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  Chapter 1


  If he had to materialize in the wrong place and the wrong time—thanks to the erratic placement of a malfunctioning time computer—Noel Kedran would have preferred to have at least landed on dry ground.


  Instead, after hurtling through the time stream in the backlash of a shut time portal, Noel materialized with wrenching force into reality and found himself abruptly floating in midair with a black, star-strewn sky overhead and darkness around him.


  Shocked and disoriented, he blinked for a moment. I can fly, he thought.


  But even as that dazed thought passed through his mind, his wits cleared and other sensory data began filtering through his brain. He registered painful points of pressure against his back, shoulders, and legs…the soft rustling sigh of leaves in the evening breeze…a bird’s disturbed chirping.


  Frowning, Noel raised his head and felt his body shift. A leaf brushed his cheek, and he realized that he wasn’t floating and he wasn’t flying. He was suspended high in the top of a tree.


  Consternation filled him just as his weight finally came into sync with gravity. Feeling himself slip, he reached out with an instinctive jerk. The movement ruined his precarious balance. Flailing desperately only made it worse. He fell through twig-sized branches too fragile to grip, and hit larger limbs that caught his weight for mere seconds before snapping and letting him fall again. The farther he fell the greater his impetus until he was hurtling down, branches snapping and cracking all around him. Everything he grabbed either broke in his hand or slipped from his grasp. Bark and twigs rained down in his wake, getting in his face and eyes. Leaves slapped him. Thin limbs whipped him. His hands bled from scratches; his clothes caught and ripped.


  It was all happening too fast to comprehend, yet beyond the crashing disaster of his descent he imagined he heard music—thin reedy tunes supplemented by throbbing drums. He heard music, laughter, and voices.


  Where? On the ground?


  He crashed through a string of bobbing paper lanterns, heard a woman scream and a man’s laughter ring out. Flying sparks and burning bits of paper surrounded him, then he cleared the last limbs of the tree. Expecting to hit the unyielding ground next, he tensed himself for the impact that would break all the bones in his body.


  Instead he hit black water with a slap that stung his back mercilessly. Noel sank like a stone beneath the surface.


  In the darkness the water was a cold, intangible thing he fought blindly. Dangerous currents tugged at him, and he feared being caught and tumbled to his death beneath the surface.


  Kicking with all his might, he finally managed to shoot to the surface. His head cleared the water and he dragged in a desperate breath that was half air and half water.


  The taste of the stuff was unspeakably foul. Spitting and sputtering, he began treading water while he sought to get his bearings.


  Far overhead, lights and music swirled by without a care for his predicament. He could hear laughter and voices chattering incomprehensibly, a constant stream of sound that escaped any instant identification.


  That alone worried him. He knew numerous languages, and his translator implant should pick up the rest, but right now very little made sense. He couldn’t help but fear that he’d materialized in the wrong dimension or that the distortion that had closed the time portal forever had thrown him out of sync with this world—sort of half in and half out.


  He slapped the water with his hand. He could feel it. It was damned cold. An unpleasant stink of fish, algae, and unspeakable things rose off the water in a damp, choking miasma. Well, if he could smell, see, feel, taste, and hear, he couldn’t be out of sync. His fingers and toes were in all the right places. As near as he could tell he was intact, and he was grateful for that.


  But right now there was drowning to avoid. Nor did he want to freeze to death. Paddling, he pushed to keep his head above the water. A craft whispered by, silent save for the quiet splash of an oar and the love murmurs of its occupants, entwined together in silhouette against the darkness. The wake of the narrow boat sent Noel bobbing up and down.


  His shoulder bumped into something hard. Turning, he gripped the algae-slick stones of a bridge support. The water current grew stronger as it swirled around the bridge pylons, and he thrashed around in an effort to get a better grip on the stones.


  Some kind of parade or procession was crossing the bridge he clung to. People carried torches, and the light reflected in the black water with twinkling bursts of orange color. The music was strange, very archaic and unfamiliar. It had a wild, almost abandoned rhythm, and the revelry kept pace with it. He could hear shouts and quick cries of mock outrage, followed by laughter.


  Shivering, Noel abandoned the idea of yelling to get someone’s attention. No one could hear him in this din. Wedging his shoulder against the pylon, he continued his self-check. Did he know who he was? Yes. Did he know where he’d been prior to this materialization? Yes, revolutionary America. Did he remember his transfer into the time stream? Yes, it had involved a struggle against Qwip and the creatures from another dimension. He’d escaped, and he’d seen the time portal close against any possible invasion.


  The memory awakened sadness in Noel. He supposed he had saved the Institute but he had trapped himself once and for all in the past. The portal had shut, and his link with the twenty-sixth century—home—had been severed permanently. He had no guarantee the technicians could ever reopen it. Wherever he was now, he would have to stay.


  “Andiamo!” called a man’s voice.


  Startled, Noel glanced around. Across the canal illuminated by torchlight stood a figure wearing patterned hose and a long doublet. His face was concealed by a grotesque mask featuring an immense beak of a nose. He gestured insistently to Noel.


  “You! Hurry!” he said.


  Noel finally recognized the language being spoken as Italian. Not modern, of course, but close enough.


  “Do you intend to drown out there? Swim to me!” called the man.


  He had a point. Gratefully Noel launched himself away from the pylon and swam across the canal. It was slow going, for his limbs were growing dangerously numb from the cold and his clothes and shoes hampered his progress. The current threatened to sweep him away, but he kept kicking until his outstretched fingers finally grazed the slippery surface of the stone landing.


  The man bent over him. “Presto! Hurry, hurry!”


  Clinging there, breathless, Noel peered up at him and said in the best Italian he could muster, “Give a hand.”


  The stranger knelt and gripped the shoulder of his coat, hauling Noel onto the landing like a beached whale. Noel lay there a moment, water streaming from his clothes, and gasped for breath.


  His rescuer backed away and stood watching him. Dashing the water from his face, Noel slung his dripping hair out of his eyes and grinned.


  “Grazie,” he said. “I was—”


  “Fool!” snarled the man. “Get up!”


  Noel held up his hand. “Give me time. I’m one part numb and two parts frozen.”


  “Up!” insisted the Italian. “Get to your feet at once!”


  Noel didn’t understand what the problem was, but the man’s sudden hostility worried him a little. He pushed himself to his hands and knees, shivering. Travel could sometimes be upsetting to a person’s nervous system. Intense hunger usually bothered Noel after he materialized, but he knew there could be other side effects. Right now he felt bruised and tired as though he’d been run through a wringer, which, considering the rough passage through the time stream, he had been. Falling out of a tree hadn’t helped either.


  “Coward!” said the Italian. “Will you die on your knees?”


  “Hey,” Noel said with rising irritation. “I feel like I just climbed out of an open sewer. Give me a moment, will you?”


  The man left the shadows and came toward him. At close quarters his clothing looked expensive, trimmed in satin and velvet. A round cap sat tilted on his blond curls. The mask he wore grinned hugely, but his eyes glittered with hostility through the slits. Whatever had motivated his call to Noel, it wasn’t from a friendly desire to help.


  Cautious, Noel struggled to his feet. The canal was at his back. He felt trapped, with nowhere to go.


  “I’m fine now,” he said with false cheeriness. “Thanks for helping me out of—”


  “Bah!” Without warning the Italian gripped Noel by his coat lapels and slung him against a wall. “Blackguard! You will regret this night’s villainy.”


  Alarmed, Noel raised his hands. “Wait. I think there’s been a mistake.”


  “No mistake,” said his attacker, pulling out an ornate dagger. The needle-thin blade shone long and sharp in the torchlight. “Tonight you die!”


  He swung as he spoke, but Noel ducked. The dagger gouged into the wall behind him, striking sparks, and Noel twisted from the man’s grip. The Italian slashed at him again. Noel dodged and felt the blade rip through his coat, missing his hide by a scant hairbreadth. Noel retaliated with a kick that sent the dagger spinning into the shadows. With a cry the Italian plunged after it.


  Pushing himself away from the wall, Noel took his chance and ran.


  His intention was to lose himself in the darkness, but just as he reached the edge of the torchlight, he found the narrow street ahead of him blocked by a gang of men. They approached in grim silence. Some wore masks; some did not. Attired in rich doublets, short breeches, and hose, all were armed with daggers and rapiers. Two burly servant types brought up the rear with torches and clubs.


  Noel halted and backed up. A glance over his shoulder told him his attacker had recovered his dagger and was closing in. Noel was trapped from both sides. The walls rose above him, with not a window below the second story, and even then it was barred and shuttered.


  “Now I’ve got you,” breathed Noel’s initial attacker. He rushed at Noel again.


  “Aldo!” shouted one of the other men. “Wait—”


  “Consign your black soul to God,” said Aldo, unheeding. His shoulder drove into Noel, slamming him hard against the wall. He raised his dagger.


  Noel gripped his wrist and hung on with all his might, pushing against this madman who inexplicably wanted to kill him.


  He didn’t have much strength left, but his resistance was enough to save him until the others surrounded him and dragged Aldo off.


  A broad-shouldered man in a crimson silk doublet kept Aldo from throwing himself at Noel again. “Aldo!” he said sharply. “Stop it! Have you taken leave of your senses? Kill him and there is no hope for her.”


  Aldo stopped and ripped off his mask. His face was young and handsome beneath light curly hair. His eyes were filled with anguish, and tear tracks glistened on his cheeks. He bowed his head a moment before the other man’s scolding, then crushed the mask in his hands.


  “She is dead,” he moaned. “This creature has killed her.”


  “Silenzio!” said the other man sharply. “She is not dead.”


  Aldo’s head jerked up. Hope filled his face, then he scowled. “You lie, Vicente. I saw her swoon. I held her in my arms. There was no breath in her body. There was no beating of her heart. He killed her, and I am going to kill him!”


  Again he rushed at Noel, and again they held him back. Aldo fought against them, weeping. Vicente, older with a sprinkling of gray at his temples, stood watching with a grim expression.


  “Take him home,” he said to the men. “Watch him closely until he has mastered his grief.”


  They dragged Aldo away, but as he passed Noel, he turned and spat at Noel’s face. “I would my spittle had poison in it, sorcerer!” he cried. “I would I could kill you as you have killed my dear sister! A thousand curses on you! May you rot in hell forever!”


  He staggered on, still weeping and yelling curses. Noel wiped his cheek with a feeling of puzzlement. He had been rescued from Aldo’s maniacal rage, but he was still surrounded by the remainder of the men, and Vicente continued to scowl at him.


  Cautiously Noel met Vicente’s gaze. “There has been a mistake—”


  One of the men struck him. “Silence! You have no leave to speak.”


  Reeling back, Noel caught his balance and straightened, nursing his aching jaw with his hand.


  “I warn you, sorcerer,” Vicente said, his eyes flashing fire, “we are protected by drams of holy water in our pockets and the cross of the Savior around our necks. We have been blessed by Father Andreas, and we invoke the holy protection of Saint Mark against you. Speak no spells at us, for we cannot be harmed by them.”


  “I’m not a sorcerer,” Noel said, keeping a wary eye on the daggers held ready to stab him. “I’m a traveler. I entered the city tonight. There’s been a mistake. I’m not the man you seek.”


  A brief frown touched Vicente’s eyes, then his expression smoothed into something cold and stern. This, Noel realized, was a formidable man, a dangerous man. Vicente said, “Lies will not save you. All of us witnessed your attack upon Lady Francesca in her own home. Now you will come and recant the spell.”


  “No—”


  Vicente raised his hand, but Noel refused to be silenced.


  “It’s a mistake. I wasn’t in her house tonight. I don’t know the woman. If you will just let me explain—”


  The men stirred angrily. Several brandished their weapons. “Let me finish this,” said one.


  Vicente stopped him. In the torchlight his rich doublet shimmered like burgundy in a glass. He was broad-shouldered, strong, a man of power in the physical prime of life. Unlike the others, he controlled his emotions. And there was no doubt of his intelligence. Noel believed that he could reason with this man, if he had enough time.


  “Please, hear me,” Noel urged. “You say you saw me harm her—”


  One of the men hit him in the back, making him stagger. “Speak of the Lady Francesca with respect, dog.”


  Noel held off the urge to hit back and focused his appeal at Vicente. “Was I dressed in these clothes?” As he spoke, he held out his arms and turned around. Even torn and soaked with water, his eighteenth-century garb of long coat, knee breeches, stockings, and sturdy leather shoes had to look alien to these men. What century am I in? he wondered. All this while he had been observing them closely to assimilate data. From their clothes alone he guessed the Renaissance. His spirits sank. His knowledge of that era was sketchy. Until he could access his LOC for information…no. He cut off his own thoughts. Closure of the time portal had cut the direct link between the main computers and his LOC. His equipment could not operate. He was truly on his own. And from what he’d heard so far, it sounded as though his evil twin Leon had also survived the chaos in the time stream to arrive here too. Already Leon was causing trouble, and already Noel was paying for it.


  “My clothes,” he repeated, trying to keep reason, not desperation, in his voice. “Look at them.”


  “Careful,” warned a man. “He means to put a spell on us.”


  Several backed up, and one pointed a silver cross at Noel like a weapon.


  “I mean you no harm,” Noel said hastily. “I can cast no spells. My twin brother must be the man you seek. His name is Leon—”


  “Yes, and well we know it,” Vicente said, a frown carved even deeper between his brows. “Any man can change one costume for another. Your tale is air, spouted to waste time.”


  “If I’ve been running for my life, chased by your friend Aldo,” Noel argued, “when would I change clothes? I tell you I am not your man.”


  “And I would like you better were you to face your crime,” Vicente said angrily. “This mewing for mercy is a coward’s way.”


  One of the men hit Noel. “Attacking a sweet and gentle lady is beyond cowardice.”


  “Nay, it is intrigue of the most vile,” said another. “The enemies of the Doge will stop at nothing—”


  “My name is Noel. I’m a traveler from a far land, newly arrived in—in Venice this night,” Noel said hurriedly as they closed in. “If my duplicate has done harm to anyone, I want to help, but I am not—”


  “You will help,” Vicente said harshly. “You will return to the Ducal Palace and undo this spell you have cast over the Doge’s daughter.”


  Two of the men gripped Noel by the arms.


  “Wait!” he said. “I tell you I can’t—”


  The point of Vicente’s dagger appeared from nowhere and pressed against Noel’s throat. The metal was cold and very, very sharp. Noel felt all the breath die in his lungs. He froze, his protests silenced.


  “You will restore the lady to her health and reason,” said Vicente grimly, “or you will go to the Saletta dei Tre Inquisitori. And when the inquisition and torture are finished, you will slowly and oh, so very painfully, die by my own hand.” His dark eyes bored into Noel’s. They held no mercy, no indecision.


  Noel believed him. He swallowed hard but kept his mouth shut. There was, after all, nothing further to say.


  Vicente lowered his dagger and shoved Noel forward. “Take him!”


  Chapter 2


  Venice, la Serenissima, a city of art, architecture, and legend. Artisans and historians throughout time had been fascinated with it. Unique, built upon a string of tiny islands linked by canals, it had ruled others, had been invaded and conquered, nearly destroyed by war, neglect, and flood, and restored once in the twentieth century and again in the twenty-first. Venice…a city long since crumbled to a watery grave by Noel’s own time. He had seen tapes of it. He had submarined through the ruins beneath the Adriatic. But now here he was, in Venice at the zenith of her glory, a strong republic with a ruthless grip on the spice and silk trade between Europe and the Orient, a rich city of breathtaking beauty and wonders at every turn.


  Shivering in his damp clothes, Noel was bound and shoved into a gondola. His guards kept grim silence. At least two daggers were held constantly against his side. If he’d tried to jump over the side, he would have been a dead man before he hit the water.


  Water chuckled under the bows of the craft as it passed swiftly along the canal. There were dozens, perhaps hundreds of gondolas coming and going. By the uncertain light of the lanterns, Noel glimpsed passengers in jewels and velvets, cloaked and masked for the revelry, some sitting sedately in plain sight, others grappling merrily behind fringed curtains. Stately palazzos rose above the canal in rows. Their small windows blazed with candlelight, and servants in livery stood on the landings, holding welcoming baskets of gilded fruit for the guests who came and went. Swirls of music came from every side. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the festival immensely, except for the grim men surrounding Noel. In his gondola no one spoke at all, and the silence was unnerving.


  The gondolier swept them into a smaller, less traveled canal almost entirely shrouded in darkness. An involuntary shiver passed over Noel. He squinted through the shadows and glimpsed an ornate bridge spanning the water ahead.


  “Where are we?” he asked.


  “The Bridge of Sighs,” Vicente’s deep voice replied from behind him. “It is where prisoners cross from the dungeons to stand before the judges and hear their sentences. Mark it well, sorcerer, for soon you shall cross it yourself.”


  Noel turned his head sharply. “I’m not condemned yet.”


  “Your attack was witnessed by everyone in the sala,” Vicente said sharply. “Then as you turned to flee you vanished from sight. Only Aldo was able to pursue you, and we kept to his trail. Denial is useless.”


  Great, thought Noel wearily. In the past Leon had kept his devilry out of sight, but if he’d tried to use his telepathic skills to make a puppet of this woman in front of everyone, then he must be completely out of control. It seemed that in each travel, Leon lost another fragment of decency and character. He’d always been rotten, but until recently his crimes had centered primarily around theft, seduction, and extortion. He’d focused his murderous attacks only on Noel. Then in their last travel to revolutionary Pennsylvania, Leon had murdered a man and mutilated the corpse. It was as though his encounter with the Qwip creature had altered Leon somehow, and it wasn’t for the better. Noel worried that Leon might have snapped completely, gone totally mad. It was always possible. Sometimes he felt that his own hold on sanity wasn’t too secure.


  Stealthily in the darkness of the gondola, he tested the tightness of his bonds. His fingers explored his wrist and felt the hard outline of his Light Operated Computer beneath his sleeve. The temptation to activate it was hard to resist. He could send his captors running with a display of technological razzle-dazzle. But no matter what else had happened, his ethical training remained intact. Survival had to always be balanced against not contaminating an older culture.


  Without the LOC as an option he needed to think of something else and soon.


  Cope with it, he told himself savagely. This was no time to fall apart. If he didn’t pull himself together and start thinking, the rest of his life was going to be fairly short.


  The prow of the gondola bumped into something solid. With a start, Noel looked up and saw that they had arrived. The gondolier tied his craft to a striped mooring pole, and Noel was prodded off the boat onto the stone landing.


  Guards wearing armor beneath their cloaks waited with wicked-looking halberds that gleamed silver in the torchlight. A crowd of onlookers filled the shadowy expanse of a spacious plaza and jostled each other behind the row of guards. Noel was hurried along by his captors. The darkness, ruddy torchlight, and staring faces melded into a jumble. On the far side of the plaza he could see the immense form of a church. The Ducal Palace itself was ablaze with light. To Noel, the building looked upside down, for its square solid walls were balanced on oddly delicate columns and intricate Gothic tracery carved from stone.


  Right now, however, Noel was far from interested in architecture. He kept turning his head from side to side, watching for any opportunity no matter how meager. The crowd was close to being a mob. Angry shouts were hurled at him from all sides. Now and then a stone or piece of dung was flung at him. Scattered among the populace lurked sinister, aloof figures wearing blue and red robes. They were observers, not participants—spies for the republic, perhaps.


  Noel was pushed into a long passageway that emerged into a private courtyard within the palace walls. Disturbed pigeons cooed and fluttered on their roosts. From somewhere came an appalling stench of death. Glancing up at the intricate walls and balconies looming over him, Noel thought he saw decaying heads impaled up there. He swallowed hard. A guard shoved him, and he shuffled slowly up a broad and very ornate staircase.


  The steps were flanked at the top by two gigantic statues of nude men in the ancient classical style. Seeing them startled Noel. He recognized them as Mars and Neptune, sculpted to represent Venice’s power on land and sea. They had been excavated and now stood inside the library at the Time Institute. If he closed his eyes he could see them clearly, the huge faces almost grotesque at close quarters, the marble cheeks scarred and pitted from pollution, the ankle of Mars kept sleek and polished by the casual touch of countless hands as library patrons stepped around the corner into the Renaissance history section. But tonight, here in the gloom of another century and halfway around the world from a Chicago that did not as yet exist, the two statues looked sleek and brand-new, untouched by the corrosion of time. Noel supposed they had not been completed very long ago.


  For a few moments he felt disoriented and dizzy. The statues did not belong here. They were a piece of home. They…


  A touch on his shoulder pulled him out of it. He glanced up to see Vicente’s aquiline face close to his. The man was frowning.


  “This is no time to faint,” he said harshly. “Face your actions like a man. Hurry! The Doge awaits you.”


  And Noel was hustled through an archway beneath a winged lion into the glittering and sumptuous chambers beyond.


  After the gloom outside, the indoor light was so bright it dazzled him. He squinted and blinked, gasping at the smoky, hot air. It was ripe with too many odors of incense, perfumes, and unwashed clothing. Fat candles of different heights burned everywhere; their flickering light reflected off the gold that seemed to gild almost every object. Glancing up, Noel was staggered by the richness of the paintings that adorned the ceilings. One corner looked incomplete, the vibrant colors fading into pencil sketches. Crude wooden scaffolding and a painter’s dropcloth showed a project still in progress.


  “Stay here,” Vicente murmured to his men. Gripping Noel’s arm with fingers like steel, Vicente strode forward through the knots of courtiers who all glared at Noel. In the light Vicente’s hair was more gray than black. There were deep lines carved on either side of his mouth, and more lines radiated from the corners of his flashing dark eyes. The hand that gripped Noel’s sleeve was adorned with heavy ruby and sapphire rings, their red and blue colors glittering as though with life of their own. Noel flexed his own muscles experimentally against Vicente’s hold, and Vicente’s gaze swept his with a reprimand as stinging as a whip flick.


  At the far end of the chamber stood two empty thrones. A heavyset man in fur robes paced back and forth, pulling at his fleshy lips. He looked both worried and furious.


  Noel stared at him. “The Doge?”


  “Fool,” Vicente murmured with contempt. “He is merely the grand chancellor.”


  Vicente came to an abrupt halt and bowed slightly without loosening his grip on Noel’s sleeve. “Domino,” he said with courtesy.


  The chancellor turned. “Ah, at last. We received word of the sorcerer’s capture and have been waiting most anxiously for your return, Lord Contarini. This impetuous dash of pursuit was perhaps a trifle hasty? After all, surely in these dangerous situations it would be more fitting to dispatch the secret police?”


  Vicente bowed again in silence.


  The chancellor eyed Noel nervously, avoiding his gaze. “The, er, the sorcerer is contained, I trust? He can do no further harm?”


  Vicente whipped out a dagger, stiletto thin and long enough to thrust completely through Noel’s body. The hilt was set with a cross of rubies. “He no longer wishes to cast his spells, Domino.”


  “Ah, good. That is good.” The chancellor drew up his corpulent body and glared at Noel. “You have unleashed evil in this house tonight, sorcerer, but God is more powerful than you. You will recant the spell and you will repent of your wrongs.”


  Noel just looked at him, figuring this pompous speech was more for the benefit of the courtiers watching than for him.


  “He has a sour, wicked eye,” said the chancellor, his nervousness returning.


  “With your permission I shall take him to the Doge’s apartments,” said Vicente smoothly. The corner of his mouth, however, was clamped too tight and betrayed his impatience. “Every delay only makes the spell harder to break.”


  “Yes? Ah, yes, yes, of course. With care, signore. With care, eh?”


  Vicente walked on, his stride lengthening with every step. Noel kept pace easily, but all the while he was beating his brain, trying to come up with some means of salvation. He’d tried convincing his captor that he was the wrong man. No luck there. That left him with the victim. Sometimes Leon merely tampered a little with people’s minds, leaving them muddled and confused for a while. They could be shaken out of it. But other times Leon did serious harm. Noel would never forget the vibrant Greek bandit girl, Elena, who had been reduced to someone trapped in vague uncertainty, her mind permanently damaged by what Leon had done to her. The memory still angered Noel. There was much Leon had done that was unforgivable. Conscienceless, Leon understood no reprimand, no punishment except death. Created through some malfunction in the time stream, Leon was forever linked to Noel like a ball and chain he was doomed to drag through eternity.


  Walking down the corridor that was furnished like a museum of fine art, Titians and Tintorettos adorning the walls, polished terrazzo and marble for the floors, heavy gilded mirrors of famed Venetian glass above the carved doors, Noel sighed. “I’m in hell,” he said aloud.


  “This is no time for jokes,” Vicente replied. “You are a heartbeat from death this night. Do not forget what you are here to do.”


  “How can I forget?” Noel said bitterly. “You’ve got the wrong man, and I can’t help the lady.”


  Vicente stopped abruptly just short of a guarded door. His dark eyes shone like liquid fire. “I am a just man,” he said in a very low, very deadly voice. “I am a fair man. In my heart I am always seeking justice. Though my eyes see a thing, I make sure my heart and my mind see it also before I judge. I have heard your cowardly denials. I have seen you looking for escape. Now you make a joke of an offense so grave I wonder how God Himself does not strike you down. Let me tell you this, agent of my enemies, for it is remotely possible that you do not know…the Lady Francesca is promised to me in marriage.”


  Noel blinked. He drew in his breath sharply, but held his tongue.


  Vicente’s fingers dug in tighter. “Your actions stopped our prenuptial festivities. This was an indirect attack on me. You think you have served your employers well, and so you make these jokes. But I warn you that I am more powerful than Gabriella Virenza, for all her intrigues and meddling. You chose poorly when you allied yourself to her, sorcerer. Now you will cure my beloved, or you will suffer torture so horrible the mind cannot imagine it. Is that clear?”


  Feeling numbed by the rage that had finally burst from this man, Noel nodded.


  Vicente swung around and said imperiously to the guards, “Let us enter.”


  They uncrossed their halberds and pushed open the heavy door. Noel swallowed hard. He had bluffed and brazened his way out of countless tight spots before. He kept telling himself that he could come up with something now. But even if he managed to trip Vicente, twisted the dagger from the man’s hand, broke free, and ran like a maniac, he did not think he would escape this palace alive.


  Wait for a chance, he kept telling himself, but chances seemed about as scarce as the level of mercy in Vicente Contarini as he pushed Noel through the doorway into the room beyond.


  Noel had no immediate impression of the size of the room for it was shrouded in an ominous gloom that seemed even darker after the brightness of the previous chambers. The air was very hot. A creature hooded in a long black robe glided up to them and turned wordlessly to lead them into another chamber beyond, which was even hotter.


  Incense reeked over the smell of smoke and burning candles. Fires burned in freestanding braziers placed at the four corners of an immense bed of carved walnut, canopied and hung with curtains of dark emerald velvet. A tiny lapdog huddled in its basket at the foot of the bed, trembling, its eyes glistening with fear. A tall, thin man slumped in a chair, his long fingers draped over his eyes in despair. Aldo, young and furious, paced up and down like a caged tiger. A priest was chanting prayers over the incense pot. Several ladies-in-waiting knelt on small velvet pillows, praying with him. Doctors in black clustered about the bed, murmuring and pulling their beards.


  It was Aldo who noticed them first. He jerked to a halt and the crazed grief in his face changed to a mixture of hope and fury. Noel tensed himself involuntarily, braced for Aldo to spring at his throat.


  “You!” said Aldo in a voice that rang across the prayers and doctoral arguments. Everyone turned to look. “You dare bring this stregone back to her?”


  “It is her only chance,” Vicente said, his deep voice calm in contrast to Aldo’s frenzied one. “Unless—” His gaze strayed to the bed. “There has been some change?”


  “No change,” whispered the man in the chair. He came to his feet painfully. Neat and patrician, he wore a short gray beard precisely trimmed. His blue eyes were reddened with grief, but he remained master of himself. “No change at all. I have forbidden the doctors to administer to her until they can agree on the method they will use.” His voice, dry and whispery, hardened with scorn.


  “Then we are in time,” Vicente said. “The sorcerer will undo this spell and release her.”


  Noel tried again to protest. “I—”


  The tip of Vicente’s dagger in his side made him swallow the rest of his sentence.


  His mouth went dry and he seemed unable to unstick his tongue from the roof of his mouth. Coughing, he said, “I need privacy to make this work.”


  That stirred them up.


  Aldo sprang forward. “More lies!” he cried. “I saw him pass his hand across her face, transforming her in an instant from a laughing, merry creature to this state that is neither death nor life. There was no privacy then. Why give him the opportunity now to finish his dastardly work? He has returned to kill her!”


  “Aldo, be quiet,” said the Doge wearily, and the boy turned aside with a sob. The Doge approached Vicente and Noel warily, stopping out of Noel’s reach. Unlike the chancellor, he did not seem afraid to meet Noel’s gaze. His blue eyes held pain and sorrow, but beneath those emotions ran anger.


  Another dangerous man, Noel realized.


  “What will you do?” asked the Doge.


  A prod of Vicente’s dagger forced Noel to answer. “Uh, I must examine her first,” he said. “To—to see how well the spell is working. When, uh, it is done quickly it isn’t always as strong as it could be. Then I will need some time and intense concentration to break it. Breaking a spell is never as easy as casting one.”


  He was sweating, and it wasn’t just from the heat in the room. He knew it was obvious he was talking through his hat, but to his astonishment several of the doctors nodded their heads in agreement.


  “This is so, Domino,” said their spokesman, stepping away from the bed. Noel glimpsed a still white figure there before the others shifted position, blocking his view again. “I have made it a small hobby to observe the workings of magic and alchemy—in order to better denounce it, of course,” he added hastily with a glance at the priest.


  “Of course,” the Doge said tonelessly.


  “In all interrogations of these creatures, they consistently agree that the undoing is much harder.”


  “It can sometimes skew the spell and create untoward effects,” added another doctor in a nervous, piping voice. He was plump and short and fidgety. “This is a dangerous course.”


  “And what would you do,” Vicente’s voice shot like an arrow, “feed her treacle? Let her lie there day after day, month after month, year after year, until her hair grows to the floor and she is withered with age? Can I wed a living corpse? Per Dio, let us not—”


  “Vicente, Vicente,” the Doge said in soft reproof, and Vicente averted his head in the first display of distress he’d shown all evening. The dagger at Noel’s side dug in, and Noel felt a sharp prick and the hot trickle of blood on his skin.


  He bit the inside of his mouth to keep quiet, fearing the wrong reaction from him might make any or all of them snap. There was fear in this hot, crowded room, not just his own, but from every other person present. Fear and ignorance made a lethal combination. It was time to defuse it.


  “Messers,” Noel said respectfully, “I will do my best but I must have quiet. These things cannot work among witnesses. Earlier this evening was different,” he said sternly as Aldo protested again. “It was different. You understand.”


  They nodded as though they did.


  “But he cannot be left entirely alone with her,” said the chief doctor. “I shall stay and observe.”


  “So you can learn more secrets of the black arts?” Noel retorted.


  The Doge looked suspiciously at his physician, who, finding his eagerness had betrayed him, turned red and flustered.


  “Domino,” he began, holding out his hands, “I beg you to understand that I—”


  “Go. All of you, go,” the Doge said.


  The doctors filed out first, muttering in their beards and exchanging glances.


  The priest stood his ground. “She needs God for protection. I will guard her against the darkness.”


  “It’s the darkness now that she needs,” Vicente snapped.


  The priest looked shocked. “Blasphemy! You cannot fight evil with evil, signore. You will cause more harm—”


  “And have your prayers broken the spell? Have you exorcised any demons which hold her in this unnatural sleep?” Vicente asked.


  “Gently, gently, my friend,” reproved the Doge, laying a hand on his arm. “To offend the church is not our purpose tonight. Ladies, you will depart.”


  The women hesitated, fluttered a bit, and hurried out, crossing themselves as they passed Noel.


  He thought about making a face at them, but refrained. He already had one tiny hole in his side. He didn’t want a bigger one.


  “Aldo,” the Doge said, “you and Vicente will guard her. The priest and I have much to discuss. I leave you all in God’s hands.”


  The priest looked stubborn, but the Doge ushered him out. The door closed, and Aldo, Noel, and Vicente all looked at one another in silence.


  With a sigh, Vicente released Noel’s arm and stepped back. His mouth worked a moment, then he gestured toward the bed.


  No one said anything. The fires hissed and sang in the braziers. Holding his breath, Noel picked up the incense pot and put it outside. Closing the door again, he shot both men a defiant glance but they remained silent.


  Aldo retreated to a corner and crossed his arms, glaring murderously. Vicente started to sheathe his dagger, noticed the small bloodstain on the tip, and looked up at Noel. There was nothing in his dark eyes but implacable purpose. After a moment he took a cloth from his pocket and cleaned the dagger.


  Chilled, Noel approached the bed.


  It was big enough for three adults to sleep in comfortably. A fur lay folded neatly at the foot. There was a heavy velvet comforter embroidered with the family crest in gold also folded down. Lady Francesca lay on her back on top of fine linen sheets. She was quite young, perhaps sixteen, plump in accordance with the fashion of the time, and beautiful. Her face was sweet and gentle. Long lashes rested upon her cheeks. Her golden hair had been arranged across her pillow in a luxurious spill of curls. Pale, tapered hands adorned with pearl and diamond rings lay folded across her abdomen. She wore a gown of delicate lace and silk, as pale as her skin, studded with hundreds of tiny seed pearls and cut very low across the bodice.


  Staring at her, Noel was struck by her youth and vulnerability. He felt a surge of protectiveness, and was bitterly disappointed in Leon for harming her. Why had his duplicate attacked her? There could be any number of reasons, all of them equally despicable and unjustified.


  Without thinking, Noel reached out and touched one of her locks of hair. It sprang silkily to curl about his finger. “Sleeping beauty,” he murmured.


  A hand like iron clamped upon his shoulder and jerked him back. “This is no time for poetry,” Vicente said in his ear.


  Noel struggled free, his alarm changing into annoyance. “Back off,” he said hotly. “I can’t concentrate if you’re going to grab me like that.”


  Vicente glared at him. “I have warned you—”


  “Yeah, you warned me. Tortures unimaginable and all the rest.”


  Across the room Aldo reached for his knife.


  “Just keep the weapons out of sight, okay?” Noel said angrily. “I know you’ve got them. I don’t need them waved in my face every few seconds. The message is clear. I cure her or I get stabbed. Now back off and let me see what I can do. But don’t interrupt again.”


  Aldo came forward. “I’ve had enough from this insolent dog. Don’t let him touch her!”


  “Silence!” Vicente said. “He is right. We must leave him alone to work. The physician warned us there could be difficulties if the spell is not handled correctly.”


  “He will kill her! That is what he came to do. We are giving her life to him!”


  Noel moved away from her bedside. “Then kill me now and get it over with. I didn’t come to harm this girl. I’ve told you I’m not the man who put the spell on her in the first place. You won’t believe that. Now I’m telling you that I won’t harm her. I guess you can’t believe that either. We’re wasting time.”


  Vicente smacked Aldo in the chest. “Calm yourself. Go back to the corner and stand watch, but quietly. We must do as he says.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he is her only hope,” Vicente said.


  The fire went out of Aldo. He nodded dispiritedly. “God help her,” he whispered and returned to his place.


  Vicente went to the prie-dieu and knelt at it briefly. Rising, he swung around to glance at Noel, then stood by the door.


  “We shall not interrupt you again,” he said.


  “No matter what I do?” Noel asked.


  Aldo stirred but said nothing.


  “No matter what you do,” Vicente said.


  “And if I need something?”


  “It will be supplied.” Vicente’s gaze met his. “Anything you ask for, you may have. Any help you need, I will give you.”


  Noel nodded. “That’s all I ask.”


  “Just cure her,” Vicente said. “That is all I ask.”


  Chapter 3


  In the heat, Noel’s damp clothes began to dry. He removed his coat and draped it across a chest inlaid with stamped leather and mother-of-pearl. Dragging a chair over to Lady Francesca’s bedside, he dropped wearily into it and pulled up his left sleeve. There, half hidden beneath his torn and dirty lace ruffles, he saw his LOC.


  It had failed to utilize its molecular shift capacity to assume a disguise in keeping with this century’s primitive level of technology. It looked slightly smoky inside, dead. No doubt its sophisticated fiber-optic circuit nets were fried, its invaluable data banks fused. Its function had been threefold: to provide him with translation and information support, to record events that transpired around him for later analysis at the Time Institute, and to serve as an emergency communications link to the Institute. While it lacked artificial intelligence, it had something of a personality designed to complement his own. The LOC had been isomorphic, responding only to his commands. He had been conditioned never to remove it while traveling. While he’d been trapped in time, the LOC had remained his one piece of home, his hope. Now it was dead.


  He couldn’t stop staring at it, couldn’t stop believing that maybe against all appearances it contained some final, dim spark of life.


  “LOC,” he said in a hoarse voice, “activate.”


  No light flashed in acknowledgment. The bracelet did not grow warm against his wrist. The LOC did not hum to life. It did not speak.


  Bleak disappointment choked Noel. Blinking hard, he thumped the LOC with his finger.


  “Come on, LOC,” he whispered. “I really need you this time.”


  As he spoke he glanced over his shoulder, but apparently Vicente expected him to be muttering strange and arcane words, for the Venetian continued to stare at the wall.


  This was probably the one and only time in Noel’s career as a historian that he could blatantly operate his LOC without corrupting men of another century, and the blasted thing wouldn’t work.


  “LOC, activate,” he repeated more urgently. “Run diagnostic codes and scan. I need medical information.”


  Nothing.


  With a sigh he leaned over and ran his fingers through his hair. Well, what did he honestly expect? The time portal was shut, for God’s sake. Why couldn’t he get that through his head? He was well and truly on his own here, and he might as well stop hoping to depend on a trick up his sleeve.


  Pulling his shirt ruffles over the LOC, Noel set himself to do something. When he picked up Lady Francesca’s arm and put his fingers on her wrist, Aldo stirred. Noel looked up warily, but although the boy glared at him he did nothing. Letting out a sigh, Noel concentrated on finding the girl’s pulse.


  Frowning, he counted the beats of her heart, finding them very regular but much too slow. He cupped his hand over her lips and could not feel any breath. Glancing around the room, he saw a hand mirror and positioned it by her mouth. A trace of condensation appeared, so slight it evaporated almost instantly. Peeling back one of her eyelids, he took a candle and moved it close in an effort to get a pupil response. Again, there was almost nothing.


  Noel replaced the mirror and candle, then paced for a few minutes. She was in some kind of deep coma, truly so close to the edge of death it was frightening. He had no medical training beyond the obligatory first-aid sort. With the LOC he could have run a thorough diagnosis and developed several alternatives for treatment. Without the LOC’s help, he might as well throw ashes on her and do a witch-doctor dance for all the good it would do. Noel stopped and pulled at his tense neck muscles. He had never felt so helpless.


  The LOC…a glimmer of an idea came to him. Quickly he unfastened the bracelet and began running his fingernail along the inside curve of the casing. Although the tiny computer was designed to work automatically, it did have a few manual controls. It also constantly monitored his physical condition and was equipped to administer a tiny injection if his vital signs dropped below a certain level. Because normal travels through time were of such short duration, the medical charge was nominal and could operate only once or twice. Noel couldn’t remember if his LOC’s charge was exhausted or not; considering what he’d been through while trapped in the time loop, it probably was. Still, he went on exploring with his fingernail, trying to find the hairline crack where the LOC opened for servicing.


  There…He located the few short centimeters of its length and worked to pry it open. The Institute technicians had special tools for this, and LOCs were designed to resist tampering. Sweating, Noel looked around and briefly considered smashing the LOC with the heavy chalice sitting on the windowsill, but then he felt something give.


  He pried harder with his fingernail, and the miniature door popped open. Grinning to himself, Noel shook out into his palm two tiny vials and the injector. Both vials looked empty, but when he held the injector up to the candlelight, he could see a minute trace of amber-colored liquid inside the clear point of the needle.


  “Bingo,” he said aloud. He turned to find Vicente watching him intently. “I need some brandy or wine.”


