll both die!


      In that schizophrenic nightmare, her body in Carcharon, her conscious self lost in the void, Karan felt the disgusting probe

         in her nose again. Whatever Rulke had in mind could be no worse than that. She allowed him to find her and all at once the

         Way back to Santhenar was clear. They hurtled back through the mazes and corridors, and every passage they took, every wrong

         turn, she was aware of the current of creatures surging toward the hole—their way out of the void.


      There was still some way to go when Karan felt a shocking pain in her ear. Her head was completely covered by the void-leech.

         She arched her back and drummed her heels on the floor. Her blind hands tore the mantle of the creature to shreds but it just

         re-formed. In her trance-like state she could do no more; she could not get it off.


      They rushed down the last shimmering tunnel of the Way, leapt the last barrier. The Wall appeared in front of them. They shot

         through the Wall; their senses flashed back into their bodies. Her eardrum felt as if it had been torn open. Karan let out

         a despairing wail, a sending that once more disturbed the void-leech, temporary reprieve for her assaulted eyeball. The creature

         flopped back down onto her face. Rulke! Her mind screamed at him. Rulke, help me!


      Rulke lay motionless, unable to find the way out of the trance. It was up to her. She fired up every painful, shocking and

         horrible emotion she had ever felt, mixed them up with her disgust and terror of the amorphous thing now flapping at her face,

         and bounced them back and forth between the mirrors of her mind, amplifying them at every turn, until they burst out in all

         directions, emotions so strong and raw that no one could resist them.


      Rulke jerked as if he had taken hold of an electric eel and fell off the construct, hitting his head so hard that she was

         sure he had fractured his skull. However he turned over and came to hands and knees. “Karan?” he said dazedly.


      Help! she screamed over the link, since her mouth was full of leech.


      He crawled toward her, ever so slowly. With bare hands he ripped the void-leech off her face and flung it at the Wall. It

         splattered into jelly that slid down, already collecting itself together for another assault. Hauling himself back onto the

         construct, he spun an aiming wheel then fell against a purple knob. Light roared out of the front and boiled the creature

         into a sickly sweet-smelling vapor.


      It burned a crater right through the Wall. A bulge appeared in the fabric of the Forbidding, then another. An arm thrust through

         the hole and out leapt the most frightening thing Karan had ever seen. She felt the shock in Rulke’s mind, the memory of long

         ago: thranx! It leapt at them and its great shoulder struck the construct, rattling that massive machine like a child’s toy.


      Karan was slow to move. Her brain seemed to have lost the ability to control her body. Experimenting with crawling, she lifted

         an arm and a leg at the same time and toppled on her side like a baby. Her belly ached; her head spun. She rolled sideways

         and tried to look like a piece of rubble, and knew that she didn’t.


      The thranx went after Rulke, who was still clinging to his seat. A crack of leather wings propelled it up on top of the construct,

         where it lunged at him. He ducked, the construct rolled and he fell off again. The thranx leapt after him, landed with a thud

         that shook the tower and slashed at Rulke with long yellow claws. He scuttled backward, darting and ducking around the other

         side, and sprang from the floor up into his seat. Yellow light came out of a rod at the front, searing the thranx’s thigh

         and melting part of a low wall behind it.


      The thranx reared up, its wings soaring so high that they touched the mess of tangled roof beams suspended above them. Though

         it made no sound, it screwed up its face and clenched its fists. For an instant Karan sensed its agony, its desperation to

         get out of the void and find a safe place to nest. Its emotions flashed and faded like misty breath on a window. Karan was

         confounded. Its fears and longings were similar to her own.


      The light touched the winged creature’s thigh again, tracing a fiery line toward its groin. The thranx made a sound like a

         scalded cat, sprang at an embrasure which was too small and went out the side of Carcharon in an explosion of broken stone.

