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What is it about sorcerers and wizards that has kept us fascinated for nearly a thousand years, all the way from Merlin to Gandalf?




The answer’s simple.




Power.




The ability to have power over things – over time, the weather, other people. Over you.




It’s that ultimate wish fulfilment. How many times have we wished to make ourselves invisible, or to fly, or to create something out of nothing, or zap someone out of existence? It’s that desire to have control over anything – everything.




That’s what these stories are about. Power and control. Either the discovery of strange powers or being on the receiving end of them and realizing it isn’t all fun. Being kept spell-bound!




It’s highly unlikely, I would imagine, that anyone who found they had some incredible power would use it for good. They might, to start with. But come on, admit it, that desire to try something a little different, a little naughty, a little evil, would engulf us all in the end, I’m sure. After all, we’re only human. Mind you, if we had magical powers perhaps we wouldn’t be human, and that’s another element of these stories, the tension between controlling human morals or ethics or otherwise letting evil reign. Because, if we ever did have control over magic, it would be a constant battle between order and chaos. It’s been hard enough over these last fifty years keeping the lid on the nuclear threat and now on terrorism. Just imagine if a nation mastered magic.




Each of these stories explores the tensions and dilemmas in dealing with magic. Don’t expect any cutesy stories here of benign old wizards in pointy hats. There’s none of those. In many of the stories magic has led to corruption and evil. You won’t find them much nastier than the witch in Tim Pratt’s “The Witch’s Bicycle” or the mages in Tim Lebbon’s “Forever”.




There are those who try to put magic to good, such as the girl in James Bibby’s “The Last Witch” or Ogion in Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Bones of the Earth”, or the forensic sorcerer helping the police in a case of child abduction in “The Rite Stuff”, but even they find it difficult controlling their power. It’s far from easy to make magic work without it corrupting.




Magic may take many forms. I don’t try to define a sorcerer. Here you will find wizards, witches, warlocks, enchanters – there’s even computer magic in Doug Hornig’s story. You’ll find control over time in John Morressy’s story, control over dragons in Tom Holt’s, and the ultimate control over human destiny in Peter Crowther’s powerful finale. Stories are set in this world or others, in this time or another.




As always I’ve brought together a mixture of new stories and rare reprints. Six of the stories have been specially written for this anthology and have not appeared anywhere else. These are by James Bibby, Peter Crowther, Tom Holt, Michael Kurland, Tim Lebbon and Richard Lupoff. There are also some unusual reprints, most far from readily available in print elsewhere. My thanks to Hugh Lamb, Stefan Dziemianowicz, Mark Owings and those on the < Horrabin Hall > internet chat group for their suggestions for stories. I only wish I had space for more.




From here on, though, all understanding of reality ceases. Watch your step.








Mike Ashley
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 Steve Rasnic Tem






Steve Rasnic Tem (b. 1950) has been writing fantasy and horror fiction for over twenty years and has had stories published in Weird Tales, The Horror Show, Twilight Zone and scores of other magazines and anthologies. He’s published over 200 stories and you’ll find a fair selection in City Fishing (2000), plus a whole load of intrigue in the multimedia CD Imagination Box compiled with his wife Melanie Tem. His stories have won both the British Fantasy Award and the World Fantasy Award. He gets our anthology under way with a story that is not as straightforward as it may seem.








One: That He Has a Beautiful Daughter




Clarence first met Amanda in the marketplace when she stole several fruits from his vending cart. He’d been completely entranced by her: her long, silky black hair falling loosely to her shoulders, her narrow face and full lips. And her eyes, like emeralds on snow. He was watching those eyes when he should have been watching her hands. It was only as she started to turn away that he saw her slipping the fruit into the front pockets of her dress.




He stood in complete bewilderment a moment – by her clothes she’d seemed well off – before jumping over the side of his cart and bounding after her, heedless of the fruit being spilled and retrieved by eager passersby behind him.




The girl was fast, and Clarence had a difficult time of it just keeping her fleeting form in sight. She seemed to know well the lanes and back alleys – surprising for someone of her bearing – and it took all of Clarence’s experience not to become lost himself.




But finally she made a wrong turn, and Clarence found himself face to face with the beautiful maiden, her back to a dead end. He had her. But she smiled much too engagingly, he thought, for a thief caught in the act.




He stared at her for some time: she examined him with those emerald eyes just as intently. Clarence knew how to handle the ordinary thief; he had a great deal of experience in the marketplace. But he had no idea how he should speak to a lady, even if she were a thief.




“You took my fruit!” he finally blurted out.




She merely smiled and nodded.




“You didn’t pay!”




She laughed out loud.




“But why?” he asked.




“Why . . . I was hungry,” she replied in a soft and musical voice.




Two: That He Has a Very Unusual Daughter




Clarence spent the following weeks with the maiden, whose name was Amanda, in considerable mental and emotional confusion. He was never quite sure what she was thinking, or what she meant by some of her bizarre statements.




“Where do you come from?” he would ask her.




“Past the moon and beneath the tavern floor,” she would reply.




Such nonsense . . . but he found her utterly fascinating. He couldn’t control himself. He couldn’t stay away from her.




More than once he had to stop her from stealing something from a local shop. She didn’t really need to do such things: she simply enjoyed the challenge, she had told him. But still she persisted, and more than once they had some close calls together. Many of the local merchants were quite capable of handling their affairs without benefit of law. Clarence found himself constantly afflicted with aches and pains acquired during Amanda’s escapades.




She was prone to marked swings in mood. One moment she might be laughing with him and the next screaming. He could never predict how she was going to react to anything he said. So any indication of a mood shift made him anxious.




It soon became obvious to him that Amanda had grown fond of him as well. Even though she complained about his inability to talk back to her, to be more forceful, she wanted to spend most of her time with him, she said. And despite her strange ways, he felt the same. “But my father is a wizard,” she told him. “And you must meet him first, and impress him if we are to marry. That may prove difficult, Clarence my love. He is a strange man, but he’s of course responsible for my existence.” She laughed.




Clarence didn’t know quite what to say.




Three: That He Lives in a Dark,


Secluded House by the Sea




Clarence could not fathom the materials the wizard used to build his house; they seemed to be an amalgam of contradictory substances. The house was part of a granite cliff, with trees and other vegetation so mixed in that they appeared to be part of the structure itself. A large cypress melded into the roof line. A boulder formed the central portion of one of the countless chimneys. Clay and steel and cement supported one of the outside walls. There were circular doors, rectangular doors, and triangular doors. Vines covered some oddly-shaped windows and uncovered others. Strange animals nested in the oddly-angled nooks and crannies. The lines of perspective appeared contradictory.




And one section of the house seemed impossibly dark, even in the morning light, as if that section of the house had been fashioned of night itself.




It had taken them two days’ journey to get there, and Clarence had wondered the entire time why it was worth the effort. Amanda complained about her father constantly: how he attempted to control her life, how he had adamant opinions on almost any subject, how he inflicted “silent rages” upon anyone who dared disagree with him.




But when Clarence had questioned their going, Amanda had lashed out at him with unexpected viciousness. “Because he’s my father!” she had cried. “It’s for me to decide whether to visit him or not!”




So they’d made the trip, through wastelands and mysterious, dream-like landscapes Clarence had never known existed. The wizard was indeed isolated; there seemed to be no other dwellings as far as the eye could see. Clarence couldn’t understand why anyone would even want to live out there.




“You grew up in this place?” Clarence asked as they stood below the wizard’s cliff-dwelling.




“I did. . . .” Amanda said quietly.




“I don’t understand. Who were your friends? Who did you play with as a child?”




She turned to him with a slight frown. “I didn’t have any friends,” she said flatly. “Any companions I had my father made for me out of dust and swampwater.”




With that, she turned and guided him to the steep staircase climbing the cliffside to the wizard’s house.




Four: That He Is Very Old




The wizard sat behind an immense table piled high with books. He was difficult to see behind the dusty volumes: only a purple-sleeved arm at the side now and then, white and fish-like hands, or the top of his head, nearly bald and intricately veined.




“Father . . .” Amanda said with a nervous edge to her voice.




There was no answer.




“Father, I’ve come home to visit. I’ve brought a friend.”




Clarence heard a chair scrape, a dry cough, and then a small, wizened figure crept around from behind the table. Clarence relaxed a bit at the wizard’s appearance: he seemed to be only five feet tall or so, and quite frail. Who could fear a man like that?




But the wizard suddenly straightened up, his back unbending, shoulders broadening, head pulling erect so that he was quickly over six feet in height and fixing Clarence with large, bloodshot eyes.




Clarence stepped back and allowed Amanda to approach her father.




“This is Clarence, father. My friend.”




The wizard stepped forward out of the dim light so that Clarence was able to see his features more clearly. His skin was so white it appeared to be luminous, his bald head like an oval of light. What little hair he had was white and cropped closely, making a band above his ears. He also had a short white beard which covered his chin. His eyes seemed terribly mobile in contrast to the rest of his features. His mouth was a rigid line. Although his features did not in and of themselves seem ancient, his entire aspect was one of incredible age. Clarence sensed that the wizard was the oldest creature he had ever met.




The wizard did not speak to Clarence.




“It has been a long time between visits, Amanda,” the wizard said to his daughter.




“I . . . I’ve been away.” For the first time, Clarence saw Amanda avert her eyes in embarrassment. He had never thought before that she could feel such a thing.




There was an awkward silence during which Amanda seemed to be struggling to find something to say. Her father waited impatiently.




“How has your health been?” she finally asked.




“Well enough,” he said. Then, “You may spend a few days here, Amanda, but I have my work and will need solitude thereafter.” He turned and left.




Amanda stood there quietly, and Clarence could not approach her.




Five: That He Is a Shape-Shifter




That first day in the wizard’s house proved to be a long one for Clarence. Amanda was sullen and irritable with him much of the time, and the wizard seemed to be ignoring them.




But when he had questioned Amanda about her father’s absence, she had lashed out at him. “Open your eyes, can’t you! He’s watching us both constantly! He doesn’t even make an effort to hide it!”




Clarence looked around uneasily. “I . . . don’t see . . .”




“Look! There he is now!” she cried, pointing to a corner of the room.




Clarence looked where she had pointed but saw nothing but an untidy pile of clutter. “Where? I don’t see him.”




“The mouse! The mouse, you fool.”