  Vicente opened the door and snapped his fingers for a servant. While he issued a low-voiced order, Aldo sneered at Noel. “Oh, yes, sample my father’s cellars while you posture and sweat. Take care with your potions, stregone.”


  “Aldo,” Vicente said in reproof. He opened the door to admit a servant with a tray of two bottles and several glasses. The servant put down the tray, bowed, and scuttled out.


  Vicente started pouring drinks for all of them. Noel, however, tore a corner off the linen sheet, walked over and took the bottle from Vicente’s hand, and dampened the cloth with crimson wine. Handing the bottle back to Vicente, he turned his back on the man’s astonishment and bent over Lady Francesca.


  Picking up her arm, he thumped it for a vein, swabbed a spot, and pushed in the injector. It was risky, not to mention unsanitary. Whether he was giving her a sedative or a stimulant, he did not know. Whether there was enough to have any effect, he would soon find out. He prayed for a stimulant, since any sedation would probably kill her.


  The needle was tiny, designed to leave a nearly traceless pinprick. When the whole mechanism was in working order, the shot was so rapid it could barely be felt. But Noel left the needle in place for several seconds, hoping gravity would draw the drug into her bloodstream. When he pulled it out, a drop of blood welled up on her milky skin. He swabbed it again with the wine-soaked cloth, telling himself that if she’d survived to adulthood in this germ-infested culture she must have a tough immune system.


  He waited a few moments to let the stuff work if it was going to, then he bent over her. “Francesca,” he said softly in her ear. “Francesca, can you hear me? I know you are very sleepy, but you must open your eyes. Open your eyes, Francesca. It’s very important that you wake up and talk to us. Isn’t there something you want to tell us? Open your eyes, Francesca. Vicente is here. Aldo is here. Your father is here. Open your eyes and talk to us, Francesca.”


  She stirred ever so slightly, turning her head a fraction on the pillow.


  Encouraged, Noel patted her cheek gently. “That’s good! Wake up, Francesca. Wake up. Open your eyes and talk to us. There is something important you have to say. Come up to the light and open your eyes.”


  She whimpered.


  Vicente joined Noel but did not interrupt. He pressed close to Noel’s shoulder, his breathing rapid with hope.


  “That’s a good girl,” Noel urged her. “You’re doing fine. Wake up now, Francesca. Come on. Open those big beautiful eyes and look at us. Wake up and talk to us, Francesca. Wake up!”


  She whimpered again and tried to shift away from his grasp. He shook her again, gently but firmly.


  “I know you’re sleepy, but you’re missing the party. Remember the party, Francesca? It’s for you. All the guests are here in your honor. You’ve been dancing, Francesca. Don’t you want to dance some more? Wake up and talk to us. We miss you, Francesca. Wake up. That’s right. Open your eyes. Wake up and open your eyes.”


  “She is coming back to us,” Vicente said in a voice of wonder.


  Francesca tossed her head from side to side, still resisting consciousness. Her right hand flailed up, and Vicente caught it between his palms as a man might hold a dove.


  “My darling, my sweetness,” he said, “please wake up. Come back to us. Come back to me.”


  She moaned and sobbed, then opened her eyes. Her gaze was unfocused. She started to slip back, but Noel shook her ruthlessly.


  “Come on!” he said. “Wake all the way up. Wake up, Francesca. I know you can.”


  Her eyes were a luminous violet. She blinked slowly, not cognizant yet.


  Vicente started to speak, but Noel stopped him. “Wait,” he said in warning. “Give her time. She’s had a great shock. Don’t rush her now.”


  Aldo hovered at the other side of the wide bed. “She is alive,” he said in joy, beaming through unabashed tears. “She is with us again. God is merciful.”


  Vicente crossed himself.


  Still watching the girl as she blinked, frowned, and rubbed her eyes, Noel relaxed with a grin. Maybe he should have been a doctor.


  She tried to sit up, and Vicente solicitously assisted her. “Easy, my darling. Aldo, run and tell your father.”


  Aldo burst from the room, calling out excitedly.


  “Francesca, cara,” Vicente said, smoothing the hair back from her face. “How you frightened us.”


  She said nothing. Noel frowned at her with fresh concern. She still looked vacant. Just because she was awake didn’t mean she was cured.


  “Step back,” he said to Vicente. “Let me talk to her.”


  Vicente reluctantly moved aside but he kept his hand protectively on her shoulder.


  Noel bent over her. “Francesca?” he said. “Lady Francesca, can you hear me?” He held up two fingers before her face. “How many fingers do you see?”


  Vicente glared at him. “What nonsense is this?”


  “Please,” Noel said to him. “Let me do this. How many fingers, signorina? Count them, please.”


  She said nothing.


  Noel and Vicente exchanged glances, and consternation flashed across Vicente’s face. “Dio!” he whispered.


  Excited voices sounded on the other side of the door.


  “Keep them out,” Noel said.


  Vicente reached the door just in time to stop the crowd from pushing inside. “Wait. Wait, please,” he said.


  Noel gripped Francesca’s pointed little chin and forced her to gaze directly at him. He held up his Angers again. “How many fingers, Francesca? Two fingers? Do you see two fingers?”


  “Two fingers,” she said dully. Her blue eyes were like a doll’s, wide and wholly lacking in animation.


  Desperate, Noel slapped her. “Francesca!” he said sharply. “Snap out of it! Tell me your name.”


  Tears filled her eyes, and she slowly put her hand to her cheek where the imprint of his fingers reddened her skin.


  “Tell me your name!”


  “Fran—”


  “Come on! Tell me your name!”


  “Frances—Francesca,” she whispered. She shut her eyes, and a shudder ran through her. She began to cry soundlessly, tears streaming down her cheeks as she rocked herself back and forth. “God help me, what was it? What was it? That darkness? That evil? It was so cold…so horrible. It touched me. It made me evil too. It wanted…” She buried her face in her hands and sobbed.


  “Hush, hush,” Noel said in an effort to soothe her. “It’s all over now. You’re safe. It can’t hurt you now.”


  “Papa,” she said frantically. “I want Papa.”


  She reached up to him, dashing away her tears, and froze, staring into his face as though she finally saw him for the first time. Fear widened her eyes, and her face turned as white as her gown. “No,” she whispered.


  “Easy,” Noel said in alarm. He held up his hands. “I’m not the one who hurt you. I’m not—”


  “Devil!” she screamed, flinging herself back. “Get away from me! Get away from me!”


  Her screams brought the others pouring in. They surrounded Noel and dragged him back from her. Over the shouts and babble, Francesca’s screams grew louder and more hysterical.


  “Get him away!” she cried. “Keep him away!”


  She fought off every attempt to hold her, to soothe her. She slapped at herself, shuddering and screaming. When she began to scratch her face and pull her hair, Noel was dragged from the room. The heavy door shut off her screams, and he found himself breathless and sorry, thinking it might have been better to have left her unconscious.


  Vicente came out, his handsome face grim and set.


  “She’s still in shock,” Noel said. “She’ll need time to recover. She has to—”


  Vicente struck him hard across the mouth, sending him reeling back into the arms of those who surrounded him. Stunned, Noel shifted his aching jaw from side to side. It was numb but not broken.


  “Look, I did what you asked,” he said. “It will be a while before she’s able to—”


  Vicente struck him again. This time the world tilted crazily and bells rang in Noel’s ears. By the time his head cleared, he was being picked up and pummeled.


  “Lock him away,” Vicente said.


  “Wait!” Noel cried. “We had a deal. I did my part. You can’t—”


  Vicente shot him a murderous look and a ferret-faced man in the blue and red robe of the secret police drew a knife with a glass blade. He held it up and light shone through the thin blade. Noel froze, recognizing one of the most insidious weapons of assassination ever devised. If plunged hilt deep into a victim, the blade could then be snapped off inside the man’s vitals, and the wound would appear to be no more than a graze. Noel’s mouth went dry, and he swallowed hard.


  Vicente snapped his fingers and the guards dragged Noel from the room. Glancing back over his shoulder, Noel saw Vicente seize his cap and fling it to the floor. Gripping his head, the nobleman hunched over and uttered a low howl of grief.


  Then the doors were shut, cutting him off from the sight.


  Two of the palace guards took charge of Noel. His wrists were bound, then he was shoved forward. They walked in cadence along floors of polished marble, floors of terrazzo, floors of plain stone. The passageways grew by degrees less ornate, then strictly utilitarian, then grim, ugly, and fetid. Here and there on the walls Noel could see deep gouges made by weapons in long-ago battles. Those scars had been blackened by countless smoking torches and splashed by the blood of other unfortunates escorted to their doom.


  Of course, one dungeon system was pretty much like any other. Noel had seen plenty of them in his travels. They were always dark. They were always ugly. They always stank. But this one was also damp, with the cloying stench of mold, mildew, and bilge curling up over filth. Noel thought of the sea flowing along the foundations of the buildings. He had never much liked water, never enjoyed swimming although he was competent at it, never wanted to be submerged in it for any prolonged amount of time.


  As they continued to walk, with no windows to break the endless expanse of corridor, just other passages branching off, Noel knew a growing feeling of disorientation. The floor seemed level, but it might be sloping downward. He did not want a jail cell lower than the water. The idea left something sour clawing at the back of his throat. He knew it wasn’t rational. The Venetians built well; they were masters at holding out the sea. But no matter how much he tried to reassure himself, the hair went on prickling up the back of his neck and he grew more tense with every step.


  At last they came to a landing. A single torch in a wall sconce burned at this spot. It cast a flickering, uncertain light against a black well of shadow. A flight of worn stone steps led upward. Another flight led downward. Here they paused, while a turnkey in a dirty mustard-gold robe emerged from a cubbyhole and contemplated where Noel should be situated.


  “I’d like a private room and bath, preferably with a window that has a view. Something overlooking the Campanile would be nice,” Noel said flippantly.


  The turnkey, a craggy-faced individual so gnarled by rheumatism he was bent nearly double, scowled at Noel before returning his gaze to the guards. “Been to the Council yet?”


  “No. This is Lord Contarini’s personal business.”


  The turnkey pulled at his lower lip and nodded. “Marked for torture. Lower level then.”


  “This is all a mistake,” Noel said. “Once it’s straightened out, naturally there will be less retribution to those individuals who have shown me kindness and consideration. I doubt torture is going to come into this.”


  “Rack and screw,” said the turnkey, unheeding, making a notation on a wax tablet. “Maybe hot pincers?”


  The guards shrugged. “He’s a sorcerer. Put a spell on the Lady Francesca and took her wits away.”


  The turnkey dropped his tablet, and it broke in half. One section went spinning across the floor. “Dio,” he said in awe, and crossed himself quickly. “It’s the box for him. Quickly! Before he turns another spell on us.”


  “You first,” said one of the guards grimly.


  Muttering to himself—prayers or curses, Noel couldn’t tell—the turnkey seized a huge ring of iron keys from a peg and stumped off ahead of them. Taking the torch from the sconce, he started down the steps.


  Noel felt his feet root. He didn’t want to go down.


  One of the guards shoved him so hard he nearly fell. “Get on. Get on!”


  “Not down there,” Noel whispered.


  “Ho, Gino! He wants to be up high under the roof. Well, and if it were summer we’d put you there, just to hear you scream for mercy. Think about all that summer heat and a warm lead roof. You’d be cooked like a plump little squab baked in the oven. But not now. Now the air is cool and soft. Too pleasant for you. You deserve something more suitable.”


  “The box!” said the other guard.


  “That’s right. The box. Go!”


  But Noel had a bad feeling about the so-called box. He tried to twist free, but they were expecting that. One hooked his bound wrists and slung him into the wall. While he was wheezing and gasping, they gripped his arms and turned him around.


  The turnkey was already at the bottom of the flight by the time the guards manhandled Noel down the steps. A thick door fashioned of crude, warped planks blocked the landing. Its surface was green and furry with mold. The turnkey opened the door with a shrill grating of the rusted hinges. Out rolled a thick prison stink overlaid with the sickly odor of rotting flesh.


  The torchlight did not seem to penetrate the blackness yawning ahead. A queer goose-bumpy feeling swept through Noel. He suspected that once he descended these steps he might not ever see the light of day again. He was condemned already, with torture laid out as a mere preliminary before Vicente came along to cut out his gizzard or whatever. He’d been promised a slow death, a painful one. All thanks to Leon, who was up to God knew what. Probably it had been only an impulse that made Leon attack the girl.


  Noel was no coward. He’d managed to break out of dungeons before. He’d even escaped burning at the stake. But he’d always had his LOC’s help. Now…


  “Move!” roared the guard and shoved him forward.


  He stumbled down narrow, precipitous steps that were black with filth. The air itself grew cold and dank. He knew they were below the sea. His lungs began to draw shallow, rapid breaths. Noel tried to calm down. He hadn’t had an attack of claustrophobia in years. But during his childhood his parents had a swimming pool in the basement. The water was always dark and mysterious-looking. He used to fantasize that monsters lived in the depths of it. At night when everyone was asleep, the monsters slithered out and came crawling up the stairs, one at a time, their scaly hides streaming water, their eyes glowing yellow. He always slept with his door shut, arms and legs never dangling over the sides of his bed. His mother, naturally failing to understand, would wait until he was asleep, then open his door. Noel would wake up in the night, listening to a strange sound of the darkness with his heart thumping fast, and he would see his door standing ajar. Then through the long night hours he would wonder if one of the creatures had managed to get in his room. He dared not leave his bed to shut the door in case one was waiting beneath his bed. Yet he worried about his door being open. Nights were tense and long, full of fitful dreams and too much imagination.


  At dawn his father would pinch his toe to wake him up and insist they swim laps before breakfast. It was hard to concentrate on his father’s lessons when he was practicing his stroke, aware constantly of his stomach exposed to whatever lurked at the bottom, aware of his legs dangling like bait. Eventually he’d learned to swim well enough to please his father, but now and then the old nightmares took hold. Like now, in this dim, damp, murky place. He told himself these walls had stood for hundreds of years, but he could not help but glance nervously at the stones, certain that at any moment he would see water leaking in through cracks in the mortar joints.


  Instead what he saw were instruments of torture: the boot, the iron maiden, the rack, and the wheel of pain. A poor devil was stretched across the latter device. Clad in torn and ragged clothing, he was bloody in the face from biting his own lips. His arms and legs were swollen over the lacings that bound him in place. His eyes were mad with suffering.


  An iron cage hanging suspended from the ceiling held the body of a naked woman. She looked dead, but Noel couldn’t be sure.


  A burly man with his sleeves rolled up and a leather apron protecting his clothing bustled about, building a fire in a broad stone pit.


  The turnkey greeted him. “Up early today, eh, Georgio?”


  “The Council has been busy. With Carnival ending this week, there’s much to do for the Inquisitors.”


  “Gino and Mario have brought this one for the box.”


  The torturer looked only mildly interested. He arranged a series of instruments along the edge of the fire pit and breathed on the coals to bring them to glowing life. “Take out the heretic then. I put him in so I wouldn’t have to listen to his blasphemies. I wish the Council would rule on him so we could at least cut out his heathenish tongue. Here.”


  Laying aside his bellows, he strode ahead, calling for his sleepy assistant, and pointed out the box as though the turnkey might not recognize or even find it by himself.


  The box was a narrow, oblong object fashioned of what looked like lead. One end was fitted with a few, surely inadequate, breathing holes. To Noel, watching with growing apprehension, it looked exactly like a coffin.


  The scene seemed to freeze about him: the low, arched ceiling of stone, the men’s faces mutated to surreal slashes of eyebrow and mouth in the dim, ruddy firelight, shadows of the rack and screw silhouetted on the wall. And now this coffin that was being opened by two stalwart men, sweating and grunting as they lifted the lid on screeching hinges.


  Noel held his breath involuntarily. He was frozen in place, yet his guards pressed so close against him he could feel the weight of their bodies, trapping him where he stood. One’s hand closed tightly around his arm.


  “You!” called the torturer, bending to peer into the box’s black interior. “Got the cramps, eh? Come out and stretch your poor pagan legs.”


  No sound issued from inside the box.


  The torturer scowled and exchanged a weary look with the turnkey. “Hand a torch over here.”


  A brand was brought to him. The torturer held it up, casting light over the interior. Noel could see a tangled mat of hair and a still figure.


  “Sleeps sound,” muttered one of Noel’s guards.


  Noel jerked involuntarily with anger. “He’s dead,” he said sharply. “Anyone can tell that.”


  They all stared at him in consternation. Even the torturer straightened and looked around. He crossed himself, and the assistant’s eyes widened in fear.


  “Holy Mary, what kind of sight has he?”


  “Oh, please,” said Noel with blatant sarcasm. “I’m no prophet. And none of you are surely such superstitious idiots to think that I am. You deal with dying people every day. How long has the man been in that box? When was he last given food or water? What kind of injuries did he have already when he was put in there? He’s not moving. It stands to reason he’s either dead or unconscious.”


  “Get him out,” said the turnkey thickly. Hunched over like a gnome, he rolled a wary glance at Noel, then held the torch while the torturer dragged out the occupant.


  The man was quite young, very slim, and almost effeminate in feature. He wore a monkish robe of coarse cloth. His hands were bloody from trying to claw his way out. His features were swollen and frozen in a rictus that made Noel turn his gaze away.


  “Swallowed his tongue,” pronounced the torturer. His tone seemed almost regretful.


  There was a moment of silence, then the turnkey chuckled. “Well, then, for a blasphemer, it’s a fitting enough end.”


  Slapping his thigh, he laughed again. His mirth was shocking in this chamber of horrors, yet Noel was well aware of how individuals who worked constantly with the dead acquired a macabre sense of humor as a sort of protection. Medical student humor, gallows humor, mortician humor, all were notorious examples of this kind of seeming callousness that was really only a means of preserving sanity. But some men took it too far. They lost respect for the dead. After that, they saw no reason to have respect for the living either.


  The others joined in the laughter, except for the torturer who kept shaking his head. “I didn’t get his confession. The Inquisitors wanted his confession. He’s of a good family. It was important to get his confession.”


  “Ah, well, we all have our failures from time to time,” said the turnkey philosophically. He wiped his eyes and grinned.


  “You don’t have to answer to Lord—” The torturer broke off and scowled at his assistant. “Don’t stand there gaping. Take the corpse away and stack it with the others.”


  “No rites? No—”


  “For a heretic?” said the torturer in outrage.


  “For a heretic who committed suicide?” the turnkey added. “This is surely a soul already in hell.”


  The torturer cuffed his assistant on the ear. “Fool! The death barge’ll be coming on the morrow. You hang a flag outside on the landing so it’ll stop.” He beckoned to the guards. “Gino, Mario, bring him.”


  Noel’s guards pushed him forward. “In with you—”


  “No!” cried Noel, digging in his heels. As he leaned back, his shoulder thudded against an armor-clad chest. Noel said, “At least clean it first.”


  They laughed at this. “A dainty sorcerer, have we? Wants the box washed and tidy? If you were so nice with your habits, you shouldn’t have attacked the Doge’s daughter.”


  The burly one named Gino kicked Noel’s feet out from under him, and Mario hoisted him up. The thought of being incarcerated in that tiny space, fouled by countless other helpless occupants and now awash with the recent fluids of death, made Noel gag.


  He kicked free and twisted like a wildcat in Gino’s grasp. His bound wrists hampered him, but still he squirmed and fought like a maniac. Gino’s dagger hung at his belt, and Noel lunged for it. Shouting in alarm, Gino slapped him away before he could grab the hilt.


  Although he missed the weapon, Noel was also free of his guards.


  He had only a split second. Already they were reaching for him.


  Elbowing himself across the dirty floor, Noel scooted beneath a table, then bolted out from under it with an impetus that turned it over. Pincers, thumb screws, iron brands, knives, and countless other pieces of equipment went sprawling in all directions, chiefly under the feet of his pursuers. Swearing, they slipped and dodged, shoving the table aside.


  The commotion aroused the other prisoners. From every corner of the dungeon, they started to yell and pound on their cell doors in a clamor universal to prisons in any time. “Corri, run!” they shouted. “Ecco, ecco, ecco!”


  The noise level rose dramatically, echoing back and forth through the passageways as others heard the commotion and joined in. Even the wretch on the wheel managed to lift his head and scream something indistinguishable.


  Meanwhile, Noel was running and dodging like a rat, cornered again and again, only to elude his captors. Swearing, Gino hurled a dagger at Noel, who ducked in time. The blade thudded solidly into a beam of wood and quivered there. He lunged for it, hampered by his bound wrists, and managed to get it.


  But even as his fingers closed around the hilt, Mario tackled him from behind and brought him down.


  The impact hurt. Squashed beneath the guard, Noel managed to hang onto the dagger. He pointed it at himself and sawed clumsily at his bonds. Before he succeeded in slicing all the way through the ropes, however, they yanked him up and batted the dagger away.


  Gino shook him the way a terrier shakes a rat. Noel kicked him in the codpiece and twisted free a second time. Gino went down, howling curses, but Mario came at Noel in a fury. Breathless, sweat dripping into his eyes, Noel faced him on his toes, bouncing a little as he gauged distance, speed, and target.


  Although his primary role as a historian was simply to blend into his surroundings and observe, Noel had also been trained to handle himself in any crisis. He knew countless methods of fighting, both ancient and modern. With his hands bound, kick boxing was one of the few options left to him. The training manual specifically stated that in times when self-defense was necessary, the traveler was supposed to adhere strictly to the methods of the place and century he was visiting. Noel had never been one to stick to the rules, and he didn’t now. What mattered was survival, and he didn’t care two flips for the Queensberry Rules or The Guidelines for Defense as issued by the Time Institute. Besides, these guys from the Renaissance were supposed to have contact with the Orient, and if they hadn’t learned kick boxing by now or any of the other Asian methods of fighting, too bad. He figured his chief advantages lay in speed and the fact that these men were unlikely to have ever seen it before, much less have a ready line of defense.


  He balanced, lifted, and struck, uttering a fierce cry as he did so. He caught Mario in a swift one-two kick to the chin and chest, although the impact with armor numbed his heel all the way up his ankle. Mario staggered back, stunned, giving Noel time to spin, regain his balance, and kick out again. Mario fell. Gino staggered up, but Noel easily punched him down.


  Dancing back, Noel saw the torturer and his assistant coming at him with clubs. He whirled around and ran for the steps.


  The shouting, however, had roused more guards. They appeared at the top of the steps, and Noel retreated. He turned in time to meet the torturer’s attack and sent the club spinning. His heel knocked the torturer back, and the assistant dropped his weapon with a howl of fear.


  Hunkering down, he clapped his hands over his head. “God’s mercy! God’s mercy! God’s mercy!” he shouted over and over.


  Noel dashed past him, plucking down a torch to light his way. The guards were descending the steps with a clatter of armor and weapons. The prisoners continued to pound and cheer. Glancing around desperately, Noel ran across the torture chamber to the far side. Leaping over the corpse that had been abandoned at the mouth of a passageway, Noel darted down it.


  The passage was low-ceilinged and uneven. After bumping his head a couple of times and swearing beneath his breath, Noel ducked down and ran bent over double.


  Within perhaps twenty feet the passage enlarged and forked in two. Noel skidded to a momentary halt and glanced back over his shoulder. They were coming. He had no time to decide. Pushing down his worry, he kept reminding himself that there had to be some means of going outside. This was where they sent bodies for disposal. The torturer had mentioned a landing and that meant an exit to a canal. Both passageways probably came out at an exit. Where else could they go?


  Just pick one, he told himself, his panting hoarse in his ears, and he chose the left path.


  This passage was crude, almost tunnellike, and full of bends and sudden twists. The sounds of pursuit grew louder. Noel heard snatches of sentences echoing from behind him and guessed they were splitting up to cover both tunnels. His heart pounded double time, and he began to think he’d made a serious tactical error in going this way. There were no side tunnels, no chambers, nothing to hide in, nothing to help him elude the men following him. The farther he ran the more convinced he was that he was heading straight for a dead end. He should have taken the right-hand passage, but there was no turning back now.


  Fatigue slowed him down. Although he was fit, he’d been through quite a lot since materializing in Venice. He’d had no chance as yet to rest or eat. Travel caused heavy depletion of his body’s resources. Still, each time he was tempted to slow down and give himself a breather, the sounds of pursuit sent him hurrying on.


  He wasn’t pacing himself well. He knew he couldn’t continue much longer like this. He either had to escape or find a hiding place. Thus far, his route offered neither alternative.


  This was all Leon’s fault. Noel promised himself that when he reached the end of this tunnel, he would dive into the murky waters of the nearest canal and get as far away from the Doge’s palace as possible. And once he knew escape was sure, he would comb this city for his duplicate.


  He’d vowed before to kill Leon, and had never been able to do it. But this time he knew he had to do more than that. Destroying Leon would be like destroying a part of himself, something impossible to do. No, he’d been running from the truth a long time, refusing to accept that he and Leon were destined to always be linked together. However, now that there was no possible means of going back to the twenty-sixth century, he meant to live out his normal life span here as efficiently as possible. That meant no more scrambling to clean up the havoc that Leon continually wreaked on society. No more chasing after his duplicate. No more stupid explanations. No more calamities. When he found Leon he was going to make him a prisoner, and his duplicate would not make any more mischief with people’s lives. It would be misery, of course, for he and Leon hated each other, but it was better than this.


  He hit his head again, cursed, and ducked beneath an overhang. Beyond it the tunnel opened up and enlarged into a spacious chamber fitted with a crude vaulted ceiling where someone long, long ago had painted frescoes now dim and rubbed with age. The light from Noel’s torch flared out around him, flickering in a draft of fresh air. He saw no exit. The chamber walls curved around him in a semicircle. Fitted into the walls were innumerable holes that had been carved out by hand. He walked closer, holding up his torch, and saw that the holes were filled with human bones. This was some sort of catacomb, a resting place for countless bodies over countless years.


  Gazing around, Noel’s heart sank.


  He hadn’t found an exit. Instead he’d come to a charnel house.


  Chapter 4


  Lurking in the shadows of the Piazza San Marco, a lone, cloak-shrouded figure watched the hubbub of activity around the Ducal Palace. Armed guards mingled with hired ruffiani; processions of physicians in their long robes and distinctive hats came and went; representatives of the Church arrived in pomp rendered foolish by their hurry; patricians still in their finery and masks lingered, craning their necks and gossiping behind their hands; spies and agents drifted through the crowd.


  No one saw the watcher who hid himself near the front of the cathedral. The watcher did not intend that they should. He could have stood in the midst of the commotion had he chosen, and passed unseen, but he had expended enough energy this evening in completing his mission. Why should he exhaust himself? Better to shelter within the enfolding darkness where he could gloat freely.


  Besides, he loved the darkness of Venice. Here, more than any other place he had visited in all his travels, he felt an instant affinity for the velvety gloom of this dank and shadowy city. Ah, the night air—full of an evil miasma of odors—wood rot, fish, seawater, sewage, incense, heads of the condemned decaying on the balcony of the palace, unwashed woolen clothing, torch and boat pitch, garlic, and burned cooking oil. Better than the scent of the city was the running babble of minds—so much lust, avarice, intrigue, plotting, scheming, and passion. It was almost too heady a mixture.


  Leon closed his eyes and let his mind sip from the thoughts of a pickpocket stalking his next victim. He sampled the fury of a woman plotting to poison her elderly husband so she could marry her lover. He savored the cold intensity of an agent of the dreaded Council of Ten who spied upon a wealthy banker who had been plotting treason with a group of Lombards.


  But none of the amusement before him was as entertaining as the sight of his loathsome twin Noel being dragged up the steps into the palace.


  Chuckling to himself, Leon slapped his thigh in glee. The perverse twist in the time loop that forced him and Noel to always travel to the same coordinates also materialized Leon first. Arriving before Noel was a delicious advantage and he never failed to make quick use of it.


  Already he had won a place in the Contessa Virenza’s household. Her assignment, designed to test him, was to addle the wits of the Lady Francesca. Leon grinned to himself. Ridiculously simple. And now, he had managed to time his attack on the girl precisely right. Noel had blundered along to be accused and arrested in his place.


  Tipping back his head, Leon held up his hands to the starry sky. Ah, the sublime irony of it…making Noel pay for what he’d done. For a telepath, it was so easy to drive an innocent young girl to insanity. Noel would not be able to repair her, and they would soon tear him apart in the torture chamber. Life could not be better.


  With a sigh, Leon drew his cloak about him and slipped from the church portico. Skirting the Molo, he called for a gondolier and let the man row him through the boat traffic of merrymakers. Leon lolled back on soft cushions and let his fingers trail in the water.


  Noel’s arrest left him free to take over Venice by any means he chose. In the past, Leon had made his plans for political power by subverting the minds of kings and chancellors. However, the labyrinth of politics among the Venetians was too complicated for his taste. This time he preferred to focus his energies on wealth. He felt safer here if he remained behind the scenes, spiderlike, spinning a web of accumulation in the contessa’s court.


  “Palazzo Virenza,” said the gondolier.


  Leon arose and stepped onto the landing. Tossing the man a coin, he flung the end of his cloak over his left shoulder and walked up the steps past the stone dragons that flanked the doorway.


  The porter admitted him, and Leon announced himself to a page, who bowed and escorted him through a small courtyard garden of dormant roses, shrubbery, and tiny orange trees. The winter air was mild and cool. Guests lingered in the loggia. Upstairs, the ballroom held a crowd of revelers. The plunking of the musicians made a noise that irritated Leon. He had never understood music, never enjoyed it. He and the page waited through the piece, then while the guests applauded and jugglers ran in, the page approached another, more senior servant.


  This lackey vanished, only to return a moment later with Messer Tibo. The man wore a long robe of black velvet. His face and hands were thin, almost skeletal. His skin held the pallor of death, gray and bloodless, yet his black eyes gleamed with an almost fevered intensity. Their gaze fixed on Leon now as though Messer Tibo wanted to bore through Leon’s skull to the secrets concealed within.


  “Well?” he asked impatiently.


  Leon’s eyes narrowed. He disliked Messer Tibo, especially since the man’s mind was closed to him. There was something unpleasant and reptilian about Messer Tibo; he seemed to be a man who would enjoy dissecting a rat without killing it first. Leon should have found him a kindred spirit, but his finely attuned instincts for self-preservation gave warning instead. Leon felt a riff of nervousness pass through him. He squelched it immediately, for he didn’t need to fear anyone. But he edged to one side to keep a certain measure of distance between them.


  “You failed,” Messer Tibo said.


  Leon stiffened. “I succeeded,” he snapped. “Hasn’t word reached here? The rest of Venice has flocked to the piazza to see and to gossip.”


  But even as he spoke the words of bravado, he could have bitten his tongue. He wanted to tell the news to the contessa herself, not this slithery minion she favored.


  Messer Tibo’s eyes brightened. A mere suggestion of a smile curled the corner of his thin mouth. “I shall inform the contessa—”


  “No! It’s my news. I’ll tell her,” Leon said. “Show me where she is.”


  “Uncouth fool! The contessa is with her guests. No one can disturb her at this time.”


  “Even when she’s anxious for—”


  “The contessa is never anxious,” Messer Tibo said sharply. “When you have been in her employ for a time, you will learn her commands are final, her will is yours to obey, and her wishes are the only ones which matter.”


  Leon sneered. “I have obeyed her will. I carried out her commands. And it was her wish to see me as soon as I returned.”


  “Ridiculous. The contessa is entertaining her guests. She never conducts business at such a time.”


  “Get out of my way, old man,” Leon said, pushing past him.


  Messer Tibo merely raised his hands and did not touch Leon, yet an invisible force shoved him back hard against one of the columns.


  Astonishment stunned Leon more than the impact. He gaped at the man, unable to believe what had just happened. These primitive Italians knew nothing of mind control, hypnosis, telepathy, or telekinesis, yet Leon had been shoved with mental force rather than physical. How?


  Messer Tibo’s thin lips curled in an unpleasant smile. Something black and sinister flickered in his eyes. “Let that be your first lesson. Nothing is ever as it seems. Now go to the servant quarters and wait until you are sent for.”


  Glaring with resentment, Leon opened his mouth to protest, but Messer Tibo flung out his hand in an imperious gesture. “Go!”


  And, much to his own fury and humiliation, Leon went.


  The palazzo’s kitchens were a hive of activity as cooks strove to complete trays of meringues and confectioner sweets in the shape of tiny swans. Servers scooped up silver trays of oysters and crabs and bore them away to the guests, while others carried in dirty crockery, emptied fruit bowls, and scraped picked carcasses of peacocks, partridges, and pigeons into pails for distribution to the poor.


  Heat radiated from all the fires and ovens. There were too many people for the space, all working too fast and too hard. They inevitably bumped into each other, swore, yelled, and fought, only to be quieted by the swift rebukes of the majordomo, who seemed to be everywhere at once.


  Still seething, Leon gazed around. Messer Tibo needed to be taught a lesson of his own. There wasn’t room in this household for two sorcerers. But before he decided on his method of revenge, Leon intended to learn more about Messer Tibo and his unexpected powers. Until tonight he had assumed that the man was simply a charlatan who made his living by brewing potions to guard against poisonings or by casting horoscopes for the family. Leon had expected to dazzle the contessa with his own tricks and knock Messer Tibo right off his easy post. But clearly there was more to Messer Tibo than he had first supposed. Leon didn’t like surprises. He didn’t like people whose minds he couldn’t read. He didn’t like people as strong as he.


  This was not the first time Leon had encountered creatures of the supernatural, creatures from other dimensions, or creatures of truly dark powers. He was not yet convinced, however, that Messer Tibo belonged in any of these categories. Charlatans had many tricks.


  No matter what he was, Messer Tibo was going to regret trying to stand in Leon’s way. Leon intended to make him very uncomfortable indeed.


  First, however, he needed information. Leon shed his cloak and approached the majordomo. The man was short, plump, and bald, a nervous type with skittish brown eyes who seemed to feel that the success or failure of the evening depended totally on him.


  “Giulietta!” he said sharply to a maid, “if you drop another tray of glasses, you will be—”


  Leon stepped between him and the girl. “I want to talk to you.”


  The majordomo’s gaze flashed up angrily, only to be caught and mesmerized by Leon’s own. Leon ensnared his feeble little mind and forced it.


  “I want to talk to you,” he said again, more quietly.


  The majordomo’s sweating face turned pale and vacant. “Of course,” he said and led Leon to a quiet corner of the wine cellar.


  Here, in the cool shadows, surrounded by dusty bottles of Cyprian wine, Leon combed through his victim’s thoughts ruthlessly, ignoring the man’s occasional whimpers of pain. He learned that Messer Tibo had been in the household for twelve years, that everyone except the contessa was afraid of him, that he was an astrologer and alchemist, very jealous of his professional secrets, refusing to let the servants inside his workroom. He had two servants of his own, both mutes, both incorruptibly loyal to him. These silent, mutilated creatures guarded Messer Tibo’s domain in the palazzo’s tower. No one, save the contessa herself, was ever permitted to enter.


  Leon scowled and released the man, who cowered down and began to weep with muffled mewing noises. Ignoring him, Leon paced back and forth. He saw now that he had been too confident. Messer Tibo would be difficult, if not impossible, to dislodge. He clearly had the contessa in his pocket. She was gullible in two areas: her dependence on horoscopes and her greedy desire to see lead turned into gold.


  But Leon was not ready to admit defeat yet.


  “Where is the key to Messer Tibo’s tower?” he asked.


  The majordomo was still groveling on the floor. “Impossible,” he whispered.


  “Where is it?”


  “We are not permitted there.”


  “But there are keys.”


  “Yes.”


  “Where?”


  The man sniffed and shrank back. “Please don’t hurt me again. Please don’t hurt me—”


  “Shut up. Where are the keys?”


  “There…there are two.”


  “Two that unlock the tower?”


  “Yes.”


  In excitement Leon stepped forward. “You have one?”


  “No! No, I swear I do not. We are not permitted there. The—”


  Leon gripped him by the front of his livery and jerked him up.


  Shivering and pleading for mercy, the majordomo raised his hands in supplication. “Please, please,” he gasped.


  “I can force the answer from you—”


  “In nome di Dio, please—”


  Leon pressed his palm across the man’s sweating face.


  The majordomo uttered a choked cry. “Two keys,” he said desperately. “The contessa has one. Messer Tibo keeps the other. There are only two.”


  “Where is the contessa’s?” asked Leon. The man’s fear was beginning to excite him. He let his fingers caress the man’s brow. He could have taken the answer in an instant from the majordomo’s mind, but this cat and mouse game was infinitely more enjoyable. “Or does she carry it?”


  “No, of course not. It is—oh, per amor di Dio—they will cut out my tongue if it is learned what I have told you.”


  “Who will cut it out?”


  “The mutes.”


  Leon smiled to himself, momentarily diverted. “Do unto others as others have done unto you,” he whispered. “My type of morality.”


  “Mercy, signore. Mercy please.”


  “Why should I show you any mercy, you fat, pompous little ass? Tell me where it is!”


  “In an olive-wood casket in the contessa’s chambers. It sits atop her strongbox, but if a robber should force his way in and use that key it will not open the—”


  “Shut up,” said Leon.


  “I won’t enter her chambers for you and take it. No one will. I don’t care what you threaten.”


  The majordomo’s sudden bravado was born of stark fear, nothing more. Leon released him with a shove that knocked him back against the wine racks.


  “You won’t have to. Don’t fear,” he muttered. “I have other plans for you.”


  “Please let me go, signore,” babbled the majordomo, falling to his knees again. “I have my work. I will say nothing. I will not—”


  “No, you will not,” Leon said harshly. He spread out his fingers and pushed with his mind.


  The majordomo’s face went slack again. He knelt there with his mouth open, his hands still folded in supplication.


  It was an attractive picture. Leon admired it a moment and then brought himself back to business. He would rather have Messer Tibo kneeling at his feet instead of this idiot.


  “I want fine clothes brought to me at once,” Leon commanded. “The finery of a nobleman.”


  The majordomo’s vacant expression did not change. “Yes, signore,” he said tonelessly.


  “I want access to the contessa’s chambers. You will see that her personal maidservants are distracted. I want the lady’s rooms to be empty.”


  “Yes, signore.”


  “Now,” Leon said, bending over him, “you will forget this conversation. You will forget who asked you these questions. You will remember only your instructions. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, signore.”


  “Good,” Leon said. He snapped his fingers, and the man blinked. “Go.”


  Without another glance at him the majordomo scrambled to his feet and pattered away.


  Leon smiled to himself and pulled out a dusty bottle of wine. Drawing the cork, he tipped back his head and drank deep. The wine was warm and wet. A ghostly hint of flavor crossed his palate. If he closed his eyes and concentrated he could imagine how it should really taste—rich and robust, fruity and incredibly pleasing.


  Back when he’d first been created, he could not taste anything unless it passed through Noel’s mouth. Since then their symbiotic link had diminished steadily. Sometimes Leon could taste everything. Then it would all vanish and he would be left hollow and bereft of the sensations permitted other people. He might love, taste, smell, enjoy, but he never knew when it would happen or when it would end.


  Soon, however, Noel would be condemned for attacking Lady Francesca. His execution in a matter of hours would free Leon forever.


  In the meantime, Leon had other matters to occupy him.


  Approaching footsteps made him glance up warily, but it was only a servant coming with an armful of clothing. He did not even see Leon skulking in the shadows. He dropped the clothing onto a barrel and hurried off, shaking his head and muttering to himself.


  Leon stepped into the torchlight and picked up the elegant velvets and silks. The shirt and underclothes were of the finest Egyptian linen. The soft shoes were fashioned from supple calf leather, dyed to match the long doublet and hose. When he was dressed, he placed the velvet cap with its sweeping feather on his head and smirked to himself. That was better. He should have requested some jewels, but he could supply himself from the contessa’s collection later on.