         Part of the wall collapsed behind it. The wind howled in through the new opening. Karan crawled into the rubble pile as other

         creatures strained against the gossamer walls of the Forbidding. She was too exhausted to blink.


      The dark moon shone straight down through the broken roof of the tower—it was midnight. Momentarily Rulke wrestled with some

         hideous, many-clawed and fanged beast that appeared out of nowhere. It got away from him and leapt toward Karan, who scurried

         up onto the rubble, desperate to get out of its reach. “Karan, here!” Rulke shouted, tossing her the knife he had taken a

         week ago.


      She caught it and ran up a slender beam, but the creature jumped on the other end, flicking her hard against the wall. The

         knife fell into the rubble, out of reach. She lay winded as the creature crept toward her.


      The commotion had brought a squad of Ghâshâd racing up the stairs. “To me!” Rulke roared, and they ran to his aid with swords

         and spears. Together they forced Karan’s assailant back through the Wall.


      Karan picked herself up, wondering if her ribs were broken. Now only Rulke’s strength held back the things that clawed at

         the Wall. If he were overcome, they would pour in until they choked all Santhenar. And she had helped to make this disaster.


      Out of the vent surged other beasts, smaller than the thranx but seeming equally cunning. They appeared more or less human,

         though immensely hairy. They separated, one feinting and slashing at Rulke with unnaturally long arms, while another sprang

         up on the construct. A third bailed up the Ghâshâd on the other side of the room.


      “Lorrsk!” said Rulke. “And I’m already spent.”


      These were not dumb beasts either. The one on top slammed into the seat and gripped the levers of the construct in a very

         knowing way, with feet that were like huge clawed hands. Its bucket-sized mouth grinned at Rulke, flashing many yellow teeth.


      Rulke swung a jagged length of wood at the first lorrsk, clouting it over the side of the head and sending it sprawling into

         the rubble. It staggered out, blood pouring from a gash in its thigh to pool on the floor, then abruptly flung itself on Rulke

         and wrestled him to the ground. They rolled over and over, grunting and groaning. Karan found another billet of wood and whacked

         the lorrsk over the head, but it hardly noticed.


      The other beast banged the levers forward. The construct groaned, lurched backward and sideways, then began to sink down until

         the lower side was below the levers of the floor. The stone appeared to have softened beneath it. The lorrsk chittered, flinging

         the levers opposing ways. The construct bucked and blurred, seemingly trying to rearrange its component atoms. Molten yellow

         gushed out of an aperture at the front, splashing golden on the floor.


      Karan had not appreciated how the Forbidding protected them. Fragments of tales burst in her mind—myths and fairy stories

         from the distant past. This was all too horrible! She danced around the wrestling pair like a dervish and, seeing an opportunity,

         stabbed the lorrsk in the ear with the jagged end of her billet. It yelped.


      It was the chance Rulke needed. Gaining the upper hand in his wrestling match, he slammed the lorrsk down on its back. He

         manipulated something with his fingers, whereupon the construct bucked. The second lorrsk described an arc in the air, still

         holding onto one lever. The construct flung itself upward. The lorrsk soared through the air to land on its hairy backside

         right in the molten puddle. It screamed so harsh and shrill that Karan had to stop her ears. An awful smell of burnt hair

         and charred flesh filled the room. The lorrsk moved away, its buttocks sweating blood like meat on a hotplate, and fell through

         the embrasure.


      The other lorrsk flung Rulke on his back, slammed its knee into his belly then lunged, trying to bite his throat. Karan yelled

         and pronged it in the ear again, snapping its head sideways so hard that its teeth jarred. With a superhuman effort Rulke

         hurled it off him into the rubble. He staggered to his feet, wrenched a long jagged beam hanging down from the roof and tried

         to spear the creature with it. It yelped, rolled flat head over pointy heels, ended up near an embrasure and tumbled out head

         first.