Clarence stared. There was a mouse there, a small gray one. It wrinkled its nose at the two of them, then scurried into a small hole in the debris




“Your father?”




“Of course . . .”




Six: That He Is Not Really Bad, Just Arrogant




Clarence saw many other animals, and one time a small dwarf with an immense red nose, all of whom seemed to observe him with a bit too much intensity, a bit too much interest for normal creatures of that type. He began to feel watched constantly. Amanda told him there were no pests or animals of any type in residence at the house normally – the wizard used a charm to keep them away – so any other creatures or personages found there were the wizard himself. Clarence encountered a cat, a dog, a small wren, a caterpillar, a spider, a cricket, and a moose (which he was startled to discover in his bedroom one evening) in just his first two days in the wizard’s home. He became particularly careful of his actions when he was around Amanda.




This angered Amanda greatly, and twice she pulled Clarence close for an embrace when one of these creatures was in the room. Clarence sputtered and tried to pull away, a nervous eye on the creature.




“Coward!” Amanda screamed. She began hitting Clarence across the chest. “Spineless idiot!”




But the rest of the time she was distant, preoccupied. She seemed to want to have little to do with Clarence.




The wizard did not do anything which might have been called bad; even Amanda’s many complaints about her father did not seem to add up to the evil man Clarence had first visualized. The wizard was merely headstrong and arrogant; he was daily exposed to the temptation of great power, and obviously he often gave in to it. He enjoyed using power, and used it extensively. Who could really blame him for that?




“So many . . . like my father . . . they start thinking they’re gods in their old age,” Amanda had said to him. But as far as he could tell, the wizard had not gone that far.




One of the wizard’s most disturbing amusements was his habit of producing ghosts from the past, either replicas of Amanda’s childhood companions he’d manufactured previously, or figures from Clarence’s own childhood. Clarence felt as if he were constantly dreaming, confronted daily by his long-dead parents, the pet lizards he’d once owned, his long-dead sister’s three-year-old self, and assorted young friends mostly long-forgotten.




Amanda’s “ghosts” were a bit more exotic. A giant spider with bright red eyes and eighteen legs. A large, fat, jelly-like creature with one thick leg. Two sets of siamese twins. A large bird with a bell around its neck. And a few a bit more disturbing: a hideous, deformed head that talked, a small subhuman which bled from its ears constantly and impossibly, and a furry creature which screamed piteously in constant pain.




Amanda was on edge, her eyes darting, her hands dry and raw from rubbing them together. Clarence could not understand why the wizard, whom neither had seen for more than a few minutes in his true form, would do this to his own daughter. What was he thinking of?




Seven: That He Has a Separable Soul




Clarence discovered that after several days he was growing increasingly angry with both Amanda and her father. The wizard was needling him almost constantly, sending all manner of apparitions into his room to disturb him. And the wizard’s presence was almost constant. Many times Clarence did not know whether a particular presence was the wizard in disguise or one of his manufactures.




So, surprisingly, he found himself talking back to Amanda with more fervor, not letting any of her small jibes past him.




He had actually expected she would like him better that way, of course. But that wasn’t her reaction.




“You’re getting to be just like him!” she screamed at Clarence. “You have an opinion about everything, and you think you’re the only one who knows the truth!”




One day, Clarence and Amanda sneaked into the wizard’s study when they knew he was out in the woods. It was unusual for him to be away. He spent hours here, working long into the night with little or no sleep. The study was an immense, drafty chamber, filled with books, manuscripts, odd statues and carvings, jars full of substances, preserved animals, and all sorts of mechanical instruments. Clarence did not like the place and wanted to leave, but Amanda wouldn’t permit it.




“I think he’s keeping some important secrets from us; I want to find them.”




She began to rummage through all the strange articles. Clarence stood watching nervously. Then he heard a bird cackle, and jumped. He sought the source of the sound in the darkness.




“It’s only Janalai,” she said, chuckling. When Clarence still looked puzzled, Amanda grabbed him by the hand and pulled him into one of the corners. She lit a small candle and a yellow glow illuminated the objects there.




A bird sat in its nest atop several old barrels and large books. The column looked unstable, but the bird seemed content enough. It had a long neck and a bright green head. Ragged purple feathers protruded from its sides helter-skelter, looking as if the bird had been in a serious accident.




Amanda walked over to the bird, clutched its neck, and pulled it roughly out of its nest. A silver egg lay within.




“See,” Amanda gestured with her other hand, “Janalai guards my father’s soul.”




“His soul?”




“Many wizards are able to remove their souls,” Amanda said. “They hide it somewhere, as in this egg. You can’t destroy a wizard until you find the hiding place of his soul, actually. It makes them almost indestructible.”




“But why does he leave it in such an open area? Someone could come in here and steal it!”




“He moves it to another hiding place periodically, although there has been no need of late to do so. No one comes here anymore. My father is not an active enough opponent for anyone to want to kill.”




Clarence looked again at the egg and shuddered, imagining it falling to the hard rock floor.




Eight: That He Is in Complete Control




On the fifth day, Clarence discovered he could not leave the wizard’s house. He’d simply wanted some fresh air, then found that there were no more doors to the outside, and that all the windows were bolted. When he went to Amanda to tell her about this, she shrugged. “So, what did you expect?” she said.




As a child, Amanda had once told him, she’d thought her father could do anything. He’d always seemed to know what she was thinking. And when she’d misbehaved, she’d believed that he had paralyzed her because she’d been unable to move with the consequent fear. He knew what was right and wrong, and had the power of life and death over her. He was in complete control.




There was no escaping him.




Nine: That He Has a Test for Me




On his last day at the wizard’s house, Clarence woke up on the floor of a great dark hallway, a place he had never seen before. He stood up and began to walk down the length of the hall when the walls started to shift, sending him scrambling madly to avoid being crushed by the moving stone.




He found himself in a small room with the walls slowly closing in on him. He had to move the heavy table around quickly so as to wedge the walls apart.




Suddenly the floor dropped out from under him and he found himself on the table and sliding down an immense stone ramp where the floor used to be. He had to leap off before the table smashed into a wall at the bottom of the ramp.




Then all the creatures he’d met from Amanda’s past began chasing him, and no matter how fast he ran he seemed to get no farther away from them.




Suddenly he was in the same long corridor he began in, but the walls were lined with pictures now, and as a floating ball of light descended by each one he was able to examine them. They seemed to be several pictures of Amanda, a picture of the wizard, and one of another woman whom Clarence had never seen before.




Ten: That a Wizard’s Daughter Is Hard to Love




The wizard was suddenly at his side, seeming impossibly tall. “My wife . . .” the wizard said, gesturing toward the picture of the unknown woman.




“My mother . . .” he said, pointing toward one of the pictures Clarence had thought to be of Amanda. Clarence started to protest involuntarily, but was able to control himself.




“Amanda . . .” the wizard said, pointing to the next picture, “. . . and her sisters. . . .” He swept his arm across the length of the hall, and the descending lights illuminated countless other portraits, all looking exactly like Amanda’s.




The wizard turned to him. “I never knew my mother; my father was a great magician who took her away from me. But still she did not have to go; she did not have to leave me. Each time I have lost Amanda, one such as you has brought her back to me. I keep remaking her, her companions, and yet she is ungrateful . . . still she leaves me . . .”




Clarence ran through the hallway, through the doors, up winding staircases. The wizard put nothing more in his way. Clarence did not slow down until he reached Amanda’s door.




He heard her crying within. He opened the door slowly.




Amanda was playing with her companions: the small subhuman bleeding, the little furry thing crying, the deformed bodiless head talking with maddening animation.




Amanda was beginning to fade, as her companions were beginning to fade. Somehow she looked older even as she began to disappear but Clarence could not be sure. He remembered what she’d said so long ago: “He is of course responsible for my existence . . .”




And then she was gone completely. A gray mouse scurried out from under the bed, staring at Clarence as it wiggled its nose. Then it became a ferocious-looking silver cat that ran out the door screeching.




Clarence knew that Amanda would soon be appearing in the room again, a new and different Amanda for the wizard to love.




But he did not wait.
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 Richard A. Lupoff






Richard Lupoff (b. 1935) is always experimenting. His fascination with the works of the creator of Tarzan led to his first book Edgar Rice Burroughs: Master of Adventure (1965) but since then he has produced fiction in the mode of H.G. Wells with Nebogipfel at the End of Time (1979), Jules Verne with Into the Aether (1974), Conan Doyle with The Case of the Doctor who Had No Business (1966) and works that don’t really fit into any category such as Sacred Locomotive Flies (1971) and Sword of the Demon (1976) – that one was a Japanese fantasy. That’s what’s so great about his work, every one is a surprise. The following story, written specially for this anthology, struck me that it might have elements of Robert W. Chambers’s The King in Yellow, but it has all the Lupoff style. With luck he is considering developing the idea presented here into a series of stories or a novel.








“YOU’LL HAVE TO PAY the toll if you want me to drive into the city,” the driver said, “or you could walk across the bridge and save some coins.” His name was Signore Azzurro. His passengers were two girls, Margherita and Francesca. It was not clear which girl he addressed, and in fact he probably didn’t care. As long as he collected his fare and a nice tip – surely these two nice girls would give him a nice tip – they were pretty much interchangeable to him.




They put their heads together and conferred, examined the contents of their purses, and decided to be extravagant.




The driver whipped up the big bay horse and clicked his tongue. The beast moved forward in a cheerful trot, the carrozza’s wheels rattling noisily over the rough gravel roadway. The River Fiume roared beneath the stone bridge, its foam and spray reaching the bridge, an occasional splatter of icy water reaching even to the carrozza. When this happened the girls shrieked in mock horror and alarm.




The city rose above white stone cliffs on the other side of the River Fiume. Buildings three and even four storeys tall, banners, noise, people speaking many languages, people whose skins were of many colours, wagons and carriages drawn by horses and horses ridden by handsome bravos and even a few actually ridden by women, barking dogs running among them – Villaggio Sogno was a place of marvels and of dreams.




Villaggio Sogno was a city of whitewashed plaster and wood. The buildings were roofed in copper and turquoise. When the sun glinted off the walls and the roofs, as it did this day, Villaggio Sogno rose to the sky like a dream. Old Allegra Chiavolini, the teaching woman, spoke of such wonders and warned the children of un fascino, the glamour, the magical spell that could give a repulsive old man the appearance of a handsome young wrestler, a hovel the appearance of a lovely cottage, a pig the appearance of a beautiful roe.