  Whistling silently to himself, he took the servant stairs up from the cellars to the upper stories, crossed over the courtyard by means of an open passageway where laughing couples kissed in the moonlight. No one took any notice of him as he mingled with the guests. Buffoons in masks were distributing gifts to the ladies and pies were being carried in. Live birds erupted from the pies and with shrieks of laughter the guests ran about, trying to catch them. Madrigals and dancing continued in the ballroom though the hour grew late. The contessa held court at one end of the room, sitting in a tall chair of ornately carved walnut. Like most Venetian women, she followed the style of wearing her hair curled and dyed blond. Her white bosom was covered with a magnificent emerald necklace, and her velvet gown was stiff from silver embroidery and jewels sewn to the fabric. She was talking animatedly to a middle-aged man with a beard, while a much younger man lounged at her feet, sulkily eating grapes and reading a book of poetry.


  The contessa was definitely occupied for a while. As for Messer Tibo, Leon saw him hovering over the refreshments, savoring some delicacy with frowning intensity.


  Leon left the ballroom with a smirk.


  He found the contessa’s sumptuous private chambers empty as requested. The door was locked, but Leon picked it easily. He walked in and glanced around. The suite consisted of a council room, sitting room, dressing room with bath, and bedroom. The council room was rather austere. Equipped with a massive desk and several chairs, it also had a locked cabinet that probably held her deeds and other business papers. Beyond it, the walls of the sitting room were hung with gold damask. Comfortable cushions were stacked beneath an expanse of windows. The contessa’s ladies probably congregated here during the day with their sewing and other idle amusements. He saw a lute lying against a chair. The contessa’s lap dog was curled up on a hassock. It awakened with a start and yapped at him.


  Leon opened a coffer of chocolates and fed it some. The little spaniel stopped barking immediately and wagged its tail.


  “Stupid thing,” Leon muttered.


  The dog sat up on its haunches and begged for more. Leon walked away from it, and it jumped down to trot after him, nudging his ankles and panting happily.


  He didn’t want the little brute near him, but it wasn’t part of his plan to hurt the dog now. That would undoubtedly upset the contessa. Leon did not understand how people could dote on animals, but he had no affection for people either.


  In the end it was the dog who showed him the strongbox by jumping on top of it and wagging its tail. The chest was large and heavy, partially concealed by a square of tapestry flung across it. It stood near the contessa’s massive, canopied bed, and the small olive-wood casket was on top of it as the majordomo had said.


  Pushing past the dog, which yipped and pawed at his arm for attention, Leon picked up the little casket and opened it.


  A plain iron key lay inside. With it was a folded piece of parchment.


  Leon took both. Slipping the key into his pocket, he unfolded the paper and saw that it was the contessa’s horoscope written out with many mysterious and arcane symbols. With a snort Leon replaced the paper.


  Putting the casket back where it belonged, he leaned over the dog, which jumped up and licked his chin. Its tongue was warm and wet. Leon recoiled instinctively, yet the dog’s brown eyes were innocent and friendly, and it wiggled all over with happiness.


  Frowning a little, Leon hesitated, then touched the dog’s head with his lingers, stroking its warm, silky fur. The dog nudged closer against Leon’s palm, wagging its tail with more fervor than ever.


  This made no sense. Why should the animal react with such pleasure? It must be hoping for more chocolates.


  Leon stopped petting it and hurried out of the room. To his relief the dog made no attempt to follow, but remained by its mistress’s bed. Leon glanced back once, and the dog crouched down, its ears flattened in disappointment.


  “Ridiculous,” muttered Leon to himself and left the contessa’s chambers.


  He was just in time, for the maidservants were returning. He could hear them scolding among themselves in shrill voices, their words staccato notes above the distant swell of music from the ballroom below.


  Leon concealed himself in an alcove and watched as they hastened past him.


  Then he made his way to the tower stairs.


  Without warning the passageway seemed to narrow and bend around him. Leon stopped, blinking rapidly to clear his vision. Everything looked normal. He stepped forward, and the walls bulged and rippled. Again he stopped, feeling slightly dizzy.


  It was a simple hallucinatory trick, no doubt used to discourage intruders and curious servants, but it wasn’t going to work on him.


  Shaking his head to clear it, Leon ignored the curving walls and dipping floor and strode forward. He staggered a few times, almost losing his balance, but he did not slacken pace. Ahead, the staircase slid back and forth a few times, then the steps seemed to reverse direction. It was like looking at an Escher print—one of Noel’s personal favorites among twentieth-century art. Leon sneered to himself and dismissed the thought. He wasn’t interested in art. He most certainly was not interested in what his twin liked or preferred.


  Tiring of the optical illusions, Leon pulled his thoughts into deep concentration and cloaked himself within the power of his own mind. The walls, floor, and stairs returned to normal. Only the torchlight appeared dimmer, but since Leon liked the dark it didn’t matter.


  A dwarf in mufti sat on a stool near the foot of the staircase. He dozed, soft snores rumbling in his throat. A candle and an empty cup lay at his feet. He had enormous hands with misshapen knuckles. His nose had been broken many times until it was flat and shapeless. His nostrils seemed to be mere holes. His mouth was open, and what few teeth he possessed were black and broken. He also smelled.


  The smell was not from lack of bathing, which Leon didn’t mind, but of something else unidentifiable and far more disturbing.


  A wraith of memory trailed through Leon’s brain. The smell of dried blood. The smell of roasted feathers. The smell of bitter herbs mixed with…


  He lost the memory and shrugged. Whatever it was, he didn’t intend to break his concentration further in pursuit of it. Drawing himself very tight he slipped past the sleeping dwarf like a shadow. Not a thought escaped Leon, not a breath, not a sound, yet still the dwarf jerked and mumbled in his sleep.


  He lifted his head away from where it had been propped against the wall and blinked muzzily at the shadows. He smacked his lips a few times as though his mouth were dry. Leon froze upon the steps, yet the dwarf could not see him while he kept himself cloaked. Actually the dwarf’s eyes did register Leon, but the information never reached the dwarf’s brain. Leon was particularly skilled at concealing himself in this way.


  As soon as the dwarf dozed off again, Leon turned around and continued up the stairs.


  No torchlight reached to the top, which lay shrouded in darkness. Leon’s pupils opened wide to catch a glimmer of illumination, but only a thin bar of light from beneath a door provided any.


  Holding his breath, Leon pressed himself against the cold satiny surface of the wood and listened with both mind and ears.


  His ears told him someone was inside, moving about quietly but with purpose. His mind told him it was the other servant, an intelligent, quick-witted man all tangled inside with old hatreds and disappointments, a life ruined and renewed, a desperate sense of loyalty for Messer Tibo whom he both feared and loved.


  There was no cloaking himself with this man. Leon gnawed on several plans of action. None of them appealed to him, but having come this far he did not intend to throw away the opportunity to snoop. He decided to be bold.


  Fitting the key into the heavy iron lock, Leon twisted it and pushed open the door.


  Inside, the candlelight was dazzling. Leon walked in and saw a bald man garbed in a long robe stained with dust and chemicals. Old and terrible scars crisscrossed his head. Both ears had been cut off long ago and he had but one eye. The servant turned with a grunt of astonishment. His eye narrowed. He reached for a dagger lying on a table, but Leon struck his mind with a sharp punch. The servant crumpled soundlessly to the floor.


  Closing the door and relocking it, Leon set to work quickly. He felt that time and luck were running out.


  Messer Tibo was both well equipped and a packrat. The room was spacious in size, but it was so crowded with tables, chests, cabinets, and paraphernalia it seemed cramped and claustrophobic. Skulls lay scattered everywhere, atop books and tables, tossed carelessly in the corners, even supporting candles. A brass telescope stood by the window, pointed at the stars. Next to it was a tall table covered with sheets of zodiacal information and mysterious scribbling. A rat crouched there, cleaning its whiskers.


  A caldron bubbled over the fire on the hearth. Some noxious odor emanated from it. Cabinets crammed with dirty jars of herbs, lizard skins, human teeth, and possibly powdered blood no doubt supplied the concoction Messer Tibo was brewing.


  Leon turned away in boredom. All of this was just mumbo jumbo. Thus far he had found nothing that explained Messer Tibo’s powers, but he wasn’t willing to dismiss what had happened in the loggia or the passageway.


  At the far end of the room he found a locked door hidden behind a rat-chewed tapestry. The iron key opened it, and Leon stepped through.


  Immediately he knew he had found something important. The air was frigid, a difference of perhaps twenty or thirty degrees from the temperature in the other chamber. Candles on tall iron supports burned at the far end of this narrow, windowless room, suggesting a shrine. Shivering, Leon walked forward cautiously.


  The atmosphere was oppressive. He could feel the hair standing up on the back of his neck. He did not like it in here and had the strong desire to run.


  Leon dismissed his uneasiness, however, as just another protective illusion. He was determined to stay until he discovered Messer Tibo’s secrets.


  The room held a long table but no chairs or other furnishings. On the table lay a neat stack of papers covered with writing and symbols. Picking one up, Leon recognized various equations and the ancient symbols for some of the elements such as lead and gold.


  His interest perked up at once. Here must be Messer Tibo’s latest findings in the doomed effort to make gold from lead. Like the search for perpetual motion, alchemy had been one of those queer dead-end roads of early science. Everyone had known it was impossible, yet the dream persisted like the myth of the Holy Grail, as tantalizing as it was out of reach.


  Putting down the papers, Leon walked to the shrine. A prie-dieu had been converted to another purpose. Swathed in crimson cloth, it supported a fire-blackened crucible.


  The crucible contained a small pile of ashes. Leon started to turn away, then on impulse stuck his fingertip in the ashes.


  Concealed within them were tiny pebbles. He blew gently at the ashes and saw the unmistakable glint of gold. Excitement stabbed him. He stared a moment, then picked up one of the tiny nuggets and held it to the light.


  “Impossible,” he whispered aloud.


  Yet it looked real. It had the correct weight. He turned it over and over in his fingers, searching for a flaw. His mind flooded with questions, and not for the first time did he wish he had possession of Noel’s LOC. No one had ever really solved the puzzle of alchemy, had they? No one had ever really figured it out. It was a physical impossibility, yet…


  Still skeptical, Leon hesitated, then put the nugget between his teeth and bit down on it.


  Real gold was soft, as anyone knew. It should be easy to leave an impression of his tooth in it.


  But this nugget was hard. It resisted his bite, then suddenly shattered. Leon’s mouth was filled with an explosion of tiny shards and the taste of something unspeakably foul.


  He choked and spat, bending over and spitting again and again. But he could not clear his tongue of the sticky, gummy substance no matter how much he coughed and spat.


  Leon wiped his tongue on his sleeve, shuddering and gasping. Tears streamed from his eyes and he felt nauseated.


  Yet he did not vomit. White and drained, he leaned against the table and tried to catch his breath.


  Some of the horrible taste finally faded. He wondered why his unreliable taste buds worked now, and he wished with all his heart that he had brought the bottle of Cyprian wine with him. It might have helped to wash out his mouth.


  Shuddering again, Leon wiped his face and promised himself he would keep suspicious substances out of his mouth. It had been like biting into a corpse. A metallic sweet stickiness still lingered on his tongue. As long as he lived he did not ever think he would forget its horridness.


  He peered at the tiny blob of goo on the floor. A strong stench rose from it. Leon choked and stepped back.


  Glancing at the crucible, Leon saw that the gold nuggets had vanished, replaced instead by human teeth. They were yellowed with age, their enamel discolored and cracked. Some were black with rot.


  Leon felt his gorge rising again. He swallowed and backed away. There’d been enough snooping. He wanted only to get out of here.


  As he turned toward the door, the temperature in the room dropped several more degrees and an icy breeze raked through his hair, blasted his face, billowed through his clothing.


  Blinded and buffeted by it, Leon threw up his hands and staggered toward the door. He realized he had been foolish to force his way in here. He should have waited, been more patient, taken more care.


  A whistling noise sang through the roar of wind. Something slashed across Leon’s neck and shoulder with stinging force. He staggered back, caught off balance by the attack. The invisible whip slashed at him again and again. Gritting his teeth against the pain, Leon turned this way and that, seeking an escape route, but the whip was relentless and quick. It drove him one way, then another.


  Staggering, his cuts on fire, blood dripping into one eye, Leon managed to fling out his hand and catch the whip. As soon as he did, the wind vanished and all was strangely, abnormally still.


  Astonished, Leon turned slowly around, but he remained the only person in the room. The candles still burned steadily on their tall stands, although the brutal wind should have blown them out. The papers remained stacked neatly on the table, although they should have been scattered everywhere. The spittle, however, was gone from the rug. The teeth had vanished from the crucible, and it was scoured clean.


  As for the whip, Leon gazed down at his clenched right hand. He could feel the leather thong against his palm, yet when he uncurled his fingers he held nothing at all save a single long strand of hair. Leon stared at it, then in a burst of panic he flung it away.


  One cautious corner of his brain suggested he should have burned it, but Leon wasn’t going to waste time hunting for it on the dirty floor.


  He ran to the door and tugged at it, but it didn’t open. Leon’s breath froze in his lungs. He struggled with it like a madman before it opened. Neglecting to close it behind him, Leon bolted through Messer Tibo’s laboratory. The mutilated servant still lay unconscious on the floor. Leon knew instinctively that little time had passed. He was capable of compressing time, of somehow concentrating his thoughts and actions so that he could go at a faster speed than others. When he did that, time seemed almost to stand still. Yet he could not sustain it long, and it was always draining.


  He felt exhausted now and ill. Clammy perspiration beaded his forehead. Worse even than his physical misery was the feeling that he’d failed. He suspected Messer Tibo somehow knew of his prowling and was laughing.


  Leon reached the door and fumbled it open.


  Just in time he managed to remember to not gallop down the stairs like a fool, but to go as quietly as he’d come.


  The dwarf still snored on his stool. He mumbled and stirred when Leon tiptoed by, but he didn’t awaken. Leon stumbled and staggered through the bending passageway, the floor heaving up and down beneath his unsteady feet, the walls shifting back and forth, swaying until he thought his nausea would get the better of him. Gritting his teeth, Leon somehow managed to get through it.


  Then it was all behind him, and he crouched safely on the servants’ stair, panting and shivering, his finery sweat-stained and bedraggled now, much of his confidence shaken.


  The contessa and her palazzo had lost their appeal. Leon told himself that as soon as he got a grip on himself he would get out of here tonight.


  “Messer Leon?” said a voice.


  Leon scrambled up, his heart pounding much too fast, but it was only a young page in household livery.


  “Messer Leon?”


  “Uh, yes.”


  The boy swept him a bow. “Madama la contessa has sent for you. I will take you to her.”


  Leon swallowed and had the sensation of being trapped. He didn’t want credit now for having taken care of the Doge’s daughter. He wished he had never agreed to do it, had never set foot in this place.


  The boy glanced over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”


  “Now?”


  “Yes, it is now that she wishes to see you.” The boy frowned. “No one keeps the contessa waiting.”


  “But I—”


  “You will come now,” the boy said. “It is her command.”


  Leon brushed off his clothes and struggled to pull himself together as he followed the page downstairs. The iron key was still in his pocket. It seemed to be on fire in there, burning him like a brand through the cloth. He dared not be caught with it, and as they walked outside through the loggia, he tossed it quickly in the bushes.


  The page stopped and looked around. “What was that?”


  “Nothing. A bird perhaps,” Leon said impatiently. “Let’s go.”


  The guests had all departed. The music and laughter were gone, leaving only silent moonlight in their wake. Leon reentered the house and passed up the magnificent public staircase. It was a baroque masterpiece with bronze banisters cast to resemble writhing snakes. Here and there one of the serpent heads had a human face carved into it, eerie and tormented. At the top of the stairs, large marble griffins held enameled lanterns in their beaks.


  A maidservant, yawning, her hair half fallen from its pins, was already scrubbing the steps, cleaning away the tracks of countless footsteps and the debris of dropped flowers and crushed trinkets.


  They walked past her up to the broad gallery. It was richly appointed with elaborate tapestries and wall frescoes by Titian. Here merchants, courtiers, suppliants, and friends gathered during the day when the contessa held audience. She was a woman of high standing, a member of one of the oldest Venetian families, possessing immense wealth and several extremely profitable trade agreements with the Orient and northern Europe. Her husband had died long ago, leaving her childless, and although the contessa was far from old there was much speculation about whether she would leave everything to her nephew Claudio or choose another heir.


  A few hours ago all this was of great interest to Leon. Now he could care less.


  Nervousness prickled up his spine. He still felt ill, and the closer they walked to the tall gilded doors at the end of the gallery, the more he wanted to run in the opposite direction.


  Laughter ghosted in his ears, and he stopped with a frown. He looked around but he and the page were the only people in sight.


  “Is something wrong? Messer Leon?”


  Leon shook his head, telling himself he was imagining things again. Only he didn’t have much imagination, never had.


  “You look ill.”


  Leon wished the boy would shut up. “I’m not.”


  “It is easy to fear madama la contessa,” said the page. “She is very important.”


  Leon swallowed, feeling another quiver go through him. He clutched his stomach a moment, slowing down. It had to be Noel causing some of this. He always knew when Noel was in trouble, or when Noel was hurt. He expected to suffer a little during Noel’s torture and execution. He just didn’t want to deal with it now, not while he had the overwhelming feeling of walking into a trap.


  Why hadn’t he waited? Why hadn’t he been patient? He should have known the contessa wouldn’t be content to hear the outcome of his mission from someone else. She would want the details in person. She would have questions. He could have held off riffling through her chambers, much less Messer Tibo’s, until later.


  The page knocked quietly upon the doors, waited a moment, then swung open one of them. “You are to go inside alone,” he whispered.


  Leon hesitated. He had the strangest feeling that this was his last chance to get out, to get away. If he went inside, he would never escape.


  Run, whispered a voice inside his head.


  But Leon narrowed his eyes. This nervousness was Noel’s fault, he told himself. Noel was in prison, afraid, probably screaming for his life and begging for mercy while they stretched him on the rack. Those feelings were being communicated to Leon, nothing more. He hadn’t been caught. No one knew what he’d been up to. He needn’t be afraid here.


  Drawing himself erect, Leon sauntered into the audience hall as though he owned it.


  Chapter 5


  Down in the catacombs below the dungeons, footsteps echoed in the tunnel, approaching fast. Voices rose and fell in urgency. Trapped, Noel looked around in desperation for a way out.


  All he saw were the graves cut into the walls. How many centuries had the bones lain here undisturbed? What did it matter? This was no time to be asking historical research questions. He was in trouble, and if he didn’t figure out something very quickly he was going to be dragged back to the torture chamber.


  If only he’d taken the other fork…but second-guessing himself was a waste of time.


  Think!


  His mind was blank. He kept trying to push away the rising sense of panic. If he let it overwhelm him he would be lost. He pressed himself against the wall and listened a moment. His pursuers were almost here. Soon they would be able to see his torchlight. He must snuff it out.


  But to hide down here, below sea level, among the bones, in the darkness…Noel’s stomach twisted.


  There was, after all, only one place to hide. All the dithering in the world wasn’t going to change it, or improve it, or make it easier to confront.


  Gritting his teeth, Noel ran across the space to the far wall and climbed up to look in one of the holes. It had old gothic writing scratched into the wall and someone had sketched a crude portrait that was so faded the face seemed to have been eaten away by the rats Noel could hear in the distance. Only the eyes of the picture remained vivid, as though the stones themselves gazed at him, ancient and blank, a little astonished at this invasion.


  “Push ahead!” called a voice. “I think I see something.”


  Noel scrambled into the hole, clattering over dusty skeletons that shifted and collapsed beneath him. He knocked the end of his torch against the wall, snuffing it, then extinguished the embers by rolling the torch in the dirt.


  The dust of untold centuries fogged up around him. Trying not to sneeze, he squirmed his way to the rear of the hole and curled up next to some ribs that collapsed with a gentle tinkle of sound. Noel pressed his face down so it wouldn’t reflect the searchers’ torchlight and waited in the moldy darkness, hardly daring to breathe. His heart was a knot in his throat.


  Ruddy torchlight flared through the chamber. Light and shadow whirled past the mouth of his hiding place. In this shallow little tomb, he was exposed, if they bothered to look.


  “Maledizione!” swore a gruff voice. “I told you he wouldn’t be stupid enough to come this way. He headed for the canal.”


  “He is clever. Wait and search.”


  Harsh laughter echoed off the walls. “Where do you expect to find him? Hiding among the bones?”


  “It is what I would do.”


  Listening to this argument, Noel mouthed silent curses to himself. With all his might he willed them to go.


  “It will take only a moment to look about.”


  “I tell you even a desperate man does not hide among the dead.”


  “We will look a little,” said the stubborn voice. “It is better to be sure.”


  “Bah,” grumbled his companion but they started searching.


  Noel could see their shadows, bent and grotesque, cast across the ceiling of the chamber. Listening, he could tell they were checking the lowest tier of graves.


  Don’t let them climb up here, he prayed.


  Sweating, he bit his lip. The head of a femur was gouging into his back. His cheek lay pressed to a skull. His fingers gripped a rib harder and harder like a weapon as the footsteps came slowly closer.


  “There are too many,” complained the gruff voice. “I have checked this side. Hurry. We should help the others. They will say we are lazy and did nothing. They will take all the credit for catching the sorcerer.”


  “Do you really want to catch a sorcerer?” asked his companion. “What if he casts a spell? What if he makes our teeth fall out and we go blind? It is better to search carefully and be sure.”


  “Sure of what?”


  “Sure of missing the capture, stupido.”


  “Ah. I begin to understand.”


  There was sly laughter. Noel grimaced to himself in renewed frustration. He wanted to jump out of concealment and yell boo. But they would only bring the others.


  “Per Bacco,” muttered the gruff voice just below Noel’s hiding place. “Are you going to climb as well? I tell you we are wasting time. If you want to rest here for a few minutes, I do not mind. But let us not break our necks crawling in and out of all these holes, eh?”


  “Bene,” said his companion reluctantly. There came the clapping sound of palms being dusted off. “We shall let these bones lie in peace.”


  “Then we go?”


  “We go.”


  Again the torchlight shifted, making the shadows move. He could hear them murmuring to each other, the sound of their voices fading away. Noel eased out his breath, hardly daring to hope. They would return to their commander and report they had searched the catacombs without success. Eventually the searchers would believe he’d escaped into the canal and they would clear the tunnels. As soon as everything settled down, Noel could creep back the way he’d come and take the other passageway to freedom.


  A strange sound whispered through the catacombs. It sounded like wind whistling through treetops. A feeling of pressure came from nowhere, oppressive in the way of an approaching thunderstorm, when the barometric pressure drops and all grows still, heavy, and expectant. Odd prickles ran up Noel’s arms as though an electrical charge surged through him. His hair stood on end, rippling in the buildup of static electricity.


  He frowned, rising to his knees. What in blazes was happening now?


  Outside he heard one of the guards call out in alarm.


  “Noelll…” whispered the eerie wind. It rustled and blew, swirling about the chamber and stirring up the dust. “Noooo-ellll…”


  Noel shook his head as though to clear it. Impossible. The wind could not be calling his name.


  “Diamine!” cried one of the guards. “In the name of God, sene vado. Sene vado!”


  The other man was praying in a rapid jabber.


  The wind blew harder, swirling in past Noel and coating him with dust. He squinted and held his hand in front of his face for protection.


  “Noel! Noel! Respond. Noel!”


  Astonishment filled Noel. That was definitely a voice, clear and impossible to misunderstand. Forgetting caution, he crawled to the mouth of his hiding place and looked out.


  The two guards were on their knees, one weeping with fear, the other still calling out in supplication. Their torch lay forgotten on the ground, half gone out, smoking and sputtering. A pale light illuminated the chamber, emanating from a transparent ghostly figure floating in midair.


  Noel stared at the apparition in astonishment. He knew that craggy bearded face. He knew that tall, burly form. It was Trojan, fellow historian and his best friend. Trojan, who had been caught in a time distortion accident and driven insane. Trojan, the friend Noel thought he’d never see again.


  His heart caught in his throat. “Troj?” he said.


  The apparition turned, floating gently, light still streaming from it as though a doorway had been opened to another universe, which in a sense it had.


  “Noel?” Trojan called.


  “Yes! I’m here,” Noel said eagerly. He scrambled down to the ground in a cloud of dust.


  The guards saw him and screamed. One crossed himself; the other scrambled toward the wall.


  “Look what he commands. Per Dio, we are doomed!”


  Their panicked blathering didn’t matter. Noel hurried toward Trojan, his hands outstretched. “I’m here. I’m here!”


  Trojan turned slowly and faced him at last. He held up his palm. “Stop. No closer. The balance is fragile.”


  The light streaming from him now fell on Noel. He could feel it on his face, strangely hot, although no warmth radiated into the chamber. Noel’s hair still stood on end from the electricity, and he could hear a crackling, hissing, charged sound beneath the rush and whisper of the wind.


  Trojan, he saw, was a hologram being projected by some miracle along the time stream to him. The transmission began to fail, breaking up and re-forming several times in rapid succession. He heard static, and backed up hastily. At once the transmission quality improved.


  “…better,” Trojan was saying. “Not much time. Pay attention.”


  Noel glanced at the guards and gestured. “Get out!” he shouted. “Get out now!”


  They scrambled to their feet and fled, half stumbling over each other.


  Noel turned back to his friend. “Trojan, what’s happened? How did they cure you? Did they send you back according to my theory of how the distortion—”


  “No time,” Trojan interrupted. “Listen. The time stream is damaged. We have lost contact with you.”


  “It’s my LOC,” said Noel, overcome that they had managed to track him and beam this message to him. “It was damaged when the time portal shut.” He yanked up his sleeve. The computer strapped to his wrist should have been activated and glowing, pulsing in synchronization with Trojan’s transmission. But it remained dark. “See?”


  “Visual is not linked to this projection,” Trojan said, sounding more like a machine than the friend Noel knew so well. With a frown Noel wondered if the technicians were just using Trojan’s form as the optimum means of communicating with him. Static combed through Trojan’s voice momentarily. “Voice contact only. There is not much time.”


  “Is the portal still shut?”


  “Yes.”


  “How are you getting through?”


  “We are sending blind beam broadcast through the fading tachyon transmission trail of the time stream. Bruthe can track the old trails for a certain duration before they fade.”


  “Good old Bruthe,” Noel said in gratitude. “I thought I was stuck here forever. Can the portal be reopened?”


  Trojan abruptly broke up and vanished.


  Noel took a step forward. “Trojan!” he shouted. “Trojan!”


  With a loud pop, Trojan returned in a different location.


  Noel turned to face him again in relief. “Pal, you scared me. Don’t wink out on me like that. Can you get me back? Is there any hope the loop can be reestablished?”


  Trojan’s image rippled constantly as though it could not quite hold together. The volume of static increased. “Much damage. Portal is…have you got access to…”


  Trojan’s voice faded and for an instant Noel could hear sounds from Laboratory 14, technicians talking hurriedly to each other, voices he knew and recognized. Homesickness swept through him. For a moment he felt unbearably close to all of them. His eyes stung, and he knew an overwhelming longing to go back.


  “Hologram integrity falling below…boost…stand by,” Bruthe’s voice said clearly.


  Noel wasn’t sure if the technician was talking to him or not. He could see right through Trojan’s ghostly form and he kept hoping that if he looked hard enough he could see some of the others. But there was only the light shining over him from the future, reaching all the way to this dark chamber of the past. Noel had never felt so helpless or so alone.


  “Bruthe,” he said, unable to hide his desperation. “Trojan, Bruthe, anyone, can you get me home? Can you reactivate the portal? Can you tell me how to get my LOC working? I’m blind here. I don’t even know what year this is. I have no way of knowing how events are supposed to be.”


  Trojan’s sturdy form rippled. His voice returned suddenly, making Noel start. “…six versions under way,” he said.


  Noel had no clue as to what he was talking about. “I missed something. You’ve got gaps in transmission. Repeat, please.”


  “…can’t resume transmission once trail is lost. Without LOC, transmission beam is not confirmed.”


  “Oh, God, don’t cut me off yet,” Noel said desperately. “If I’m stuck here I understand. It’s my hard luck. But I need some information. Leon is already making trouble. If I don’t find him soon, he could alter some event and I—”


  “Sending now,” said Trojan’s voice over his. “We didn’t program isomorphics into this one. No molecular shift. Take care with it. It’s primitive due to…”


  “Forget all that,” Noel said with savage impatience. “Can you reopen the portal? Can I get back? Is there a chance?”


  “Verification is difficult—”


  “Damnit! Just tell me yes or no! I’m a big boy. I can take it. Just don’t leave me—”


  “Portal will not open sufficiently for successful human travel. Damage is extensive.”


  Noel let out his breath in a low whistle, feeling flattened. He’d asked for the answer. He’d gotten it. No matter how much he already suspected it, hearing it spoken aloud in Trojan’s flat tones still felt like being hit by a wall.


  “Sending now.”


  “Sending what?” Noel asked in bewilderment. “Another LOC? My God, if you can—”


  A violent pop made him jump back. He saw a tiny canister, smoking and coated with frost, lying in the ghostly light at Trojan’s feet. Noel started for it, then remembered to keep his distance.


  “It’s here!” he said, so excited his voice would not hold steady. “It got through. When I activate it, can we secure transmission contact? Will I be able to—”


  “Breaking up,” said Trojan’s voice. His image disintegrated, re-formed, and destabilized again. The light emanating from him flickered and grew dim. “Remember…necessary for…”


  “Remember what?” Noel asked. “Repeat message! I don’t understand.”


  “Stay together.”


  Noel ran toward the fading image. “Trojan, wait! Wait! I have to know if you can—”


  “Good luck, Noel.”


  The image vanished, plunging the chamber into darkness. Noel stood there with his eyes closed, feeling the pressure lift, feeling the static electricity fade. He couldn’t believe they had reached him. He couldn’t believe they were gone.


  Gone.


  It was a sad little word.


  He frowned in the darkness and hugged himself tight.


  Chapter 6


  There was no time to stand around feeling miserable. Noel forced himself to concentrate and groped forward in the darkness on his hands and knees until he found the canister. Its surface burned his fingers with cold, and he felt his skin sticking to the metal. Wincing, he peeled his fingertips free, then gathered the canister up carefully into the hem of his coat and blew on it in an effort to thaw it more quickly. Until he could handle it, he would not be able to get it open.


  The old emergency drill from training sessions came back to him. Canister shipments through the time stream were almost unheard of. Usually the Institute’s policy was to recall a traveler in trouble rather than send him or her additional equipment, but they trained for every conceivable contingency. The old drills used to bore Noel; now he found himself grateful for them.


  Grateful or not, he had to get out of here. He could not risk capture now, not with a functioning, unprotected LOC.


  The Institute’s primary concern always centered on avoiding tampering with time and history. To keep a thief from robbing a traveler of his LOC and getting access to the future, the LOCs were programmed to be isomorphic. That effectively cut off anyone but their assigned traveler from tapping into their valuable data banks.


  But an unprotected LOC would work for anyone who possessed it. It would answer any question, whether in regard to personal, political, or financial fortunes. If it fell into the hands of an unscrupulous, ambitious Venetian, the harm to the future could be greater than anything Leon might do.


  Noel slipped the canister into his coat pocket and fumbled around in the dark until he found the tunnel. He exited cautiously, moving by feel and keeping his head low to avoid bumping it on the ceiling. This was risky; he could run into the returning guards at any moment. But it was the only way out.


  By now the two guards who had seen Trojan’s hologram had probably reached the others. Who knew what kind of hysterical tales they were telling? With any luck, the others would be too frightened to continue the chase.


  Noel, of course, knew better than to trust in luck. He’d been given a temporary respite and maybe a chance. It was up to him to take advantage of it.


  He quickened his stride, bumping his head and swearing under his breath. The darkness was total, but his urgency had driven away his previous jitters. He still didn’t like being down here, but he had his imagination back under control.


  As he walked he kept patting his pocket, checking to see if the canister had warmed. It seemed to be. He closed his fingers around it. The metal was still chilly, but no longer freezing.


  Noel paused and crouched down. He took care not to get himself turned around in the darkness. It would be easy to disorient himself and head back the way he’d just come.


  His fingertips ran carefully across the canister’s smooth surface. It was small, no longer than his hand, and a narrow bullet shape. He kept exploring the sleek sides, searching for the tiny fissure and indentation that would open it.


  When he finally found it, the indentation was on the blunt end. Frowning to himself, Noel figured they had probably announced a change in design at one of the meetings he’d skipped. It didn’t matter now that he’d found the control. He pushed, and with a faint snick, the canister opened.


  Noel fumbled until his fingers closed around the LOC inside it. Holding it tightly in his fist, he said in an unsteady voice, “LOC, activate.”


  Pale, greenish light blinked on and shone out between his fingers. His old LOC had always cast a blue light, but right now Noel didn’t care if it was pink. Relief washed over him in a wave.


  He started to take off his old LOC, but something stopped him—caution or sentiment, he couldn’t say. He left it in place around his left wrist, unable to give it up, and buckled the new LOC around his right wrist. It felt warm and unfamiliar there as it pulsed steadily.


  Hope filled him. He had a chance now. Return might be only a remote possibility, but at least he’d improved the odds of surviving here. He thought of the staff at the Institute, still desperately trying to monitor him, follow him, help him despite whatever damage they’d suffered from the distortion, and his heart swelled. Maybe he didn’t get along with all of them, but they were good folks where it counted. He’d always be grateful for their efforts.


  “LOC,” he said in a swift, low voice, “scan immediate area and overlay with reference grids for Venice, circa fourteenth or fifteenth centuries—”


  “Initial reference scanning already completed,” intoned the LOC. Its artificial tones had an identical inflection to his old LOC, yet there was a difference. The new LOC sounded faster, more efficient. Its green light pulsed steadily in the narrow confines of the tunnel. “Venice is your location. The date is February 12, 1549. You are in the catacombs beneath the Ducal Palace—”


  “Stop,” said Noel impatiently. “Can you lock on to my voiceprint?”


  The LOC flashed for a moment. “There is capability for future recognition.”


  “Yes, but can you lock yourself to my voiceprint? Can you take authorization to respond only to my voice?”


  “Negative.”


  Noel frowned. “Great. Okay, skip it. Scan the tunnels and identify the nearest exit. Verify if anyone is blocking access—”


  “Instructions are not clear. Please restate instructions.”


  When Trojan had said this LOC had some primitive nodes, he wasn’t kidding. Noel tried to be patient as he said, “Scan my position point and determine nearest exit to it.”


  “Instructions are not clear. Please restate instructions.”


  “Stop,” Noel said. “Forget it. I know where the exit is. Can you scan for other humans? Can you pinpoint their coordinates within these tunnels?”


  “Affirmative.”


  “Do it.”


  “Working. Humans located at zero nine point five—”


  “Stop!” Noel said hastily. “Translate coordinates into map references.”


  “That capability is not available.”


  “Damn.” Noel ran his fingers through his hair. “Okay. I’m going to make a run for the exit. You warn me with a silent pulse against my wrist if anyone is ahead of me. Confirm instructions.”


  “Instructions received and confirmed,” intoned the LOC.


  “Okay. Assume disguise mode.”


  “That capability is not available.”


  Noel stood up too fast and bumped his head. “Damn! Okay, then, just run without your lights on.”


  “Instructions are not clear. Please restate instructions.”


  He sighed and reminded himself that he was grateful to have this LOC. Whatever its limitations it was still better than nothing. “Can you operate without your circuitry lit up?”


  “Negative.”


  “Great.”


  No way to conceal it. No way to disguise it. Noel looked at it in disgust then shrugged. The Venetians were superstitious and had already condemned him as a sorcerer. Now at least two men had witnessed his ability to conjure up spirits. Why not run around with a LOC flashing on his wrist like a familiar? He had nothing to lose.


  “LOC, execute instructions to warn me if anyone is coming.”


  “Acknowledged,” replied the LOC.


  It was a truce of sorts. Holding his wrist out before him so that the pale green light cast a dim, lambent illumination ahead of him, Noel headed cautiously back the way he’d come.


  Every few feet he stopped and listened, preferring to depend on his own hearing for a warning. The tunnels were silent and dark. He heard nothing save his own heartbeat and worried about it. This was strange after the previous hue and cry. Where was everyone? He couldn’t believe they were frightened enough to abandon the place entirely.


  Yet he reached the fork in the tunnels without incident. Torches smoked and burned in wall sconces. The earlier commotion in the prison could no longer be heard. It was as though everyone had fled, abandoning the place to him. That, however, seemed unlikely. They were superstitious men, already half afraid of him, but surely they wouldn’t run.


  He waited, holding his breath, all his senses alert for a trap. A faint breeze touched his sweating face, cooling it. No sound broke the weighty silence. Finally, Noel emerged warily into the larger passageway, glancing in all directions. It looked okay, but he couldn’t relax. This was too easy.


  He stood there exposed for only a moment, then darted into the right-hand fork. This passageway was smoother, less crude than the one he’d taken previously. He could smell fresh air ahead, welcome and almost fragrant in contrast to the prison stench. Noel quickened his stride, starting to grin to himself. So far, so good.


  A cry of “Stregone!” came from behind him. It was all the warning he had before something hit him very hard in the back. It drove him to his knees before his senses could even register what had happened.


  All his breath left him and he couldn’t draw in more. Agony penetrated his back like fire. A clammy sweat broke out across his face. Blackness rushed at him, but a small fierce corner of his brain warned him that if he passed out now he was finished.


  “Death to the stregone!” shouted a voice that boomed and echoed fearsomely through the tunnels.


  Something whizzed past Noel’s head. He flinched sideways, saw an arrow strike the ground harmlessly. Another whizzed by, nicking his shoulder. Noel hauled himself upright, the instinct of survival stronger than the weakness sinking him. His legs wobbled and he staggered into the wall.


  Pain jolted through him in sheets, but he didn’t pass out. Clinging to the wall, letting it support him, he pushed himself forward.


  The initial confusion from the pain and shock began to fade. He hurt dreadfully. Every step jarred the agony harder. But his mind was clearing now. Glancing back, he saw silhouettes emerging into the torchlight. His pursuers shouted to each other to whip up their courage. Right now they were still frightened of him, but that would pass quickly as soon as they saw the blood he was dripping on the ground. They would know then that he was mortal. If he could be hurt, he could be killed. They would be on him like hounds.


  And he couldn’t run.


  Already he was wheezing with exhaustion. His legs tried to sink beneath him. Halting, he fought to keep himself upright. Groping across his back, he found the arrow protruding from the right side of his lower back, somewhere in the kidney region. His coat was ripped and sticky with blood. He guessed the arrow point had struck a rib, skidded, and gone into meat. There was no way to tell right now how bad it really was, or whether it had touched something vital. At least it hadn’t gone all the way through him.


  He dared not pull it out, dared not risk the additional internal damage that would result. But he couldn’t maneuver with the arrow sticking out of him either.


  Noel grimaced to himself. Dear God. Maneuver? He could barely stay on his feet.


  “Prepare what is left of your blackened soul, stregone,” called one of the men. “We are coming to send you to hell!”


  Noel could feel himself starting to float. Grimly he tried to focus. He had to hang on, had to pull himself together, had to try.


  “LOC,” he gasped, his voice strangled and tight, “retrieve reference museum file 00100011 and 101101. External projection of holograms, tight angle. Sound overlay if available.”


  He had used this trick once before, long ago, in another time and place. It had worked then. He prayed this new LOC had the necessary files and would accept his rapid-fire instructions.


  The LOC pulsed steadily on his wrist. “Stated files not in data banks. Reference files—”


  “Just play whatever you have,” said Noel desperately.


  “Acknowledged.”


  Green light filled the tunnel, and suddenly holographic images of field workers in medieval garb started walking through the walls. They were reaping wheat, some men swinging scythes while others stacked the sheaves. The women wore their sleeves rolled up and their hair bound in kerchiefs. They gleaned behind the men. There was no sound and no color, only grainy images in black and white, poorly focused. But the effect was splendid. The images looked ghostly, unreal, and somehow twice as horrifying, especially since the tunnel space was not large enough for the projection and heads would suddenly pop from the walls as someone bent over to pick up the stalks of grain, or a hand would reach out from nowhere and vanish again.


  With yells, Noel’s pursuers fell back.