      Karan slid to the floor, panting, wrung dry. The broken roof groaned where Rulke had pulled the beam out. Two of the Ghâshâd

         and the third lorrsk lay dead. Three Ghâshâd heaved the body out the window while the others tried to hold the roof from collapsing

         completely. Rulke flopped on his face, so exhausted that he could not even stand. I’m free, she thought, if I can hold off

         the aftersickness.


      Rulke’s vacant stare touched her. “Too… hard,” he gasped, scarcely able to frame the words. “I was not strong enough.”


      “You overreached yourself and betrayed my trust,” she shouted.


      “Not intentionally…”


      Karan realized that she could hardly hear on her left side. She put her hand to her ear. It came back all bloody. “I’ve finished

         with you!” she screamed. “I’ve paid my debt.”


      “Not until I say so.” Rulke raised his hand weakly, but could not hold it up. “Aftersickness is like a fire in my brain,”

         he mumbled and collapsed.


      The broken roof rumbled and slid further down, to halt just over Rulke’s head. The Ghâshâd struggled frantically to maneuver

         a prop under it. The Wall faded almost to nothing. Out of the corner of her eye Karan saw something ease apart the ragged

         hole.


      “You’d better seal that up, quick!” she shouted. Scooping up pack and cloak—she’d not survive outside without them—Karan hurtled

         down the stairs.


      Near the bottom she saw that one wall of the tower had collapsed below as well as above, though the stairs and most of the

         floor still hung there. There was a hole in the wall three arm-spans wide. Lights shone out onto the snow. Below was a huge

         gouge where the thranx had landed, and a white mound thrown up against the outer wall.


      Karan was just about to take a flying leap down when she realized that the mound was made of rubble, and a broken ankle was

         the most likely result. The freezing wind roared in, pressing her against the wall. She wrestled the cloak around her and

         continued down. On the ground floor she raced toward the front door, then stopped dead. A thranx stood by the doorway. Further

         down an odd-shaped hall, other creatures clustered together. With a squawk of terror she turned the other way, saw more in

         front of her, then realized that they were just bronze statues.


      As she edged by, half-expecting them to come to life, the first spasm of aftersickness doubled her over. Not now! she thought,

         tearing at the brass bolt. Her skin stuck to the frigid metal. Karan peeled her fingers off, hastily put on gloves and slammed

         back the bolt.


      The wind flung the door open and a blast of snow blinded her. She ran out, peering all around from the wide landing, hoping

         to see the company. There was no one in sight. They’d fled. She would never catch them. In her condition she might not even

         reach the amphitheater. Where could she go?


      Something screamed upstairs, and she knew that it was some thing, a creature out of the void. No human throat could have formed that wailing screech, no human mouth shaped it into such an

         ululating cry. They must still be coming through the Wall!


      The night was punctuated by a series of thuds that shook the building and made the metal gate rattle. It could have been one

         monstrous creature battering another against the walls. The scream sounded again.


      “To me!” came a feeble shout from above. That was Rulke, crying for his remaining Ghâshâd.


      Karan began to go down the steps, then stopped, smelling blood. There was a body beside her, all broken, mangled and partly

         eaten. Llian? No, it was a tall soldier. “Llian,” she shouted. “where are you?” Just to think of him out here hurt her. She could not sense

         him at all. Karan tried to renew the link but instantly felt Rulke’s presence on the edge of her mind.


      As she began to creep down, across in the amphitheater a flare illuminated a flying, thranx-like shadow. Her courage failed

         her. Karan turned back up the steps, and the bloody moon touched a pair of the creatures between her and the doors of Carcharon.


      She stood there for a full minute before realizing, from their unnatural stillness, that they were also statues. An awful

         scream echoed across the ravine. Perhaps it was the injured lorrsk. Karan ran in through the doors and bolted them behind

         her.


      Where could she go? The cold outside was terrible, as bad as the night she and Llian had almost frozen to death on the way

         to Shazmak last winter. Karan knew how to survive in the mountains, but she must be prepared. She had to disappear. Where?