“You can sometimes defeat un fascino,” Signora Chiavolini taught them, “with this piece of music.” And she whistled a tune. The children of the town all learned to whistle the tune, and Margherita in time learned to play it as well. She had doubts about the old teacher’s story, she had doubts that there was such a thing as the glamour, but it was thrilling, on occasion, to awaken late at night when the whole household was in bed and asleep, and imagine that some frightening creature was at large, disguised as a harmless animal or person. Margherita whistled the tune then, that Allegra Chiavolini had taught her, and went back to sleep feeling safe.




The two girls had been there before, brought for special treats by their respective families, but today was a special day. They were permitted to visit Villaggio Sogno without adult supervision. Their parents had fretted, Margherita’s mother in particular, but twelve years old was almost grown up, or at least beginning to be grown up, and before much longer they would be going to the higher school and having parties with boys at them.




So each girl, with her savings in her purse (and with some forbidden lip-rouge and daring eye-shadow as well) was permitted to go off for the day with her best friend.




“Where shall I drop you off, young ladies?” Signore Azzurro asked over his shoulder.




The girls conferred again. Then Margherita said, “Over there. In front of the department store.” This, they both knew, was not un fascino. Their parents had bought things for them in this emporium and they had taken them home to admire and to use.




Signore Azzurro pulled to the edge of the road and turned with his hand out. He received his payment and a tip. “When shall I pick you up for the ride home?”




Another hasty conference, even though the matter had been discussed in private and in meetings with both families, and the girls had given their solemn promise in this regard.




“When the clock in the Great Tower sounds the end of work and mechanical figures emerge to give their show.”




“Very good, young miss.”




The girls dismounted.




The driver watched them until they disappeared into the crowd, a wistful smile on his face. Perhaps he was a father himself, or perhaps it was simply his nature.




Margherita and Francesca stood in front of the great store. It rose three storeys into the air and its front was as long as three houses set end to end. There was a sign mounted atop the building giving the name of the establishment: Mercato Monumentale. The front of the store was made up of a series of show windows displaying the most marvellous clothing. The girls had seen it on their earlier visits to Villaggio Sogno, but their parents had hurried them past, intent on whatever errands occupied the minds of stodgy adults. Now they could study the contents of the windows to their hearts’ content.




They could also use the polished window-glass as a mirror, and they stood side by side applying red to their lips and blue to their eyelids. They wore similar braids, Margherita’s a rich, dark brown colour that approached blackness; Francesca’s, red. Margherita’s eyes were a blue that could also be mistaken for black; Francesca’s, brown.




When they had finished applying the forbidden cosmetics they inspected each other’s handiwork, approved, and entered the store.




In an hour they emerged carrying packages and wearing hats. Margherita’s was striped green and yellow, with a yellow feather rising from it. She wore it tilted to one side. Francesca’s was a bright red beret.




They left Mercato Monumentale and set out looking for a place to get some food. As they wended their way they passed street vendors and artisans who had set up shop on the sidewalk. They stopped to study the wares of a craftsman who made miniatures in silver. Francesca bought a tiny silver pin in the form of a book for her friend Margherita. Margherita bought a tiny silver pin in the form of a piccolo for her friend Francesca. They attached the ornaments to each other’s blouses and exchanged a fond hug. Then they resumed their search for a meal.




They considered one place that smelled delicious but was filled with rough-looking men. Another seemed to appeal mainly to ancient women in their thirties and forties.




Finally they found a restaurant called Honshu Kekko Ryori. They had a delicious meal, unlike anything they had ever eaten at home. Each dish was arranged like a bouquet. There were tender meats with delicate flavours, mushrooms of varieties new to the girls, vegetables and noodles in steaming broth. Most memorable was a bright green condiment that made both girls cry until they laughed. The meal was served by a beautiful woman of Honshu wearing a lovely silk kimono. Margherita and Francesca couldn’t get over how lovely the woman was, or how delicious the food had been. They managed to eat with chopsticks, while sitting on straw mats without their shoes. It was like being in a different world. They agreed that someday they would visit Honshu and see how people lived there.




But after lunch they decided it was time to do what they had come to Villaggio Sogno to do. Margherita’s father was going to have a birthday soon and the girls were here to buy him a gift. He was a big man who seldom spoke. When he was not at work he loved to read. Margherita had consulted her mother about the best gift for her father, and they decided together that a book would be the best present. Margherita thought that a beautiful new book would be the best choice, but her mother surprised her by saying that an old book would make Father happiest.




“It’s the thought that counts,” Mother said. “He’ll be happy to be remembered and will love anything you get him. But I happen to know that he loves best, books by an old writer named Jacopo Mursino. He wrote an epic poem in sixteen volumes, detailing the history of the universe from its creation to its end. Without your father’s knowledge,” Mother continued, “I have consulted the town scholar about Signore Mursino’s poem. He says that only fifteen volumes are known to exist. The missing book is referred to in several others. Even its name is known. It is called Lavori di Hipocrita. By report, it tells the story of the Last Great Era, before the universe ends in volume sixteen. No copy of volume fifteen is known to survive in any library, anywhere, or in any scholar’s collection.”




Mother frowned in concentration.




Margherita knew her father’s two great loves. One was to spend time in the bosom of his family. They walked the woodland near home taking note of every bird, animal, and flower that they encountered. They had formed a family orchestra. Father played a fiddle, Mother a miniature hip-harp, Margherita’s brother Ottavio a brass horn, and Margherita herself a silver flute. The flute was the oldest and most precious possession in the family. It had been crafted by Mother’s mother’s father’s uncle-in-law, the greatest silversmith in their town. Even after these years – generations – Alceo the Silversmith was remembered and spoken of with awe. Metalworkers to this day considered it the highest compliment to be called, “Another Alceo.” The flute was said to have supernatural powers, but the only power that Margherita had evoked from it was the power of beautiful music.




The family orchestra performed in the evenings for their own pleasure, and on holidays in the town square for the entertainment of the community.




Father’s second great love was his books. When he was not with his family, he was locked in his study with his books. When he was with his family he would tolerate any prank. He was a broad-shouldered man, heavy-bearded and muscled. He could lift Mother, Ottavio, and Margherita off the ground at once. As a young man, family legend had it, he and another had been rivals for the affection of the town’s greatest beauty.




Father and his rival, a lad named Farruccio Farruli, had agreed to wrestle for the right to court the beauty, and a space had been selected for their match on the bank of the River Fumio. After an hour of struggle the two young men were both covered with a mixture of blood, mud, and grass, and were down to their last resources of strength. At this moment Father had charged at his rival, hoisted him bodily into the air, and thrown him so far into the river that a boat had been sent to bring him back to shore, for fear that he would drown if left to his own resources.




When Father turned back to face the beauty, she said, “You have beaten your rival. Now you may try to win my love. A good start would be to wash yourself off and put on a decent outfit.”




Father pressed his suit successfully.




Margherita’s earliest memories included lying on the carpet near the hearth on a winter’s night, and Father lifting her as if she weighed no more than his fiddle, carrying her to her cradle and kissing her goodnight. He always murmured something before he kissed her but she could never understand what he said.




Even now, almost a woman (or so she told herself), she would sometimes lower her head and close her eyes near the fire, and Father would lift her and carry her to her bed, and murmur something before he kissed her. She had yet to understand his words. He never realized that she only pretended to fall asleep.




Father’s second favorite author, after the poet-historian Jacopo Mursino, was the story-writer Carla Zennatello. If Mursino’s greatest (and sole surviving) work was his sixteen-volume history of the universe, the creations of Carla Zennatello were far more brief. Each “book” consisted of a single riddle, written in Zennatello’s personal calligraphy, preceded and followed by pages of beautiful, colourful illustrations showing noble men, lovely women, playful children, muscular horses, swift roes, dogs, cats, and birds. Each book was bound in the tough leaves of a plant that grew deep in the woods, tanned to a strength and stamina greater than that of leather, for Carla Zennatello would neither kill any sentient being nor use the product of such a killing.




Each such book could fit into the hand of an infant. Carla Zennatello would invent a riddle and create one of his little books each time a child was born in the community, and give it to the new mother to be held in trust until the child was old enough to be entrusted with such a treasure.




Carla Zennatello never revealed the answer to any of her riddles. She told the parents of each child who received one of her books that when that child had solved her special riddle, she would know her destiny.




Now Carla Zennatello had been dead for two hundred years, almost as long as Jacopo Mursino had been dead. A few of her riddle-books were known to exist, but none of the solutions of her riddles were remembered.




Margherita and Francesca knew there was a store in Villaggio Sogno that sold new books, but they hoped to find one where they might find an old book to please Margherita’s father. They walked until they heard a boy’s voice crying the news. They followed their ears until they saw him, a boy somewhat younger than themselves, dressed in worn but clean trousers and blouse. He held a stack of printed sheets at his side and with the hand not so occupied he waved a single copy.




Francesca craned her neck to get a proper look at the printed sheet. Its title was Il Popolo di Sogno. There was a picture of a vainglorious looking man on it. He was waving to an admiring throng.




Margherita asked the boy if he knew where they might buy an old book.




The boy looked at the two girls, puzzled. “Who would want an old book?” he asked. “Better to buy a new one. Best of all, buy a copy of Il Popolo and get a portrait of our glorious leader for no extra money. Learn of yesterday’s kicking match, learn of bodies found in alleys, learn of armies marching and of politicians arguing.”




He took up his cry again.




A passer-by bought a news sheet.




Francesca tugged at the boy’s elbow and Margherita said, “We want to buy an old book. Does anyone sell them in Villaggio Sogno?”




The boy said, angrily, “Go see Signore Malipiero.”




“How do we find him?”




“He’ll be in his shop.”




“Where is that? You are not being at all helpful!”




“And you are not helping my business!” He stopped to sell another news sheet.




“Where is Signore Malipiero’s shop?”




Angrily the boy turned to face the two girls. He pointed a finger and told them to proceed to the town square, to turn at the tavern displaying a sign that read Il Ubriacone and a giant painted mug of birra, to continue until they came to a dressmaker’s establishment, they could not miss the dressmaker’s establishment unless they were even more stupid than they seemed, to turn again (and he pointed to show them which way to turn) and they would surely see the establishment of Signore Malipiero or they could come back and he would refund their fee.