  Noel commanded the LOC to maintain the projection in that one spot as long as its range permitted. Bathed in the LOC’s green light, he staggered forward, pushing himself until he was out of sight beyond a bend in the tunnel.


  Once again, he was forced to rest. Sweat poured down his face, but he was freezing. His body felt cut in half; the misery was so acute he did not know how he could endure it.


  He thought of the tiny bead of medication that he had taken from his old LOC to administer to Lady Francesca. He thought of how he could use it now. Obviously the new LOC contained no emergency aid programming.


  “Projection range fading,” said the LOC.


  “Continue projection,” Noel said through his teeth. “Move it closer within solid range parameters.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  Noel dreaded what he had to do, but he could not procrastinate. Wincing, he reached behind and gripped the arrow with his hand. Even that touch sent a twisting fire through him. He gritted his teeth, the cords in his neck standing out in an effort not to scream. Turning his body, he slammed the arrow against the wall and snapped it off, leaving the point and part of the shaft in his body.


  When he came to himself again he was sitting in a heap on the cold stone floor, sweating and moaning. He still gripped the splintered arrow shaft in his bloodstained hands. His lower back felt heavy and aching. He no longer cared whether they came for him or not.


  But he had to care, had to keep going.


  Slowly, pushing himself past the renewed agony, he crawled, then rested, then climbed to his feet and staggered on.


  By the time he came to a flight of stairs, he was trembling with exhaustion. Again he considered giving up. Again he chose survival.


  Lifting himself up the first step made his temples pound dizzily. He paused there and counted the remaining steps. Ten more to go. His heart sank, but he could give up now and surely die or he could keep going and maybe die. Right now it was hard to make himself care much about either alternative, but he wasn’t going to die down here in a dark hole in the ground. He wasn’t going to make it easy for them to get him. No, he wanted to see the sky, to be on the surface. He would die there if he had to. But never down in a place like this.


  He wiped the sweat from his eyes and climbed another step, then another. Halfway up his legs collapsed under him and he barely caught himself from falling on his right side. Still, the jolt was bad enough. He lay there a moment, sweating and cursing, feeling clammy and weak.


  Don’t stop, he told himself.


  He crawled the rest of the way and finally made it to the landing. Beyond a wooden door he could hear water lapping. Outside, church bells rang the hour.


  “Projection range fading,” said the LOC.


  Noel swallowed, trying to catch his breath. He raised himself on his elbows and listened. He could hear the guards coming. These people were capable of figuring out that the holograms were not going to harm them. All he’d gained was a few minutes.


  “Cancel projection,” he said in a hoarse whisper.


  “Acknowledged. Projection canceled.”


  “This door,” he said, trying to conserve his breath, his strength. “It’s bolted. I have no key. Can you project an electrical field and vibrate those hinges loose?”


  “This is not within my programming parameters for standard operational functions.”


  “But can you do it?”


  “Affirmative.”


  Noel’s head was so heavy. He fought the temptation to let it sink to the floor. “Then do it.”


  “There is an eighty-seven percent chance of danger to—”


  “Do it! Now.”


  “Acknowledged.”


  The LOC began humming and grew quite warm on Noel’s wrist. A beam of green light shot across the room and struck the door, spreading across it in a split second. Metal screeched, and Noel heard the rattle of the bolts.


  A hinge pin lifted, vibrating rapidly, and fell to the floor.


  “There is a ninety-two percent chance of danger to—”


  “Continue,” said Noel.


  A second hinge pin shook free and clattered on the stones. The noise increased, making Noel wince and cover his ears. One more hinge to go. He could see the door shaking now.


  One of the nails holding the boards together came loose and flew across the landing. It ricocheted off a wall with a deadly zing. Another came loose and another.


  “Warning,” intoned the LOC. “There is a ninety-eight percent chance of danger—”


  A nail hit Noel in the shoulder with stinging force. He jumped and tried to keep his head protected. “Continue!” he shouted.


  “Acknowledged.”


  Nails popped like bullets. They stung when they hit, and some of them brought blood. Noel dared not look up lest he get one in the eye or face. They ricocheted around him in a furious hail. Then he heard the snap of a board warping free, and another. He raised his head, and a nail struck him in the forehead, gouging painfully. Blood ran into his eyes, but even as he ducked he saw that the last hinge still held.


  He was about to give the LOC another order when the hinge shattered. Lethal chunks of rusted metal spun in all directions. Noel twisted around to put his back to it, wishing he had some cover. One piece struck him hard between the shoulders, and his entire back felt as though it had been broken open. More blood seeped from his arrow wound down into the waistband of his breeches.


  “Task completed,” said the LOC.


  The quiet was a blessing. Noel managed to pull himself around. The splintered door hung half open, supported only by its lock. He crawled to it and dragged himself up. Had he been well, he could have leapt through the gap in a second. Now he found himself incapable of getting through.


  He wanted to sob in frustration. He could see the canal and buildings outside. Dawn streaked light over the city. The sky shone a pearlescent silver touched with rose and green. It was indescribably lovely, a banner of hope for a man who had none.


  He sagged against the splintered planks of the door, dragging it farther open with his weight, and told himself he had to do it. He couldn’t fail now, not this close. He was a Kedran, and Kedrans didn’t fail. From the earliest days of childhood his father had pounded that into him, handing him one high expectation after another. Noel had spent his boyhood battling his father, and later rebelled by choosing a career his father could not understand. He had survived by fighting, by forcing his own way. If he hadn’t, he’d now be a safe little drone, sitting in a cubicle in one of Chicago’s work complexes, crunching numbers for some economic purpose that would never have direct bearing on his life, a headchip fantasy his only reward at the end of the day.


  Instead he was trapped here in a long-forgotten century mankind wasn’t supposed to see again.


  “Time is a force of nature, not to be tampered with,” Noel’s father used to say. “It wasn’t created to be bent, to be folded back on itself, to be invaded and manipulated. Physical laws should not be violated.”


  And Noel used to argue that mankind was intended to use what it discovered. Why else have a mind? Why else have a purpose? What good were all the intricacies of the universe if they weren’t unlocked, examined, and mastered?


  He and his father never came to an agreement.


  Noel wiped his face, feeling gray. Maybe his father was right.


  Noel tried once more to hoist his body through the gap, felt his arms tremble and the fire in his back stab viciously, and sagged down with a breathless gasp. Dear God, what on earth did his father have to do with any of this? Why worry about him now?


  And yet his father’s image rose up in his mind’s eye, a thin, intense man pacing back and forth at the edge of the black basement swimming pool, furious because Noel hesitated on the side.


  “Just dive, boy!” his father used to shout. “Fear is a waste of time. Commit yourself to success and don’t worry about the consequences.”


  Behind him, Noel heard the sound of running footsteps. They were chanting, “Death to the stregone. Death to the stregone.”


  Noel looked back and saw the first man running up the steps toward him. Time had just run out.


  “Damn you, Dad,” he whispered.


  Adrenaline or fear or sheer cussedness gave him the strength he needed. He dragged himself bodily through the gap, scraping his back as he went. If he’d had the breath to scream he would have done so. As it was, he felt as though he’d been pulled apart on the rack and now there were two separate halves of him, gushing blood and vital bodily fluids onto the ground.


  But it wasn’t blood he felt wash against his cheek as he lay there, spent and gasping. It was water, lapping over the steps and outside landing. The tide, he thought muzzily, unable to grasp whether it was coming in or going out.


  The water was his refuge. Behind him they hammered at the door, breaking down what remained of it. Noel reached out for the water and pulled himself into it.


  The wet arms of Nereida, he thought, less than half conscious. His left arm moved, feebly attempting to stroke. Then the tide caught him, and he floated out into the shadowy depths of the canal.


  Chapter 7


  Noel awakened in a place stifling hot, so hot he felt fused to the surface he was lying on. Perspiration bathed him, and he gasped for air. In the distance he could hear a rhythmic clang, over and over, like a blacksmith’s hammer.


  This is hell, he thought. I finally made it.


  He would have sunk back into oblivion, but something poked him in the arm.


  “Wake up, damn you,” whispered a voice. “Wake up.”


  Noel floated on the sound of that voice. It was very insistent, but he was unwilling to be bothered. The voice sounded familiar, but it was too much trouble to recognize it.


  His arm was poked again, harder. “Wake up. You cannot lie there forever. We haven’t much time.”


  Time…Noel drifted over the word, aware that time had meaning. Time was important, but he couldn’t remember why.


  The heat intensified. It made him restless. He tried rolling over, but just the act of lifting his right arm sent a swift burst of pain through his side. He opened his eyes, which were crusted and gummy. His vision was blurred. He could not focus. He did not know where he was.


  “Quiet. Easy,” said the voice he should know. “Don’t thrash around. You’ll start bleeding again.”


  No sympathy could be heard in the words spoken to him. Noel frowned, blinking and shifting his dazzled gaze away from where the light shone brightest. He closed his eyes against dizziness, sweating and wretched.


  “Are you awake now?” persisted the voice. “Come on, Noel. There isn’t much time. Talk to me.”


  It was too hard to respond. Noel wanted to slip back to that peaceful darkness where there was no pain, no heat, no voice.


  A palm cracked across his face. “Noel! They’ll be coming soon. Wake up!”


  The slap hurt and it succeeded in finally bringing Noel to full consciousness. He opened his eyes, and this time his vision cleared. He saw his own face hanging over him. For an instant he panicked.


  Hands gripped his shoulders. “Quiet!” said the voice, his own voice although he had not spoken. “Lie there quietly and listen. We’ve got to discuss a—”


  “Leon.”


  “Yes.”


  “You’re Leon.”


  “Of course I’m Leon. Pull yourself together.”


  Noel finally began to make sense of things. He remembered he had a duplicate. He remembered the arrow and his narrow escape from prison. He remembered how he came to be in trouble in the first place.


  “Your fault,” he said in accusation, lifting his head slightly. “You got me into this.”


  “Never mind that,” said Leon impatiently, pacing back and forth beside Noel’s bed. “We’ve got bigger problems now.”


  Noel didn’t want to hear about problems. He looked around and found himself in a small bedchamber. His bed had a rather grand canopy, hung with cobwebs and dusty velvet. He was propped on his side with pillows. Aside from his bandage, he had nothing on, and the linen sheets stuck unpleasantly to his sweaty skin.


  “Why is it so hot?” he asked.


  “Never mind that either.”


  “I’m hot.”


  “You’re feverish.”


  “I’m thirsty.”


  “There isn’t—”


  “I’m thirsty. I want a drink,” Noel said.


  Leon knelt beside him so that his pale silver eyes were on the same level as Noel’s. “Brother, I realize you are in pain. We just cut an arrow point from your hide. But our survival depends on what we do next. I need your help to—”


  “My help?” Noel said in faint derision. He wanted to laugh but it would hurt too much. “This is a new Leon.”


  “Shut up.” Scowling, Leon rose to his feet. “Who pulled you from the canal and knocked the water from your lungs? Who hid you in the Pescheria while the bravi searched for you?”


  “What’s the Pescheria?” Noel asked in puzzlement.


  “The fish market.”


  “The what?”


  “Look, just forget all that now. It’s not important.”


  “Why the fish market?” Noel asked.


  Leon pushed back his black hair. “Because it was at hand. Stop interrupting.”


  “You don’t make any sense,” Noel said, losing interest. “If you won’t give me a drink, I’m going back to sleep.”


  “You’ve got to stay conscious.”


  Noel closed his eyes and tried to shift to a more comfortable position without success. “I’m tired.”


  “Noel. Noel!”


  Noel looked at him with irritation. “What?”


  Leon pressed a cup to his lips. “Drink some of this.”


  It dawned on Noel that Leon never helped him, never rescued him, never cared about him, never worried about him. What the devil was going on? He frowned. “What is this stuff?”


  “Just drink it. You’re thirsty. It will help.”


  It smelled strange, sort of like medicine. “I want water,” Noel said.


  Leon glared at him through slitted eyes. “This is treacle.”


  “What the hell is treacle?”


  Leon sighed impatiently. “It’s supposed to be a cure against poison and several other things. It’s the basic medicine around here.”


  Noel looked at him. “I was shot, not poisoned. Even I remember that.”


  “Just drink some.”


  “No.”


  “It will give you strength.”


  As he spoke, Leon raised the cup again to Noel’s lips. The smell of the stuff made Noel’s stomach turn over. He averted his face.


  “I’m not trying to poison you,” Leon said, slamming the cup down so hard some of its contents sloshed over the side. “I’m trying to help you. Why can’t you trust me, just this once?”


  Noel met his eyes. “There’s no reason why I should.”


  “I hate you.” Leon started pacing again. “Sanctimonious, self-centered, conceited…every time I try to do something right you come along and criticize or start throwing suspicions and accusations my way—”


  “Look, I don’t feel like going through one of the same old circular arguments with you that we always have,” Noel said tiredly. He raised his right arm with caution, wincing as the movement pulled at his wound, and groped gingerly at the thick bandages swathing his waist.


  Leon batted his hand away. “Leave that alone.”


  “It hurts like hell.”


  “It’ll hurt more if you don’t stop pulling at it.”


  Noel let his arm fall. A cold chill ran through him suddenly, and he shivered. “You’re in trouble,” he said.


  Leon’s lips stretched in a parody of a grin. “Give the man a prize.”


  “I won’t help you.”


  “You have no choice.”


  “Oh, yes, I do. You set me up for what happened tonight.” Noel frowned, conscious that he’d lost time. “Last night?”


  “You’ve been here, unconscious, for two days,” Leon said quietly, watching him with eyes that glimmered in the candlelight. He paced like a caged cat, the wild savagery restrained for now, but capable of breaking free at any moment. “They’ve been combing the city for you, but the latest rumor is they’ve decided you drowned.”


  “Where’s here?”


  “The palazzo of the Contessa Gabriella Virenza. It’s safe from the Doge’s army. They don’t dare search here. But there are other dangers. Noel, you have to understand what’s going on with this—”


  “I don’t care,” Noel said sharply, staring at his wrist. His new LOC was missing. He shifted a little to pull his left arm up from beneath him. His old LOC was missing too. Alarmed, he said, “Where are they?”


  “Coming, any minute. I’ve been trying to warn you. We’re spied on all the time. They—”


  “No, damn you!” Noel said. “The LOCs. Where are they?”


  “Calm down. They’re safe.”


  “Where are they?”


  Leon was listening to something else. He frowned at Noel and shook his head. “Safe. Just—”


  All Noel could think of was the new LOC, unprotected and accessible to anyone in possession of it. When Leon gestured at him to be quiet, Noel glimpsed a band around his duplicate’s wrist. He twisted and tried to sit up.


  Leon pressed him down. “Don’t—”


  Noel gripped him by both wrists, hanging on when Leon tried to pull free. Sweating, his heart pounding crazily, Noel refused to let him go. “Give them back,” he whispered hoarsely. “You can’t have them. They aren’t yours. You—”


  “Hush. They’re coming,” Leon said and jerked free.


  Noel cried out in pain, and Leon pushed him down. “Just lie still.”


  “Give them back.”


  “They aren’t safe with you,” Leon said. “Hush. Don’t mention them. Don’t think about them. I have them hidden and safe. Noel, I’m begging you not to say anything. We’ll lose them to Tibo if you do. For God’s sake, just trust me about this.”


  “I can’t trust you,” Noel said, out of breath and trembling with weakness. “You’ve stabbed me, betrayed me, set me up for arrest and torture. I can’t—”


  His voice failed him and he swallowed a groan, sinking down into his pillow while Leon fussed to restore the covers. Noel raged at his injury. He couldn’t afford to be helpless. With Leon loose and in possession of the LOC…


  Voices murmured outside the door. Leon turned pale and bent over him. “Play along with me,” he whispered. “I can’t explain now. You wouldn’t listen. Act sicker than you are. And follow my lead. They are dangerous, Tibo especially. We have to be careful.”


  Nothing he said made any real sense. Noel stared at his duplicate and realized that Leon was afraid, so afraid he was actually trembling. Someone outside unlocked the door. Leon whirled around and seized the cup of treacle. He thrust it at Noel.


  “Take some of it,” he whispered. “Or pretend to. Remember that we are allies now. It’s the only way.”


  The door swung open with a creak. Noel found himself half propped up on Leon’s supporting arm. The cup blocked some of his vision and he did not immediately see who entered the room. He smelled fragrance and heard the silken rustle of long skirts. Inadvertently he took a sip of the nasty stuff in the cup.


  The taste was sickly sweet and laced with something bitter. Noel choked and sputtered, almost gagging over it.


  “Ah, the patient is awake at last,” said a woman’s rich voice. There was something captivating about its low tone, yet beneath the charm ran a sinister undercurrent. “You did not send word, Leon. You were told to notify us at once of any change in his condition.”


  Straightening, Leon let Noel slide back onto the pillow. Holding the cup, he said nervously, “He just this moment awakened, madama. I have been trying to help him come to his senses. There has not yet been an opportunity to send the page to tell you.”


  She frowned and gestured a dismissal of his excuses. The contessa was no longer young, but she remained an extremely handsome woman of good figure and statuesque bearing. She wore a gown of russet velvet trimmed in monkey fur. Large square topazes dangled from her ears. Her hair was blond and arranged in a magnificent wealth of curls. She had a complexion like ivory, a sharp, forceful jaw, and green eyes that missed nothing.


  “You look much improved,” she said to Noel in a forceful pronouncement. “That is due to my diagnosis of the proper method of treatment. My physician is the best in Venice. It was he who attended you under my direction, and it was he who mixed the medicines from my recipes. I have the most extensive collection of medicinal knowledge in the city. I have often considered founding a medical college, had I the time and inclination. Your fever has dropped and you will improve steadily. I have it on good authority that you will be well enough to attend me in audience within the week. I am exceedingly pleased to have twins in my possession. Twins,” she said with a sudden smile. “Just alike.”


  “Not exactly,” Noel muttered.


  “No one else who keeps masters of the mystical arts employs twins in that capacity. But then I have always been able to have the best people around me. Even Messer Tibo, in whom I place my complete confidence, is pleased by this event. He says the signs are most auspicious for my purposes. I could not be more pleased. Of course I am not happy by all that you have undone, but that will change as soon as you are made to understand your instructions. Leon has explained to me that you often work in directions opposite to his, and that is why you meddled so unconscionably with Lady Francesca. However, I am known throughout the republic for my clemency and fairness. I am more than willing to give you another chance, especially since Messer Tibo has explained to me how rare the phenomenon of twin sorcerers is and how powerful the two of you can be when you combine your talents. In the meantime you can answer my questions. Your name is Noel,” she said, making it sound like an order rather than a question.


  Noel had already figured her out. This woman had the tact and diplomacy of a battering ram. She was power hungry, conceited, arrogant, and easily offended. She expected men to fawn and cringe, deferring to her every opinion. If anyone had saved his life it was Leon, not her. Noel didn’t feel a bit grateful. More than that, he wasn’t anybody’s possession, and he resented her gloating as though he were. He hadn’t asked for her mercy or to be given another chance, and he didn’t intend to. He disliked her on sight, and Leon’s nervous groveling disgusted him. Noel had no intention of becoming another of her toadies.


  Since she had not asked a question, he gave her no answer. Her gaze locked on him with penetration. Noel returned it levelly, one equal to another. It was plain she didn’t like that at all. Noel let no expression cross his face, but inside he was amused. If a stare could upset her, he wanted to see how many other ways he could provoke her.


  “I said your name is Noel,” she repeated.


  Noel inclined his head and kept a haughty silence.


  Color darkened her cheeks. “Have you no tongue? Why do you not speak?”


  Leon pinched his shoulder in warning. Noel ignored him and went on staring at the contessa. He raised his eyebrow at her and said, “My tongue works perfectly, madama.”


  “You are impertinent. I do not tolerate impertinence in my servants or my—”


  “I’m not a servant,” Noel said.


  “He is ill, madama,” broke in Leon with a little bow. “He is not himself just yet—”


  “Silence,” she snapped without even throwing Leon a glance. Her green eyes appraised Noel again, and a measure of caution tempered their anger. “You have been given sanctuary under my roof. The Doge cannot touch you here. Even the Council of Ten dares not reach for you while you remain under my protection.”


  “Sure,” Noel said with deliberate insolence, “since they don’t even know where I am. It’s bound to be safe here.”


  Her eyes narrowed and her face became a stony mask. Leon gripped Noel’s shoulder hard. The contessa snapped her fingers and a page in livery scuttled inside the room with a low bow.


  “Yes, madama?”


  “Send for Messer Tibo at once.”


  “Yes, madama.” The page hurried out.


  She faced Noel again and said icily, “You will remember your place. You will accord me the deference due my rank and you will express the gratitude you owe me. I do not suffer fools, and I do not tolerate mistakes more than once. Learn your manners quickly, for I shall not permit such an interview again.”


  Giving Noel no chance to respond, she turned her back and marched out.


  Leon hurried after her. “Madama, please. He is not—”


  She lifted her hand in repudiation, and Leon let her go without further protest.


  Closing the door, he shot Noel a furious glare. “You idiot! I told you not to insult her, and that’s the first thing you did.”


  “Forget it,” Noel said with a shrug. He tried to find a cooler place on his pillow without success. “She’s a pompous old bag. We’ll be out of here as soon as I’m able—”


  “You don’t understand anything,” Leon said, pacing again. “Why do I fool with you? Why can’t I get rid of you once and for all? You’ve jeopardized everything.”


  Noel watched him stew without any remorse. “Well, sure I have if you are trying to make a nest for yourself here. But why put up with her? She’s not worth it. My God, who could listen to her speeches about her own importance all the time?”


  “She is important.”


  Noel shrugged. “Forget it. I’m going to take a nap. When I wake up we’ll talk about getting out of here.”


  Leon hurried to him and gave him a light shake that jarred Noel’s wound. Noel winced and tried to fend him off, but Leon wasn’t paying any heed. He bent over Noel, and his face was white with fear.


  “You’ve got to listen,” he said urgently. “You’ve got to understand before Tibo gets here. These people are dangerous, him especially. Don’t antagonize them.”


  “Just because you’re scared of them doesn’t mean I have to be.”


  “Noel, listen! We have to stay here and depend on their mercy. For a while at least. It’s important to play along with what they—”


  “Important for whom? Forget it,” Noel said. “I’m not interested in being your partner. I nearly bought it in the Doge’s prison, thank you very much, and my days of being a sorcerer are over.”


  Leon’s face twisted. “Why won’t you listen to me? Why can’t you care for once about someone besides yourself?”


  “Oh, please.”


  “Who saved your life? Who went looking for you? Who found you and hid you and got you help?”


  Noel sighed. He was very tired, and he wished Leon would go have his fit somewhere else. “Okay. All right. You rescued me, and I’m grateful. Thank you very much. I appreciate what you did. Now can I sleep?”


  Leon shoved himself away from the bed. “You never let up, do you? I can never satisfy you, never be good enough for you.”


  “That’s right. Feel sorry for yourself,” Noel retorted irritably. “If you hadn’t messed with that girl, I wouldn’t have been arrested or shot. So I’m sorry if I’m a little grouchy about it right now, but this whole mess is your fault. You might as well face up to it.”


  “I’m trying to help you—”


  “No,” broke in Noel. “You’re trying to help yourself. Just like always. I don’t know why you’ve hung your hat here, but it’s clear there’s something nefarious and underhanded going on with the contessa. It’s also clear that you’re on her side, and now she expects me to join up. Well, I won’t. Got that, Leon? Whatever you’re involved in, don’t expect me to participate. Now give me back my LOCs and go away.”


  Leon started to retort, but the sound of footsteps and voices outside made him whirl around. “He’s coming!”


  “Who?”


  “Messer Tibo.”


  Noel frowned at Leon’s fright and felt suspicion curl inside his chest. “What have you done?” he asked.


  Leon jumped. “Nothing. Don’t say anything to antagonize him. He’s dangerous.”


  “I’m sure he is,” Noel said, not impressed. “There’s something going on. Something you’ve done or told them. You’ve been tampering with events again, haven’t you? Not just with the girl. Something else. What is it?”


  The latch on the door lifted. Leon bit his lip, glancing from the door to Noel, then back again. “Not now,” he whispered frantically, making shushing motions with his hands. “Pretend to be more ill than you are. Anything, but don’t make him angry. And don’t let him ask you questions.”


  Noel’s sense of unease grew. He knew his duplicate too well to doubt that Leon had gotten himself into trouble. He gripped Leon’s wrist hard. “What have you done?”


  Leon wrenched away, glaring murderously, and shook his head at Noel in warning.


  The door swung open and a tall, thin figure in a long robe stood on the threshold. His face was in shadow, and all Noel could see clearly were his hands—bone-white with long, thin fingers like talons.


  “Well,” he said. “I hear that our patient has revived. This improvement is splendid news.”


  He glided forward into the light. His face was long and very narrow, so thin his cheekbones protruded in sharp angles. His eyes were black and gleamed with fanaticism. A large gray rat perched tamely on his shoulder, its pink paws holding the crumbs of cheese that he gave it at regular intervals.


  Leon held himself so still he almost seemed to have stopped breathing. When Messer Tibo approached, however, Leon crept imperceptibly closer to Noel’s bedside, like a dog pressing against the leg of its master.


  Noel frowned. He had seen his duplicate grovel, cower, slyly manipulate, and beg for his life. He’d seen Leon boast, accuse, and attack in a murderous rage. But he had never seen Leon afraid like this, afraid in the sense of defeat, in the sense of whipped submission. After all, Noel and Leon were stamped from two sides of the same mold. Noel knew when to be scared and run for his life. He knew when to take risks. He’d been afraid often in tough spots, and he’d been scared and horrified by his encounters with the time distortion and its violence, but he had never been terrified of another human being like Leon was now. Puzzled, he looked at Messer Tibo with newfound caution.


  “Not only revived,” Messer Tibo was saying, “but also rather lively. I hear you have the tongue of a devil, signore. Is this true?”


  Defiance rose in Noel but before he could answer, an unexpected wave of weakness spread out from his wounded side and traveled down his legs. He felt suddenly nauseous and trembly. Cold, then heat, swept through him. He shut his eyes and struggled to fight it off. This was no time for his body to give out on him.


  A touch of cold, clammy fingers on his wrist startled him into opening his eyes. He saw Messer Tibo bending over him, long bony fingers taking his pulse. Noel was surprised. He didn’t realize doctors of this era knew anything about either the heartrate or the circulatory system.


  With a frown Messer Tibo touched Noel’s forehead, avoiding the sore abrasion where the nail had hit him, and clucked his tongue. “There is much fever. Has he been bled?”


  “No, Messer Tibo,” Leon whispered in soft subjection.


  “The leeches must be brought.”


  Noel roused himself at that. “Like hell.”


  Messer Tibo’s thin lips stretched in a smile. “Such spirit.” His black eyes bored into Noel’s, and something dark and evil seemed to touch him. Noel remembered Baba Mondoun, the voodoo priest who had once given him so much trouble, and shuddered involuntarily. Maybe Leon was right to be scared of this guy.


  The rat ran down Messer Tibo’s arm and began to prowl back and forth across the foot of Noel’s bed. Revulsion filled Noel. It was all he could do not to kick it across the room.


  “You interest me deeply,” Messer Tibo said. His voice deepened, becoming almost hypnotic.


  Careful, Noel warned himself. He could feel fresh sweat break out across his body, and he was shivering. Deliberately he pulled his eyes out of focus and let his lids flutter closed.


  Messer Tibo drew back, looking disappointed. “Very weak,” he said. “When does the physician come to change the dressing?”


  “At noon, Messer Tibo,” Leon replied.


  “I will discuss matters with him then. We want a quick healing. Matters cannot be delayed much longer.”


  “I understand, Messer Tibo. He is strong and tough. He heals easily.”


  “Let us hope so. The contessa does not like to be disappointed.”


  Leon flinched as though he’d been struck. “My brother will be stronger by this evening. I have seen him ill before, and I assure you he can rally quickly.”


  “So you have boasted. He looks worse to me, not better.”


  A lot you know, pal, thought Noel, lying there trying to look as weak and debilitated as possible. He could feel the rat walk over his ankle. Its claws pricked through the linen sheet. Noel bit the inside of his lip, hating it, loathing having it on him.


  “Please,” Leon said, almost stammering. “He has not been awake long. He was able to talk a little with the contessa. Now it is fatigue. He needs more rest.”


  “Ah, yes, the contessa.” Scowling, Messer Tibo moved away from the bed.


  The rat sat up on its haunches and chittered at him. Its eyes were red and malevolent. Noel found himself mesmerized by the sight of that pink, naked tail. Again, he fought the urge to kick it off.


  Messer Tibo tossed the rat another crumb of cheese. Sitting on Noel’s ankle, it ate the morsel, then turned and started toward the head of Noel’s bed. He’d never liked rats, even clean laboratory ones. Their intelligence, their size, the queer humping motion they made when they moved, their naked paws, all gave him the creeps. This thing was getting way too close. He was looking it in the eye now, watching the nervous quiver of its whiskers, the ripple of muscle beneath its fur. A tiny bit of cheese still clung to its lip. Its eyes watched him, studied him, and it kept coming closer.


  By now Noel’s body was rigid with tension. He would fight it off if he had to. If no one got this thing off him, he would…


  The rat paused and sat up on its haunches, staring at him as though it could read his mind. Noel felt a nameless sense of warning touch him. Was it from Leon? He couldn’t be sure, but he held himself still. Perhaps this was a test of some kind. Its purpose was inexplicable, but still…Messer Tibo had not retrieved his pet and he was watching very closely as though to see what Noel would do.


  All the stubbornness in Noel came to his assistance. He lay there unmoving and let the rat come closer until it was almost in his face. His fever and weakness were real; he didn’t have to fake either. He could feel the heat boiling in his blood, sapping his strength as he forced himself to lie still with his eyes half shut.


  “It would have been better had I spoken to your brother before the contessa,” Messer Tibo complained. “I have many questions. Now he has fatigued himself with his insolence. When he rouses next you should advise him to temper his manner with the lady.”


  “I have already given him a reprimand,” Leon said. “It’s hard to—”


  They went on talking, but Noel didn’t register their words. His whole being was focused on the rat, who by now was sniffing his chin.


  More sweat trickled down Noel’s temple. If the rat got in his face he would knock it to China, no matter what was going on.


  But the rat turned and crawled over his bare shoulder and onto his pillow. It nosed and nibbled at his hair, squeaking now and then as though making a discovery. And Noel let it while his toes curled in disgust and he felt as though he would choke. His mind filled with thoughts of filth, rabies, fleas, and bubonic plague. Leon, he thought furiously. Get it away from me.


  Leon glanced at him now and then, worriedly, but he went on bowing and listening to Messer Tibo, who was giving him detailed instructions of some kind.


  The rat’s paw touched Noel’s ear. He could hear it sniffing. Its whiskers tickled the cartilage of his ear, and yet he closed his eyes and didn’t move. He could take only a few more seconds of this, and then he was going to come unhinged. Hold on, he told himself over and over. Just hold on.


  A shudder came up through him, unstoppable, unsilenceable. It lodged in his throat and clawed higher, into his mouth, and he couldn’t hold it back, couldn’t fight it any longer. He drew in a sharp breath and turned his head.


  “I haven’t any onions,” he said, uttering the first thing that came to his mind in order to deflect the scream. He found himself eye to eye with the rat, but he didn’t look away. “You have to bring your own onions,” he said angrily to the rat. “Bring them with you or don’t come at all!”


  The rat scurried back from his shout, squeaking in alarm. Noel sank back into his pillow, muttering, “Peas are better. Peas will stay put.”


  He knew Messer Tibo was bending over him, shaking him, trying to rouse him. The rat scurried up Tibo’s sleeve and perched on his shoulder. Relieved, Noel opened his eyes and sat bolt upright although the pain in his side felt as though it would tear him in two.


  “Don’t let the scallops in!” he said very clearly and slumped against Messer Tibo’s arm.


  “He is raving,” Messer Tibo said in alarm.


  “We must quieten him,” Leon said. “The bleeding has started again.”


  Noel could feel a trickle of blood, and his side throbbed mercilessly. He’d done enough acting for one day. Now he let himself float into the pain and stay there while they opened the bandage and sprinkled some foul-smelling powder on his wound. When he moaned it was for real. Neither man was gentle, and when they finally left him alone, he was grateful.


  “He is much worse, not better.” Messer Tibo’s voice sharpened in accusation. “We have no time for this. He must improve and quickly. The Lady Francesca has recovered her wits, thanks to his meddling. The wedding has not been postponed. This must be undone or the contessa will take other, less cautious measures.”


  “I understand,” Leon said. “Let me see what I can do. I—”


  “Give him this, a swallow of it every hour.”


  “What is it?”


  “That is none of your concern. We cannot wait for nature to take its course. You bungled this badly, Leon. I blame you for all that has happened. You did not find him quickly enough. And your arts are meager indeed for he has lain here two days and is no better. Now we shall do this my way.”


  “No, Messer Tibo, please!” Leon said in alarm. “I swear I can—”


  “Silence. You had your chance and you failed. Give him this.”


  No one spoke. Lying there listening while the pain gnawed through him relentlessly, Noel wondered what ungodly mixture Messer Tibo had produced. There was no way he’d take any of it.


  “Lift him up and give him the dosage now.”


  Noel opened his eyes in alarm.


  Leon was frowning but he slid his arm beneath Noel and lifted him slightly.


  “No!” said Noel in protest, choking off the word.


  “Careful, you fool. Don’t hurt him.” Messer Tibo poured a dark and noxious liquid into an ivory spoon and pressed it to Noel’s lips. “Swallow this, Noel. Swallow this.”


  Again Noel was conscious of that hypnotic note of command in Messer Tibo’s voice. He jerked his head away, causing some of the liquid to spill on his chest. It felt cold and unpleasant on his skin.


  “Swallow it,” Leon whispered. The unsteadiness in his voice made Noel glance at him. His face was streaked with tears.


  Noel stared in shock. Leon crying? He didn’t realize his duplicate even knew how. What was the matter with him? Didn’t he know Noel was faking this? Wasn’t it what he’d asked for?


  Messer Tibo slid his dirty thumb into Noel’s mouth and pried his teeth apart. Noel forgot about acting and bit down as hard as he could, but by then Messer Tibo had the ivory spoon in his mouth instead. Noel snapped the bowl off the spoon, but the nasty liquid spread across his tongue and down his throat before he could choke and spit it out.


  Coughing and gasping, he tried to tear free of them, but he lacked the strength. They lowered him gently, holding his arms when he would have flailed and hurt himself more. By then a curious numbness was spreading through his mouth. He felt it travel up his jaws into his cheeks, then to his eyes, which felt as though they’d been frozen in ice. When it reached his forehead, his vision faded as though someone had tossed a blanket over his head. The throbbing in his side vanished too. That was a mercy he welcomed, but why couldn’t he see?


  Then his vision returned. He blinked and tried to speak just as Leon bent over him and kissed him on the temple. Stunned, Noel stared at his duplicate and saw apology shimmering in Leon’s pale eyes.


  “I’m sorry, brother,” he whispered. “I could not stop him. I’m sorry.”


  Then he was gone, and Noel found himself fading back into dark, still coldness before he could ask Leon what he was sorry for.


  Chapter 8


  Noel awakened to the sound of singing, something religious and beautiful, a choir with a young male voice rising impossibly high and pure. Smiling to himself, Noel opened his eyes and found himself in the same room as before, in the same canopied bed. The shutters across the window had been thrown open and golden afternoon light streamed into the room. The canal water outside reflected dancing bits of light onto his ceiling, making the whole room shimmer.


  He could hear birds chirping, the splash of gondola oars, bells ringing from the Campanile, servants laughing, a woman haggling with a street vendor.


  The peace of it filled him and he lay there enjoying it all for a moment before memories returned to him. He wondered if he’d dreamed about Leon, Messer Tibo, and the rat.


  Perhaps. He was alone, and he felt remarkably well.


  But his waist was still bandaged. He prodded the wound gingerly, but felt nothing more than a faint twinge. His fever seemed to be gone as well. He was very thirsty and starving.


  Noel sat up, moving very slowly and cautiously. Why, he asked himself, did he always seem to get banged up no matter where he traveled? Maybe he was jinxed or something. Still, he was alive and in a pleasant enough room instead of being tortured in a dungeon. He rested a moment, but felt all right and swung his feet to the floor.


  Standing up was harder. He felt no pain from moving around, but his legs were weak. He steadied himself against one of the canopy poles until his knees strengthened. Except for his bandage, he was stark naked. His LOCs were gone.


  Noel frowned. So he hadn’t been dreaming about Leon after all.


  He walked a few paces, then came back, carefully working out the stiffness in his legs. His balance improved quickly.


  His worry worsened. Trojan’s hologram had warned him to stay close to Leon. He could only assume the technicians were still working to repair the time portal. If they succeeded, recall would be the first thing they initiated. He knew from past problems that he and Leon had to enter the time stream together, or another distortion would result. With Leon wearing the LOC, Noel had to stick close or he would be the one left behind.


  He could just imagine Leon persuading the technicians that he was Noel. He would be believed. After all, none of them had ever seen Leon. They only had Noel’s word and an energy wave to prove that he existed at all.


  “So, brother dear,” Noel said sarcastically, lifting his arms with caution to stretch, “where are you now?”


  Leon was clever, greedy, and shrewd, but he didn’t have much sense. He could be up to anything right now, causing all sorts of trouble.


  Noel sighed. First he had to find clothes. Then food. Then his duplicate.


  There was a tapestry bell pull hanging by the bed. Noel left it alone. He didn’t want to alert anyone that he was up and around.


  The room contained his bed and the table beside it, a prie-dieu, and a chest. Noel maneuvered himself down onto his knees and opened the chest.


  It held clothes all right, old, moth-eaten ones that smelled of camphor. The hose were the hardest to get on since he could do just about anything except bend over. He finally got them gartered on and rested a while until his heart stopped pounding. The breeches were complicated, primarily because of how the codpiece fastened on. He struggled with this, imagined how Trojan would laugh at him if he saw him now, and had to grin at himself. The shirt was of delicate linen, much creased from storage, and yellowed with age. He couldn’t raise his arms very high without pulling at his wound, but again he finally succeeded. The doublet, long and heavy, was easy.


  By the time he’d worked on the cloth shoes, which were too narrow and too short, he had exhausted his strength. Weary, he rested a long while, resisting the urge to go back to bed. Thoughts of him napping while Leon was recalled to the twenty-sixth century made him determined to keep going.


  At last he walked carefully to the door and opened it quietly. He expected someone to be standing guard, but no one was on duty.


  Easy.


  Noel frowned. He’d learned the hard way to distrust what looked easy. There was always a catch.


  Keeping his right arm clamped to his side for support, he went downstairs, using the banister like an old man, and followed his nose to the kitchens.


  Capons were roasting on spits; bread baked in the oven. Their mingled, heavenly aromas nearly made him faint. The cook was dozing, but Noel coaxed one of the scullions into giving him some leftovers from luncheon. Sitting outside on a small marble bench overlooking the gardens, Noel dined on cold quail, cheese, and oranges. He washed this down with wine and felt much refreshed.


  After this he prowled about the palace, which was quiet with siesta. Or maybe Carnival had ended and Lent had begun. The LOC, of course, could have told him. Noel’s frustration renewed itself. Where the devil was Leon?


  He asked a sleepy page, who stared at him in puzzlement and finally shrugged. Walking away, Noel supposed that the majority of the household didn’t know about the two of them. If they’d only seen Leon, they must think him mad, walking about inquiring about himself.


  The palace itself was magnificent. Had Noel been in the mood to admire the exquisite tapestries, the walls hung with red damask and cloth of gold, the paintings by various Renaissance masters, columns of Oriental jasper, the grand staircase with its overwrought, reptilian splendor, hearths of black marble, and all the furniture, vases of flowers, brass incense pots, stools, velvet cushions, chests of books, little bronze statuettes, enameled lamps, majolica, pieces of Murano glass in jewel colors…he could have spent hours wandering around surveying the whole of it. But he paid little attention to his self-conducted tour. It was Leon he wanted.