         There was nowhere to hide on the ridge path. She heard footsteps on the stairs. Racing down the back, she ducked into a dark

         room next to the galley. It smelled like a larder. There was only one way to go now—up the mountain!


      Karan felt around, finding something long and bony that reeked of smoked fish or eel. The smell was unpleasant but it was

         better than nothing. She scooped up several lengths, along with a cheese shaped like a breadstick, a string of onions, another

         that seemed to be giant radishes, and some dried fruit, hurled the lot into her pack and turned to run.


      There was another cry from upstairs, then a bellow of rage and shouting in a language she did not know. It sounded as if Rulke

         was recovering. Boots scraped on the stone. The door out into the yard banged. She pressed back against the pantry wall as

         several Ghâshâd ran past. They too headed up the stairs.


      Karan ran out into the yard, pulling on her overgloves. It was so cold! The wind was a blast, a gale of roaring snow that

         made it impossible to see. Where could she go? She tried to recall the layout of the yard. She’d looked down on it many times

         in the past week, but what she’d seen fitted poorly with the blizzard-struck geography she was confronted by now.


      There were several places where she might get onto the wall. One was up the back of the yard, a steep stair beside lean-to

         sheds. She felt her way across, conscious that there was a cistern here somewhere and if she fell in she would go straight

         through the ice and be dead in a minute.


      In the dark her progress was painfully slow. Behind her came a Boom! The wind crushed it into insignificance, but immediately a column of light lit up the tower, the embrasures flaring yellow.

         Karan jumped and cracked her knee against stone. She put out her hands to steady herself. It was the cistern; she could feel

         the smooth convexity of the rim. The stairs must be to her right.


      They could not have seen her. Not even that light could have picked her out in the snowfall, but she was frightened, ill and becoming flustered. Hobbling around the

         edge of the cistern, Karan tripped over something in the dark. The fall jarred the wrist she had broken last year and the

         food spilled out of her pack—she’d forgotten to tie the flaps. She felt around in the snow, stuffing what she could find back

         in, but it might have been stones for all she could tell. There came a cry from behind her, an answering cry to one side.

         They were searching the yard.


      Forget the food! Even in this weather she couldn’t hide here. Rulke would be able to sense her, so close had their minds been.

         Lights moved toward the cistern. She groped along the wall, the pain in her knee and wrist forgotten.


      Karan found the steps with her shin, then heard, even above the shriek of the wind, the sound of heavy feet running along

         the top of the wall. The cries came from several places now but the feet stopped directly above. She cursed; they were cutting

         off the exits from the yard. She fumbled around on the ground for a stone, crept halfway up the stairs and heaved it to her

         right. It clattered against one of the sheds. Almost immediately a flare erupted over that way. She heard the Ghâshâd calling

         but could not tell where they were.


      Karan went up the stairs as fast as snow, ice and darkness would allow, but at the top heard Rulke’s voice, an angry shout,

         and the footsteps came running back. She felt the force of his will too, exhausting and confusing her. She crouched at the

         top of the wall. The footsteps were close—another flare and they would have her. She rolled over and the guard caught a foot

         on her hip and went sprawling. Metal clattered on stone. A woman’s voice swore in pain. Karan kept rolling and suddenly there

         was nothing beneath her. She fell silently into darkness.


      It was a long way down, eight or ten spans. She landed whoomph in the powdery snow of the deep drift below the wall. The snow fell back on her head. Her first impression was that it was

         much warmer than she had expected. The next, that she could easily suffocate. Karan packed the loose snow away from her nose

         and mouth and pushed her arm up to make an air hole. Then she lay back for a few minutes’ rest, lest illness overcome her

         completely.


      Muffled shouting came from above, and the dull flash of flares, but they moved away. In darkness it was too far down to see

         the slight impression, almost closed over, that she had made in the snow. The search moved back inside the yard, though Karan

         knew this fortunate state of affairs could not last.