“If I am not here, merely ask for me. Guglielmo Pipistrello. Now goodbye.”




He held out his hand.




Francesca put a coin in it.




Signorino Pipistrello turned away and resumed shouting the news.




Margherita and Francesca followed his directions faithfully. They stopped in the town square. A statue stood there. Its title was embossed on a copper plate, green with age: Chaos Giving Birth to Order. To Margherita the statue looked like a great fish or dolphin vomiting up a globe of the world. The name of the sculptor also appeared on the copper plate, and the year of the statue’s creation, long ages ago. Couples strolled in the sunlight and children ran among them playing ball or eating sweets. The Great Tower stood above the square, a clock on its face and iron doors waiting to open at the end of the day.




The tavern was where Guglielmo Pipistrello had said it would be.




The dressmaker’s establishment was where he had said it would be, also.




The two girls halted in the street before a shop with a wooden trough filled with old books in front of it, and glass windows so obscured with cobwebs and dust that they could not see through them. The trough of books bore a hand-written sign that gave the price of the books as a small coin for one, two small coins for three, and a large coin for an armload.




Above the door of the shop was a sign, not merely painted but carved into wood: Ettore Malipiero, Purveyor of the Rare and Precious.




Margherita and Francesca stared at each other.




“The boy said we could get an old book from Signore Malipiero.”




“And he said that we would find Signore Malipiero’s shop near the dressmaker.”




“And there is a trough of cheap books outside the shop.”




Margherita bent over the trough of books. She picked one up, that seemed to be promising. She had learned to read at an early age, learning to read music and learning to read words at the same time. Her earliest books had mixed pictures and music and stories. Her mother had been her teacher. Her brother, Ottavio, could already read when Margherita was learning. It was competition with Ottavio that spurred her to develop both her skill with books and her talent with her silver flute until she surpassed Ottavio’s performances with his horn.




The book looked, felt, and smelled old. Its cover was battered and the title could not be read. Margherita opened it to the title page and read, Three Voyages in Distant Lands, by Sylvio di Filippo. She had never heard of the author, but then, she realized, she had never heard of many authors. She knew of Jacopo Mursino and of Carla Zennatello because Father spoke of them. He had read all but one volume of Mursino’s great poetic history of the universe and longed above all things to read the missing volume. In this, he had said many times over family meals, he was but one of many. He said that he wished he had been able to obtain two of Zennatello’s works. They had become known as blessing books, and there was competition for the few known to survive. If he had been able to obtain two of them he would have made birth-gifts of them to his own two children, Ottavio and Margherita, but had instead laid a precious fiddle in Ottavio’s cradle and the silver flute made by Margherita’s ancestor Alceo in her crib, so that the children should grow up with the instruments as their earliest possessions and familiar companions.




Next to Three Voyages in Distant Lands Margherita found a copy of a book she already knew, Claudia Belluzzo’s Tunes and Rhymes for Little Ones. She had loved that book, with its colourful pictures of tiny animals, birds, tortoises, and bears. Each picture was accompanied by a little poem and a simple musical lesson. Margherita had played those melodies on a miniature child’s flute – this was before she was old enough to play Alceo’s silver flute – and the creatures in the book had danced to her tune. Or so it seemed to her. And Mother gave her testimony that it was indeed so.




A shriek interrupted Margherita’s concentration on the trough of books. It was Francesca who had shrieked. She was clutching a book to her chest. “Minuscolo Minuscolo! I used to love this book! I slept with it beneath my pillow! I read my copy until it fell to pieces. Now I see another copy.”




The two girls prepared to enter the store. Behind them was a narrow cobblestone street. It was unlike the broad thoroughfare where Signore Azzurro had left them, nor was there the colour and bustle of the town square with its statue and great tower. Instead the street was dark. The buildings were old and their upper storeys seemed to lean toward each other, covering the cobblestones and blotting out the bright sky and warm sunlight of the day.




Something sleek in shape scurried past on one side of the street. It was a dark shade, maybe green but more probably gray-black. It appeared to be covered with a scaly or leathery skin. An armadillo in Villaggio Sogno? A snake? But it had legs, Margherita thought. Surely it moved too rapidly to be a terrapin. A small crocodile, such as the Gypsies said lived in the swamps alongside the River Nile in their homeland?




Whatever it was, it dived into a dark, narrow opening between two buildings.




An old woman, her bonnet hiding her face and long sleeves concealing her hands, scuttled by on the other side of the street, then disappeared into another street. A cart rolled past, pulled by an ox as tall as a man and as wide as a shed. The driver wore a broad-brimmed hat. His shoulders were as massive as two hogs.




Carrying the three books with them, Margherita and Francesca entered the store. As they set foot upon the doorstep they were confronted by a man so tall that he had to stoop to leave the shop. He was as thin as a stick and his height was added to by a pointed cap of purple felt. He growled at the girls and elbowed them aside, shoving between them and scurrying away from the shop.




Inside the establishment the girls confronted a boy who could not be more than fifteen years of age. His hair was the colour of ground barley, his eyes the shade of the River Fiume. His ears stuck out from the sides of his head like the wings of a raven. His bones protruded through the shoulders and elbows of his dust-coloured shirt. The sleeves of the shirt were too short for his arms and his wrists stuck out like two knobs.




“Signorine,” the boy addressed the girls, “what can I do for you? You wish to purchase books?” He ogled the volumes that Margherita and Francesca had brought from the trough. “Let me see your choices, please.” The boy stepped behind a wooden counter, darkened by years and rubbed smooth by countless hands and books.




The girls laid their choices on the counter.




The boy turned them over, nodding his approval.




Francesca gave another shriek. Really, Margherita decided, she would have to talk with her friend about that. It was humiliating to be with someone who reacted to each little surprise as if a winged angel had suddenly appeared in the sky, surrounded by a nimbus of flame.




“What was that?” Francesca gasped.




Margherita turned in time to see a dark form disappear behind a curtain covering a doorway in the back of the store. “It is just – it was—”




“It was—” Francesca waved her hands at the level of her face.




The boy behind the counter leaned across the wood, craning his neck. “That’s just Nero.”




“Who?”




“Nero. The store dog. Signore Mallpiero’s dog. That’s all. He lives in the store.”




“No.” Francesca shook her head. “That was no dog. It had skin like a lizard.”




“No.” Margherita shook her head. “It had feathers. It was shaped like a dog but it was covered with feathers. Maybe it was a – what do you call it – a gryphon.”




“No such thing as a gryphon,” Francesca said. “I’ve heard of gryphons, read about them and seen pictures. They are imaginary beasts.”




“Oh, really.” Margherita was annoyed. “I suppose it was a big India-bird, then.”




“Not with skin like that.”




“Feathers.”




The boy with the too-short shirtsleeves came out from behind the counter. He stood facing the curtained doorway. “Come on, Nero. Nero, come to Peppino.”




The curtain shook, then a nose appeared, or was it a beak, followed by a four-legged creature. It was a gryphon, Margherita thought, with clawed feet and feathers like a bird. She squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. It was an ordinary dog with short dark fur and a squarish face that it shoved into the skinny boy’s hand.




Margherita turned to Francesca.




Francesca had dropped one hand and held the other to her mouth. “I thought it was a lizard,” she said, “but I see, it’s only a dog.” She squatted on the creaking wooden floorboards and put her arms around Nero’s neck.




The skinny boy reached behind the counter and brought out two bits of biscuit. He handed one to each girl. “Give him a treat and he’ll be your friend.”




Each girl, in turn, fed her bit of biscuit to the creature. Nero wagged his tail gratefully.




“Your name is Peppino,” Margherita addressed the boy.




“At your service.” Peppino made a silly bow. “Peppino Campanini. Apprentice bookseller and student of manuscripts and wonders.”




Margherita and Francesca introduced themselves.




“So, you wish only these treasures from our bargain bin.” The boy heaved an exaggerated sigh. “My master will be displeased with me if I cannot sell you something better than these.” He lifted the three books and his eyebrow and said, “But I admit that they are a good choice. Oh, you found the Minisculo-Minisculo. Is that what brought you in? Signore Malipiero always salts the bargain trough with a few little treasures. I think you two ladies have cleaned us out today. Minisculo, Tunes and Rhymes, Tre Viaggi – everything else outside is trash. Surely you will not insist on buying these three treasures for a single coin.”




“That’s what your sign says.”




“Of course, of course, but we do not count on a customer so sharp-eyed as you and your companion are.”




“What else do you have?”




Peppino Campanini put the heels of his hands to his eyes as if to keep himself from crying. Then he dropped his hands. “You are too smart. I cannot deal with you.”




He leaned over the counter again, impossibly far. Margherita half expected him to lose his balance and fall to the floor at the feet of herself and her friend, but he managed to hang on. “Signore Malipiero! Signore Malipiero! Customers to wait on, please.”




Nero had sat on his haunches throughout the exchange. Now he stood up and trotted to the curtained doorway. He reappeared tugging by the cuff an old man, red faced and grey haired, wearing round spectacles, very dirty, making Margherita wonder how he saw through them and why he bothered to use them. He wore a pale shirt patterned with large black dots and trousers of a colour so long-ago faded that it was impossible to identify. Nero had his teeth in one shirt cuff, in the other hand he held a tattered, oversized book. Slips of paper curled from between its pages and the old man had crooked his forefinger to save his place and his middle finger to save another.




He blinked at the skinny boy. “Peppino, why do I pay you? Why do you call me whenever there is a customer?”




Without waiting for his helper to respond, the old man turned toward Margherita and Francesca. He bowed deeply. He had a round stomach and he made a sound something like “Oof!” as he stood back up. “You wish a powder, a potion, something to help you to learn without studying, something to make your boyfriends chase you, something—”




He stopped and studied them. “My apologies. Two beauties such as you need no help to make your boyfriends chase you. You have boyfriends? You want something else? Talent? No, I can see that you both have great talent. What do you want?”




Francesca said, “My friend wants a birthday gift for her father.”




The old man nodded. “Ahh.”




Margherita said, “He loves books.”




“Ahh,” the old man said again. “Well, you have come to the right place. My name is Ettore Malipiero and this is my establishment. As you can see, I have books.”




He made a sweeping gesture that included all of the store and seemed also to include Nero, Peppino, the mysterious realm behind the curtained doorway, the street outside and very likely all of Villaggio Sogno.