  He came to the private chapel and found the contessa and her women kneeling at prayer while a priest in his robes and stole droned in solemn Latin. Leon was not in there. The contessa’s lapdog pricked up its ears and growled at Noel, and he retreated swiftly from the doorway.


  Weary from his search, he walked out into the loggia where sunshine warmed the mild air of late winter. The roses, protected within the walls, stood bare and thorny, displaying their bright orange hips. An arthritic old woman in black was sweeping the stone walkway.


  Noel approached her. “Good afternoon,” he said courteously. “Have you seen my brother?”


  Beneath her shawl, she had a tiny face like a withered apple. She gazed at him awhile, then finally nodded. With a shy smile, she pointed toward the rear of the garden and went back to her sweeping.


  Noel headed in that direction. The shrubbery had been meticulously clipped into topiaries and globes. Noel stopped next to an empty bench and gazed around with a frown. At last he glimpsed a patch of blue behind the hedge.


  “Leon?” he said.


  No answer.


  Noel pushed his way through the hedge and came upon his duplicate. Leon had burrowed his way into a spot between the shrubs and the garden wall, and was curled upon the ground like an animal, his arms and knees tucked in close to his body, his face hidden.


  Concerned, Noel knelt beside him and touched his arm.


  Leon flinched. “Leave me alone.”


  “What’s wrong? What are you doing out here? Are you hurt?”


  “None of your business.”


  “Aren’t you cold?”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  Noel sat back on his heels. This made no sense unless Leon was hurt or hiding, or both. He put his hand on Leon’s shoulder and tried to roll him over.


  Leon moaned. “Don’t!” he said sharply. “Leave me alone.”


  “You are hurt,” Noel said. “What happened?”


  Leon sniffed and didn’t reply.


  Noel’s frown deepened. Occasionally he could sense when Leon was injured or in trouble. This time, he’d had no premonition at all. He placed his palm against Leon’s back, and Leon jerked with a cry of pain.


  Noel gripped his shoulders and pulled him up. “I want to help you.”


  “Don’t,” pleaded Leon, jerking in his breath. “Don’t.”


  But Noel made him sit up anyway and moved around so that they faced each other. Mud streaked Leon’s cheek, and his eyes were red and puffy from weeping. His knuckles were skinned as though he’d been fighting. Noel began checking him for broken bones. When he touched Leon’s torso, Leon flinched and tried to fend him off.


  “You’ve been beaten,” Noel said. He stood up and pulled at the collar of Leon’s doublet to peer down his back. He could see some blood staining Leon’s shirt. “With what? A whip?”


  “Yes,” Leon whispered.


  “Who did this?”


  Leon hunched away from him and used his sleeve to wipe his eyes. “I told you it doesn’t matter.”


  “Don’t be stupid.”


  “You can’t do anything.”


  Noel set his mouth. “I can give the contessa a swift kick in the seat if she—”


  “Wasn’t her.”


  “Then who?”


  Leon bent his head to evade Noel’s gaze. Noel shook him. “Come on. Why won’t you talk to me?”


  Leon said, “Messer Tibo ordered it done.”


  “Why?”


  “He knows…” Leon swallowed audibly. “He blamed me because you weren’t better.”


  Noel snorted. “That was our decision to fool him a little.”


  “He was angry. He knows…” Leon drew up his knees and rested his chin on them.


  “What?”


  Leon’s shoulders shook. His skinned knuckles were clenched so hard they turned white. “Never mind.”


  “Don’t clam up on me now. Out with it. What does he know?”


  “He can do what I do,” Leon whispered, almost inaudibly.


  “What? Read minds?”


  “No, not that. Push them.”


  “Manipulate them the way you do?”


  “He can’t really do that either. I guess he could make some people, the really weak ones, obey him sometimes.”


  “Then what does he do?”


  “Just…hurts them.” Leon buried his face against his knees. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know it could hurt like that. It was always something I enjoyed. I could do it well. It’s all I have that makes me special. You can’t do it, and I…I can.”


  Noel shifted his weight to a more comfortable position. It was cold here in the shade. Beyond the walls, a vendor cried his wares, and gulls swooped overhead in wheeling patterns among the pigeons.


  “I thought I could have a place here,” Leon continued. “I thought you’d finally leave me alone now that you can’t get back. I wanted to stay, to please the contessa. I meant to trick her into believing I can make gold from lead. But Tibo already does that. He’s smarter than me. He’s got all the tricks I have and more. He sent me to Lady Francesca as a test, but he’s never intended me to stay here.” Leon’s voice quivered. “He’s mean.”


  “And you’ve never been mean? You’ve never hurt anyone or tormented them?” Noel retorted.


  Leon turned his face away. “That was different.”


  “How?”


  Leon made no reply.


  Noel watched him a moment, dissatisfied but aware that he’d learned all he could probably get from Leon right now. Leon would never understand, would never grow, would never learn compassion. He’d finally met his match in evil and it had shocked him, but he was incapable of seeing the lesson to be learned. As for Messer Tibo, he needed to learn to pick on someone his own size.


  “Is this the first time he’s hurt you?” Noel asked quietly.


  “No.”


  “That’s why you were afraid when he came to my room this morning.”


  “Yes.” Leon looked up at him. “I tried to warn you.”


  Noel gripped his shoulder a moment, then hauled himself stiffly to his feet with a wince.


  “How is your back?” Leon asked.


  “Much better. I can hardly feel it unless I move too fast.”


  Leon’s pale eyes shifted hastily away from Noel’s. “It’s the potion he gave you.”


  “Opium probably, except I’m not seeing pink elephants. The rest did me good.”


  Leon nodded without looking at him.


  The way he continued to crouch there on the cold winter ground at Noel’s feet was disturbing. Noel gazed down at him, watching the light breeze ruffle his duplicate’s black hair. At that angle, unable to see Leon’s face but only the tilt of his head, the delicate scrolling of his ear, the strength of his throat, it was like looking at himself. Noel felt the old flicker of disorientation. He would never get used to it, would never be able to wholly accept the fact of Leon’s existence. It was a slight shock each time he saw his twin.


  “The ground’s too cold to sit on,” Noel said gently. “Why don’t you go inside and get warm? Have some wine. It will make you feel better.”


  Leon hunched his shoulders angrily. “Nothing like that works for me.”


  “Oh.” Noel had forgotten. There was something essential lacking in Leon. It kept him from tasting food and drink, from living completely. “I didn’t mean to—”


  “Just go away,” Leon said.


  “All right, but why don’t you return the LOCs to me now? I’ve got my clothes on and I can hide them again.”


  Leon shook his head. “It’s not safe.”


  “Why not?”


  “He can read you.”


  Noel frowned. How did Leon know he intended to have a little talk with Messer Tibo? “He’s already read you.”


  Leon glanced up. “I said he hurt me. I didn’t say he read my mind.”


  “You can’t read my mind,” Noel said. “Why should he be able to?”


  “It’s different.”


  “How?”


  “Just…different.”


  Noel’s patience slipped. “Look, you took the LOCs to hide them while I was incapacitated. But you can’t keep them. I want them back.”


  “One doesn’t work.”


  A chill ran through Noel. So Leon had been accessing the new one already. He kept his voice even, however, as he replied, “But I’m attached to it.”


  “How did you get another?”


  Noel bared his teeth. “I have things to do. Hand them over.”


  “Not if you’re going to see Tibo.”


  “You think he’ll take them from me?”


  “He might.”


  “But he didn’t take them from you. I don’t understand.”


  “It’s different with me,” Leon said in exasperation. “Do I have to explain everything?”


  “Only when you don’t make any sense.”


  Leon shook his head stubbornly. “It’s not safe. And I don’t think you should go see him either.”


  “Well,” Noel said grimly, “he picked on my family. I may hate your guts, but that doesn’t mean anyone else can.”


  Leon looked at him in startlement, his mouth falling open. “You—you care?” he asked as though he couldn’t believe it. “But you’ve always tried to destroy me. You don’t even want me to exist.”


  Noel wiggled in embarrassment. He wasn’t going to explain anything. “You go take care of yourself. When I’m finished with Tibo, we’re leaving.”


  “But—”


  “We’re leaving. This is no place for us, and I want no more involvement with these people. Understand?”


  Leon dropped his gaze and said nothing, but as Noel pushed back through the hedge he glanced back and saw his duplicate watching him with that same stunned, disbelieving expression.


  Noel wasn’t sure he believed himself. Seeing Leon hurt and scared and humiliated like that had kicked awake a reluctant pity. He would never like Leon, but in a strange way he felt responsible for his duplicate. With all his faults, Leon was a cripple—emotionally and socially. He could never be anything else, and he shouldn’t be picked on.


  Once again Noel approached the old woman who was sweeping. “Prego,” he said politely. “Where can I find Messer Tibo?”


  She pointed to the short round tower rising above the rear of the palazzo.


  Thanking her, Noel studied the tower and felt a sudden reluctance rise inside him. He thought of Tibo’s compelling black eyes. He thought of rats. He thought of Leon’s fear and what Leon had told him about Tibo’s abilities. It would be easier to just sneak out of the palazzo and not come back. But Noel didn’t believe in running away and he thought a man ought to be paid what he deserved.


  He wandered inside the palazzo until he finally came to the tower stairs. They seemed to spiral up forever. Noel looked at them and sighed. The weakness in his legs persisted although he still felt well. It took him a long time to reach the top.


  He was met there by a grotesque man. The man was of normal stature, but he had no ears and one eye. His head was bald and heavily scarred as though his hair had been burned off.


  “I want to speak to Messer Tibo,” Noel said firmly. “Is he available?”


  In silence the servant tapped on a door, received a reply from within, and bowed as he gestured for Noel to enter.


  “Thanks,” Noel said, casting him an uncertain glance.


  He pushed open the door, which groaned on its hinges, and walked into the dim gloom of Messer Tibo’s lair.


  Noel’s immediate impression was of clutter. The big, circular room was crammed with tables and equipment, moldering stuffed birds and animals, scrolls of parchment, primitive telescopes that were probably considered state of the art, cabinets, skulls, and junk in general. It stank of darkness and badly mixed chemicals. Noel’s nostrils wrinkled with distaste. He glanced around and saw no one.


  “Hey!” he called. “Anybody home?”


  A shadowy figure rose from a hassock and glided forward on silent, cloth-shod feet. Messer Tibo emerged into the dim light filtering through a small, stained-glass window and paused there, holding an ancient and fragile scroll in his long white fingers.


  Attired in a skull cap and a long dusty robe, he seemed pleased to see Noel. His black eyes glittered with peculiar excitement. “You have arisen.”


  Noel frowned. It was a strange thing to say. He adopted a casual attitude. “Yeah, I’m up. I’m a quick healer.”


  Messer Tibo beckoned. “Come and let me examine you.”


  Noel stayed put. “I’m fine. A little weak in the legs and damned sore in my back. I’ll mend.”


  Messer Tibo smiled, revealing long, stained yellow teeth. “Such spirit. Excellent. Sit then. You must not expend your strength too quickly.”


  “I’ll sit if you’ll sit,” Noel said.


  Messer Tibo chuckled but he sank onto a chair and gestured for Noel to do the same. Noel cleared a stack of books locked and chained off a stool and lowered himself gingerly.


  “You must be hungry,” Messer Tibo said. “Fever robs a man of strength, and it should be restored quickly. My servant will prepare a tray for you—”


  “No, thanks,” Noel interrupted. “I’ve already been to the kitchen.”


  Messer Tibo looked surprised. “You are feeling better. This recovery surpasses even my expectations.”


  Noel was glad Tibo couldn’t tell how much his legs were trembling after the long climb up the stairs. He didn’t want to linger here, but he needed the rest. “I want to talk to you about Leon. He says you—”


  “Leon is not permitted to assist me in my work,” Messer Tibo said austerely, tucking his long hands in his sleeves. “He has not proven himself worthy of knowing my secrets.”


  The squeaking of rats interrupted him. Two of the rodents scuttled by. Noel flinched and looked around in alarm. How many of the things did Tibo keep around?


  “You dislike rats, Messer Noel?”


  Noel didn’t miss the title of courtesy or the amusement in the astrologer’s voice. His instincts warned him to play this carefully. He said, “No, I can’t stand them. Pets of yours?”


  “Yes,” said Messer Tibo, smiling. His eyes, however, were watchful, probing. “I admire their intelligence and fierce cunning. They are much more interesting companions than…dogs, for example.”


  “I keep fish,” Noel said.


  “Fish?”


  “Yeah, in a tank.”


  “Ah, yes. The Pisani family uses little bowls of live fish as table decorations during their banquets. It is the new fashion among the patricians.” Messer Tibo turned his head and whistled. A gray rat scuttled across the floor and climbed up onto his knee. Sitting up on its haunches, it chittered a demand.


  Laughing, Messer Tibo fed it a morsel from his pocket. The rat ran up to his shoulder and perched there, its red eyes glaring malevolently at Noel. “This is Beppo, my particular friend,” Messer Tibo said. “Do you not remember Beppo?”


  “Uh, no. He’s pretty tame.”


  “Oh, Beppo is more than a simple pet. He is of great help to me in certain experiments, are you not, my little amico?” As he spoke, Messer Tibo stroked the rat’s head.


  Noel swallowed. “Cute. For a rat.”


  “Surely you remember Beppo. He has been to see you.”


  “No.”


  “Oh, yes. He took a great fancy to you. I have seldom seen him so taken with anyone besides myself. Beppo, go to Messer Noel. Go on.”


  The rat started down Messer Tibo’s arm, and Noel rose involuntarily to his feet.


  “No, thanks,” he said. “I don’t care for rats.”


  “But the two of you got on so well before.”


  “When?” Noel asked uneasily, hoping his lies were convincing. He’d be damned before he let that thing climb on him again.


  “Why, very early this morning. Of course you were not feeling quite as well as you do now. Your recovery is quite amazing. My potion has never produced such quick results before.”


  Noel remembered the horrible stuff, how foul it had tasted and how quickly it had knocked him out. “I don’t recall. So you’re a doctor too? Quite a Renaissance man, I guess.”


  His pun fell flat. Messer Tibo watched him without reply. The rat darted in and out of his pockets, searching for more food.


  “Do you remember nothing of this morning?”


  Noel put on his best wide-eyed look of innocence and shook his head. “I woke up maybe an hour ago. Why, did something go on earlier? I guess I was too much out of it.”


  “You seemed very feverish.”


  “Yeah?”


  “You were delirious.”


  Noel touched his forehead. “A little warm still. It’ll probably shoot up again by tonight.”


  “Indeed, I hope you will continue to feel well this evening,” said Messer Tibo. He rose to his feet, dislodging Beppo, who scurried off with an angry lash of his tail. “Perhaps I had better give you another dose of my potion to keep you from succumbing. You have begun to look pale.”


  Noel backed up a step, feeling as though this conversation had gotten out of control. “Uh, no, thanks. I’m fine, really. It’s Leon I want to talk about. You beat him. Why?”


  Messer Tibo smiled. “So that is what this visit is about. How very odd. I did not think you cared for your brother.”


  “Why shouldn’t I?”


  “Oh, just an impression of mine. He does not think much of you.”


  Noel scowled at him. “Yeah? And he saved my life the other night, came looking for me, fished me out of the canal, and got me medical attention. What is that if—”


  “But he did those things at my order,” Messer Tibo said. “Once I learned of your existence, I compelled him to go in search of you. Really, I am amazed by this. I thought you knew.”


  Noel said nothing for a moment. He was getting nowhere talking to this slippery character. “Well, thanks,” he said at last, shortly. “But I don’t appreciate people interfering with what’s private in my family. Leon is my concern. Don’t touch him again.”


  Turning on his heel, Noel started for the door.


  “You will stay!” Messer Tibo’s voice cracked with command.


  Noel halted involuntarily and glanced back to see the astrologer glaring at him.


  “You will stay,” repeated Messer Tibo in a quieter, but no less compelling voice.


  The place was suddenly claustrophobic, menacing. Every instinct in Noel warned him to get out. He took one more step toward the door, aware of a strange lassitude in his body. Squinting at the door, Noel pushed toward it with all his determination.


  Messer Tibo came after him and touched his shoulder. Noel jumped as though he’d been shocked with electricity. “You will stay,” the astrologer said. “You will answer many questions.”


  “Don’t have time,” Noel said through his teeth. It was like trying to push through a membrane, this intangible force that was holding him back. He struggled. “Have to go.”


  “But you see, Messer Noel, I know where you really come from. Hundreds of years in the future. This is so very fascinating to me. I cannot let you go just yet.”


  Noel had a sense of standing at a critical point. He knew he could break free of Messer Tibo’s commanding voice. He could force himself through that door. But what Tibo said held him in place more than any spell ever could. He turned around and faced the astrologer, unable to believe what he’d heard.


  “Excuse me?”


  “The future man, here in my own humble laboratory.” Messer Tibo’s black eyes shone. “There is so much I must know, so much I must ask. I have a thousand questions, most of which Leon is unable to answer. He has told me—”


  “Yes?” said Noel angrily, beginning to absorb what Messer Tibo was saying, beginning to see the ramifications, beginning to seethe at what his duplicate had done. “Exactly what has he told you?”


  “Not enough. Not nearly enough. Come and sit down, Messer Noel. Let me pour you some wine if you think it will not inflame your fever. The twenty-sixth century…ah, what wonders it must possess. Ten centuries between your time and mine, yet you appear an ordinary man. Your stature is taller than the average person, but then, so is mine. Your cranium is no larger than my own. You can be injured.You bleed. You can even die. Yet how strong you are. How independent. How fiery. You treated the contessa as an equal, and I see no deference in you now before me. It is as though you lack any concept of rank. Tell me, is there no patrician class in your time? No Case Grandi? No Apostoli? How do men order themselves in this thousand-year span?”


  Noel was shocked into uttering a harsh laugh. “I can’t believe this.”


  Tibo reached out. “Do not laugh at me. Do not trifle with me. I must know. Leon is only your familiar. He wears your face like a mask, but he is not truly your twin. He lacks even a tenth of your energia. You glow with life’s force. It beats within you like a drum. Even when you lie ill, you have such a vitality. But he is a candle flame, a puppet. Without you, he is nothing.” Messer Tibo shrugged, spreading out his hands. “It is the same with my own servants. I can see how useful for intrigue such a creature as Leon is, able to come and go as you, able to spy while you remain in safety, able to cast your spells while you stay at a distance. I long to know how you created him.”


  “No,” said Noel, trying to gather his wits against this torrent. He had to think of some way of convincing Tibo that he was mistaken. But he was blank, his mind white with the sheer heat of anger.


  The astrologer turned aside to pour wine. “Denial is a lie and a waste of our time. It is an insult to our intelligence. I know what you are, and I will have what you know.”


  “You’re wrong,” Noel said forcefully. “I don’t know why Leon told you something so crazy. Or why you should want to believe it. How could we be from the future? It’s impossible.”


  Messer Tibo smiled. “I know better.”


  Noel shook his head. “Sorry. I’m from a family that deals in alum. I travel often from Byzantium, and we are seeking to establish a trade agreement with the merchants here in Venice. Leon has a touch of madness. He gets crazy ideas and has studied too much science without understanding any of it. You shouldn’t pay attention to—”


  “Stop!” Messer Tibo shouted. He slammed down the flagon of wine. “I have no patience for such drivel. Give me the truth!”


  “I’m telling you the truth,” Noel said. “You know how secretative the alum trade is. It has to be. I couldn’t arrive in town trumpeting my business, could I? Unfortunately, Leon caused trouble immediately, and it’s been a misunderstanding ever since.”


  “You try me too far,” Messer Tibo said furiously.


  Noel raised his brows. “Tell me, does the contessa have connections with the dye guild—”


  “The new continent which the Spaniards have discovered is destined to surpass the rest of the world. It will reign supreme, and all other kingdoms will serve it. There is a place, a grand city of many wonders. It is called Chicago. That is where you hail from, not Byzantium.”


  A sick feeling swept through Noel, but he kept it hidden and even managed an incredulous laugh. “This is indeed a fantasy. Do you also write for the stage? What else can you tell me?”


  “The learned men of Chicago have created a device which can alter time. Through this device men can travel to the past or to the future as easily as we travel by horseback or ship.”


  “No kidding,” Noel said, trying to put mockery into his voice. “Truly my brother has surpassed himself this time. I have never heard such a tale. It is heresy, surely, for God sets us on the path of our life. We cannot go forward faster than the days themselves and we certainly cannot go back to correct our mistakes.”


  Doubt flickered momentarily in Messer Tibo’s eyes, and Noel began to hope that he was getting through. So far, he hadn’t heard anything that would pose much of a danger to the future. But the tiniest spark could ignite a forest.


  He watched Tibo carefully and continued, “It is a shame to my father, to my whole family, that my younger brother is mad. Has he told you that he lacks a childhood, that he sprang fully adult from the ether?”


  Messer Tibo said nothing, but he shook his head.


  “Ah,” Noel said, feeling more confident. “Well, that will be the next tale, I am sure. We have tried everything, seen every doctor. Nothing helps. Often he appears lucid and normal. Then he falls into melancholy. He thinks he has magical powers. He thinks I am real and he is not. I am firstborn, you see. He has always resented me for that. Sometimes he tries to kill me.”


  “He has tended your hurts with care and concern,” Messer Tibo said.


  Noel shrugged. “We were once very close. I wish it could be that way again. But how can I trust him when one moment he is a dear brother and the next he is a fiend seeking my death? Now he has told you we are both sorcerers. Truly, Messer Tibo, do I strike you as a man of mystical learning or science?”


  Noel held out his hands and looked his most guileless.


  Messer Tibo frowned. “With a mere word he was able to separate Lady Francesca Contarini from her wits.”


  Noel snorted. “And who doesn’t know the herbs which addle the mind? I am sure he contrived a way to make her eat or inhale some.”


  “And the visions which you conjured up in the prison? Many men saw them.”


  “Men who are fearful and superstitious are easily manipulated into believing many things. A flurry of torchlight, some shouts in a disguised voice, a few flashes of Greek fire which I carry for emergencies…” Noel shrugged. “It can all be explained.”


  “You disappoint me.”


  Noel smiled, feeling as though he’d succeeded. Inside, however, he was seething. Leon had lied to him once more. This time Noel wasn’t going to forgive it or overlook it. “Again, I’m sorry,” he said smoothly. “I spend a lot of time apologizing for my brother. He isn’t to blame but—”


  “No, I mean you disappoint me. I expected you to be more intelligent.”


  Noel stared at him, his confidence deflating like a pricked soufflé.


  “You should not underestimate me,” Messer Tibo said. He held out the wine cup. “After such an inventive speech, surely you are thirsty.”


  Noel shook his head.


  Tibo put down the cup and opened a small wooden casket. He removed an object and held it up. “And this? How will you explain this?”


  Noel stared at the LOC with a rising sense of betrayal. No wonder Leon didn’t want to give the LOCs back. He didn’t have them. At least not the one that functioned. Noel’s eyes narrowed, and he began to breathe more quickly. Leon had sniveled and looked so pathetic, and he’d fallen for the whole act like a fool. He’d even pitied the wretch. He’d come here to rebuke Tibo, and the only result was that now he knew just what a gullible idiot he’d been. What had Leon exchanged it for, a handful of gold, a promise of importance? Sourness filled Noel’s mouth. He could not speak.


  “This surpasses the gazing ball of my old Persian teacher,” Messer Tibo said as he fitted the LOC around his wrist. He held up his thin arm, turning it this way and that. “One has only to ask the correct question, and its spirit speaks from the air. All the wisdom of the ages lies in this bracelet. Yet it contains no aura of the illusionary arts. It has been fashioned of no known substance. It looks like the most delicate glass, yet it does not shatter when struck. It flashes light in a manner that lies not within simple magic. No, it is a device created by men just as the time machine has been created by men.”


  Tibo stepped toward Noel, holding his gaze. “I want to see the future. I want to walk the streets of Chicago and see its wonders for myself. This is what I want. This is what I shall have.”


  Dismayed thoughts ran through Noel in a torrent. An unprotected LOC functioned for anyone. If the time portal was repaired and recall was initiated, it would be Tibo who went, not Noel. Had this devious snake of a man any bearing on history? If so, how would his disappearance affect the natural chain of events? What would his arrival in the future mean? What might it trigger?


  “You look decidedly pale, Messer Noel. You should sit down, drink your wine, and attempt to compose yourself.”


  Noel could not move. He was locked in chaos, his mind sorting through one desperate alternative after another. Short of attacking Tibo, how was he to get the LOC back? His fingers curled into fists.


  “Ah, no, do not,” Messer Tibo said, raising his forefinger in rebuke. “You will only do injury to yourself, and that is not to our purpose.”


  “I don’t give a—”


  “You see, I do not intend to go without you. Oh, no. I understand that there are two bracelets, just as there are two of you. Now I have one bracelet, and you may wish to take the other from your familiar. You will then instruct me in how to operate this device, and we will explore the wonders of your time together.”


  Noel glared at him, gauging whether he could beat the astrologer in a fight.


  “You have until sunset,” Messer Tibo said. “There is the detail of the contessa’s own schemes against the Contarini family which I must attend to first. My servant will show you out when you have drunk your wine.”


  Noel sprang at him in a tackle that sent both of them crashing to the floor. The impact jolted through Noel’s wound, and he felt as though someone had stabbed him with a hot poker. All the strength melted from him in that moment and he was unable to reach for the LOC on Tibo’s wrist. While he hissed in pain, trying to get his breath back, Tibo pushed free and scrambled to his feet.


  “You fool!” he said angrily. “I have offered you my friendship, and you repay me with the behavior of a ruffiano.”


  Brushing off his robe, he dashed the contents of the wine cup in Noel’s face. “Get out. Soma!”


  The servant with no ears entered in a rush.


  Tibo gestured. “Get him out. At once!”


  Soma hurried forward and pulled Noel to his feet. All of Noel’s previous well-being had vanished. He felt clammy and wretched. His knees would barely support him and he would have fallen again had it not been for Soma’s arm. But he managed to lift his head and glanced back at the astrologer.


  “You can’t work it alone,” he said in a feeble taunt. “You can’t travel alone.”


  Tibo glared at him. “Then be certain I do not take Leon instead of you. Get out!”


  Noel was pushed out the door, which was slammed and bolted behind him. He stood there a moment, dizzy and furious. But there was nothing he could do right now, not while his whole side was on fire and sickly perspiration covered his body. He wanted only to lie down and never move again, but that wouldn’t help.


  “Stay together,” Trojan had warned him.


  How the devil was he going to do that now?


  He’d think of something. He had to. In the meantime…


  Gritting his teeth and swearing to himself, Noel worked his way down the stairs like a feeble old man.


  Chapter 9


  The contessa had left chapel and now sat in a lovely room with her family and little court, listening to a handsome young man sing and play the lute. Leon crouched at her feet like a dog, and the contessa idly stroked his hair while she listened to the music with her eyes half closed.


  Standing in the doorway, Noel saw them through a haze of anger. He did not trust himself to enter. A muscle was jumping in his jaw, and his hands kept clenching and unclenching.


  The song ended, and applause broke out. Leon glanced up and saw Noel. The smile on his face faded and he blinked uncertainly. Noel beckoned, then fumed impatiently while Leon excused himself to the contessa and asked her permission to leave the room. She nodded without glancing at him, and Leon came hurrying to Noel. His steps were quick and light. He did not act now like he’d had a beating. Probably he’d forgotten his act. Behind him the troubadour’s voice lifted like crystal.


  “Noel!” Leon said softly, gripping his arm. “You are back in one piece. I was worried about you. Messer Tibo is no one to—”


  Noel’s left fist connected with his jaw, and Leon went staggering back into the wall with a thud that knocked down a decorative bracket. The vase it supported crashed to the floor and shattered.


  Holding his jaw, Leon straightened slowly and gave his head a small shake. “What did you do that for—”


  “You damned Judas!” Noel hit him again, harder, driving him to the floor.


  In the sitting room, the song faded abruptly and people craned their necks. Noel didn’t care what they saw, and he paid no attention to the servants who came running. He stood over Leon, who was trying to sit up, and kicked him.


  Leon yelped in pain.


  Noel was gasping for breath. Sweat dripped in his eyes, and his lungs were on fire. That last punch had left him spent and dizzy, but he was too angry to let up now. Wishing he could bend over and drag Leon to his feet, he kicked his duplicate again.


  “Get up, you stupid punk. Get up!”


  “Hush, hush,” said the majordomo, running up and making agitated gestures. “You cannot brawl here. You disturb the family.”


  By now Leon had made it to his feet. He straightened painfully and faced Noel. “What’s the matter with—”


  Noel hit him again before the servants could intercede. Leon’s nose was bleeding, and his eyes were fuzzy. He made no effort to defend himself as Noel expected.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “You don’t understand—”


  “Oh, don’t I?” retorted Noel, panting heavily. “How many coins did he count into your filthy palm? Trust it with you, you said. You’d keep it safe, you said. Damn you!”


  He heaved himself bodily at Leon, but the servants dragged him back.


  “This one is mad,” said the majordomo in consternation. He bustled to close the door to the sitting room and gestured for the men to move Noel and Leon away. Out in the garden, they released Noel’s arms.


  He staggered and barely caught himself. Clamping his right arm against his throbbing side, he staggered to a bench and sank down. Leon dabbed at his bleeding nose and said nothing.


  “Now, signore, have you come to your senses?” demanded the majordomo. “This fighting, it cannot be done in the contessa’s house.”


  Noel lowered his head to fight off dizziness. He wanted to be sick, but he wasn’t sure if it was from his wound or from his anger. He had never been in such a rage before. It burned from his stomach up into his throat like acid. He could not even look at Leon without wanting to choke him.


  “Careful!” Leon’s voice said in alarm. “He is swooning. Don’t let him fall.”


  Someone’s hands caught Noel by the shoulders. He tried to swat them away and glared up at his duplicate. “Don’t touch me,” he muttered hoarsely. “I’ll never trust you again.”


  Hurt flashed across Leon’s face. “You don’t understand.”


  “What has happened here?” asked Messer Tibo’s deep voice.


  The servants broke out in a babble of explanation.


  “Fighting?” Messer Tibo said. “Leon, you fool! You have hurt him.”


  “No, it was the other way—” began the majordomo, but Tibo would not listen to him. He slapped Leon across the mouth.


  “Stand back out of the way. I blame you for this.”


  Leon slunk over to the fountain and stood there sullenly. Noel could not bear to look at him. He closed his eyes, hating the weakness in his body. Right now all he wanted to do was pummel Leon to a pulp. He’d show him what a beating really was.


  Tibo’s hand, icy cold, touched Noel’s cheek. Noel flinched and opened his eyes. He stiffened at once, but Messer Tibo was already turning away to issue orders.


  “Bring wine. Quickly!”


  A cup was fetched and filled, and Messer Tibo held it out to Leon with a snap of his fingers. “Give this to your brother.”


  Leon hesitated, and Messer Tibo scowled. “Have you not done enough damage for one day? Give it to him!”


  Leon ran forward to take the cup. His hands were shaking so much he almost spilled it.


  “Careful, you fool!” Messer Tibo said.


  Leon cringed away from him as though warding off a blow. He crept up to Noel. “Drink it, please,” he whispered.


  Noel glared at him through slitted eyes. “Go to hell.”


  “Help him,” Messer Tibo commanded.


  The servants gathered around Noel, ignoring his protests. He found himself clamped and held; the cup was pressed to his lips; his head was tilted back forcibly. Leon poured the wine between his lips. Noel could taste the bitter potion that Tibo had slipped into it. He choked and coughed, trying to spit it out, but it was impossible the way they were holding him. The cup’s entire contents went down his throat.


  His eyes, hot with resentment and fury, blazed at Leon who was expressionless.


  Tibo gestured a dismissal and the servants released Noel.


  “That is better,” the astrologer said in satisfaction. He peered at Noel with the glimmer of a smile.


  Shuddering, Noel bent over, hoping he would gag it up. But he did not. Already he could feel the numbness spreading through him. He figured he would pass out, but he did not. The pain faded away, bit by bit, until he could breathe without misery and even sit up straight.


  “We are only trying to help you,” Messer Tibo said softly, his black eyes smiling into Noel’s alone. “Now calm yourself and do yourself no further harm. I shall see you again at sunset.”


  He glided away through the shrubbery. Noel glanced at the sky, where the sunshine deepened to late afternoon gold. Already the clouds were growing rosy. Sunset was perhaps an hour away, if that long.


  “Leave us,” Leon said to the servants who lingered. “It is over.”


  Alone in the garden with the fussing birds and the soft water babble of the fountain, Noel and Leon faced each other. Leon pulled out a handkerchief and pressed it to his nose. In a moment the snowy cloth was stained crimson. Above it, Leon’s eyes looked bruised and wary.


  Noel levered himself to his feet, not wanting Leon to tower over him.


  Leon backed up a half step. “It’s not how you think,” he said nervously.


  “Then how is it?”


  “You haven’t seen what he’s really like.”


  “I think I have.”


  Leon’s eyes widened, then he shook his head. “No, you’ve no idea. He’s—he’s some kind of—”


  “Sorcerer?” Noel broke in softly. “Hypnotist? Conjurer? Chemist? Charlatan?”


  “You know better!” Leon snapped.


  “Do I? You just said I didn’t know.”


  Leon frowned and turned away in confusion. “Don’t—stop playing games with me. I tried to help you.”


  “So you said. But you’ve said that before, just as you’ve set me up before.”


  “All right, all right! I gave it to him. What choice did I have?” Leon shuddered. “He—he gets into your brain and you can’t resist him.”


  “Oh, that’s right. He hurt you, didn’t he? He whipped you and invaded your mind and made you cry.”


  Leon’s face puckered. “You’ll never understand. You don’t want to.”


  “I understand that Messer Tibo has been told about the future,” Noel said coldly. “I understand that he has been given a LOC, which he intends to use to travel to the twenty-sixth century.”


  “But he can’t!” Leon said. He checked his handkerchief, sniffed, and pressed the cloth to his nose again. “The portal is shut. You closed it forever to keep Qwip out.”


  Noel crossed his arms. His anger simmered deep. He watched Leon stonily.


  Leon continued nervously. “And—and besides, the LOC won’t work for him. It’s set for you and what harm—”


  Noel uncrossed his arms, his hands swinging into fists. Leon scuttled back, holding his hand in front of his face.


  “Nothing works, so just give the man a LOC for a toy,” Noel said sarcastically. “Brilliant, Leon. We should give you a prize.”


  “Stop it!” Leon cried. “He can’t use it—”


  “Why not? If you wanted to be sure of that, why didn’t you at least give him the damaged one?”


  “I did.”


  Noel bit down on his temper to keep it under control. “Look at your wrist, damnit, and tell me what you see.”


  Leon jerked up his sleeve and stared. His mouth fell open. “I meant to. I really meant to. Noel, you have to believe—”


  “Sure, I believe you had the best intentions.”


  “I did!”


  “Yeah? And I’m Medusa. My God, you idiot, do you have any idea of what you’ve done? The good LOC is unprotected.”


  Leon frowned.


  Noel watched him figure it out.


  Leon said slowly, “You mean—”


  “Exactly.”


  “But—”


  “Look, do I have to spell it out? It will work for him. It will activate and answer any question he puts to it. Even if the technicians don’t repair the portal and recall him, he’s got access to—”


  Leon began to laugh. “No wonder you’re so angry. I see now. You’re going to be left here with me, while he goes back. That’s ironic, isn’t it? You’ve finally been outwitted. You’ve finally met your match. My brother Noel, the pillar of perfection, dumped here in the past to rot, just like you intend to dump me.”


  “I thought you wanted to stay here and live your own life. That’s what you’ve always said before.”


  Leon’s laughter choked in his throat. He sputtered a moment, then said, “Don’t confuse me. I can’t—I don’t—”


  Noel said with deliberate cruelty, “Do you know that Tibo no longer thinks we’re twins? He says you’re my familiar, a creature that I use to deceive and distract people.”


  “That bastard! He can’t—he said he would—”


  “Yes? He would do what?” taunted Noel. “Give you what? I’m still interested to know how much you sold us out for.”


  “I won’t tell you.”


  “Fine,” Noel said, turning away. “Go hang yourself.”


  Leon came running after him and spun him around. “Damn you!” he cried in a rage. “Damn you! You never understand. You never see what’s before you.”


  Noel sighed. “I’ve been waiting for an explanation all day.”


  Tears shone in Leon’s silver eyes. He lifted his hands, then let them fall. Defeat filled his face, and he said nothing. In silence he began to cry.


  Noel watched him a moment, unmoved. The tears had worked once, but they wouldn’t again. This was the same old stupid, venal, illogical Leon he had always known. Noel wanted to drag him outside to the canal and drown him, but he couldn’t. Not as long as there remained the slimmest, most remote chance of getting back. The hologram of Trojan’s bearded face shimmered in his mind like a ray of hope.


  “We’re too much in the open here,” Noel said, glancing around at the loggia and windows overhead. “Let’s go to the room and talk there.”


  Leon wrenched free. “And then I can hang myself?” he said bitterly.


  Noel looked into the wretched face so like his own and no longer felt any pity. Leon had played him for the fool once too often. That trick would never work again.


  “Forget it,” Leon said as though sensing his thoughts. “I don’t care anymore. I don’t want your help. I don’t want to explain anything to you. Why should I?”


  “So you’re going to stay out here crying in the garden?”


  Leon rubbed fiercely at his eyes and sniffed. “Leave me alone.”


  “Look, I don’t know what kind of weird potion Tibo’s been giving me, but you can see what it does,” Noel said, out of patience with him. “It’s not opium. It’s something much stranger than that. I figure you know what it is.”


  “You don’t want to know,” Leon said miserably.


  “Great. That’s very useful. Thank you. So in about an hour I turn into a pumpkin or become a zombie chained to Tibo for life. Before that happens I want to know exactly what’s going on around here. It’s obvious Tibo has combed your brain. I’m hoping you dug around in his in exchange.”


  “I already told you what he did to me,” Leon said uneasily. “There’s nothing more to say.”


  “Leon, I want some answers and I’m going to get them.” Noel gripped him by the sleeve. “Come on. We’re running out of time.”


  The chamber Noel had left was just the same. No one had come in and straightened the rumpled bed linens or dusted or closed the window where cold air now poured in. The sunshine had faded, and the reflected light had stopped dancing off the ceiling and walls. Noel shut and latched the window and turned to his duplicate.


  “Have a seat.”


  Instead Leon knelt at the hearth and lit a fire. He poked and fussed with it for several minutes until a cheery blaze began hissing from the logs. Using a strip of kindling he lit the candles on the bedside table and a small bronze lamp. Light filled the room.


  Noel walked over to Leon and gripped him by the arm. Leon stiffened warily, but Noel merely pulled up his sleeve and unfastened the LOC. Walking away with it, he took the only chair in the room and sat down.


  “We’ll start with the easy questions,” Noel said. “What is this stuff Tibo’s been giving me?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Noel’s temper flared. “You understand this once and for all. I want straight answers. No evasions, no messing around.”


  “I don’t know! If you want me to list the ingredients, I can’t. He doesn’t like me, remember? I’m not privy to his secrets.”


  “Will it do any damage? Will it put me under his control?”


  “Perhaps.” Leon shrugged sullenly. “I don’t know! I’m sure that’s why he gives it to you. Each dosage is probably stronger. You may think the ancient dark arts are just mumbo jumbo, but some of them work. Remember the voodoo?”


  Noel’s mouth still went dry whenever he thought of those experiences among the pirates. “How could I forget?”


  “You scoffed then until you got caught—”


  “Yes, Leon, and that’s exactly why I’m not scoffing now. Exactly what can this wizard do to me?”


  Leon turned and pulled off his doublet and shirt. His back was crisscrossed with angry welts, but only a couple of them looked like serious cuts. He tossed his clothes over the prie-dieu as though he had no idea of what it was and reached for a ewer of water. His chest and stomach were covered with fist-sized bruises.