      Climbing out was exhausting, and walking through the drifts almost impossible. Karan, who had hiked in these mountains since

         the time she could walk, understood that very well. She was above the steepest slope of the deep valley between Carcharon

         and the adjoining ridge, the ridge up which wound the eastern way leading eventually to Shazmak, the path her father had come

         down just before he died. She could still remember the day they brought his body back.


      Enough of that! She had to get well away before looking for a place to hide. The only sensible way out of this wilderness

         was down, but that risked sheer falls of hundreds of spans into the rocky bottom of the gorge. They would expect her to head

         east down the ridge, toward the hard snow, the path and Gothryme Forest.


      Perhaps they were already hunting down there. Certainly they would be in the morning, and they would find her easily enough

         once the blizzard let up. Karan turned in the other direction, up the ridge.


      There was no protection from the wind on this side. It was wild and gusty, occasionally dropping to nothing so that the flakes

         settled, then rising again to a shrieking blast that plastered hard pellets of snow to the side of her hood. The snow was

         piled against the wall of Carcharon in drifts higher than her head, though on the very edge of the precipice the ledge had

         been scoured bare. Karan picked her way carefully along the rim. She recalled that the wall ran west up the ridge for a few

         hundred paces before looping back down the other side. Beyond, the ridge went up and up, to become a spur of the mountains.


      Up there she would have plenty of warning of their coming. Karan followed the bare rock on hands and knees, feeling every

         step of the way ahead, afraid that the ledge would run out and leave her nowhere to go.


      Then an image of the country flashed into her head as she had seen it from a window a few days ago. She knew exactly where

         she was. Ahead was a rocky gully, not much more than a ditch, and beyond that a broken cliff ran behind the western wall of

         Carcharon. On this side it swung sharply to the west, blending into the precipitous rim of the ravine a little to her left.

         She would have to be careful there.


      On she crawled. Her hands were stiff, unfeeling blobs and her knee hurt. So did her ear. By the time Karan reached the top

         it was beginning to get light, a slow seeping grayness, the air so thick with driven snow that she could see only a few steps

         ahead. But that was enough. Any more and her enemies could see her, for she was still so close to Carcharon that she could

         have hurled a pebble over the western wall.


      On the steep slope above her the loose snow had been scoured away by the wind. What remained was a rough crust that was quite

         hard. By mid-morning she was high above Carcharon. Further up, the ridge was dotted with boulders and outcrops. Karan planned

         to make a snow shelter in the lee of one of these, where there were snow drifts.


      After much searching she found a long outcrop that was eroded underneath. Snow had piled against the uphill side, higher than

         her head. She made a shelter the way she had seen her father do long ago, the snow hollowed out and packed tightly to secure

         the walls and roof, leaving a tiny cave against the rock. The door was a ball of snow that she could roll back or forward.

         The space was just large enough for her to sit, or lie curled up on her cloak to sleep. The only way she could be found was

         if someone walked right up to the rock, and it was one among thousands.


      Now her cares came back redoubled. Was her collaboration with Rulke the most terrible crime of all? When the thranx had shaken

         the construct with one blow of its shoulder, when it had gone through the wall as if it were made of a child’s blocks, she

         had felt truly afraid. The price of Llian’s life might be the death of everyone she cared about. And Llian too! And below,

         Gothryme lay in its path.


      It began to snow heavily, which pleased her. Karan emptied her pack on the tiny patch of floor in front of her, sorting out

         her supplies. There were two slabs of smoked eel, now frozen so hard that she risked breaking teeth on them, the long stick

         of cheese, a string of purple onions, very strong, some with bad spots, an orange-like marrim, a few pieces of dried fruit and half a loaf of dark bread she had brought from Gothryme. The rest had been lost in the snow.

         It wasn’t much, but she could survive on it for a few days. Worst of all, she had no knife. She missed her little knife, her

         companion on the road.
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