“And what are your names, young signorine? And what does your father wish to receive for his gift? You must ask yourself. What will make my beloved father happy on this day?”




“He loves old books,” Francesca said.




“Very old books,” Margherita said. “And other old things, but best of all, old books.”




“Good, good,” the old man said. “The old books are the best books.”




Nero snuffled at Margherita’s hand. He was looking for another biscuit but she had no more. She bent to apologize to the dog, and as she did so she could detect Signore Malipiero from the corner of her eye. There was something strange about him, something that did not agree with his cheerful and friendly manner. She straightened but he was just an old man, smiling at two girls and his dog. And from the corner of her eye, Margherita caught another glimpse of Nero, and he was not a friendly dog but something else once again, something that he ceased to be when she looked more closely at him.




“How much money do you have?” the old man asked.




Margherita and Francesca conferred. They had started the day with their savings but they had paid Signore Arruzza for the ride into Villaggio Sogno and had tipped him to make sure that he would return for them at the end of the day. And their meal at Honshu Kekko Ryori had cost them a pretty penny and then some. And they even bought a news sheet from Guglielmo Pipistrello just to get him to pay attention to them long enough to get directions to the bookstore.




To Ettore Malipiero, Francesca said, “Not very much.”




“Not very much, eh? Then why did you come to my store? Don’t you know this is the finest establishment in Villaggio Sogno for the purchase of rarities of this type? Perhaps your father, Signorina, would like a powder instead. How old is he? Do you think his powers are waning? Something to restore the strength and energy of a man of some years. I can make you a very good price, and your father will be grateful. As will your mother, I assure you.”




“No, a book.”




“Ah, well.” Signore Malipiero scratched his head. Margherita was almost certain that she saw sparks fly from his hair when he scratched, and the sound that accompanied them was unlike anything she had ever heard before.




“Perhaps,” he said, “a new book would please your father. There are many talented authors even today, Signorina. Does your father read Cesare Zampieri? Very fine, his writings inspire the reader to deeds of courage and nobility. I even knew a man who had been unhappily married for many years but did nothing save put up with a nagging wife and a demanding daughter, pardon my candour, Signorine, I am an old man, you must forgive me, until he read a copy of Zampieri’s fine book, and then he set his mind to awaken him one night after the entire household was soundly sleeping and—”




He stopped and smiled as if ashamed of himself. “I am so sorry. This matter is too delicate for the ears of two such young ladies as yourselves. No, I would not recommend Zampieri. Perhaps a better choice would be the meditations of Oreste Ronga. Yes, I think Ronga might be the perfect gift for the father of a lovely young lady like yourself.” He turned to Francesca. “I think your friend’s father would enjoy Ronga. Do you know Oreste Ronga? A very talented writer. No? You do not know Ronga? There is a store not far from here that sells new books. I send customers there every day. Libri e Libretti. Just step outside my shop and turn – what is it, Signorine?”




They were both frowning.




“An old book!” Margherita said.




“An old book!” Francesca echoed.




The old man sighed. “If you insist. Well, come with me, I will see if I can find something, perhaps a codex whose binding is lost, water-stained, foxed, tilted, missinga signature. I’ll try and find you something.”




Something scratched Margherita’s hand and she looked down and caught a glimpse of a clawed foot moving away. But it was only Nero. “I think he wants another biscuit,” she told Peppino.




“It’s almost his dinner time,” the boy said. “I don’t know if it’s such a good idea.”




Nero stood on his hind legs. He was tall enough to reach the counter and he scratched its surface, leaving a row of parallel tracks. For a common dog he had very long, very sharp claws, more like those of a hunting bird than a house pet.




Signore Malipiero said something softly to his assistant and the boy grew pale. He reached under the counter for a biscuit and tossed it to Nero.




“Come.” Ettore Malipiero stood in the curtained doorway to the second room.




“Come with me, young ladies, and we will see what we can find to make a suitable gift for your father’s birthday gift. You are sisters?”




Francesca said, “No, we’re neighbours and friends.”




“Ah, good.” The man led them into a second room. Like the first, it held many, many bookshelves. It was a very odd room, with five walls instead of the customary four. Two of the walls were filled with books from floor to ceiling; two, from ceiling to floor; and one, starting at the level of Margherita’s blue eyes, was filled in both directions, to the ceiling and to the floor.




There were a number of cabinets in the room, each with many small drawers. The cabinets were of wood. The drawer-pulls, by their appearance, were of rare ivory. If this were the case, the ivory would have been imported from distant Abyssinia.




The centre of the room was clear, save for two wooden chairs.




Oil lamps and candelabra stood on the cabinets. When they entered the room only a single lamp was burning, casting dark shadows in the room. The flickering flame of the lamp made the dark room seem double dark, but Signore Malipiero lit a straw from the burning lamp and used it to light more lamps and candles.




“Sit yourselves down,” Signore Malipiero told the girls. “I will bring you some books. Oh, I have been in this business for a very long time, young signorine. I have been buying and selling books and other things for more years that you can imagine. I do know my stock. Oh, yes.”




He went to one wall and stood studying the book cases, one hand to his chin, which had clearly not seen the glint of his razor for some days, the other upraised tentatively as if he were about to reach for this book – no, this one – no, this. At last he gave a satisfied sigh and pulled a volume from the shelf. He did not carry it to the two girls, but instead walked to a wooden cabinet and laid the book on its back so that the light of a candelabrum flickered across its reddish cover.




Margherita noticed that the flames of the candles and the lamps were wavering as if in a breeze, and in fact she did feel a chilly flow of air passing over her face and her shoulders. She looked at Francesca and saw a wisp of her friend’s hair flutter in the current of air.




Signore Malipiero crossed the room and knelt to reach the bottom row of books. He pulled a volume in a brown cover from the shelf, studied it for a time, then slipped it back into its place. “No, no,” the girls heard him mutter, “that one will never do. Not for one’s father, not for one’s father’s birthday.” He pulled another volume from the shelf, one with a yellow cover that bore the signs of great age. “Ah, this one, this one will please such a man as could be the parent of such a daughter.”




He laid the yellow book on the cabinet beside the red one.




Once more he crossed the room. At the wall where he now stood, a ladder rose. Margherita’s gaze had followed the old man since they entered the room. Now she watched him climbing the ladder. It appeared to be old, everything in the store appeared to be old except for the helper, Peppino Campanini.




Margherita watched the old man climb the old ladder until it disappeared into darkness. How tall was this room? Margherita wondered. How high did the bookshelves rise? How high would Signore Malipiero climb?




Sounds of scuffling and of grunting came from high above. The ladder shook. Margherita feared that it would fall, that Signore Malipiero would tumble from the heights and break his neck when he landed. What would happen then?




But eventually the old man’s feet reappeared covered in scuffed and worn boots, then his legs, then his torso, then the back of his head. When he reached the floor he turned to face Margherita and Francesca. He was covered in dust or soot, it was not possible to tell which. He held clutched in his arms a huge volume, its binding hiding his entire torso. In fact, it reached from his knees to his shoulders.




Signore Malipiero staggered beneath its weight, struggling to cross the room and lay the huge, black-covered volume on the cabinet.




He bent and opened a drawer in the cabinet, removing from it an old pair of bellows. He closed the drawer once again, then walked to the far side of the cabinet where he directed the bellows at the three books he had pulled from the shelves. He pumped the bellows once, twice, thrice; at the red book, the yellow book, the black book.




A cloud of dust arose from each of the books and was carried on an air current to the centre of the room. Margherita was startled and gasped in surprise, not a wise thing to do, for she found that she had inhaled the dust. She heard Francesca gasp as well, and realized that her friend had also inhaled the dust. It had formed a cloud, the three colours blending and whirling about one another, and in the cloud Margherita saw another place, a terrible place.




It was a room larger than any she had seen in her life, a room the ends of which she could not see. The floor was of stone, the stone covered with a deep layer of grey dust. Pillars as large around as the largest tree rose from the floor only to disappear in darkness above. Row upon row the pillars stretched in all directions, so that Margherita turned about, unsure whether she was in the bookstore or in this other place, trying to get her bearings. Instead she felt her head beginning to whirl. Everything about her was grey, fading in the distance to blackness. The air was cold and had a stale odour in her nostrils and a foul, choking flavour in her mouth.




She turned her face and peered upward. She could not see the tops of the pillars, nor the roof above her. There was only blackness. Something cold and very light landed on her face; she brushed it away and found a tiny smudge on her fingertip, as if she had brushed away a small snowflake made of floating dust rather than frozen water.




Rows of blocks stood between the pillars, each as tall as her waist, as long as a wagon and as wide as a bed. Something lay atop each block, covered with what appeared to be a soft cloth.




Everything was grey.




Ettore Malipiero was there, but he was not the kindly, gruff-mannered man of the bookshop. He was something different, something frightening and evil. He was the creature she had seen from the corner of her eye. Nero was at his side, but it was not Nero the friendly hound but Nero the terrible animal she had glimpsed so briefly.




She tried to reach for her friend Francesca’s hand but a cold lethargy had stolen away her power of movement.




The creature who was Ettore Malipiero loomed over Margherita and Francesca, the three books balanced in his arms. Even Signore Malipiero was seen through a film of grey, but the books retained a suggestion of their colours. He dropped the red volume on Francesca’s lap and the yellow volume on Margherita’s. He still held the black book himself, but instead of a feeble old man who could hardly manage to balance the huge volume in his arms, he had become a giant. He was bigger than Margherita’s brother Ottavio, bigger than Margherita’s father. His skin was not that of an old man, but he was manlike enough to hold the book open before him as easily as a child holds her first reader.




His face was not that of a man. It was more like that of a lizard, and when he opened his mouth to reveal rows of gleaming teeth his tongue flicked out, a tongue forked like that of a snake, and his voice was half the voice of a man and half the hiss of a snake. He turned away and opened cabinet drawers, and Margherita wondered briefly how cabinets had appeared among the great columns, but her attention was drawn back by the sight of this changed Malipiero hooking ivory pulls with curving, razor-like claws. He scooped powder from the drawer and half-spoke, half-hissed words while he dropped powder into the burning candles of the candelabrum. As he did so coloured columns mushroomed up from the candles, yellow and red and black in this new grey world.