  Holding the ewer, he said, “Has he tried to read your mind?”


  Noel frowned. “I’m not sure. I haven’t felt anything. Would I know?”


  “Probably. From what he says, does he know too much?”


  Noel’s face heated with fresh anger. “That’s a good question, coming from you.”


  “You told me to speak straight!” Leon retorted. “Why don’t you do the same?”


  “Okay, okay.” Noel forced himself to calm down. “Tibo’s pretty suspicious of me, but I don’t think he’s been walking in and out of my mind.”


  “I can’t read you. I doubt he can either.” Leon poured the water over his head and shoulders, heedless of the mess he made on the floor. He pulled the top sheet off the bed and used it to dry himself. “How does the potion make you feel? Dizzy? Sleepy? Careless?”


  “No, I feel better. The pain is masked, and my mind is very clear.”


  Leon sighed and shook his head as though baffled.


  “Wait a minute,” Noel said. “I feel numb right at the very first. It spreads up to the top of my head and then travels down. Then the numbness goes away.”


  “The first time you passed out. But this time you didn’t.”


  “Right.”


  “He could be reading you in those few seconds of numbness, or trying to. I can’t read you because we’re two sides of the same person. The reversal is like a mirror. It reflects my probe right back at me. But I figure Messer Tibo has trouble reading you because you think three-dimensionally.”


  Noel stared at him in surprise. “Three-dimensionally as opposed to what? Two-dimensional thinking?”


  “Sure. Two-dimensional is either linear, very logical and precise, point A to point B to point C, and so on, or it’s lateral and emotional, zigzagging back and forth. The linear ones are easiest to read. The lateral ones are easiest to manipulate. But you think in all directions, past and present, future projections, and old experiences, subconscious hunches, intuition and logic, like a sphere. If the potion makes you numb, it’s possible it slows down your rapid-fire thinking patterns to a degree where he can scan in. But I doubt he’s been able to get much.”


  “But if I keep taking the potion, I’ll become more susceptible.”


  “Possibly. I’m just guessing about this, you know.”


  Noel thought it over while Leon dug through the chest for a clean shirt. “So I could become a zombie, drug dependent, and receptive to hypnotic suggestion.”


  “Whatever,” Leon mumbled as he pulled the shirt over his head.


  “Next question,” Noel said. “What’s going on between the contessa and the Doge’s family? Why the attack on Lady Francesca?”


  “I told you it was a test of my—”


  “No,” broke in Noel impatiently. “What’s behind it? What’s the contessa trying to do?”


  Leon walked over to the fire, shivering, and stood next to it to dry his hair. “Everything in Venice revolves around money and power. The two usually go together. The contessa has no children of her own. But she does have a grown nephew, Claudio. He’s coming tonight to her dinner party.”


  “So?”


  “So, the contessa wants Claudio to marry Lady Francesca, only she’s betrothed to her cousin Vicente Contarini.”


  “I’ve met him.”


  “He’s very powerful, a senator. Rumor says he belongs to the Council of Ten although the identity of the members is kept a secret. He may even be an Inquisitor. No one knows. But the contessa thinks he was responsible for denouncing her brother, who was executed five years ago for treason against the state.”


  “So she’s out for revenge,” Noel said. “In one swoop, she allies her family with a more powerful one, also gaining the bride’s hefty dowry, and she puts a finger in Vicente’s eye.”


  “Exactly.” Leon grinned. “You may not like her, but the contessa has a diabolical mind.”


  “Let’s stick to what’s relevant,” Noel said, pulling thoughtfully at his lip. “Does Lady Francesca’s marriage have any bearing on history?”


  “That again?” Leon exploded. “The future no longer concerns you. You are here, and you will stay here until you die. So stop that sanctimonious trying to save the world—”


  “There’s a real chance of getting back,” Noel said.


  They stared at each other in silence.


  Leon’s face turned red. “You’re lying.”


  “Why should I? Besides, you already know this. I mentioned it in the garden.”


  Leon shook his head. “You know I won’t help you recover the other LOC if it means you can return to the future.”


  “Leon—”


  “No!” Leon made a chopping motion. “Why argue about it again? You’ll try to take me with you, and that means the end of me. I won’t do it, and I won’t help you destroy me.”


  “But—”


  “Forget it! I’ll kill you first.”


  Noel pushed himself stiffly to his feet and stared into Leon’s flushed face. “You can’t,” he said softly.


  “We aren’t linked that way anymore. I can. I’ve tried before in case you’ve forgotten.”


  “Yes, you’ve tried,” Noel said, positioning himself between Leon and the door. “But you’ve never succeeded.”


  “Luck!” sneered Leon.


  “Was it?”


  Leon opened his mouth, but said nothing. Doubt flickered in his eyes, and Noel knew he had the advantage again. He held up his hand. “I told you not to evade me. You’ve consulted the working LOC. I want to know about the girl.”


  “What makes you so sure I asked it about her?”


  “Because Messer Tibo wanted a demonstration. He wanted to know the future, and you told him the girl’s. Tell me.”


  Several expressions chased across Leon’s face. He glared resentfully at Noel, then averted his gaze.


  “Tell me,” Noel said. He let some of his anger back into his voice. “Or I can add a few more bruises to your collection.”


  “Swine,” Leon muttered.


  Noel clenched his fists.


  “All right! If she marries Contarini as planned, their two sons have some kind of important bearing on things. One is the ancestor of an engine designer who helps create some sort of rocket. The other…I can’t remember. She has a great-great-several-greats-granddaughter who’s a physicist—”


  “Angelica Contarini,” said Noel, making a sudden connection. “The twenty-second-century chemist who won the Nobel for her breakthroughs in new isotopic transformations—”


  “Who cares?” Leon said. “These people aren’t even born yet. They probably don’t have a clue as to who their ancestors will be or might be or were. It’s too far away. It doesn’t matter.”


  “It matters a great deal. I wish you could understand that.”


  “Well, I don’t. And I don’t want to. It’s nothing to me.”


  “I know,” Noel said. “I wish you could see where I come from. I wish you could see the twenty-sixth century. What we have, and what we’ve lost. You’d care if you ever saw it.”


  Homesickness filled his chest, and he felt a longing so intense he could not continue talking.


  “But I’ll never see it.” Leon’s voice was as sharp as a stiletto. “I can’t exist there. It means nothing to me. It never will. So why should I care if it’s destroyed or not?”


  Noel swallowed hard. “We aren’t going to let the contessa mess up this marriage. What’s planned for tonight?”


  Leon didn’t reply. The sullen, self-pitying look returned to his face. Noel narrowed his eyes. He was tired of threats, tired of bullying. He wished that just this once Leon would cooperate and work willingly on his side, but it was never to be.


  “Think about this,” Noel said in a harsh voice. “Tibo doesn’t need or want you. If I ever fall completely under his power, he will eliminate you. Whose side do you want to be on?”


  “Mine!” Leon said. “You want me to help you, but—”


  “I can protect you.”


  Leon snorted. “Now who’s the liar? You said you can get back. If that’s true, then you’ll destroy me in trying. Do you think I’m stupid?”


  “Just answer my question. What’s planned for tonight? The contessa’s nephew is coming to dinner. What else? What is he going to do?”


  “You’re so smart. You figure it out.”


  Noel started toward Leon, but the sound of squeaking stopped him in midstride. He looked around wildly and saw a gray rat crouched in the far corner of the room. For a moment, as fanciful as it was, he had the impression that the rodent was laughing at them.


  Pet…familiar…spy. Rage swelled through Noel. He pivoted on one foot and launched himself at the rat. It turned to run, but he reached it before it could squeeze through a tiny hole in the wall. He kicked it with all his might, and the small animal slammed into the wall. Its hind legs kicked convulsively, then it lay still.


  Breathing hard, his rage still shaking through him, Noel braced his hand on the wall and stared at the creature with revulsion, wondering how much it had heard. Well, it would not carry any tales back to its master.


  “A rat,” Leon said. He glanced at Noel, his eyes wide. “I didn’t know you could move that fast.”


  “Messer Tibo will have to train a new spy.”


  Leon laughed incredulously. “You don’t think this rat was spying on us, do you?”


  Noel just glared at him. “In this place, anything is possible. Now, you were about to answer my question about tonight.”


  Leon backed up, his smile fading nervously. “You don’t look so well. Why don’t you rest?”


  “Why don’t I kick you through the wall?” Noel said through his teeth. He advanced on Leon, who held up his hands.


  “All right! Originally they were going to have me put a spell on her, then ransom a cure in exchange for her marriage to Claudio. Now that you messed that up, their new plan is to invite the bridal couple and family here tonight for a celebratory feast. Vicente will be poisoned with something slow-acting that will kill him within a day or two—”


  “Wait a moment,” Noel said irritably. “That’s stupid. Why should any of them come here to eat?”


  “They don’t know who was behind the attack on Lady Francesca,” explained Leon. “You intervened before the spell was set—”


  “Oh, stop calling it a spell. You’re starting to believe in Tibo’s hocus-pocus too much. You just blanked her mind the way you always do.”


  “No, I didn’t. Messer Tibo gave me a vial. I snapped it open beneath her nostrils, and she collapsed.”


  Noel shook his head. “Wrong lie. I spoke to her, and she told me how you invaded her mind. You were pretty brutal with her, Leon. Someone needs to teach you not to do that to people, especially to young girls. I’m glad Tibo gave you a taste of it.”


  Leon frowned and opened his mouth, but Noel wasn’t in the mood to listen to more twisted half-truths. “So the ransom note was never delivered since she recovered too fast. And they’re still looking for us as the culprits. If we leave this house we’ll be on the run.”


  “We’ll be arrested,” Leon said darkly. “Tortured. Beheaded. We have to stay here. We have to do what Messer Tibo and the contessa want.”


  “Bull! We are going to make a plan of our own.” Noel glanced around to make sure no other little spies had crept through the mousehole and he lowered his voice. “First we ambush Tibo and recover the LOC, then we warn Vicente and get ourselves out of this palazzo.”


  “You’re a fool. Contarini will have you arrested on sight. Leave him to his fate.”


  “And leave myself possibly nothing to return to?” Noel said bitterly.


  “If you’re dead you can’t get home. Besides, you’ll never get the LOC away from Messer Tibo.”


  “Oh, yes, I will,” Noel said with determination. “I’m going to lay a little trap for him, and you’re going to help me.


  Leon started laughing, but it had more hysteria than scorn in it. “And he can read me like a book. Sure, I can help. I’ll give it all away.”


  “You aren’t going to give anything away,” Noel said. “Pull yourself together. You know how to shield yourself, for a few minutes anyway.”


  “Ever the optimist,” Leon said, giving him a mocking salute. “Yes, master. Allow me to assist you, master. When Tibo orders me to turn against you, I’ll do it, master.” His face twisted with sudden bitterness and he said in a choking voice, “I’m programmed, you see. One Judas, wrapped in a neat package, ready to be used.”


  Noel stared at him, trying to determine if he was lying yet again or telling the truth.


  “Yeah, stare all you like, brother dear,” Leon said. “I always let you down, don’t I? You never stop hoping I’ll come through for you, but it can’t happen. I can’t be what you want from me. I can’t! Maybe I would have helped you this time, just to pay him back for what he did to me. But he made sure I can’t.”


  “What are you saying?” Noel asked. “That he’s got a hold over you?”


  Leon’s wild laugh rang through the room again. “Here you’re worried about becoming his zombie. Better worry about me instead. One snap of his fingers, and I obey him.” His voice nearly broke and he swung around to put his back to Noel. “Just a warning,” he said hoarsely. “You might as well know now not to tell me anything important. I’ll only take it to him when he calls me.”


  Noel stared at him and didn’t know what to say.


  Finally Leon swung around. His eyes held defiance and something worse. “Well?” he asked. “Lost your tongue, brother dear? Maybe you should just go ahead and snap my back the way you did the rat’s. I’m more danger to you than the rat ever was.”


  Noel thought of Leon’s tears, thought of that strange kiss, thought of how Leon had tended his injuries while he lay helpless. The capacity for good was there, yet had Leon done those things merely to trick Noel into trusting him? He saw Leon now, trapped in his own misery and hatred, too twisted to ever help himself, too unreliable to trust. Maybe he was telling the truth, maybe not. There would never be a sure way to tell.


  “Why don’t you kill me?” Leon was saying. “You wanted to a few minutes ago. Why don’t you now? If you can’t attack me in cold blood, maybe I can heat it up. I know how to provoke your temper. Shall I?”


  The disappointment in Noel was brutal. His anger surged into his throat, but he held it back. He wasn’t going that route.


  “If you go back to the future, you’ll kill me anyway,” Leon said. “Why not do it now? Put me out of my misery. Don’t leave me chained to him. Please!”


  He drew a small dagger from his belt and held it out, hilt first. Noel took the weapon. His fingers touched Leon’s momentarily. Leon’s were icy cold against the warmth of his. He looked into Leon’s tormented eyes and his hand tightened on the hilt of the dagger.


  “Get out,” he said quietly through his teeth.


  Leon blinked as though he didn’t trust what he’d heard.


  “Get out.”


  “But this is your chance, your only chance,” Leon said in bewilderment. “I’ll tell him, warn him. I can’t help it. I’ll betray you, and you’ll fail tonight. You won’t get the LOC back from him, and you won’t save Vicente Contarini’s life. Go ahead. Drive the dagger through my heart. It’s on the right side, remember? Defective, wrong…just like the rest of me. You’ve never wanted me to live. You’ve hated me since the day I came into existence. So kill me. I can’t ever live as a complete human being. Put a stop to me now.”


  “No,” whispered Noel.


  “You have to. You know what I am. You know what I like to do. I like hurting people, Noel. I always have. I’ll never stop. You’ll never be free of me. If they kill you tonight, then I’ll die with you. I can’t exist without you, but you don’t need me. You’re the real one. Even Messer Tibo knows that. Put an end to it, Noel. Please.”


  Noel’s heartbeat drummed inside him. He could feel the temptation curling down to his fingertips. His grip tightened even harder on the dagger.


  “Why?” he asked through the closure in his throat. “Why warn me?”


  Leon’s eyes met his steadily for once, letting him see the longing and the misery that had always lain in Leon’s heart. “Because you’re the good one, and I’m not,” he whispered. “Finish me.”


  There was something too sharp and compelling in the way he spoke those last two words. Noel drew a quick breath and flung the dagger on the floor. It went spinning across the terrazzo and ended up beneath the bed.


  “No, Messer Tibo,” Noel said loudly to the air. “I will not kill my brother. You will not ensnare me that way. If you want to put a chain on my soul, you’ll have to think of something for me to do besides commit fratricide.”


  He returned his gaze to Leon, whose face was blank and stony except for his blazing eyes. Noel pointed at the door.


  Leon bared his teeth in a bizarre grin and formed the silent words, “Help me.”


  Noel closed his eyes. “Get out.”


  And in silence Leon left.


  Chapter 10


  Oppressive silence filled the room following Leon’s departure. Noel shivered, frowning to himself, then he pulled himself together. He had things to do.


  Kneeling, he reached beneath the bed and pulled out the dagger. He turned it over in his hands, examining the carved hilt and sharp blade. Good workmanship, but nothing fancy. He tucked it in his belt and squared his shoulders.


  Somehow he had to figure out a way to warn Vicente Contarini. Nothing brilliant had yet occurred to him, but he had hopes of coming up with a plan in time.


  As he set his hand on the door, he glanced over at the dead rat. An unwelcome trickle of uneasiness ran through him and he frowned. Shaking it off, he opened the door and slipped outside.


  Servants moved busily about the public rooms of the palazzo, lighting lamps and candles, kindling fires upon the marble hearths until the rooms blazed with heat and light. Twilight gathered at the windows, and he could smell the cold air beneath the fragrances of food and wood smoke. Keeping on the fringes of the activity, Noel watched the tables being set up for the banquet. Flowers were arranged, plates of gold were set out, forks were placed, napkins were folded into the shapes of pyramids, jeweled goblets were set next to gold toothpicks. Wine coolers of copper were carried in while other servants sprinkled costly perfume over the linen tablecloths.


  Noel saw the dwarf wandering about as though in search of someone. Noel pressed himself into the shadows and slipped downstairs to escape notice. It was his plan to remain out of Messer Tibo’s path. He wasn’t ready for that particular confrontation just yet.


  Finally the contessa appeared on the main staircase, resplendent in cloth of gold and rubies. At her side was a barrel-chested youth with a petulant face that would quickly lose its good looks to drink and dissipation. They stood between the stone griffins and the lamplight glowed in a nimbus about the contessa’s blond curls.


  False gold, thought Noel, gazing up at her. Like her experiments into alchemy, like her friendship toward the unsuspecting guests coming to dine tonight.


  She called out her orders to the porter, her voice rich and imperious. The tall entry doors of the palazzo were pushed open and the light within the palazzo spilled outdoors into the darkness beyond.


  All the scents of Venice rushed in upon the cold night air, the fishy smell of the canals predominating. Gondola traffic filled the canal running at the base of the steps. Lanterns bobbed, and voices of passersby babbled pleasantly.


  Stepping between bales of merchandise and parcels of spices that had been unloaded that afternoon, Noel drew closer to the doorway. He was drawn to the beckoning safety of the night. He could run and not be caught. He could escape this place and its bizarre inhabitants. He would be free.


  But Messer Tibo would have the LOC with which to wreck untold futures. And Vicente Contarini would die.


  Swallowing, Noel retreated from the temptation of escape and hid himself behind a column in the shadows.


  The entrance hall was lit by huge gilded lanterns taken from galleys. The walls themselves were decorated by swords and scimitars arranged in stars. Rapiers were crossed in herringbone patterns on either side of the doorways. Halberds dressed in dark red velvet and silk fringe hung as trophies of past victories. Tall inner doors fashioned of intarsia were pushed open to show the way to the main staircase.


  Within a few minutes the guests began to arrive. The entourage was large, as befitting a Doge of Venice. Guards and courtiers disposed themselves about the entry hall while canopied gondolas bearing proud coats of arms pulled up and discharged their passengers.


  The Doge wore an ermine-trimmed cloak but not his crown of state. Beside him walked his son Aldo, still looking angry and edgy. Following came Lady Francesca, plump and beautiful, her long golden curls spilling down her back, her dress of blue damask glowing richly. She looked very pale, and seemed lethargic for a bride. Noel studied her worriedly, wondering just how recovered she truly was from her ordeal. The girl ought to be home, resting in preparation for the joyful strain of her wedding day, instead of jaunting out to the homes of people who wanted to hurt her more. She was surrounded by her ladies in waiting, all wearing sumptuous gowns and jewels, their painted faces animated and smiling.


  A few ecclesiastics arrived in purple and crimson according to their office. Last of all came Vicente with a handful of his kinsmen. Vicente wore a stern expression in grim contrast to his silk finery. With his eagle face and fiery dark eyes, he looked less like a bridegroom than an avenger.


  Noel, well aware that Vicente had failed to catch the culprit who had attacked the Lady Francesca, knew that the man must be seething with frustration. He hesitated in the shadows, hoping for a chance to approach Vicente without being seen, yet it did not happen. The guests milled around, greeting each other. They shed their masks and cloaks, then passed up the staircase to be welcomed in turn by the contessa and her nephew.


  Snagging a cloak and mask off a chair, Noel lurked out of sight and agonized over how quickly the poison would be administered. Would it be in the first cup of wine handed to Vicente? Would it lie in his plate of food? Would it be in his after dinner fruit? It had to be slow-acting, a substance that would not bring him down for a day or possibly longer so that no direct connection could be traced to what he consumed here. Therefore, they probably would wait and slip it to him later.


  But Noel dared not wait too long. He could be found at any moment by Messer Tibo’s servants, who were obviously searching for him now, stopping others and making inquiries. Or there were the palace guards spreading their cloaks across the bales of merchandise and setting up their dice games. If one of them recognized him, he would be done for.


  Noel took down a rapier off the wall and melted away down a servants’ passage to an outside door. It was locked but not guarded. He threw it open and stepped out into the street. In the night it took but a moment to don the stolen cloak and mask. Tucking the sword through his belt beside the dagger, Noel again felt the temptation to just vanish into the night.


  But his primary obligation wasn’t to save himself but to prevent the interference with history.


  And if Leon’s wrong? asked a tiny voice inside his skull.


  He could be playing into their hands. Leon could have lied to him in order to manipulate him into changing history.


  Noel paused with his hands on the mask. Then he forced himself past the moment of indecision. Whatever Messer Tibo was involved in, he was against it. That was all he had to go on now. Let the chips fall where they had to.


  Gathering his courage, he walked around the palazzo to where the canal flowed wide and deep beneath the lanterns of Carnival. Laughter floated through the darkness, and the palazzos were lit with bright merriment.


  Keeping his hand on his sword hilt in case of trouble, Noel hurried along the footpath and went up the steps. Snarling dragon heads supported large lanterns with windows of colored glass. They cast an eerie light across the steps. The porter met Noel with a bow.


  “An urgent message for Lord Contarini,” Noel said at his most clipped.


  The porter bowed again and snapped his fingers. “I shall send a page to him with it at once.”


  Noel held up his hand. “It must be delivered in person.


  “Ah, signore, how can I interrupt the dinner? I have no authority to do this.”


  “It is not by your authority he is disturbed,” Noel said harshly, hoping the man could not hear how loudly his heart was beating. “It is by the authority of the Council of Ten.”


  The porter drew back with a hiss of dismay and looked anxiously past Noel’s shoulder. “A missier grande is here? An agent of the secret police? God have mercy.”


  “Hurry, man. Summon him downstairs at once. There is not a moment to lose.”


  “Si, si.” Turning away, the porter snagged the sleeve of a page and murmured into his ear. Then he gave the boy a shove and urged him toward Noel.


  The boy approached Noel fearfully, bowing low. His dark eyes rolled uneasily at the darkness past Noel. “Where is the missier grande?” he whispered. “Never has an agent of the Council come to this house. What is to be done?”


  “He has already come and gone,” Noel said, wishing he possessed one of the distinctive red and blue robes of the secret police. Wearing it, he could have come and gone as he pleased, with no one daring to stop him. But he had only his own brashness and ability to bluff to get him through. “Send for Lord Contarini at once.”


  The page swallowed hard. “And what am I to say?”


  “Just what I have told you. Nothing more. Give no names. It is not appropriate at the table. Hurry!”


  “Si, I’m going.”


  The page ran past the dicing soldiers and headed up the stairs.


  Waiting, Noel retreated to the shadows and paced there, his palm sweaty on his sword hilt. The canal water lapped less than a foot below his shoes. The water must be warmer than the chilly breeze blowing in off the Adriatic, for a soft mist was starting to form upon its surface.


  Finally, the sound of footsteps made him turn around. Vicente was coming downstairs with Aldo in tow. Noel groaned beneath his breath and mouthed a couple of curses. He fought the urge to retreat, reminding himself that his mask was his safety. It felt pretty thin at that moment.


  The two noblemen glanced around the entrance hall as the guards came to attention. Aldo began to question the men, who glanced at each other in puzzlement.


  Vicente looked annoyed. “Ridiculous. I told you it was nothing.”


  “But for an agent to come here to report…surely it is about the sorcerer,” Aldo said. “He is found at last. I know he must be found.”


  “There are more irons in my fire than one sorcerer,” Vicente said.


  Aldo bridled immediately. “And what is more important than the honor and safety of your bride? Eh?”


  “Oh, shut up, you foolish hothead,” Vicente said, turning away. “Of course I do not dismiss this matter surrounding her, but the affairs of state do not permit personal expediency to take precedence over everything. You, porter! Where is this messenger?”


  The porter pointed at Noel, who waited nervously at the foot of the steps, half in the shadows.


  Vicente stared, light spilling around his broad shoulders in a halo. “That is not one of my men. What is this prank?”


  Aldo appeared at his shoulder, one hand on his dagger hilt. “By God, I’ll loosen his tongue.”


  “The message is urgent, Lord Contarini,” Noel said, putting more confidence into his voice than he really felt. “It is for your ears alone.”


  Scowling, Vicente started down the steps, but Aldo grabbed his shoulder. “Careful!” he said. “This could be an assassin.”


  Behind the mask, Noel rolled his eyes in exasperation, but Vicente checked. He beckoned to Noel. “Come here into the light.”


  Noel wished a thousand curses on Aldo, but he had to approach or confirm their suspicions.


  “He said he has a message from a missier grande,” the porter said helpfully. “We dared not ignore him.”


  “Yes, yes.” Vicente impatiently dismissed him. “In the meantime, we are rude to our hostess and annoyed by this transgression on our time. Come, man, and say your message.”


  Noel paused halfway up the steps. “For your ears alone, signore.”


  Aldo whipped out his dagger. “Remove your weapons!”


  Noel flipped back his cloak and reached for his sword hilt, but Vicente was already coming down the steps to meet him. The man was assured as always, his dark eyes alert and confident. He gripped Aldo’s arm when Aldo would have stopped him.


  “Have done,” he said quietly, but annoyance could be heard in his voice. “The men are watching. He cannot strike at me and escape them.”


  “On my honor,” Noel said, “I have not come to bring harm.”


  Aldo retreated reluctantly, scowling. The guards crowded at the door in open curiosity. Noel had never felt so exposed and vulnerable as he did while waiting for Vicente to join him. At last they stood eye to eye. Vicente’s gaze bored into him as though he would see through the mask.


  Noel turned his back to the men watching them, although he felt as though Aldo would drive a dagger into him at the least provocation. “Signore,” he said in a low voice, “do not eat or drink in this house. There is a plot against you and—”


  “Who speaks this warning?” Vicente asked, frowning at Noel. “Remove your mask and identify yourself.”


  Noel shook his head. “Eat nothing here,” he said in a whisper. “You are to be poisoned tonight.”


  Vicente glared at the canal. Noel could see the speculation whirling in his mind. “How know you this? Who has discovered this? Who dares lay such an accusation at the contessa’s door?”


  “Gabriella Virenza is no friend of yours or your bride’s,” Noel said rapidly. “She wants her nephew Claudio to marry Lady Francesca. The dowry is considerable. The alliance is invaluable. She also wants revenge for the execution of her brother.”


  “Bah! I had no part in his denouncement.”


  “Well, she still means you harm.”


  “I do not believe you.”


  “Believe me or not, but do not eat here,” Noel said in exasperation. “Value your life and be cautious.”


  “I will heed no nameless accusations and rumor-mongering,” Vicente said angrily. He grabbed Noel’s mask and yanked it off.


  The action took Noel by surprise. But Vicente was equally astonished. Holding the mask, he stared at Noel with his mouth open.


  “You!” he said.


  Noel whipped out his dagger and pressed it to Vicente’s throat, turning him around and pinning his arms behind him as Aldo gave a shout and hurried forward.


  “Stop!” cried Noel.


  The men froze, their hands on their weapons.


  Aldo’s face lost color. “Madre de Dios,” he said. “It is the sorcerer.”


  “Come no closer,” Noel warned, making sure they could all see the dagger at Vicente’s throat. Vicente was rigid in his hold. The fury pouring off the man was palpable. Noel didn’t care. He backed down one step, forcing Vicente to go with him.


  “You will die for this,” Aldo said, brandishing his dagger. “There is no place that you can hide. I swear this to you!”


  One of the guards darted forward. Noel jabbed Vicente with the knife, bringing a small trickle of blood. “Keep them back.”


  Vicente gulped against the knife. “Aldo, no,” he said. “Stay back.”


  The men froze.


  “Better,” Noel said. He eased down another step and another, still manhandling Vicente. He could hear the man’s breathing. A trickle of sweat ran down Vicente’s temple.


  “If you are to kill me, do it quickly,” Vicente said in a low voice for his ears alone. “Then pray to God they do not reach you. They will tear you apart like dogs.”


  “I told you I came to do no harm,” Noel said. “I brought you a warning. I am trying to save your life, you fool, not take it.”


  Vicente’s eyes flashed at him, but he dared not turn his head. “I don’t understand.”


  Aldo edged forward, and Noel tensed. The knife moved, and Vicente’s gasp was audible.


  “Aldo!” he said angrily. “Stay back.”


  His eyes flashed at Noel again. “You make a fool of me. You unman me. I have prayed for the privilege of cutting out your heart, and now I will try!”


  As he spoke, he pushed against Noel in an attempt to break free. The guards and Aldo also rushed them, distracting Noel.


  But Noel knew all the tricks. He jumped clear of Vicente’s elbow, and when Vicente drew his dagger, Noel whirled in close and knocked it from Vicente’s hand. He shoved Vicente into the other men, blocking their rush.


  “If I’d come to kill you, you’d be dead by now!” he shouted furiously. “Stop being such an idiot. Get yourself and your bride out of this house.”


  Panting, his blood-tipped dagger swinging in his hand as he spoke, Noel backed away. Aldo started forward, but Vicente held him back.


  “Let me take him!” raged Aldo.


  “He’s right,” Vicente said. “He could have killed me with a quick thrust. He did not.”


  Vicente glanced at Noel, who did not need another warning. Vicente would hold them only for a few seconds in return for the favor Noel had done him.


  Noel ran, cursing history, cursing responsibility, cursing his own sense of fair play that got him into this. He could foresee a night of desperate running and hiding, the searchers drawing ever closer, his own strength giving out. Even if he—


  Noel ran full tilt into something solid in the darkness, which he didn’t see in time. He staggered, slightly stunned by the impact, and felt strong hands grip him. Striking out, Noel fought to get free, but a short, bulky figure joined the first to pin his arms and hold him fast despite his struggles. Neither man spoke. Suddenly Noel knew he had been captured by Soma and the dwarf, Messer Tibo’s mute servants.


  One tossed a cloak over his head, but Noel pulled his feet off the ground, throwing his full weight onto their grip. They were caught unawares by his maneuver, and Noel thudded to the ground with a rip of one sleeve. He twisted and squirmed between their legs before they could regain their hold on him. The cloak settled across his shoulders and head like a blanket, hampering their attempts to grab him. Noel ducked out from beneath it and straightened with a strong thrust of his knees. He knocked Soma off balance, and the man went flailing into the canal with a splash.


  Coming around the corner of the palazzo, the guards paused in surprise. “What the—”


  The dwarf seized Noel from behind in a bear hug. When his powerful arms squeezed Noel’s waist, Noel’s world went blank with pain. Gasping, he sagged at the knees and the dwarf grunted beneath his sudden weight. Noel tried to shake off the fuzziness. He could not black out now, could not go down now. But his eyes were shut as though they had been glued, and the pain was harsh and stabbing, blasting his consciousness apart each time he pulled himself together.


  He lost a moment, came back and found himself being dragged along the ground. The guards were still peering into the canal, confused and speculating about whether it was Noel who had gone into the water. Cursing, Aldo pushed past them and ran a few steps into the darkness. Holding his sword, he stopped and stared around, but it was clear he could not see where Noel was being dragged deeper into the darkness. There were no torches lit on this side of the palazzo. The alley was black and damp. Noel felt water seep through his clothing as he was dragged through a puddle.


  Panting softly, the dwarf paused and crouched beside Noel. He gazed toward the corner where Aldo was now shouting at the guards, rebuking them for not having continued the chase. Noel lifted his head, but before he could move, the dwarf turned on him and shoved him toward a hole in the alley where the grating had been removed. Noel’s palms scraped across the edge of it where it lay on the ground. He curled his fingers around the metal bars in panic. No one was shoving him down a hole.


  The grating was heavy, but adrenaline lent Noel the necessary strength to lift it one-handedly and slam it against the dwarf’s face. The dwarf grunted and fell back. Noel twisted and crawled past him, scrambling until he could get to his feet.


  His heart was thudding, but he had a chance now to get away. He took a step, staggered, and tried to run.


  “Noel,” whispered a voice from the darkness.


  Noel skidded to a halt, clutching his side, and looked around wildly. The dwarf lay unconscious with the grate still across his chest where Noel had dropped it. Who had spoken?


  “Noel.”


  His name might almost have been a sigh of the wind, so soft was it, yet Noel heard it clearly. He shivered and turned to press his back against the wall.


  “Climb down to safety,” sighed the voice against his mind. “Come down to me, and they will never find you.”


  Noel gulped in air, conscious of sweat pouring off him. He closed his eyes a moment and fought to hang on. This was no hiding place. At any moment the guards would organize themselves beneath Aldo’s stinging orders and fan out.


  Pushing himself away from the wall, Noel went down the alley, staggering now and then so that his shoulder bumped against the wall. He glanced back, watching the uncertain glow of torchlight in the distance as the guards finally found the courage to continue searching. Ahead of him lay another canal. He could see gondola lanterns bobbing, reflected in the inky water. Noel quickened his steps.


  Something black and solid closed off the alley ahead of him. It was as though a curtain had been drawn. The lanterns vanished. The canal vanished. He could no longer see the shadowy silhouettes of the gondolas.


  An icy breeze blew into his face, and Noel’s heart slammed against his ribs in primitive fear. The hair on the back of his neck prickled, and he came to a halt.


  What was this?


  “Noel,” whispered the voice. “Come to me. I will help you. I will protect you. Do not run. Come to me.”


  He swung back the way he’d come, and for an instant he imagined he saw light glowing faintly from the drain hole in the alley. Noel’s blood chilled in his veins. His fingers gripped the wall supporting him. No way was he going down there.


  “Noel, I can save you. Come to me.”


  His lungs froze on him. Suddenly he was choking for air, unable to draw enough in. His mind was dizzy with fear. He had to get away, had to…


  Noel punched himself in the side with his fist. Agony came in a starburst, but it cleared the panic from his mind. He sucked in a breath, then another, able to think again.


  It had to be Tibo, trying to mesmerize him.


  He wasn’t going to let it happen.


  Grimly Noel faced the strange blackness at the end of the alley ahead of him. The moon overhead was full and golden, like an enormous paper lantern sitting upon the spires of the city, but even its light did not pierce this darkness. Looking at it, he had the impression of a total and absolute void. It was like he imagined outer space would be if someone removed all the stars and astral bodies. While he hesitated, wondering if it was a tangible threat or only an illusion, he could feel a strange lassitude creeping over his body. It was as though he were being coated by the membrane of Tibo’s will, woven into a cocoon in the web of no return.


  With all his might, Noel pushed himself forward. Taking one step was like pushing against an immovable wall. He gained a few inches and felt his body trembling with exhaustion. Gritting his teeth, he pushed to take another step and another.


  “Noel, come back to me. You go toward danger. Come to me and be safe.”


  His heart pounded crazily. His blood roared in his ears. Fear was sour in his throat, but he continued pushing himself forward, away from the voice. Just short of the black curtain, he stopped and gasped for breath. He was wringing wet. He felt as though he had pushed his body to the limits of its endurance, fighting the will that sought to ensnare his very soul. Now all he had to do was walk through this illusion, and he would be free. There were limits to what Tibo could do. Once Noel cleared this alley, he could hide himself anywhere in the city. Neither Tibo nor Vicente’s soldiers could find him. Just walk through it. It was a cloud, a trick of his mind. Go.


  Shivering, he steeled himself, knowing delay only fed his fear. He extended his hands and stepped forward.


  “Noel, don’t!”


  It was Leon’s voice, shrill with terror and warning. It echoed between the buildings, flashing around Noel so that he couldn’t tell from which direction it had come.


  A piece of him responded to Leon’s warning and wanted to turn back, but Noel had made his decision. He was too stubborn to let himself be defeated by a moth-eaten magician. Setting his jaw, he waded into the blackness.


  A sudden force of suction pulled him forward bodily, and the darkness closed behind him. It was like being sucked into something’s mouth. The air surrounding him turned clammy and warm. He could hear a thrumming heartbeat, not his own but larger, faster, louder. Trying not to lose his orientation, Noel walked forward, expecting to emerge on the other side and be back in a normal Venice evening.


  But there was no exit. He strode forward, hurrying now, almost running in the pressing need to get out. He knew he was only about twenty feet from the end of the alley, and he counted his steps now…eighteen, nineteen, twenty…twenty-five, twenty-six…thirty. He stopped in the moist darkness, his breathing jerky and too fast. The heartbeat throbbed about him. He could hear a rumbling roar, almost as though he stood near gigantic arteries that were pounding with the rush and constriction of blood.


  Frowning, trying not to panic, Noel moved sideways in hopes of bumping into the wall.


  The wall was gone. He was indeed in a void, a place that was endless, without exit. He frowned. Infinity?


  No, he had passed through infinity before. He had journeyed too often through the time streams, had fallen more than once between dimensions, had almost been lost out there in nothingness. That had been horrible, yes, but it was not like this. This had nothing to do with the vastness of the universe, nothing to do with the laws of science or the order of the cosmos. This was not time; it was a place. What kind of place, he did not know. He did not like it, but his fear was fading as he reasoned himself through. He had seen worse. After all, he was a man of the future, not a superstitious creature of the past.


  A shriek of rage filled the air, deafening him as much as it startled him. Clapping his hands to his ears, Noel tried to turn away from the sound and found himself face-to-face with a skeleton. The skull’s jaw hung open in a gaping grin. Its empty eye sockets stared blindly at Noel. He backed away from it and bumped into something solid. Whirling, he found a bloody corpse toppling over as though he had knocked it down.


  The shrieks went on and on, piercing his hearing, shredding his nerves. Accompanying them came cries of misery and wretchedness, sobbing and wailing that reached to the primitive responses of his brain stem reflexes. No matter which way he turned, he found himself blocked by skeletons and hideous views of death. Dismembered corpses. Maggot-eaten bodies. Faces locked in rictus. Glazed and dusty eyes. The sticky gelatinous mess of blood and fluids. Flies buzzing and buzzing…a maddening sound.


  He could not walk for the dead, yet he finally forced himself to pick a path through the strewn bodies, slipping on their blood, stumbling over limbs. He kept telling himself it was not real, none of it could be real. But the horror of it locked on to him, and would not let go.


  Then the bodies began to writhe. Some convulsed in agony. Others lifted hands that snagged at his clothes as he stumbled past.


  “Please, help me,” sobbed a woman.


  Noel paused and knelt over her. She died still clinging to the hem of his long doublet. He could not tug the cloth free of her grasp. Trying not to look into her sightless eyes, he finally had to touch her hand in order to pry her fingers off. Her flesh was cold and strangely firm, almost hard. Rigor mortis was not instantaneous like this. Illusion, he told himself, choking on the bile that filled his throat. It’s just illusion, and not very accurate. Still, her fingers were like iron. He applied more pressure and heard a joint snap.


  He shuddered, appalled that he had broken her finger, her dead vulnerable finger. Swiftly he tore the cloth to finish freeing himself without touching her again. Climbing to his feet, he hurried away from her.


  Yet there were more dying, suffering people around him. In any direction as far as he could see, they lay in agony. He tried not to look at them, for if he made eye contact with a poor wretch, the person died. Yet they died anyway, horribly, their limbs shuddering with shock, their blood pumping away through terrible wounds. The buzzing of flies grew louder, more maddening, although he saw no insects. The sweet putrid stench of gangrene almost made him gag.


  “Help me,” cried a boy. “Sir, help me!”


  Noel looked down involuntarily and found himself gazing into the tormented blue eyes of Cody Trask, the teenage boy who had died in his arms in New Mexico.


  “Noel,” cried Cody, the knife protruding from his chest, “I can’t get this knife out. I gotta get this knife out. Help me, Noel.”


  “My God.” Aghast, Noel knelt beside him and gripped his shoulders. Noel had tried to save this boy. He’d been willing to jeopardize history to save this boy, whom he’d respected and liked. Cody was dead, he reminded himself, yet here lay the boy, pleading for his help. Cody’s fingers clawed at Noel’s sleeve. His eyes held trust as though he knew Noel could make things right.


  “I been hangin’ on,” Cody gasped. “I knew you’d come to help me.”


  “Cody, I—” Noel’s throat closed off. This can’t be, he told himself, yet he could feel the boy. He could see the boy.


  Cody’s face was damp and gray. His eyes fluttered a moment before he rallied. “You can get it out,” he whispered. “I know you can.”