He took a shallow bowl and filled it with powder and stood over Margherita and Francesca and blew the powder at the girls. His breath was cold and stank of rancid oil.




Margherita tried not to breathe the powder that the creature that was Signore Malipiero blew at her, but it swirled around her head while she held her breath until finally she could hold her breath no longer and had to inhale the powder. She felt herself lifted. She could not tell if she was floating into the cold, stale air or if Signore Malipiero was lifting her in his scaly arms. She felt a pressure inside her head as if her brain was going to explode. She shut her eyes and tried to think only of Mother, Father, Ottavio, Francesca.




When she opened her eyes she knew she was in that other world, the grey world of huge columns, rectangular blocks, dust-covered stones and distant blackness. Now she could see the ends of the giant room. Far, far from her the pillars came to an end, as did the rows of blocks, beyond them was blackness and a few very distant stars. A few flakes of the grey, unclean snow drifted from the heavens.




The creature that was Signore Malipiero bent over a block. The cloth that lay over it moved as if lifted by a wind, but Margherita felt no wind. It moved as if what lay beneath it was moving feebly. Signore Malipiero lifted the cloth and lowered his face over what lay on the block. Clearly Margherita saw that the block was on stone, but Signore Malipiero’s form prevented her from seeing what lay beneath the cloth.




She raised her eyes. The cloths on other blocks moved as if stirred by the wind or by what lay beneath them. The silence of the great place was nearly complete, but there was some sound, Margherita was certain of this, some faint and strangely sorrowful sound.




The shapes of the things beneath the grey cloths were similar to the lizard-snake Malipiero, yet some of them were smaller than he, and in a strange way made Margherita think that they were the shapes of girls. She shut her eyes, trying to understand what had happened, but when she opened them again she understood no more than she had. Malipiero moved to another block, drew back another cloth, bent sorrowfully over another girl-lizard-snake.




This was a world of death, she thought, and these were the daughters of the creature she had seen as Ettore Malipiero. Monster though he was, he was a father. He wished to save his daughters. He wished to bring his daughters into Margherita’s world.




This must be the meaning of the powder, the yellow and red and black powder. She had been deceived by un fascino, a glamour. There was no Signore Malipiero, no human Signore Malipiero. There was only the horrid snake-lizard creature of this world of the dead, and the two snake-lizard daughters of the creature. Somehow, Margherita realized, the father had managed to cross from this dead world into her own, into Margherita’s beautiful living world. But he could not abandon his two daughters. He was not a human father but in his own horrid way he was some kind of man, some kind of father.




With a start, Margherita realized that she felt a terrible pity for the snake-lizard Malipiero and an aching kinship for his two snake-lizard daughters. They were girls, unlike Francesca and herself and yet like them, too. What had become of their mother? Did she occupy another block of stone, did she lie beneath another grey cloth? There was no way that Margherita could know. And what would become of Margherita and her friend Francesca now?




The snake-lizard Malipiero loomed over Margherita and Francesca, and over the blocks where lay his two snake-lizard daughters. He held something that might be the great black book and bowl that must contain the coloured powders that he had burned in the bookshop. If it was a bookshop! What if the whole shop had been a glamour? What if it was a deceptive extension of this world of death into her own world?




With a whir of wings more faint that that of an insect approaching on a summer’s night, a tiny speck appeared. It moved through the distant blackness, through the dark night and the dusted snow beyond the farthest pillars. It moved toward Margherita and the others, growing as it approached, walking upright like a man or a snake-lizard thing, but it was neither.




The thing that was Ettore Malipiero rose to its full height and stood facing the newcomer. The newcomer halted. He smoothed the cloth over one girl-figure, then the other. He placed his hand on Ettore Malipiero’s shoulder and drew him toward himself. Margherita thought that the newcomer was trying to comfort Malipiero, but Malipiero seized him in his great claw-tipped hands and hurled him against the nearest pillar.




The newcomer collided with the pillar and crashed to the floor sending up a cloud of gray, choking dust. He leaped to his feet but Malipiero was upon him, slashing with his claws, biting with his rows of shining teeth. The two rolled on the floor, wrestling as Francesca’s father and his rival had wrestled so long ago for her mother’s favour, but this struggle was for something other than love.




What would happen to Margherita and Francesca once the two struggling figures had settled their dispute? Margherita decided that Signore Malipiero had found a way to bring her and her friend to this world and was determined to leave them here to spend eternity lying on blocks of stone, covered with heavy cloths, while slow layers of cold dust drifted down upon them. He would return to the world of Villaggio Sogno with his own girls, giving them the places of Margherita and Francesca.




The two fighters, Ettore Malipiero and the newcomer, rolled and thrashed in clouds of dust.




Margherita grasped Francesca by the arm. She pursed her dry lips and tried to whistle the tune that old Allegra Chiavolini had taught the children of the town long ago. Her mouth was dry and tasted of dust and death. All that emerged was a meaningless whoosh of air. She wished desperately for her silver flute, the wonderful flute of her ancestor Alceo, but that was at home in her own room. In a flash she reached for the decorative piccolo she had pinned to Francesca’s bodice. With trembling fingers she retrieved her gift and placed it against her lips.




Was it a real silver flute, however tiny? Could she draw a tune from it? The finger holes were dreadfully close together but they were placed properly. She blew through the mouthpiece one time, then gave her all to playing the tune that Allegra had taught the children, the tune that the aged woman claimed would dissolve any glamour and reveal the truth behind it.




She managed to evoke Allegra’s tune, shrilly and softly, but each note emerged from the instrument accurately and danced away through the cold air.




The dead world disappeared.




The massive pillars, the stone blocks, the shrouded figures, the distant blackness and stars and snow-of-dust disappeared.




Margherita was back in the shop, Francesca at her side. Or was she? She blinked. She was not seated in the five-sided room of Ettore Malipiero: Purveyor of the Rare and Precious. She was seated beside Francesca in a shop where dummies stood with half-finished gowns held in place by pins. Pictures of clothing of various sorts adorned the walls. Two, no, three seamstresses sat in a circle chattering busily as they tended to their work. An older woman, clearly the owner of the business, stood with a customer, showing her samples of cloth.




Margherita could not help but take note of the work of the three seamstresses nor to over hear the conversation that took place among them. Each was working on a lovely gown, each gown of a different colour. One was yellow and gay; one, red and daring; one, a sombre black but brightened with a pattern of glittering diamonds and onyxes.




The first seamstress was saying, “I trust that Signorina A. will be pleased with this golden gown, to wear on her honeymoon journey. I know she will be happy with her new husband.”




The second seamstress said, “I hope that Madonna B. will approve of her crimson gown, to wear on her triumphal tour of the concert halls. I know it will draw the attention that a great diva craves.”




The third seamstress, smiling, made her contribution. “I know that La Duchessa C. will be pleased with her so-dark gown. So young and energetic a woman, to be married to Il Duca, so aged and fragile a man. She ordered the gown herself, giving orders that Il Duca was not to see it or even know that La Duchessa was thus preparing for the inevitable.”




Margherita clutched the hand of her friend and tried without success to stifle a giggle.




The older woman looked around, startled. “Who are you two girls? What are you doing in my shop? I didn’t see you come in.”




She spoke to the seamstresses, calling them by name. “Did any of you see these two girls come in? Do any of you know them?” The seamstresses all shook their heads. “No, Madonna. No, Madonna. No.”




The woman spoke angrily to Margherita and Francesca. “Did my rival send you here? Have you come to spy on me, to see my new patterns, to steal them from me?”




The girls started to protest, the woman did not wait. “Get out! Get out of my shop! Get out of here or I’ll call my son Peppino and have him beat you with a broomstick! Go back where you came from and tell her to get patterns of her own if she wishes to compete with me!”




Chased by the angry woman, Margherita and Francesca stood outside the shop. The sign above the door was carven and painted. It read, Eleanora Pampanini: Purveyor of Lovely Gowns and Useful Garments.




Margherita and Francesca clutched each other and set out to retrace their footsteps to the town square. As they turned one corner and another they came upon an establishment called Libri e Libretti. Inside they inquired, without much hope, for Mursino’s Lavori di Hipocrita or for one of Carla Zennatello’s riddle books. The merchant smiled a wry smile. “Not in all my years selling books, young ladies. Not in all my many years.” They purchased a new book instead, as a gift for Margherita’s father, and left the shop.




As they did so, a very tall figure who had been concealed in a shadowed nook followed them. In the street outside, strangely, he managed to place himself ahead of them in their path.




The two girls halted, gazing up into the face of the very man who had brushed past them as he left the shop of Ettore Malipeiro. He smiled down at them from beneath his pointed cap.




“I could not but hear your request at Libre e Libretti.”




“Please, Signore, we are on our way home.”




“Of course, of course, Signorina, I would not wish to inconvenience you. But if you seek the books of Signore Mursino or the great Carla Zennatello, I might be able to help you.” He bowed and introduced himself. “I am called Ragno Distruttore.”




The tall man seemed to arch over the heads of the two girls, like a willow tree arching over a pond.




Francesca said, “Do you have such books?”




“Alas, Signorina, not just now. But books come to me from time to time, as do many other rarities and wonders. If you would care to visit my establishment, I would gladly guide you there right now.”




Francesca made to follow the man, but Margherita placed her hand on the arm of her friend. “Look at the sky. It’s late. Signore Azzurro will leave without us.”




“Yes, yes.” Francesca said, “I’m sorry, Signore Distruttore, we cannot.”




“Well then, may I extend an invitation. You will find my place of business as well as my home in the Piazza Campo Sereno.”




“I do not know that place.”




“Ah, surely you can find it. Ask anyone at all. If they do not know the piazza, surely they know it by the monument to the great soprano Lucrezia Spina di Rosa, the famous singing statue of Villaggio Sogno. Once there, you will find my house, as tall among its neighbours as I am tall among other men. Come by day or night. I suffer, you see, from an inability to sleep. You will see the lantern flickering in my window to all hours. It is the burden I bear.”




“Come, Francesca! We must go!” Margherita was tugging at her friend’s sleeve.




“But, Margherita, Signore Distruttore—”




“We must go!”




“But—”




“Signore Distruttore, addio!” Margherita dragged her friend away from the sticklike man. He reached a long, skinny arm and long, clawlike fingers after them, but Margherita dodged from his grasp, dragging Francesca along with her. Ragno Distruttore pursued them, his long legs covering ground in great strides, but he seemed to tire quickly and soon fell behind. The girls ran until they were out of breath, then stood, feeling more secure in the midst of a crowd of jolly women and men.




By this time the sun was surely setting. The streets of Villaggio Sogno were as busy as ever, but now they were filled with workers making their way home and with celebrants arriving for an evening of revelry. The two girls stopped outside a music hall. From within they could hear musicians tuning their instruments and singers preparing their throats for the evening’s performance.




“Why did you drag me away from Signore Distruttore?” Francesca demanded.




“I do not trust that man. He frightened me.”




“But he said he might help us find the books.”




“We have a book already. Father will have to do without Mursino or Zennatello. I do not know what Signore Distruttore had in mind, but I’m sure we would have been sorry if we had gone with him. You are too trusting, Francesca. Far too trusting.”




Francesca snorted. “After this day, I will not be afraid of anything. We escaped from monsters, Margherita. I would not be afraid of a mere skinny man.”




Margherita felt the need to change the subject. “I feel sorry for Signore Malipiero.”




Francesca agreed. “And for his daughters,” she added. “Especially for the daughters. I wonder if they had names. I wonder what became of them.” She shook her head. “Surely, they died. Their world was nothing but a world of death. Their father was trying to rescue them, trying to make an exchange.”




“Us for them,” Margherita said.




“Yes, us for them. But instead, it was them for us.”




They stood for a few moments, crowds of men and women passing them on all sides, busily heading for whatever destination they had chosen for themselves.




On their way back to Mercato Monumentale, Margherita and Francesca passed by Guglielmo Pipistrello, still peddling copies of Il Popolo di Sogno. He smiled at them this time. They raised their noses in the air and walked past him.




Signore Azzurro was waiting for them in front of the great department store. “You are ready to go home?” They climbed into the carrozza. He whipped up his horse and whistled and the carriage creaked and rattled away from the curb, toward the high bridge, toward the River Fiume, toward home.




“I wish I could have found the missing Mursino volume that Father longs for,” Margherita said, “or one of Carla Zennatello’s riddle books.” The present she had found for her father at Libri e Libretti lay in her lap, brightly wrapped and tied with a birthday ribbon.




“Now do you think we should have gone with Signore Distruttore?” Francesca asked.




Margherita shook her head. “Absolutely not!”




“You say that now,” Francesca said. “You say that now. But we will return to Villaggio Sogno. I would like to see the statue of the great Lucrezia Spina di Rosa. Surely you agree with me.”




“Perhaps.”




As the carrozza left the high bridge over the River Fiume and turned toward home the girls glanced back at Villaggio Sogno. The sun had disappeared behind the walls and spires of the town, the sky had darkened and stars were shining from the heavens. Other lights twinkled in the piazzas and in the buildings of the town, where families were gathered at dinner, players performed comedies and tragedies upon the stage, couples exchanged gifts or courted over meats served with wine, ale, or mead. One of them might even be the lantern in Signore Distruttore’s window. Someday, Margherita thought, she would leave her family home and make her own way, perhaps in Villaggio Sogno, perhaps in the great world beyond. She might even see the land of Honshu with its soft-spoken people, its lovely costumes and its strange ways.




Margherita felt herself growing sleepy. She knew that Signore Azzurro would deliver her and Francesca safely to their families, and dropped her head to her best friend’s shoulder and dozed.



















 [image: The Game of Magical Death]


 Doug Hornig






Doug Hornig (b. 1943) is probably better known for his private eye novels than for his fantasy. Most feature Vietnam vet Loren Swift the first of which, Foul Shot (1984), was nominated for an Edgar Award. But he’s written much else besides, including poetry, a book about the 1975 World Series and even a song. None of which will prepare you for the following in which we encounter computer magic.








“I DON’T WANT TO eat my salad,” Billy Sampson said. “I don’t like salad. Besides I’ve got a lot to do. May I be excused, please?”




His parents were so out of it. They didn’t know a CPU from a BMW. It was useless talking to them. In the electronic age, they were dinosaurs.




“Billy,” his mother said, “we don’t care what kind of fancy computer program you have to write tonight. If you don’t get enough vitamins, you won’t be able to write your own name. Now eat.”




He pushed the salad around his plate. A bunch of soggy vegetables. There was no point in attempting to explain that when you were the first kid to get a new game, you had to try it out right away. That there were matters of status involved. Not to mention the excitement of the unknown. The only thing to do was humor them. Somehow he got down most of the salad, nearly gagging in the process.




“Now may I be excused, please?”




“Don’t you want any dessert, Billy?”




“Maybe later.”




“All right. Try to get to bed at a decent hour, will you?”




Billy went quickly to his room and shut the door. That was one thing his parents were good about. They respected his privacy. If his door was closed, they wouldn’t disturb him unless he invited them in.




His IBM Personal Computer sat on the desk, inert, mere potential. It wasn’t the best micro on the market; in fact, considering what you got for the money, it was one of the worst. Still, because of the I-B-M on the nameplate, it was clobbering the competition. More new stuff was being written for its operating system than for any other. That’s why he’d traded up and gotten one. Some of his friends in the local hacker network had done the same. Others had decided to hold on to their Apples and CP/M machines for a while. That way, the group as a whole covered the field.




Carefully, lovingly, he removed the new disk from its protective sleeve. It had come into his possession by pure chance, so he was sure none of the other guys had it yet. He’d been reading Computer World, as he did every week, and had idly glanced at the Employment section, something he rarely did. There he’d found a tiny box ad that someone had presumably placed in that section by mistake. It read: “THE GAME OF MAGICAL DEATH, for IBM PC and compatibles, NEW from Personal Computer Odysseys, Homer, AK 99603, $59.95.” Billy Simpson had never heard of Homer, Alaska, much less of Personal Computer Odysseys. That wasn’t surprising. The new companies came and went faster than you could keep track of them. Now here was one with a brand-new game. It was a bit pricey, but if he scooped the gang, it’d be worth it. Billy had sent off his check the same afternoon.




The game arrived in five days. Peculiar. How long did it take the mail to get to Alaska and back, anyway? Certainly more than five days. And then there was the three-line printed note that was packed with the disk: “Personal Computer Odysseys, Prompt Personalized Service Our Specialty, Thank You For The Anticipated Order.” Whatever that meant.




But Billy didn’t like to dwell on things over which he had no control. If it was a strange company, so what? There were a lot of strange people in the field. The thing that mattered was the quality of the product. He slotted the disk into one of the PC’s drives and booted up. Then he loaded his new game.




GOOD DAY. MR. SAMPSON, the screen said. DO YOU WISH TO PLAY THE GAME OF MAGICAL DEATH? IF SO, HIT “RETURN.”




It knows my name, eh? Now that’s personalized service.




He pressed the “Return” key. The next screen appeared.




SELECT LEVEL OF PLAY.


LEVEL 1: RANDOM DEATH


LEVEL 2: MULTIPLE DEATH


LEVEL 3: INTERPERSONAL DEATH


LEVEL 4: CREATOR DEATH


LEVEL 5: PERSONAL DEATH


ABORT




Great. A decent game had to have levels of play. The working assumption was that the lower levels would be too easy for him. Billy excelled at games. He always started at a higher level than anyone else. He was the best. So he entered a “5.” Bypass the kid stuff.




ACCESS DENIED.




Nervy of it. Oh well. He tried a “4,” then a “3” and a “2.” Same result in each case. Finally he settled for a “1.”




RANDOM DEATH. YOUR OPPONENT IS:




There was a ten-second pause before the name “JEFFREY HIGHPORT” appeared. Then, SELECT THREE WEAPONS, followed by a menu of about two dozen choices.




Billy was going to like this game. There was no accompanying instructional booklet. Therefore he had no idea of how the weapons had to be used or what his opponent was armed with. That was a neat touch. He’d have to feel his way along, learn by doing.




He selected “Impenetrable Umbrella,” “Evasive Action,” and “Heat-Sensitive Laser.” One offensive weapon, one defensive, one that could go either way. A good mix.




OPPONENT HAS INGESTED A MIND-ALTERING CHEMICAL THAT GIVES GREAT DETERMINATION BUT DIMINISHED MOTOR ABILITY. HIS VEHICLE IS PURSUING AT A HIGH RATE OF SPEED AND WILL IMPACT YOU IN X SECONDS. YOUR RESPONSE:




An elementary trap, unworthy of Billy’s abilities. The Umbrella would be something they’d let him use only once, otherwise he could hide behind it indefinitely and the game would stalemate. If he activated it too early, his opponent would likely just go around it and his defenses would be seriously compromised. The trick would be to set the Umbrella at a time when the pursuing vehicle’s momentum would carry it to destruction. For now, just slow it up.




He typed: “Heat-Sensitive Laser.”




x = 30. VEHICLE PARTIALLY DISABLED, IMPACT IN X SECONDS. SINGLE TRAJECTORY MISSILE LAUNCHED. YOUR RESPONSE:




So far, so good: 30 seconds would have been plenty of time to avoid the Umbrella. He’d scored a hit with the laser, and his opponent’s coordination was impaired because of the drug. Assuming they’d started with roughly equal weaponry, it was time to seize the advantage.




“None.”




x = 35. MISSILE WIDE OF TARGET. VEHICLE SELF-REPAIRING. IMPACT IN X SECONDS. YOUR RESPONSE:




Billy had him now. The self-repair feature would have been a defensive weapon. The guy would probably have only one more. It was time to suck him in for the kill.




“Evasive Action.”




x = 10. VEHICLE IGNITING AFTERBURNER. IMPACT IN X SECONDS. YOUR RESPONSE:




Since there was no way of telling whether they were operating on clock time, Billy punched in his response immediately.




“Impenetrable Umbrella.”




x = 3. IMPACT, VEHICLE DESTROYED. OPPONENT NEUTRALIZED. YOU WIN, BILLY SAMPSON.




And then the screen went blank. No return to the original menu, no further instructions, nothing. Billy tried every technique he could think of, but was unable to coax a response from the machine. He even turned the PC off and started from scratch. Still nothing.




What the hell? This wasn’t fair. It was an interesting game, sure. But he hadn’t paid $59.95 for something that conked out at Level 1. By the time he went to bed. Billy had composed in his mind a very nasty letter to the people at Personal Computer Odysseys.




The second disk arrived the following day. It was waiting when he got home from school.