  “You need a doctor,” Noel found himself saying. He tried to hold back the words, tried not to speak, but he couldn’t resist this, couldn’t convince himself that Cody was an illusion. Whatever his mind knew, his heart saw only what was here now. “I can’t do anything without a doctor.”


  “Ain’t no doctor here,” Cody said, his voice fading. “I been waitin’ for you. I knew you’d help. Pull it out. For God’s sake, Noel, pull it out!”


  Sweating, Noel wrapped his fingers around the hilt of the knife. It was a Bowie knife, a huge, ugly weapon, the steel blade fully half as wide as his palm. “Cody,” he said, his nerve failing him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  Cody’s hand gripped his and the boy managed a tremulous smile. “Can’t hurt me more’n I hurt already,” he said with a bravery that broke Noel’s heart. “You’ll do me right.”


  Noel knelt there, anguished and trapped. He could no more resist the boy’s trust and dependence now than he could in 1887. Breathing a silent prayer, he tightened his hold on the knife and pulled it out as quickly as he could. There was a dreadful scraping noise of steel against bone. Cody’s body lifted with the pull of the knife. He screamed, a raw sound that pierced Noel.


  Then the big blade was out, dripping gore in spatters upon Cody’s shirt. Cody was crying. His face had lost all color. His blue eyes stared up at Noel in pain and accusation.


  “You killed me,” he said, choking on his tears. Blood gushed from the wound. “I trusted you like family, Noel Kedran, and you killed me.”


  Noel flung the knife away. “No, I—Cody, it was Leon who made El Raton throw the knife, Leon who killed you. I tried my best. I—”


  He realized he was talking to no one. Cody lay dead in his grip, his young face dusty and ashen as though the desert winds had already begun to bleach and weather it away.


  “No!” cried Noel. He shoved himself onto his feet and stumbled onward, blind and stricken with guilt. It hadn’t been his fault, he repeated to himself, unable to shake off the emotions tearing into him.


  He bumped into something solid and flinched back. It was the prow of a ship, run aground in the blackness of this hell. A lantern swung ruddy light from the hand of the figurehead. Noel glanced up and saw that the figurehead was Lady Pamela, the fiery, imperious young woman who had been taken prisoner by Black Lonigan’s pirate crew. Only instead of carved wood, he saw a living, animated woman. She was staring down at him, her shapely bosom rising and falling, her arms outstretched, the lantern swinging from her fingers while she beckoned to him with her other hand.


  Noel stood rooted in place and shook his head. There was only half of her. From the waist down she merged into the prow of the ship. He remembered the rope he had tied around her waist in an effort to keep her from drowning in the hurricane. He remembered finding her dead, waterlogged body on the beach the following day.


  Now her chestnut curls blew in a wind that did not exist, and her green eyes flashed at him. “You, sirrah!” she called impatiently. “Cut me free at once!”


  “This isn’t possible!” Noel shouted while the shrieks and wailings grew louder. “You are not possible!”


  “Cut me free, you heartless blackguard! How can you see me in this torment and not lift a finger to help me? Use your knife and cut me free.”


  He looked down at his left hand and saw that once again he held the Bowie knife. He flinched and hurled the knife at the ship with all his might. “Get away from me!” he shouted.


  The knife thudded into the wooden side of the ship, just above its waterline and copper sheathing. Lady Pamela screamed as though the knife had struck her instead. Noel whirled away, refusing to watch her die. Yet behind him, her fine head drooped and her outstretched arms went slack. The lantern fell to the ground and exploded.


  Fire flashed around Noel, and he was hurled away by the concussion of the blast. Landing in the distance, he tumbled like a rag doll and rolled up against a boulder. Stunned, Noel lay there awhile, then finally recovered his senses. Breathless and sore, he pulled himself to his knees.


  The sound of singing caught his attention. It was an aimless little tune, a few notes repeated over and over. Unwillingly Noel turned his head. Sitting on another boulder was a beautiful young girl with an unruly mane of magnificent hair. She was naked, and only her long tresses covered her. Her oval face was streaked with dirt, and bits of leaves and sticks could be seen in her snarled hair. It looked as though no comb had touched it in years.


  Noel stared at her, finally remembering her name. “Elena,” he whispered.


  She glanced up, the way a dog will respond to its name. Her gaze was vacant and studied him without interest. When he said nothing more, she looked away and resumed her strange little song, over and over, repeating it in the mindless way of the insane.


  She was the Greek girl of the mountains beyond Mistra, a wild and free creature when he first crossed her path. Leon had ruined her mind and taken her reason from her.


  At the base of the rock where she perched lay a skeleton clad in mail armor. Its hands in mail mittens were crossed over the jeweled hilt of a broadsword.


  “My love is gone,” she sang tunelessly, her gaze wandering. “My love cannot come back to me.”


  A creature appeared from nowhere at her back, crouching on the rock and leaning over her shoulder. It was crimson and scaled and came no higher than Noel’s waist. Leathery wings extended from its ridged back, yet it had arms and legs like a man’s. Its head was wedge-shaped, a cross between a human and a reptile. A forked tongue flicked out from its blunt snout. Yellow eyes as cold as stone peered at Noel, then turned toward the girl, who seemed unaware of its presence.


  Noel could not move in his shock and horror. The demon’s clawed fingers gripped Elena’s bare shoulder and it hissed in her ear. She laughed and began to twist strands of her hair together, as oblivious to it as she was to Noel.


  He thought of how he’d first seen her, dressed in a jerkin and hose like a boy, a bow in her strong hands, her eyes as fierce and free as an eagle’s. She had stood on the mountainside overlooking the plain of Sparta, and she was the most gorgeous creature he had ever seen.


  Now she sang, dirty and mindless, while the demon caressed her and nuzzled her.


  Sickened, Noel stood up and clenched his fists. “Leave her alone!” he said.


  The demon went on stroking her arms and face, its claws leaving red scratches on her creamy skin. It paused momentarily and gazed at Noel, then bent its scaly head over her. He saw its forked tongue flick out to her breasts. Tipping back her head, Elena laughed and wept and sang, forever lost in her own clouded mind.


  Something snapped in Noel. He rushed at the demon and knocked the creature away. “I said leave her alone!” he shouted.


  The creature shrieked and caught itself before it hit the ground. Spreading its wings, it lifted itself into the air and dived at Noel.


  Screaming and hissing, it flogged his head and shoulders with its wings. Stumbling back, Noel put his arms over his head. It clawed at him, raking open his forearm, then his cheek, as it tried to gouge out his eyes. Its breath stank of sulfur.


  Noel crouched low to protect himself, wincing as the thing clawed his shoulders and back. More shrieks came, announcing the arrival of a whole flock of the creatures. They surrounded him, pummeling him with their wings, tearing at him with their claws.


  “Die!” they chanted. “Die! Die!”


  Stumbling crazily, unable to defend himself, Noel staggered into the rock where Elena sat. His foot struck the skeleton’s helmet with a clang. Crouching, Noel grabbed the dead knight’s sword and swung it up and around in desperation.


  Steel sliced one of the demons in half. Black blood spurted across the blade and splattered across Noel’s hands and forearms. It burned like acid, and he screamed. The creatures screamed too, rising up and away from him in a flurry as he swung again and again, driving them off.


  Then they were gone, and Elena was gone too. He stood alone in silence and no longer heard the wails and sobbing of the damned. A wind blew in his ears yet touched not his clothing. Noel felt cold, frozen to the very marrow of his bones. A white mist appeared along the ground. It curled around his legs, and he was afraid of it. A sword was no protection against fog. It could consume him, and he would have no way to fight it.


  Yet the fog was simply cold and damp upon him, nothing more. Still breathing hard, his cuts stinging harshly, Noel waited a long while, then slowly he walked forward once again.


  Steps yawned before him, and he stopped, unwilling to go down. He turned around, and steps descended in that direction as well. The sword remained solid and somehow reassuring in his hands, yet he could not depend on keeping it in this madness. Reluctantly he started down the steps, taking them one at a time.


  He seemed to descend forever. The steady heartbeat that boomed around him remained unchanged. He still felt as though he walked through the innards of some gigantic beast. But the steps seemed to lead down into a ravine. Cliffs rose on either side of him, snarled with dead vines and the barren skeletons of trees. He reached a landing and paused there. The wind was colder than before. It had the bite of coming off snow or ice. He shivered. His hands were aching with the cold. Glancing down, he saw that the sword was no longer made of steel but of ice. It was freezing his palms, and reluctantly he dropped it.


  The ice sword hit the stones and shattered into small crystalline pieces that went spinning in all directions.


  Noel walked down the next flight. It had become a staircase now, with a snow-covered balustrade. Icicles hung about him, and his breath misted white about his face. He realized there were eyes gazing at him from the tangle of frost-covered vines. Some eyes were human; many were not. He saw no faces.


  But the wailing started again. Low and eerie, it rose from the fog-enshrouded place he approached. Now it seemed as though someone chanted amid the cries of misery. He could hear the rhythm of conversations, although no words were distinguishable. The babble of sound grew steadily louder. The cold pinched him until he shook from it. He ceased to have feeling in his fingers and toes. The steps were slick with ice. Snow drifted across them in places, and there were no tracks save his own.


  Where am I going? he wondered, shivering and hugging himself tightly in an effort to preserve his hands from freezing. Where in God’s name am I?


  “Die!” whispered voices that came from nowhere, faint and fragile on the cold whistle of the wind. “Die! Die!”


  He saw one of the red, scaly demons crouching on a dead branch of a tree. Its yellow eyes gazed down at him without blinking. Noel tensed and passed beneath it warily, expecting to be attacked. Only its head moved as he went by, its gaze following him coldly. Ahead, he could see more demons in the dead trees, their wings folded and their yellow eyes intent, like vultures waiting for the moment when he would weaken.


  His body grew sluggish and warm as numbness encompassed him. The inside of his nostrils was frozen. His jaw was so stiff he could not unclamp his mouth to even cry out. He was growing tired and sleepy, yet the steps went on and on.


  He needed to rest. He needed to stop for a while. There was no point in descending to where it was only going to be colder.


  He stumbled to a halt and nearly slipped on a slick patch. Grabbing at the balustrade, he dislodged snow that dusted across him like a cloud. Blinking and gasping for breath, Noel rallied for a moment. Winters in Chicago were colder than this, he told himself.


  For a moment he couldn’t remember what Chicago was.


  Then memory flooded back to him. He could suddenly hear the racket of a congested shuttle terminal where angry commuters thronged about the flight line data screens. Half the lines were always closed, either because of repairs or overload or insufficient funding. Lake Michigan had become a barrier that could not be crossed without immense difficulty and delays in getting to work. He could see his apartment, crowded with antique books and data tapes. A real Roman gladius hung above his bed on the wall. A Roman helmet, its cheek pieces tarnished by the centuries and its crest of crimson-dyed horsehair brittle and chewed-looking, stood on a special acrylic display stand. Slouchy old armchairs ranged around a real, working fireplace that was as illegal as hell but which he bribed his landlord monthly not to wall up. His big aquarium filled one corner of the living room, the brightly hued neons and flame tetras flashing in formation among chunks of marble from ancient temples. He stood on a windy street corner near Grant Park, a riot raging in the intersection, police shooting trank spray over the crowd, bricks flying through windows, women and children screaming. Next to him a young man smiled dreamily, tuned in to the fantasies playing on his headchip.


  Noel drew in a sharp breath of frozen air and started coughing. He turned his head and tried to look back at the cliff towering above him. He wanted to see the top of the steps. But they ascended forever into white mist and he could no longer even see the landing where he had rested before. His eyes stung from the soft glare of white, barely able to distinguish snow from the fog. Droplets of the mist were freezing on him. When he tried to blink, the ice drops frozen to the tips of his eyelashes tangled and clicked together.


  Tiny sounds…tiny impressions. He sighed and let himself sink down into a snowdrift. He had to rest. There was no point in walking farther. The steps did not end, would never end. He knew that.


  At one time, long ago, he could remember what kind of place this was. He could remember how he came to be here and how he might be able to leave. But not now. Now he thought of nothing except the warm snow. It was soft and pretty. It surrounded him and made him feel safe. Noel’s eyes closed. He was so very tired. He did not want to go on.


  Rustles of sound reached through his fatigue. Anticipatory rustles and clicks of sound…eager panting…a quick furious flapping of leathery wings…hissing.


  Noel forced open his leaden eyes. The demons had gathered around him. They crouched on the balustrade in a row, perhaps a dozen of them. More came flying up from the mist below, ascending in spirals, to land and jostle. He could hear their claws scratching the stone. The heavy smell of sulfur stank on the dense air. Their yellow eyes watched him. He saw the excited flicker of their tongues. At the end of the row, one stood up and flapped its wings. Baring its fangs, it dived at him.


  Noel jumped up and shouted loudly. The demon veered off with a startled cry. They all rose up in a flurry, shrieking and hissing.


  “I’m not dead yet, damn you!” Noel yelled. “Get away from me!”


  “Die!” they screamed, wheeling overhead. Their crimson bodies were as bright as freshly spilled blood. “Die! Come and die!”


  Noel frowned, fighting off the lethargy that was drawing him down again. It was stupid to keep going down. He was killing himself, freezing to death. The fact that he felt so warm meant hypothermia. If he wanted to live, if he wanted to get out of here, he had to go up.


  He turned around, and his heart sank at how far the staircase rose above him. He would never make it, he told himself. Besides, he didn’t want to go back through that field of death and horror. He couldn’t face that again. That was why he’d fled in this direction.


  He looked over his shoulder where the steps went down and down into the gloomy mist. A light glowed like a beacon. It turned the snow golden, and made dancing sparkles of the fog. Noel squinted and thought he saw a figure down there, someone standing in the mist.


  The figure was blurred by distance, obscured by the mist and blowing snow, but an unnameable dread filled Noel. He could not turn his gaze away, yet he was terrified of seeing anything more. Fear zigzagged through him like electricity, and he found himself shaking. He backed up a step, and the demons dived at him with angry hisses.


  The figure in black lifted an arm and beckoned. Noel’s heart jumped against his ribs and hammered there. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move, yet he had to run, had to get away, had to get out.


  Forcing himself around, he stumbled up a step and then another. His feet slipped and skidded on the ice. Losing his footing, he fell flat and slid down several feet. When he finally stopped sliding, he lay still, winded and aching, afraid to glance down at the one who waited. Yet, unable to help himself, he did look back.


  He was closer to the figure, close enough now to see it was garbed in a long black robe made not of cloth but instead of the void he had so recklessly entered. It stood at the mouth of a cave, where the light streamed out. But this was not the light of the sun, not the light of fire, not the light of warmth and heat. This light was yellow and cold, like the eyes of the demons. Noel needed no one to tell him that the individual he saw was the master of this terrible place. The figure’s head was cowled. No face could be seen. Noel swallowed, feeling sweat break out beneath his clothing. He was certain that if he ever saw this thing’s face, he would be lost forever. Noel knew he would brave the nightmare of the field of the dead again. He would take on the demons. He would walk through fire if necessary to evade the one who waited.


  Breathing hard, he concentrated on the steps, on not sliding again. He clawed his way up, moving slowly but steadily. The need for haste drove him, but he held it under control, knowing he dared not slip. The demons flew over him, diving now and then, but not attacking as they had before. He didn’t know if they were cautious, remembering when he’d swung the sword at them or if they were under orders to hold back. He didn’t care as long as they left him alone.


  Don’t slip, he told himself, struggling to keep his purchase on the slick ice. The steps seemed to be coated with it now, far more slippery than they’d been before. But since when did hell play fair? He forced himself to concentrate, clearing his mind of everything except one step at a time.


  He was so tired, so very cold. His hands had turned white and he couldn’t feel them at all. He feared he was going to die on these eternal steps that had no beginning or end. It was growing darker. The gloom seemed to shroud him. He caught himself closing his eyes, losing moments of consciousness despite his struggles.


  A voice growled at him from below, “Come to my light. Come to my light and let it shine on thee. It will give thee strength. It will renew and restore thee. It will make thee as a new man.”


  It was a hideous voice, a choked, ruined voice. It sounded as though it came from a crushed larynx, or a burned throat, or a throat once cut and now rough with scar tissue. Yet there was something strangely compelling about it, something compassionate, something caring.


  Of all the things Noel had expected in this place of degradation and horror, love was the furthest of all. Astonishment filled him. He stopped his crawling progress and pressed his forehead against the sharp edge of the next step.


  “No,” he whispered. He could fight anything but that.


  “Come and I will take thee unto me,” said the terrible voice in that soft, compassionate murmur. “I will keep thee as my own.”


  Noel felt the warm trickle of tears spill down his frozen cheeks. He almost gave way, then stiffened. “No!” he shouted, and dragged himself up another step and another.


  He refused to look back. He refused to listen to anything else said to him. He had to get out of here. He was going to get out of here.


  Then he heard a furious flapping of wings and the shrieks of madness above him. Noel lifted his head and looked up, just as the demons dived with their talons outstretched.


  Chapter 11


  The fires burned low in Messer Tibo’s laboratory. Some of the lamps had gone out, their oil supply exhausted. Fat candles had burned down to molten drifts of wax. Their flames guttered, drowning in the liquid fuel. In the private chamber where the crucibles of fake alchemy gold stood on display, Messer Tibo reclined in a chair of carved walnut. An emptied wine cup dangled slackly from his long white fingers. A mixture of displeasure and worry creased his face. His black eyes stared into the distance, flicking only now and then to the still figure that lay on the table.


  Leon limped back and forth like a caged animal. He had been beaten for Noel’s disobedience, but while being made a whipping boy for his twin infuriated him, he barely paid any attention to his own hurts. Noel’s were coming at him in waves—brutal and nearly overpowering at times, vague nightmarish flickers at others. He struggled to hold off the images of death and blood that filled Noel’s mind. The guilt flowed in a torrent, flashed dry by sharp bursts of fear that made Leon’s chest ache. In other circumstances he would have cheered to see Noel tortured like this, but right now his mind was awash with worry and confusion. For the first time in his existence, he did not know what to do.


  Messer Tibo’s spell over Noel had somehow backfired, and now Noel was dying. Leon’s gaze moved to the still, pale face of his twin. Noel’s eyes were shut and sunken. He scarcely seemed to breathe at all. Once Leon had taken his pulse, and it had been thready and far too rapid. Now and then Noel jerked and cried out. But he had made no sound or movement in the last hour. He could not be roused, and Messer Tibo had said it was best not to touch him. Leon gnawed worriedly on his lower lip and resumed his pacing. Messer Tibo was lying. He kept pretending to be in control. He wanted Leon to believe that he had reduced Noel to this pathetic heap on purpose. Tonight, however, Leon could read Tibo with clarity. He knew the astrologer was secretly worried, secretly aghast at what had happened.


  Although the link between Noel and Leon had long ceased to be as strong as it once was, Leon could sense a steady ebb in Noel’s life force. But even more frightening was the slow, almost imperceptible decline he felt in himself.


  Fear twisted anew in Leon’s stomach. He wanted to howl with it. He wanted to pound on Noel with his fists until Noel woke up. It was not fair that he should still be chained to his twin. They’d managed to separate once, but ever since Noel had reentered the time loop in search of him, the link had gradually been reestablishing itself.


  On the table, Noel gasped and shuddered. Leon whirled around. His twin’s face was ashen and bathed in perspiration.


  “You must do something!” Leon said.


  Messer Tibo glanced up and gestured with indifference. “Nothing can be done. The fool refused to obey me. He has brought this on himself.”


  “You can undo the spell,” Leon said fiercely, glaring at him. “You can if you only will.”


  Messer Tibo said nothing. Rising to his feet, he put down his wine cup and yawned. “The hour grows late, and nothing has been accomplished this evening. I am going to bed.”


  “No! You must help him.”


  Messer Tibo frowned. “Must help him? Must, Leon? Is this the way a dog speaks to its master?”


  Leon snapped his teeth over an unwise remark. Pressing his hands together, his heart burning at the need to grovel, he put all the humility he had into his voice. “Please, Messer Tibo, please. I know you’re angry at him, but Noel never wants to do as he’s told. You have to persuade him, make him want to do what you have in mind. Then he works really hard to accomplish it. That’s the best way to handle him.”


  “Did I ask your advice in this matter?”


  “No, messer, no. I—I just want to help.”


  “You want to save your own sniveling hide,” said Messer Tibo with a sneer.


  “I—”


  “Silenzio!” Messer Tibo shouted. His black eyes flashed at Leon, who felt an unwelcome squeeze around his heart. He squeaked in pain, and Messer Tibo gestured violently at him. “You are a useless worm! Little familiar, are you fading because your master can no longer sustain you?”


  “I am real!” Leon shouted back. “I can survive on my own. I don’t need him.”


  His words rang in the silence. He stopped, aghast at himself.


  Messer Tibo scowled at him, stone-faced and merciless. He pointed at Noel. “Then you bring him back. I am going to bed.”


  Leon limped hurriedly after him. “Please,” he said, reaching for Messer Tibo’s robe but not quite daring to touch it. “I know this has gone too far. He will die soon. You opened the spell. You can help him come back from this awful place he’s gone to.”


  “He battles what is in his own mind. I have no control there.”


  “But you can help him break free. I know you’re angry because he won’t take you to the future. But he will. He’s just difficult. Isn’t what you want worth a challenge? Isn’t it worth trying again?”


  Messer Tibo turned around with an awful expression. “Do not toy with me.”


  “I’m not,” Leon said hastily. “Look, he messed up the poisoning attempt, and he reneged on his promise to you. But that’s no reason to kill him. Please bring him back.”


  Messer Tibo hesitated, and his gaze shifted past Leon to where Noel lay in the candlelight. For an instant Leon hoped the astrologer would relent, but a flicker of consternation betrayed itself briefly in Tibo’s black eyes. Leon knew absolutely then that the man had no idea of what to do.


  Messer Tibo shook his head. “It has gone too far. It cannot be undone.”


  “Without Noel’s help, you’ll never travel to the future,” Leon lied desperately.


  Messer Tibo stiffened. He shot Leon a penetrating look. Leon met it with all the strength remaining in his mind, struggling to preserve the lie intact.


  And after a moment Messer Tibo released him without cracking Leon’s deception. Shaking back his wide sleeve, Messer Tibo touched the LOC fastened about his wrist. “LOC, awaken,” he said.


  The LOC flashed to life immediately. “Working,” it said tonelessly.


  “Conduct me to Chicago of the twenty-sixth century,” commanded Messer Tibo.


  The LOC’s circuitry pulsed steadily, casting a pale green light onto Messer Tibo’s cadaverous face. “Instructions cannot be executed. Please restate instructions.”


  “Ah…” Scowling, Messer Tibo lowered his arm and glared at Leon, who flinched from the rage in his eyes. Messer Tibo’s mind slammed against his, and Leon choked off a cry.


  He held up his hands in silent supplication, trying to endure, fighting Messer Tibo’s attempt to crush him completely. Finally the astrologer stepped back, breathing hard from his mental exertions, and released Leon.


  The absence of pressure was an overwhelming relief. Leon sucked in a breath, not quite daring to believe the attack was over. He opened his eyes and quailed before Messer Tibo, aware that his resistance had made the man angrier than ever.


  “You fool! As long as you try to serve both your master and me, you will fail both of us miserably. I told you I must have your absolute obedience, Leon. I warned you at the start that I expected it.”


  Leon’s quaking knees sagged. He knelt. “I do serve,” he said softly, fearfully. Another vision of crimson flashed through his mind like a razor, and he flinched. He tried to shut it out, but Noel’s despair flooded him. From the first Leon had longed to be able to read his brother’s mind. Now that he could, it was horrifying, all dreadful apparitions and nightmarish images.


  He felt suddenly dizzy and ducked his head a moment to fight it off. His energy level had dropped again. He frowned, trying to remember what he had been about to say. Piecing the distracted bits of his mind back together, he realized that if Noel died he might perhaps survive but he would be the empty husk Messer Tibo considered him now. Without Noel’s essence and intelligence to support him, he would go back to being something mindless. He would become a thing, far less than a man, not even an animal.


  “No!” Leon cried, not even realizing he spoke aloud. He had materialized in Restoration England from such a state. He could not go back to that. “Messer Tibo, please help him. We are dying!”


  The astrologer kicked him away. “I cannot help him!” he shouted, raising his fists. “Will you force me to reveal my ignorance with your pleadings? Do you want me to admit that a man of the future has a stronger will than I have ever encountered? Must I say that he has confounded me, that he has pushed himself into a realm where I have neither the knowledge nor the control to retrieve him? Then I say it and damnation on you both! You are useless to me, and I will not help him. I will risk nothing of the dark arts at my disposal to bring him back to his senses. As for you, perhaps if I cut out your heart I can create another—”


  The sound of commotion outside made him break off. Sweating and panting with rage, his eyes still wild, Messer Tibo swung around and stared at the door as though he did not even recognize it. He blinked a moment, then visibly pulled himself together. Picking up a fur throw, he spread it over Noel to conceal him and shoved Leon into the shadows just as the door was opened by lackeys. The contessa swept inside.


  In the candlelight her gown of sumptuous cloth of gold, embroidered with silk threads, her hair swept up in a riot of curls, her rubies set in gold filigree encircling her throat and dangling from her ears, were all dazzling. She entered with a furious rustling of her skirts and dismissed her entourage with a flick of her fan. Bracelets clinked on her arm. Her gaze, narrowed and furious, pinned Messer Tibo.


  “This evening has been a disaster,” she announced. “The bridal couple, simpering and playing hand games beneath the table. The Doge—that doddering old fool—smiling benignly at me for hours. It was unendurable. Vicente Contarini ate nothing, nothing, except a few morsels from the bride’s plate. He was warned. A man masked and cloaked came to the house and warned him. Who of your servants has betrayed our plot? I demand an answer immediately.”


  Before Messer Tibo could speak, she gathered up the train of her gown in one hand and turned away to march across the room.


  Messer Tibo followed her. “May I remind the contessa that my servants are mutes and cannot speak? They have been engaged all evening on your behalf. This—”


  “I am most seriously displeased. This was to be a bold move, not folly! I wish to further my house, not destroy it. What is to stop the secret police from dragging me before the Council of Ten to explain this plot which has been uncovered? What is to stop the seizure of my goods, my property, my trade agreements with Germany and China? Contarini can crush me with a signed denouncement.”


  “A rumor only, madama,” Messer Tibo said soothingly. “The poisoning attempt cannot be proved. No one has been injured at your estimable table. Without proof, there can be no inquisition.”


  “You delude yourself. There can, and there will be! I will be judged guilty unless I can prove my innocence. This is intolerable! I have interviewed my servants. They are completely loyal to me. Naturally I would never employ anyone less than satisfactory. My judgment of character is acute. And my servants have told me the messenger who warned Contarini was no other than your creature.”


  As she spoke, she turned around and pointed at Leon. Her eyes glared furiously at him, and he quailed. She said to Tibo, “Twice you have failed me. You persuaded me against my own excellent judgment to send this fool to the Ducal Palace. He bungled the attack on Lady Francesca and brought suspicion on all of us. Now he has actively foiled the plot which was so carefully laid, my very own idea undermined by your orders!”


  “No, Contessa. It was not—”


  “Worse, it has been made known that this sorcerer—a condemned creature wanted by the state—has been harbored here.”


  “Surely not—”


  “I tell you it is known!” she cried. “I will be accused of treachery and beheaded, my property seized, my family ruined, my name besmirched by scandal and lies. This is the outcome you have brought me. This is the advancement you have promised.”


  “Surely all cannot be as lost as you believe,” Messer Tibo said. “I will cast a horoscope for the morrow and—”


  “I do not need the stars to tell me how Contarini reasons,” she broke in. “He can add everything together and reach his conclusions.”


  “Perhaps there is yet a chance—”


  “Wait! You have not heard the worst.”


  Messer Tibo blinked and folded his hands in his sleeves. Leon edged deeper into the shadowy corner of the room, hoping she had forgotten him.


  She walked back and forth, her skirts dragging on the dirty floor, slapping her closed fan into her palm in time with her words. “My nephew Claudio and that fool Aldo have exchanged insults. There will be a duel at dawn. It is insupportable! I have one male heir, one with sufficient intelligence to govern the family business, the banking, the fleet, the negotiations of trade and commerce. I have raised him to be handsome, healthy, and of good character. It has taken considerable trouble and expense on my account to rescue him from the traps of courtesans, evil companions, and debts which conspired to ruin his youth. I have had him watched, trained, and educated to be a man worthy of his name and blood. All this I have done. Now it is all to be risked on the turn of a sword. Aldo is reputed to be the best swordsman in Venice.” She smacked her fan even harder against her palm. “Bah! Claudio is also wonderfully skilled, but his true talents lie in other directions. Had he applied himself to swordsmanship, he could be unbeatable, but—”


  “No,” Messer Tibo said, daring to break in. “He cannot be allowed to duel. The outcome would be certainly against him.”


  “I will not risk his life to an impetuous hothead,” the contessa said. “You must salvage this situation, preserve Claudio, and keep his honor intact.”


  “I, madama?”


  “Who else?” she snapped. “You are the cause of this unfortunate turn of events. I blame you for all of it, Messer Tibo. Yes, all.”


  Messer Tibo frowned and edged toward the door. “I must cast the horoscopes immediately. Who can say what the outcome will be without consulting the stars?”


  “Do whatever you wish,” she said coldly. “But at dawn I expect you to prevent my nephew from fighting, without scandal or loss of honor.”


  “Madama, how—”


  “There will be no duel,” she said, raising her hand. “And there will be no investigation into my allegiance to the republic. You will find a solution, Messer Tibo, or I swear to you by the blood of my ancestors that you will die before I go to the Saletta dei Tre Inquisitori to be questioned. Is that clear?”


  Messer Tibo looked pale but he bowed low. “It is clear—”


  “Good. Do not fail me a third time. Consider this my only warning.”


  She swept out with a slam of the door.


  Messer Tibo stood with his head bowed. The room filled with silence.


  Cautiously Leon crept out of the shadows. “If I can make a suggestion about—”


  “Gah!” Messer Tibo turned on him and struck him harshly across the mouth. “Be quiet while I think!”


  Leon straightened slowly, his face numb from the blow. His tongue probed the trickle of blood inside his lip. He was not certain he had ever tasted blood before. He liked it. But he did not like Messer Tibo. He could not remember why he had once admired the man. And right now, if he were not afraid of what Messer Tibo could do to him, he would be plotting revenge. Anger began to coil inside him, but he could not indulge in it now.


  “To stop the duel,” Messer Tibo muttered, walking away with his hands clasped behind him. “Leon, go and feed the rats their milk for the night. I must think.”


  Leon narrowed his eyes and walked instead to the table. He ripped the fur throw off Noel, checking anxiously to see if Noel still lived. His twin remained in the coma, his skin strangely cold to the touch. Leon peered at him worriedly.


  “To stop the duel,” Messer Tibo said again. “How? With honor? She is mad. These young fools—”


  “Noel is an excellent swordsman,” Leon said slyly. He watched Messer Tibo assimilate that bit of information.


  To his relief Messer Tibo did not probe his mind but simply stared at him. “You are sure?”


  Leon nodded.


  “And you?”


  Leon shook his head. That at least was truthful. He had no idea of whether Noel knew one end of a rapier from another. Tensely he waited for Messer Tibo to take the bait.


  “Why did you not tell me this earlier?”


  Leon shrugged. “I didn’t know it was important. Noel’s a good fighter. You’ve seen his temper. He’s—”


  “Enough.” Messer Tibo held up his hand and circled the table where Noel lay like a dead man. “Why should a man of the future duel? Is this stupid practice of killing oneself for the sake of pride and honor still a part of life?”


  “To travel, one learns the customs of one’s destination,” Leon said.


  Unexpected weakness caught him. The room spun around him for a moment and he felt as though he’d been dropped through an air pocket. By the time he’d recaptured his breath and managed to refocus, he found himself sitting on the floor, propped against the table leg.


  Messer Tibo crouched next to him and offered him a cup of wine. Leon frowned in disgust. His sense of taste was gone. He wanted nothing.


  “Drink,” Messer Tibo commanded.


  Leon reluctantly took the cup and sipped the liquid. It was wet in his mouth. Inside he raged at Noel for having taken everything from him again.


  “Is he dead?” Messer Tibo asked.


  Leon glanced up into those black eyes and saw the worry there. Inside he exulted. The master was no longer in charge. It made things almost worthwhile.


  Another wave of weakness sapped him. He dropped the cup, and wine splashed across his leg like blood. For an instant he could smell it. He heard the screaming cry of something, then he was being shaken roughly and the sounds and smells faded away. There was only Messer Tibo’s face hanging over him.


  “Leon!” he said, his voice like thunder over the ringing in Leon’s ears.


  “There is not much time,” Leon whispered.


  Messer Tibo dragged him upright and propped him against the table. He took Leon’s hand and pressed it on top of Noel’s cold one. Reflexively Leon tried to pull away, but Messer Tibo would not let him.


  “No, this is your task,” he said. “You must save him.”


  This time Leon succeeded in jerking his hand away from Noel’s. “I can’t,” he said. “You’re the one who has the power.”


  “I cannot reach where he has gone,” Messer Tibo said. “You see what he sees. You hear what he hears. You feel what he feels. It is up to you to draw him forth.”


  “No!” Leon cried.


  Messer Tibo’s black eyes held his. “There is no other way.”


  “But I can’t.”


  “Then he is doomed. As are you.”


  Leon frowned, hunting for a way out. “But you need him.”


  “You need him more. Tell me this.” Messer Tibo leaned closer. “Can you control him? If you bring him forth, will you have the chance to seize control of his mind?”


  Leon’s thoughts reeled. He saw the opening Messer Tibo was giving him. But he didn’t want the risk. This was dangerous. Noel could so easily consume him, drain him to nothing. But as Leon met Messer Tibo’s compelling gaze, his protests died in his throat.


  The sheer concept of taking responsibility terrified him. He stood there, unable to act, and again Messer Tibo placed his hands on top of Noel’s. A small shudder ran through Leon. Once before he had achieved a momentary mental link with Noel. He had vowed never to do so again, but now…


  Already he could feel a tug as though energy flowed through his hands into Noel. It was Noel, drawing on him. He started to pull back, to resist, then he forced himself to surrender his meager strength to his twin. And as he stood there, he cursed Noel in his mind, loathed him, resented him. Yet he needed Noel, depended on Noel, was supported by Noel.


  Symbiosis, whether either of them wanted it.


  Darkness seemed to travel up Leon’s arms. Coldness seeped into his bones, and he shivered. He could feel a cloud reaching across his mind, and he was being drawn into it.


  “LOC, activate,” he said hoarsely.


  Green light shone from beneath the hem of Messer Tibo’s sleeve.


  “Why?” the astrologer demanded. “You have no need of—”


  “Keep it running,” Leon said, his voice ragged as he concentrated on two things at once. “If I falter, strap it on my wrist.”


  “But I—”


  “It will strengthen me.” Leon turned his head to glare at Messer Tibo. “Do you want him back, or not?”


  Tibo said nothing. Satisfied, Leon focused his full attention on Noel, closing his eyes, and reluctantly sent his mind to find his brother’s.


  At first his mind’s eye could see nothing but white, all encompassing white. It was dazzling, almost blinding. It made concentration difficult.


  “Noel!” he called mentally, searching for a way to catch on, to enter. “Noel, come to me. Noel!”


  The whiteness became less of a glare and gradually Leon saw a door. He opened it mentally and hesitated. For an instant he lost his concentration and was conscious again of his body. He could feel his accelerated heartbeat, could hear his ragged breathing. Noel’s body was like ice beneath him. Leon rested his chin on Noel’s chest and regathered himself. He pushed himself through the doorway.


  And he was inside, linked suddenly with Noel with a completion that was disconcerting. Leon almost panicked, certain he had lost himself, his own identity. Then he steadied and realized he was intact. But he was walking through Noel’s mind the way he’d always longed to. Nothing was closed to him anymore. He could peer into any thought, learn any secret, steal all knowledge.


  Noel’s conscious mind was nearly blank. It seemed unaware of Leon’s presence. Nothing tried to push him out. In his imagination Leon wandered through corridors, going in and out of doorways to information, gazing through windows of memories. Noel knew so much. Leon had never realized the full extent of his brother’s education. Noel was casual, careless, impulsive, and impatient with facts. Leon discovered it was all a facade designed to cover a brilliant, incisive mind. Here and there lay pools of intuition bridging the walkways between information and reasoning. Leon skirted them carefully. He knew his own mind worked on a kind of simple cunning that was a reflection of the combination of deductive and intuitive reasoning within Noel.


  A sense of wonder gradually filled Leon. He saw what it was like to be whole, or nearly whole. He saw the sources of himself and what he mirrored. He saw secrets and emotions that Noel had never shown, and he understood at last why Noel reacted as he did. Leon began to like Noel despite himself. He found himself almost wishing to be a part of Noel again.


  Almost.


  He pushed on, and at the end of the longest corridor he found a door heavily barred, chained, and locked. Thorny vines grew across it, and Leon knew at last he had come to the entrance to Noel’s subconscious mind. With his mind he burned away the vines and broke the locks. He expected more resistance, but the vines withered and the chains and locks shattered like rusted metal.


  Leon pushed open the door slowly. A maelstrom raged on the other side. It gusted around him and sucked him forward. He stood there while the wind tore at his clothing and lashed his hair into his eyes. He saw a desolate, charred landscape in the gloom. There was almost no color. Everything was tinted in faded hues of brown and gray. The images looked oddly flat, almost one-dimensional in places. Leon realized it would have been in full color were it his own subconscious.


  He walked forward. “Noel? Answer me! Noel?”


  All he heard was the shriek of the wind as it tore around him. It blew dust through the air and swirled into whirlwinds that zigzagged across the landscape. Now and then Leon thought he saw a shape of a person, but the glimpses were always too brief for him to really be sure. They were translucent, ghostlike.


  Noel’s nightmares, he thought.


  “Noel!” he called again, cupping his hands to his mouth in an effort to project his voice over the howling wind.


  No answer came back.


  Discouraged, Leon chose a direction at random and trudged along. The farther he walked the more the landscape changed. From flat it grew hilly and riddled with gullies. There was no grass, nothing living. All he saw was an endless expanse of reddish-brown dirt. After a while he came across a skeleton long since bleached and scattered, the bones half buried in sand. He walked on and came across more and more skeletons. All were picked clean. He encountered none of the horrible visions that Noel had seen. Relieved, Leon moved faster. This wasn’t so hard.


  Then he happened to glance down. His blue hose and shoes were gone. Below the knee his flesh had been stripped away. He could see his own bones right down to his metatarsals. Horrified, Leon stopped and blinked hard in an effort to drive away the vision. It remained.


  He hurried on faster, but walking grew more difficult. He blamed it on the sand dunes, which shifted beneath his feet. Then a clanking sound caught his attention, and he looked down again. Shackles had appeared on his feet, chaining them together, and he was dragging a heavy iron ball.


  Leon frowned and drew his dagger. He tried to hack through the chain, but the blade bounced off harmlessly.


  Sighing, he struggled on.


  At the top of a ridge, he paused to rest. He gazed out in all directions, but saw only sand and skeletons. Ahead the ground flattened out. A cluster of dead trees stood near a ravine. Ravens roosted on the naked branches, and others wheeled expectantly in the sky.


  Leon’s heart sank. He knelt on the ground, feeling suddenly too weary to keep going. The ravens were a bad omen.


  Finally he pushed himself onward. He seemed to walk for miles, dragging the ball and chain. The trees grew no closer, yet he could see them clearly. He encountered no more skeletons, but whenever he looked up at the bleak, sunless sky he saw more and more ravens circling over him. They made him uneasy.


  When he reached the trees at last, the wind abruptly stopped blowing. The stillness grew eerie. Worried by it, by the emptiness around him, Leon kept glancing uneasily from side to side. His body trembled with fatigue. He had lost all concept of linear time. He didn’t know how long he could maintain this link with Noel and preserve himself. The flesh on his legs had vanished all the way up to mid-thigh now. Muscles, ligaments, veins, were all gone. Only the bones remained, very white and shiny. He started to touch his femur, then was afraid to.