So the game was played on sequential diskettes. Very interesting. Perhaps the last one would reactivate the first, so that someone else could play. That would be O.K.




He put the game away. He’d play it later. Build up his anticipation first.




After dinner his father said, “Billy, can I talk to you seriously for a couple of minutes?”




“Sure, Dad.”




Here it came again. How he was wasting his time with that silly computer, how his schoolwork was suffering etc. He’d learned to let it in one ear and out the other without really listening.




They settled themselves in the living room.




“Now Son,” his father began, “in a couple of months, you’ll be getting your driver’s license. I guess you know what a responsibility that’s going to be.”




“I sure do, Dad.” This didn’t look so bad after all.




“Billy, I don’t know if you drink. Do you drink, Son?”




“I have a beer now and then. You know, with the guys.”




“Well, thank you for being honest. I don’t condemn it, of course. I like the occasional cocktail myself, as you will have observed. But there’s one thing I’d like you to promise me.”




“What’s that, Dad?”




“Your mother and I have talked it over. We’d like you to promise that, after you get your license, if you’ve ever had one beer too many, you’ll call us. And we’ll come bring you home. It doesn’t matter what time it is. Just call before you drive. We’d rather you got us out of bed than take the chance of . . . well, of something like this.”




Billy’s father handed him the afternoon paper. On the front page was a three-column photo. The crumpled remains of an unidentifiable car.




“Such a young fella, too,” Billy’s father said. “Just a year older than yourself. Will you promise us, Son?”




“Sure, Dad. No problem.” He didn’t drink that much, anyway.




“Thank you. We appreciate it.”




Billy gave the story accompanying the photo a quick scan: “Jeffrey Highport, 17, of Crozet, was killed yesterday evening when he lost control of his vehicle and struck a concrete bridge abutment on Interstate 64, Police said the youth was returning home from a party in Charlottesville at which there had been some drinking, although it was not immediately . . .”




Then he stopped and looked again at the name. He stared at it. Jeffrey Highport.




Very slowly, he set the newspaper down on the sofa. His mouth was suddenly dry. He ran his tongue over his lips.




“What is it, Son?” his father asked.




“Uh, that’s a terrible story, Dad. You won’t have to worry about that with me. No, uh, not me.”




Billy got up, went to his room, and closed the door.




No.




It was a coincidence. It had to be. There was no way . . .




For an hour he sat on his bed, turning the new floppy disk over and over in his hand, wondering what to do. It was a coincidence. Those kinds of things happened all the time. Guy goes fishing, catches a big bass, opens it up, and there’s the wedding ring he dropped in the lake twenty years earlier. It happens.




No, it doesn’t. Not like this. There was only one explanation. Billy Sampson had somehow caused the death of a local teenager he’d never even met. It was insane, but there it was. Jeffrey was indisputably dead.




He thought about it some more, slowly realized that he was wrong. There was another possibility. That was that Jeffrey had always been going to die. He had always been going to be drinking, his car had always been going to crash, on that specific day. And what the game had done was to open a window somewhere that gave Billy a fleeting glimpse of the future.




In that case he bore no responsibility. Except to try to use what he had discovered for some positive purpose.




There was only one thing to do, of course, despite all of the agonizing. Not one person in a thousand would have done any differently. He booted up the PC and activated the new diskette.




WELCOME BACK, MR. SAMPSON. DO YOU WISH TO CONTINUE THE GAME OF MAGICAL DEATH?




He hit “Return.”




The familiar menu appeared. Billy felt that he now understood the rules, but he tried “1,” “3,” “4,” and “5” anyway. Unsurprisingly, access was denied. The game was consistent. He entered a “2.”




MULTIPLE DEATH. YOUR OPPONENTS ARE:




Pause.




ROBERT ARCHER, BELINDA ARCHER, SALLY ARCHER, COOKIE ARCHER. SELECT FOUR WEAPONS.




The menu was entirely different this round. Billy examined it, searching for a pattern. The first time, he’d selected casually and had won with his play. As he moved to higher levels, the game was apt to be less forgiving. He’d need more than proper timing; appropriate firepower would be essential.




He made his choice.




OPPONENTS ARE BARRICADED IN FORTRESS PREPARING POISON GAS. GAS IS IRRESISTIBLE WHEN COMPLETED. YOU HAVE 15 MINUTES. YOUR RESPONSE:




This time he was expected to make the first move. He thought about it. After ten minutes he decided that they’d figure him to be setting up a diversion. So he fired his best shot first.




“Fire Arrow.”




OPPONENT FAILED TO RAISE PROTECTIVE SHUTTERS IN TIME. FORTRESS ON FIRE. SPRINKLERS ACTIVATED. YOUR RESPONSE:




“Horse.”




OPPONENT ATTACK WITH CROSSBOW INEFFECTIVE. POISON GAS EXPLOSION BEFORE FIRE EXTINGUISHED. FORTRESS DESTROYED. YOUR RESPONSE:




That should have been it. The gas had blown up, he was at a safe distance, it ought to be over. What was wrong?




Of course. He typed quickly.




“Armor.”




Assuming the gas itself wasn’t counted, the opponents had used three of their four weapons. Leaving them one. That wouldn’t matter unless there was someone to use it.




SURVIVING ARCHER’S SPEAR NEUTRALIZED BY ARMOR. YOUR RESPONSE:




“Hand Ax.”




ALL OPPONENTS NEUTRALIZED. YOU WIN, BILLY SAMPSON.




The screen went blank. This time, Billy didn’t attempt to revive it. He went to bed, where he tossed and turned, succumbing to nightmares whenever he drifted off.




The third diskette showed up on Saturday. Billy had spent the previous two days in bed in his room, dreading its arrival. He’d gone home sick from school the day he heard about the Archer family. They had lived in the Belmont section of town, Robert and Belinda and their two daughters. Robert worked for the phone company. The night Billy was playing Level 2 of the game, the gas main in the Archers’s house ruptured. Enough gas eventually accumulated that the stove’s pilot light ignited it. Three members of the family burned to death in their home. The fourth, Sally, was the older sister, and her bedroom was farthest from the site of the explosion. She jumped from her second-story window before the flames got to her. When she landed, she pitched forward and hit her head on a stone. The blow split her skull and killed her.




At seven in the evening, Billy’s father came into his room.




“Son,” he said, “I know how poorly you’ve been feeling, but do you think you could get along without your mother and me for a couple of hours? There’s this durn cocktail party. At David’s over on High Street. And, well, it’s important to the business that we be there. Think you’ll be O.K.?”




“Sure, Dad.”




“Thanks. I’ll make it up to you.”




In truth, Billy wasn’t unhappy that his parents were going out. He couldn’t tell them what was happening. They’d immediately phone the university clinic and make an appointment with the head of Psychiatry. Despite being sick with fear, Billy knew that he would proceed to Level 3. It was probably best done alone.




WE MEET AGAIN, MR. SAMPSON, the screen said this time. ARE YOU SURE YOU WISH TO CONTINUE WITH THE GAME OF MAGICAL DEATH?




Billy hesitated, but only for a moment, before firmly striking the “Return” key. Then he entered “3.” This time there was no pause by the machine.




INTERPERSONAL DEATH. YOU ARE DEFENDING: MR. AND MRS. WILLIAM SAMPSON. SELECT TWO WEAPONS.




Oh God. They’d changed the rules on him. And he could make only two choices out of twenty-four.




The sweat ran off him. Was he in real time and was the clock running? He couldn’t guess. He studied the menu, his brain a maze of rapidly shifting deductive-logic circuits.




Then he had it. It was simple. This time he had one big advantage. He knew where his parents were. Given that, there weren’t so many possibilities. Or were there? Car wreck, poisoned canapes, acts of God? No. He’d stick with his original conclusion. He chose.




DEFENDANTS ARE ACCOSTED BY GANG OF STREET TOUGHS ARMED WITH KNIVES. YOUR RESPONSE:




Piece of cake. The game was forcing him to make the initial response for the second time in a row, but he’d anticipated that as well as the nature of the threat. One weapon was all he really needed. He typed the words without hesitation.




“Black and white.”




STREET TOUGHS DISPERSED BY POLICE CRUISER. DEFENDANTS UNHARMED. YOU WIN, BILLY SAMPSON.




Blank screen.




Billy chucked the diskette into the wastebasket. He was finished being sick, too. He was on top of things now. The best.




Half an hour later he had to endure his parents’ recounting of their harrowing experience. He feigned wide-eyed interest and profound relief that they’d come through it all unscathed. That night he slept like the dead.




The fourth diskette came with the next mail. Billy was ready for it. The game was a challenge once again. He raced through dinner, even eating his salad, then hurried to his room.




“My son, the computer genius,” Billy’s father said sarcastically to his mother. “No time for us common folk.”




But by then Billy was staring at the latest screen.




DO YOU WISH TO ENGAGE ME IN THE GAME OF MAGICAL DEATH, MR. SAMPSON?




He hit “Return,” then spent a long time contemplating the Level menu. Level 4 was “Creator Death.” What did that mean? Surely he wasn’t gaming with God. The Creator of the game, then? That must be it. The message had said: “Do you wish to engage me . . .”




And what could the outcome be? His own life wouldn’t be on the line; Personal Death was level 5. If it was the Creator’s life, what would happen if that were lost? Was it the end of the game?




Billy considered typing in “Abort.” But he just wasn’t sure what would happen then. It might mean that he’d never be allowed to play again. And in spite of everything, he didn’t want the game to end. He punched “4.”




CREATOR DEATH. SELECT 6 WEAPONS.




That was it. No indication of who was fighting whom for what. The menu was the usual length, but six selections meant that some very complex action sequences were possible. Billy chose carefully, hoping to mislead the game as to his intentions. When he finished, the machine typed, YOUR RESPONSE:




All right, that was fair. If the Creator was indeed fighting for its life, it deserved to be able to maximize its chances. So it was making the first move, but demanding that Billy respond before he knew what that move was.




Billy reasoned that in his first move at the two previous levels, he’d taken his best shot. The game might thus reason that he’d try to trick it by doing that a third time. But then it would reason that he knew that and would keep his good stuff in reserve. Finally, at this level of complexity, it would have to assume that Billy would double back once more and end up where he’d started, taking the big step after all. Primary defense would thus be activated at once. So Billy used one of his lesser weapons.
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