  If he vanished before he found Noel, then he would lie here on the ground as one more bleached skeleton…forever.


  Spooked by the thought, he rested only a moment. The ravine yawned ahead of him. He tried to look down into it but it seemed bottomless. Vines and thicket choked it, and he almost failed to find the crude stone steps that led down.


  Leon put his foot on the first step, and a sensation of frigid cold swept through his entire body. Frightened by it, he retreated, and the temperature surrounding him returned to a comfortable level. He stepped down again, and was again assaulted by an icy blast.


  “Noel?” he called.


  His voice carried down into the ravine and echoed lower and lower and lower until it vanished in the mist far, far below.


  Something screamed, and Leon jumped back. He glanced around wildly, his heart thumping. He heard more cries, some human, some not, but he saw nothing but the silent ravens roosting in the branches above him, watching with beady yellow eyes.


  “Noel?” he shouted. “It’s Leon. I’ve come to help you. Answer me, won’t you? Noel!”


  Again his voice echoed down. The screams and wails intensified as though the sound of his voice had brought them to life. Leon did not want to go down those steps. His sense of unease was growing steadily. But his flesh was still deteriorating. His legs were vanishing inch by inch. Soon the deterioration would reach his vital organs, and what would happen then?


  Shuddering, he gripped his dagger in his right hand and forced himself down the steps as fast as his shackles would allow. “Noel, hang on!” he shouted, more to reassure himself than his brother. “I’m coming. I’m coming, Noel!”


  The cold intensified as though he were descending into a freezer. Frost coated the vines. The shrubbery lost its leaves until everything was a tangle of dead undergrowth. The steps were old, worn, nearly nonexistent in places. He had to constantly watch his footing, and more than once he slipped on loose shale and nearly fell.


  His fear grew and he wanted to turn back with all his heart, but he was committed now. He couldn’t get back to the door before his body vanished. His only hope lay in finding Noel in time.


  Snow began to fall, dusting his hair and shoulders with white. It was soft against his face. Flakes blew into his eyes, making them sting. Concentrating on watching his feet, Leon paid little heed at first to a faint rustle overhead, then something small and fast struck his shoulder from behind.


  The blow nearly overbalanced him. Grabbing an icy vine in time to save himself, Leon looked around and saw another raven diving at him. He yelled and fended it off, but its beak slashed into his forearm. Blood spurted, and Leon crouched down in a heap, cradling his injured arm.


  With raucous cries, the birds came at him in a swarm of talons, beaks, and flogging wings. He curled himself up into a ball to protect his face and head and hunkered there on the crumbling steps while they struck and slashed at his back and shoulders. And amid their cawing, he thought he heard distant laughter.


  Leon frowned and jumped up with a wild flailing of his arms. “Get back!” he screamed.


  Startled, the birds broke off their attack and wheeled away. Not waiting to see whether they would come at him again, Leon hurried down the steps as fast as he dared, breathing hard with fear, his cuts and scratches stinging.


  He reached a wide landing and for a moment knew hope. But Noel was still nowhere to be seen. Leon saw a banister of stone, and snowdrifts lay in gentle white mounds. He was up to his knees in snow, and the cold pierced him so savagely he felt as though his blood were congealing in his veins. His teeth chattered uncontrollably and his hands were too numb to hold on to his dagger. He tucked his hands into his armpits in an effort to save them and squinted against the driving snow.


  The flesh on his legs was nearly gone now. He could see his hip socket on one side. Was this Noel’s illusion too? Had they begun to blend?


  “Noel!” he shouted through lips that were growing stiff. “Answer me, damnit!”


  He moved from mound to mound, kicking it in hopes of finding Noel. Snow scattered in sprays, but he hit nothing solid.


  Breathing hard, shivering constantly, he looked at the next flight of steps and knew he could not make it. He could not search like this indefinitely. His strength was nearly gone. He had stayed too long already. He was losing himself, forgetting what he was supposed to be doing. Why the hell wouldn’t Noel answer him? Didn’t he care? Didn’t he intend to try?


  Leon stared up at the bleak sky. “Give me the LOC!” he shouted with all his might. “Help me!”


  He heard a flapping sound above the rush of the falling snow. A creature sailed up and landed on the banister. Settling there, it crouched low and folded its wings. Leon blinked and squinted, not certain of what he was seeing. It looked…yes, it looked brown, reddish-brown, with the same yellow eyes as the ravens. It had scales like a reptile, and batlike wings. Its tongue was forked and flicked out nervously from its snout.


  Leon opened his mouth but no sound came out. He knew he was beginning to share too much with Noel. He was taking on Noel’s nightmare. He was entering Noel’s battle. The cold, the snow, this creature…


  “No,” he said. He backed up, ready to run.


  The creature stood up on its legs and hissed. Suddenly it turned a bright, vibrant shade of red, and the whole world snapped to full color.


  Leon yelled in fear and clenched shut his eyes. “No!” he shouted. “No, no!”


  He crouched down in the snow and pressed his hands to his eyes, refusing to look, refusing to believe. He had to get out of here. He had to run now.


  Turning around, terrified that the demon creature would attack him, Leon started to climb back up the steps.


  “Le-on.”


  It was the faintest of whispers, so soft he almost failed to hear it. He told himself he was imagining it, but his heart knew differently.


  Not now, he thought, his heart hammering with fear. It’s too late now.


  “Leon.”


  It was a gasping cry—choked, hoarse, and almost unrecognizable. Leon, however, knew he had found his brother.


  Trembling, he forced himself to turn around and face the monster crouching on the banister in wait. He expected others to have joined it. There was probably a legion rowed up there now, ready to attack as soon as he attempted to go to Noel.


  But when he opened his eyes, only the one demon crouched there. Leon had to make two attempts to stand before his legs would support him. He stumbled forward to the edge of the landing and looked down. He could see a shape lying on the steps, a snow-covered shape.


  His heart jumped. “Noel,” he whispered.


  Momentarily forgetting the demon, he started down the icy steps. The demon hissed as he passed it, and Leon flinched but he did not stop. To his amazement, the thing did not attack him. He tensed, expecting it to strike him from behind the way the ravens had, but it did not. Leon stumbled on, slipping and skidding on the treacherous steps.


  He reached Noel and sank down in a heap. Noel was nearly buried. Blood stained the snow, and Noel’s back and arms were badly torn. His face looked as gray and still as the stones. His skin was like ice to the touch.


  “Noel?” said Leon, half laughing, half anguished. He pressed his palm against his brother’s cheek as though to pour something of himself into Noel. “Please,” he whispered. “Please.”


  Noel’s eyes opened. His gray eyes were dark pools. He did not seem to recognize Leon, yet he said, “Leon?” in a soft, quavering voice.


  “It’s okay,” Leon said. He gripped Noel’s shoulders gently and lifted him.


  Noel shuddered in his grasp. “Fought,” he murmured. “Tried to get out.”


  “I know. I came to help.”


  Noel looked at him in disbelief, and Leon braced himself for an insult.


  “Thank you,” Noel whispered and closed his eyes.


  Leon leaned over him and touched his forehead against Noel’s cold one. He felt renewed strength pour into him. Whether it was because they were together again or whether the LOC really was giving him support, Leon neither knew nor cared. He glanced at his legs and saw that they were normal again. The skeletal illusion had vanished.


  Relieved, he stood up, balancing carefully, and pulled Noel’s arm across his shoulders. It was hard going up the icy steps. Noel moved his feet only occasionally. The rest of the time Leon dragged him. The cold was agonizing, and the wind seemed to be trying to push them down the mountain. Gritting his teeth, Leon kept at it.


  When they reached the landing and he was able to drag in a deep breath of relief, he saw that the demon had vanished.


  Leon put his arm around Noel’s waist and hitched him up. “Come on,” he said grimly. “We’re going to make it out of here.”


  He maneuvered Noel across the landing and put his foot on the first crumbly step of the next flight up.


  With a loud pop everything vanished. There was only darkness and a feeling of strange emptiness.


  Startled, Leon raised his head and opened his eyes. He found the walls of Tibo’s chamber around him once again.


  He was lying across Noel, and his back hurt from the position.


  Straightening with a wince, Leon looked around and blinked at Messer Tibo, who stood near the door with a strange expression on his face. Green light flashed in the room, and Leon saw that the LOC had been placed on his wrist.


  Recovering his wits, he wiped his face with both hands and turned around to check on Noel.


  His brother lay on the table as before, unmoving, ashen-faced. Dismayed at the thought that it had all been for nothing, Leon gave him a hard shake, making his head bump against the boards.


  “Noel, wake up. Wake up!”


  Noel’s eyes flickered open. He made a slight sound and frowned.


  Relief spilled through Leon. He threw a grin at Messer Tibo, who was venturing forward.


  “He’s back!” Leon said proudly. “I brought him back.”


  He pulled Noel up to a sitting position and gave him another little shake. “Stay with us,” he said. “You’re going to be fine now. I got you back. Can you believe it? I actually did it.” He laughed. “It was pretty weird going there for a while but we—”


  Messer Tibo’s hand closed around his wrist in warning. Leon’s voice faltered and stopped in midsentence. He looked up at the astrologer, who was frowning at Noel.


  “What’s wrong?” Leon looked at Noel, who was staring right through him. Leon snapped his fingers in front of Noel’s face, and Noel scarcely blinked. “Come on. Pull yourself together. It was rough, but you’re back. You’re okay. Speak to me, Noel. Tell me you’re okay.”


  “He is still very cold,” Messer Tibo said. “Take him over to the fire. I will pour him some wine.”


  Wrapping the fur throw around Noel, they sat him in front of the fire. Noel continued to stare strangely at nothing. His responses were slow or nonexistent. He did not speak.


  Leon scratched his head, feeling at a loss. Noel could bounce back from anything. He always did.


  “Something is very wrong,” Messer Tibo said. With a glare he turned on Leon. “What have you done to him?”


  “Hey, it was a rough scene. Give him a few minutes. He’s in shock.”


  “His mind is gone.”


  “No!” Leon protested sharply. “He’ll be fine. He just needs to sip his wine and get back in sync with things. He’ll be fine. He’s a little shaken. There’s nothing to worry about. Noel is tougher than you can imagine. He’s all right. You’ll see.”


  But Noel went on staring through them, motionless, apathetic. He was incapable of even holding the wine cup. He did not speak. He did not look up no matter what Leon tried.


  “You failed,” Messer Tibo said harshly. “There is nothing left in him. Nothing we can use.”


  “No, wait,” Leon said worriedly. He jumped to his feet and faced the astrologer. “I swear to you that Noel will recover. He’s—”


  “I have heard enough lies. Give me no more.”


  “But he will be fine by morning. You’ll see. Just give him time.”


  “There is very little time for any of us,” Messer Tibo said sharply.


  Leon drew in his breath and waited.


  “You have until dawn to prepare him,” Messer Tibo said. “If not—”


  “Don’t say it,” Leon said. “I understand. He’ll be ready.”


  Messer Tibo shook his head and walked out. In the quiet, Leon heard him locking the door. They were trapped here in this windowless room, prisoners until morning.


  And Noel sat there like a life-sized doll, not moving, scarcely blinking. Leon pulled up a chair across from him and sat down with a sigh. For all his assurances to Messer Tibo, he was frantic with worry.


  “Okay,” he said to reassure himself. “I can do this. I can. LOC, it’s time to give me some suggestions on what to do.”


  Chapter 12


  Dawn crept over Venice slowly, as a mother might tenderly uncover her sleeping children. Messer Tibo’s servants unlocked the chamber door, and now Noel and Leon stood side by side in the shadowy laboratory. The windows had been pushed open to let in the first glimmers of pale gray light. Only one candle burned, and the hearth was cold with ashes.


  Messer Tibo arrived in a hurry from elsewhere in the house. He set down a small basket filled with bottles that clinked softly. “Messer Claudio does not feel well and must rely upon his second to fight for him this morning,” he said with satisfaction, rubbing his long, thin hands. “A message will be dispatched. With that accomplished, we have only to prepare his second.”


  Throwing off his long robes, he snapped his fingers and the dwarf brought him a knee-length doublet of green wool. He accepted a slice of freshly baked bread heavily buttered and sprinkled with cinnamon and nibbled on it as he walked toward Noel and Leon.


  His gaze went from one to the other, and his eyebrows shot up. “Well? What have you to report?”


  From a remote distance, Noel watched his duplicate step forward. Leon began to speak. His tone held the earnestness that always meant he was lying. Disinterested, Noel rested his gaze elsewhere. He felt very tired, but he had not been able to sleep. He was afraid he might start dreaming again. Everything around him seemed somewhat glassy and unreal. A bath and a change of clothing had refreshed him. His arrow wound had already begun to pucker and heal. Sometimes he remembered he had been fighting a battle where he was outnumbered, but he had no marks from such an encounter. Now and then he checked his arms, feeling for cuts and slashes, but there were none. Another dream, he thought, and shivered.


  Leon gave him a shake, and reluctantly Noel turned his head and focused on his duplicate.


  Messer Tibo crowded forward and gripped Noel by the chin, turning his head to one side, then the other. “He appears no better. This pale, wan expression. These dark circles beneath the eyes. He looks like a man who has slept with ghosts.”


  “Never mind,” Leon said. “He’s ready.”


  Messer Tibo gestured at Soma. “The sword.”


  Soma brought a rapier, and Messer Tibo handed it to Noel. “Take it.”


  Noel stared through him without interest and did not obey.


  “Mother of God!” exclaimed Messer Tibo. He seized Noel’s right hand and pressed the hilt into it. “Take the sword!”


  Noel wished he would go away and stop shouting. There had been enough screams, wails, and shrieks lately to last Noel forever. He let the sword drop to the floor with a clatter.


  Messer Tibo’s face twisted with rage. He stepped back. “Imbecile! You have accomplished nothing—”


  “Wait!” Leon said quickly. He picked up the sword and held it out to Noel. “Take the rapier.”


  Noel preferred to go away and find a quiet corner, but Leon’s voice came to him very clearly. He reached out with his left hand and took the sword.


  “Good. Demonstrate position.”


  Wearily Noel turned sideways, bringing his feet together at right angles—one heel fitted against the other arch. He flexed his knees and assumed the stance. His knuckles snugged against the guard of the rapier and he turned his wrist up, resting the hilt diagonally across his palm. He raised the sword in a salute and lowered it.


  “Ah,” Messer Tibo said, beginning to brighten. “But he is so slow. It is a duelist we want, not a dummy rooted to the ground.”


  “Noel,” said Leon urgently, giving Noel signals with his eyes. “Show him.”


  Noel looked at the floor. Summoning the energy was too much trouble. He thought again, longingly, of a quiet corner where he could retreat and be left alone.


  “Impossible,” Messer Tibo said in disappointment. “He’ll be skewered before—”


  “En garde,” Noel snapped and the rapier whistled in a lightning feint and thrust. One flick of the tip and a slash appeared across Tibo’s chest.


  The astrologer cried out and stumbled back, but Noel had closed from his lunge and resumed stance.


  “Enough,” Leon said with obvious relief. He took the rapier from Noel’s hand and patted him on the shoulder. “Good boy.”


  Messer Tibo straightened slowly, gasping for breath. He fingered the cut in his doublet and examined himself for injury.


  “Did he cut you?” Leon asked.


  “No.” Messer Tibo’s voice was hoarse. He cleared his throat and dusted off his hands. Walking up to Leon, he struck him across the face with the back of his hand. Gripping Leon by the arm, he jerked up his sleeve and removed the LOC. When it was fastened around his wrist, he said, “A very clever little display. There will be no more such tricks.”


  “No, Messer Tibo,” Leon muttered.


  “Does your brother understand he is to provoke a duel with Vicente Contarini? Aldo is unimportant. Does he have his instructions?”


  “He knows what to do.” Leon’s voice was sullen, and he gave Noel a glance. Noel stared at the floor.


  Messer Tibo snapped his fingers. “Then let us go and quickly.”


  They concealed themselves in black masks and cloaks. Bells were ringing as they all climbed into a gondola and set out down the Grand Canal toward the Piazza San Marco. Tomorrow was Shrove Tuesday, the official close of Carnival and the start of Lent. Today was Vicente Contarini’s wedding day.


  Sitting in the gondola, listening to the soft chuckle of water beneath the oar, Noel cradled the rapier beneath his cloak and gazed at the narrow buildings rising up from the gray mist of dawn. The cold air stank of fish. Overhead, veins of pink and turquoise faintly marbled the sky, which was lightening from gray to pearl. The clouds were soft. Across the indigo sea, the sun climbed slowly. Its mantle of gold and coral blazed with magnificent radiance. Before it, the sea changed color, becoming turquoise curling with lacy foam. A fleet of galleys floated in silhouette upon the harbor, their sails furled, their masts at rest.


  A sharp tug on his sleeve brought him from his reverie. “Noel,” said Leon sharply. “Pay attention. Messer Tibo is speaking to you.”


  Noel turned his head in the man’s direction. He aimed his gaze, however, at Messer Tibo’s knee.


  “Listen to me carefully. Are you listening?”


  “He is,” Leon said nervously, poking Noel again. “He is. Please go on.”


  “The future of the House of Virenza depends on your actions today. You must not fail.” Messer Tibo enunciated each word carefully, as though he spoke to a halfwit. “Do you understand?”


  Noel shifted his gaze to Leon. “LOC,” he said. His voice was thick and dull. He wanted to sleep, but he was afraid to. “Get it back. Check.”


  Leon patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry about the LOC,” he said, his voice filled with false assurance. “I’ve checked on the outcome.”


  Noel frowned. “Liar.”


  Leon started to argue, but Noel shifted his gaze to Messer Tibo. “I understand,” he said and went back to staring at the scenery.


  “He’s shivering,” Messer Tibo said. “He’s cold.”


  Leon put his hand on Noel’s back. “It’s not the cold,” he said.


  “He’s afraid, then. Afraid to fight. He must win.”


  “Look,” Leon said. “I ran the projections on the LOC for you. Contarini dies. Lady Francesca goes into a period of mourning but eventually marries Claudio Virenza. She bears him two sons.”


  Leon’s voice chattered on, spinning truths among the lies, fitting the two alternative futures together. Messer Tibo listened and nodded, anxious to be reassured. Noel tuned them out, his mind dipping back to the staircase of snow, remembering the agonized faces of the people he had failed before. The water around him looked deep and dark. He could throw himself in and be finished with all of it.


  He leaned over the side of the gondola, and Leon’s hand closed on his arm, drawing him upright again.


  The gondola slowed and bumped to a halt among striped mooring poles.


  “We’ve arrived,” Leon said.


  While the others climbed out, Leon took advantage of the moment to grip Noel hard by the shoulders. “Look at me!” he commanded. “This is our chance, brother. We can escape them if you’ll cooperate.”


  Noel sighed. “I’m tired.”


  “You can rest later. Concentrate, Noel. For God’s sake, you’ve got to pull this off. Remember what I told you.”


  It was too hard to go on talking. Noel said nothing, and with a snort of exasperation Leon prodded him to his feet and steadied him while he climbed onto the landing.


  Beyond them, the Piazza San Marco stretched out, spacious and open. Pigeons paced about importantly, cooing. The bell tower had ceased ringing. The columns of victory were just being gilded by the rising sun. Over the entrance to the church, the famous bronze horses pranced in the delicate light. Venders and merchants were setting up their wares for the day’s commerce. Soon the place would be filled with money-changer tables, quacks selling nostrums, dealers of secondhand books, vegetable stalls, and butcher’s booths. Off to one side stood the dark broglio, an arcade empty now of the politicians who would later spend the day conniving votes and bribing for favors.


  From the entrance of the arcade, a figure in a bright cloak appeared briefly and waved.


  “This way,” Messer Tibo said urgently.


  They walked in a solemn procession, weapons hidden, seeking to arouse no attention. Yet heads turned as they passed. Conversations stilled. Eyes followed them.


  They knew, Noel thought. A duel was a serious business, something forbidden, yet fights occurred daily in this city of passion and intrigue. The very air seemed charged with the expectation of violence. Blood was soon to spill. Death crouched atop the roofs, peering down.


  “Watch for secret police,” Messer Tibo warned. “We must not be followed.”


  Up steps and into darkness. Shadows cold and damp. The swift echo of footsteps. Noel’s mouth was dry. He absorbed the excitement of the others. Their tension traveled into him as though he had lost all of his own natural barriers. He wiped his palms on his cloak. His heartbeat quickened. He felt himself break out in a light sweat, and his gaze began to shift and dart.


  They emerged from the arcade into a tiny courtyard hemmed in on all sides by buildings. Four men stood in an impatient cluster, cloaks flung back over their shoulders to betray colorful silk linings, gloved hands resting on sword hilts. Their breath streamed out in the frosty air as they talked. A fifth individual, garbed in black and wearing the hat of a physician, stood apart, ready to be called on if needed. As soon as Noel and his party entered the courtyard, one man ran to stand guard at the entrance.


  “At last,” Vicente said, his deep voice impatient and cold. “You have kept us waiting.”


  Aldo turned. He was up for this contest like a race horse being led to the tapes. His eyes sparkled. His nostrils flared. He bounced on his toes, every movement indicative of quick energy.


  Noel and the others removed their cloaks and masks.


  A scowl crossed Aldo’s face. “I don’t see him. Where the devil is Claudio Virenza?”


  His voice, angry and scornful, rang out loudly.


  Leon prodded Noel in the ribs, but Noel stood there without moving. He watched the Contarini party react.


  “Not here!” Aldo’s voice rose above the rest. “A coward as well as a traitor.”


  Leon poked Noel again. Noel turned his head fractionally and glared at him. Leon backed off.


  Vicente stepped forward. “What is behind this insult to honor?” he asked sternly.


  “Lord Claudio is ill,” Noel replied.


  They stared at him in startlement. Aldo’s hand jerked out and clamped itself on Vicente’s sleeve. It was as though they had not recognized him until now.


  “The sorcerers,” Aldo gasped. “All three of them. She has sent us a—”


  “Wait,” Vicente said, raising his hand. “I speak for Aldo Contarini,” he said. “If Lord Claudio is truly ill, who has he sent as his second? Or does he forfeit this contest and admit his involvement in the plot?”


  Noel walked forward, feeling as though Leon’s and Tibo’s eyes were drilling holes in his back. “There is no forfeiture,” he said. “Lord Claudio admits no plot, no treason. He has sent me in his place.”


  Aldo laughed in startlement. “You? Bah! I do not believe it. What nonsense is this?”


  Noel said nothing. Glancing aside, he saw old bloodstains on the stone pavement. This must be a common dueling ground. The very air of the place reeked with violence. For a moment Noel felt something prick his shoulder as though talons gripped him. He smelled the stink of sulfur and felt the weight of a demon crouched on his shoulder, leaning forward in anticipation of what was to come. Desperately Noel shook off the vision. He must concentrate, he told himself. Leon had gotten him into this mess. If he didn’t concentrate he would not be able to get out of it.


  “I will not fight this man!” declared Aldo, gesturing. “He is a criminal, accused by the republic and not yet tried for his crimes. He is a sorcerer and a villain. He is not of patrician—”


  Noel flung back his cloak to free his arms. “I come from Constantinople and my family is of high standing,” he said sharply. “I deny the accusations put against me. I deserve no trial. I am a guest in the House of Virenza, and I have been named as second for Lord Claudio. If you will not fight me, Aldo Contarini, then you forfeit this duel and Lord Claudio’s honor is preserved.”


  Aldo’s face turned red. He reached for his weapon, but the others held him back.


  “Or,” said Noel before anyone could speak, “if the principals choose not to fight, let the seconds serve for them both.” As he said the words, his gaze went to Vicente, who was frowning.


  “No!” Aldo shouted. “It is my fight. My sister—”


  “And my bride!” Vicente said sharply. He glared at Aldo, and his usual control was plainly worn thin.


  “Not yet!” Aldo said furiously. “Not until this afternoon.”


  “Does a husband not supersede a brother? If harm is dealt the lady, does a husband not have the obligation to defend her?” Vicente argued.


  “It is my duel,” Aldo said.


  “And your opponent has not shown,” Vicente retorted. Then he seemed to catch himself. Still frowning, he faced Noel again. “I do not understand you. First you attack us, then you warn us of plots, now you wish to fight. What consistency is there in these actions?”


  “The devil take consistency!” interjected Aldo. “Maledizione! He means us evil. That is all we need know.”


  “And why did he risk arrest last night to warn me?” Vicente asked.


  Behind Noel, Leon cleared his throat in warning. Noel frowned. He did not want to fight. It was against history. Vicente had to live, had to marry the girl. Too much would be affected. Noel rubbed his eyes, feeling bewildered. What was he doing here?


  Leon cleared his throat again. Noel turned his head to glance back and something seemed to hit him in the face. It was nothing tangible, nothing he could describe. He swayed a moment and turned back to face the Contarini cousins.


  Catching Vicente’s gaze, Noel stretched his lips in a smile. “The lady is sweet to the touch, is she not?”


  Both men stiffened.


  Noel pressed it, still holding Vicente’s gaze with his own. “Your little bride looked fatigued last night. She is very young. Tell me, does she admire an older man for her husband? Does she know you will not fight for her?”


  Vicente’s lips thinned.


  “Does she know you failed to protect her from my brother?” Noel gestured at Leon. “Does she know I escaped your prison? Does she know I flaunted your authority last night by approaching you in front of your guards? Does she know you let me go again? Will she know you stand here now, unwilling to fight for her?”


  “I will kill him,” raged Aldo. “I will kill him now!”


  He rushed forward, but Vicente’s arm slammed across his chest and held him back.


  “Stay,” Vicente said in a low voice.


  Aldo stared at him. “You cannot fight this flea of a creature! You are on the Council, sworn to forbid dueling. That you stand at my side is risky enough. You are—”


  “What am I?” Vicente snapped. “An old man? You think I cannot defend her as well if not better than you? Do you think my sight is failing, my arm is weak? Che diavolo!” He drew off his glove and flung it at Noel. “Let us settle this now.”


  Noel inclined his head. “Agreed.”


  At once Leon and Messer Tibo drew him back to the opposite side of the courtyard. While Aldo argued furiously with Vicente and their companions joined in, Leon was busy stripping off Noel’s cloak and doublet. Standing in his linen shirt and hose, Noel shivered. No sunlight reached this place. He stared up at the sky, and it was like looking up from the bottom of a well.


  Leon shook him. “Pay attention!” he said in an urgent undertone. “If you keep letting your mind wander like this, he’ll spit you on the first thrust.”


  Noel looked at Leon and wished he would go away. “I’m not a skilled duelist, you know,” he said quietly. “I’ve fenced in competitions, but in the French school, not the Italian.”


  “What does that matter?” Leon drew the rapier from his belt and handed it to him.


  “If you knew anything about fighting, you’d know.”


  Leon drew him close and pressed his face right up to Noel’s. “Like it or not, we are prisoners here. You know now what Tibo can do to you. Do you want to go back to that?”


  Noel frowned. “I—”


  “Of course you don’t! Now concentrate. Forget the future. We can’t go there anyway, so it doesn’t matter. Leave your training behind. It means nothing now. Nothing! Just kill the man any way you can and get it over with.”


  “But I—”


  “I’ll distract him with—”


  Noel gripped his arm. “No,” he said fiercely. “None of your tricks. And keep Tibo out of it too.”


  “What difference—”


  “A lot! I mean it, Leon. This will be done with honor, or—or I don’t care if Tibo kicks me back to hell.” Noel heard his voice shake, and he broke away, going to stand by the wall. Shudders he couldn’t control ran through him. “I don’t care.”


  “Easy,” Leon said. “Don’t fall apart on me now.”


  “What is wrong?” Messer Tibo called sharply.


  “Nothing,” Leon said. “Just some last-minute coaching.”


  “He looks unwell.”


  “Nerves. He’ll be fine.”


  Leon turned Noel around and pointed him toward Vicente, who stood in his shirtsleeves, impatiently flexing his sword. Leon’s hands poured energy into Noel, and his mind pushed hard enough to make Noel wince. “You will kill him, Noel. You will kill. Remember that.”


  “I remember,” Noel said dully. His head was throbbing. He wanted to pull free of Leon’s grip, but he could not.


  “Say it back to me.”


  “I will kill,” Noel said.


  “You swear?” Leon insisted. “You promise me that you’ll do it? Promise it, Noel. I know you never break your word. Promise.”


  Noel stared ahead through a haze. “I promise,” he heard himself say. “I will kill.”


  “Good.” Leon gave him a little push. “Now go for it.”


  Vicente’s powerful shoulders were squared and ready as he waited for Noel to join him. His dark eyes burned with a fire that betrayed the heat of his temper. Vicente had been slow to provoke, but now that he was finally angry, he would stay that way throughout the fight, using it for an advantage. He looked fit and trim, not yet grown heavy and slow with middle age. He was a man in the physical prime of life, mature, skilled, and savvy. He held his rapier in his right hand, a dueling dagger in his left.


  Noel faced him, aware that as they stood across from each other their sword arms were going to be on the same side. That immediately rendered fencing more difficult but gave Noel the advantage. As a lefty, he was used to fighting this way most of the time. Right-handers like Vicente seldom did. Several of Vicente’s defenses would be automatically useless. He would have to reverse his feints. Noel’s mind sifted and discarded strategies, but he wasn’t thinking fast enough. This was too soon after what he’d gone through. He felt shell-shocked and unsteady, not centered, not sufficiently alert. He reminded himself to keep his concentration.


  They saluted each other and took position.


  “Wait!” called Aldo. He strode forward, confusing Noel, who straightened and blinked at him. “This man has only a sword. Here,” he said and extended his own dueling dagger to Noel. “If this must be done, at least let it be fair.”


  Noel looked at the dagger. He didn’t know how to fight the Italian way. The dagger would distract him. Starting to refuse it, he met Aldo’s eyes and saw all the anger and dislike burning there. But Aldo’s personal code shone through. His extended hand, with the dagger’s hilt politely held toward Noel, never wavered.


  Reluctantly Noel took the weapon with his right hand and hefted it, feeling awkwardly balanced now. “Thank you,” he forced himself to say, wishing he had not been interrupted.


  Aldo gave him a stiff, hostile nod and stepped back.


  “Begin,” Vicente said.


  He attacked in a flurry, his front leg reaching in a series of quick lunges. His rapier was a blur, feint and thrust, feint and thrust. Noel, not expecting this much aggression this quickly, could only retreat, blocking and defending clumsily.


  Vicente bared his teeth and pressed harder, sensing he had an inadequate opponent. Noel continued to retreat, and switched directions barely in time to keep himself from being pinned against a wall. Leon and Tibo scattered to get out of their way.


  Vicente locked their swords, the blades ringing as guard crashed against guard. They stood there a moment, both breathing hard as they strained against each other. Vicente thrust with the dagger, and only luck made Noel block it in time with his own. He felt a cut burn across the web of his hand, and his dagger went spinning.


  With a grunt, Noel shifted his grip on his sword, disengaging with a suddenness that left Vicente off balance. Noel swung the sword saberlike, back and forth, nicking Vicente beneath his sword arm, then slashing at his chest. Vicente parried and retreated, staying in defense now while he sought to rally. Noel pressed him hard, lunging less and feinting more, using the clever tricks he prayed had not all been invented yet, trying to confuse Vicente with circular feints and reverses, even dropping to the basic beat attack and thrust.


  He nearly broke through Vicente’s guard and his point stabbed harmlessly over Vicente’s left shoulder, parried barely in time. A collective gasp from the onlookers told Noel how close he’d come. Finding his wind and his old rhythm now, he steadied. His arm flashed with a strength he did not know he had, although a burning in his muscles warned him it would soon be expended. He rode the adrenaline, however, his mind split between the battle happening now and old practice bouts in the Institute gym.


  Vicente fought with absolute concentration. That he’d not expected this kind of skill from Noel was evident from his frown, but he’d recovered from his surprise. Both had failed to hit their mark in the initial minutes. Now they had gained acquaintance with each other’s styles, and the fighting grew grimmer as it continued. It was a question now of a mistake or a muscle cramp. Otherwise, they were too well matched for it to end quickly or cleanly.


  For Noel, it was necessary to make the adjustment that this was indeed a duel, a fight to the death, not a practice bout with blunted tips and strict rules about targets. Sweat poured into his eyes, half blinding him. Vicente had the same problem. Noel’s breath sawed raggedly through his lungs. He circled, set himself, and lunged. Vicente riposted with unexpected swiftness and jabbed his sword through Noel’s arm.


  Again the spectators gasped. Noel staggered back, feeling the steel withdraw from his arm. Hot blood spurted as it pulled free. His right arm suddenly hung useless at his side, throwing off his balance. He felt no pain, however, only the trickle of blood down his arm.


  They did not stop. Vicente’s eyes flashed eagerly, and Noel knew that Vicente had been saving that trick. No doubt he had others. They crashed together again, the blades ringing, then Noel nearly slipped on a patch of his own blood.


  Vicente danced back out of reach and dragged his forearm across his perspiring forehead. “Bind the wound,” he commanded the physician. “Someone, wipe up the blood. I don’t want to die because of a slip.”


  The rest almost undid Noel. Heaving for breath, soaked to the skin with sweat, he felt his adrenaline ebbing. The physician bound his wound tightly, and for the first time he felt the burn of pain. Leon rushed to him and held a small leather flask of wine to his lips.


  “Drink,” he commanded.


  Noel turned his face away in suspicion. “More of Tibo’s potion?”


  Leon flushed red. “Drink it,” he said roughly. “You must win.”


  Noel let out his breath with a little moan.


  “You need it,” Leon said. “Drink!”


  Noel glanced over his shoulder and saw that Vicente was guzzling wine from a cup. Afraid of what the flask might contain, yet too spent to protest further, Noel took the flask and sipped from it.


  “More than that!” Leon said worriedly.


  Noel could already taste the numbness on his tongue. The pain in his arm faded. He found himself able to ignore the trembling weakness in his weary legs. Experience had taught him that in fencing the legs could sometimes fail before the arm. Now he straightened as the physician finished dabbing at the cut across his hand. He looked across the courtyard at Vicente, who gestured his readiness.


  A mind, alien and cold, pushed fiercely against Noel’s: “Kill him.”


  Noel whirled around and aimed his sword at Tibo. “Stay back from me,” he said furiously.


  Messer Tibo glared at him. “You belong to me,” he said. “You will obey my commands.” He pointed. “Finish it quickly before you bleed to death.”


  “And if I refuse?”


  Messer Tibo shook back his sleeve to reveal the LOCs. “Then you’ll never regain the use of these. Serve me, and you’ll remain at my side. Together we shall visit your time. We shall learn, and we shall have power.”


  Noel pitied him. The future was closed to them. He’d hoped by now to have heard again from the Institute, but there’d been no contact, no message. They were gone.


  Messer Tibo was glaring at him. “If you do—”


  “Save your breath,” muttered Noel indifferently. “I have heard all your threats before.”


  “You—”


  “I have sworn to my brother that I will kill,” Noel said. “I keep my word.”


  Turning his back on them, Noel trudged back to the center of the courtyard where his opponent waited. They faced each other, both weary and less savage than before. Both, however, remained equally committed. This was to the death. Until that happened, no one would leave this courtyard. Grimly their swords crossed, then flashed into action.


  For Noel everything grew very narrow. The weariness in his arm, the shock of the blows traveling through his sword blade into his wrist, the sweating fatigue in his fingers as he balanced and maneuvered the blade all blurred into something nearly automatic. He could see Vicente’s face, grim and determined. He could hear each of them grunt softly as they parried and thrust in turn. It would never end, thought Noel. It would go on and on, like eternity.


  Sunlight suddenly stabbed down into the courtyard, filling it with patterns of light and shadow. Noel circled, holding his blade en tierce, seeking his next strategy. Vicente’s eyes never wavered from his. Leon and Tibo shifted out of their way and went to stand beside the others.


  Noel’s blood pounded through his veins. Kill. He measured the distance to the wall, and kept circling. In a sudden flurry he attacked. Their blades rang out, the steel singing. Then Noel danced back.


  In the distance voices could be heard approaching. A bell was ringing. Vicente’s attention shifted fractionally. He frowned.


  Noel moved in, but Vicente was expecting it and he evaded the trap.


  “For the sake of God,” called Aldo urgently. “Finish this, Vicente, before you are caught.”


  Vicente was breathing hard, but Aldo’s warning seemed to rouse him to a second wind. He attacked, seemingly as strong as ever. But now his executions were sloppy. His parries were economical, devoid of the previous flourishes. His sword point kept dipping lower and lower en garde as though his arm was also leaden.


  Time had run out. Noel feinted and rushed him, driving him back with a ferocity that caught Vicente by surprise. He parried desperately, but Noel pressed him harder and harder in a blur of motion. Up and down their blades flashed, back and forth and back, again and again. Vicente stumbled and almost fell. He lost his footwork, then his timing. Giving him no quarter, Noel drove him right through the onlookers, scattering them, until Vicente’s back bumped into the wall.


  Kill.


  Noel’s blood was roaring with the command. He saw nothing but his purpose, scarcely heard the shouts around him. Vicente’s eyes held defeat. He knew he was beaten, but his courage did not fail. He faced Noel to the end, willing to fight until he was beaten by the better swordsman. Noel attacked, and even while pinned against the wall Vicente did his best to parry. But Noel reversed his feint, catching Vicente off guard, and sent Vicente’s sword flying from his hand.


  Vicente froze, his chest heaving for air. Defiance flashed courageously in his eyes and he waited for death.


  “Merciful God,” moaned one of Vicente’s friends.


  Kill. Noel thrust with all the strength in his body. His sword aimed straight at Vicente’s heart, and only at the last second in that powerful lunge did Noel pivot ever so slightly on his lead foot.


  His point slid harmlessly past Vicente’s shoulder and rammed into Messer Tibo’s chest.


  The astrologer screamed a thin, shrill cry. His black eyes held only astonishment before the life in them dimmed. He slumped, and Noel jerked out his sword. The body crumpled to the ground, and there was only stunned silence.


  Noel stepped back and wiped his face with his sleeve. His pulse was thudding so hard in his temples, he was almost dizzy. He could not gulp in air fast enough. Vicente still stood against the wall. His face held only shock and disbelief.


  “What?” he said in confusion. “Why—”


  Noel tossed down his rapier with a clang. “He is your traitor. He is the man who tried to cast a spell over Lady Francesca. He is the man who wanted to poison you so that Claudio Virenza could marry your bride.”


  “That fat wastrel?” Aldo cried. “Never!”


  Noel caught his breath. Favoring his injured arm, he knelt beside Tibo’s body and removed the LOCs. Holding one out to Vicente, he said, “I’m a little hampered with this arm. Would you buckle this on for me, please?”


  “Take care!” Aldo warned, but Vicente frowned at his cousin.


  Crouching beside Noel, he turned the LOC over in his hands with puzzlement, but he fitted it around Noel’s bloody wrist. His eyes met Noel’s.


  “I do not understand you,” he said. “I think all this time you have been on my side, but I cannot say why. This…” He gestured at the courtyard and Tibo. “Why?”


  “It’s a complicated story,” Noel began.


  “I am interested. We shall discuss it over breakfast.”


  Aldo caught Vicente by the arm. “Are you mad? This man is your enemy and you would eat with him?”


  “This man could have killed me and did not,” Vicente said sharply. “Sene vado. Leave us in peace while I endeavor to understand what seems to be a very complicated matter.”


  Beneath Noel’s sleeve, the LOC suddenly grew warm against his skin. It gave him a little jolt to get his attention, then began to pulse steadily in one-second intervals.


  At first Noel could not believe it. But he had no time to stand around being stunned. It was the silent warning for…


  “Warning,” intoned the LOC. “Recall commencing. Stand by for recall.”


  They had less than a minute, if all was running smoothly.


  Noel glanced across the courtyard at Leon and grinned. “Hey!” he shouted. “Guess what?”


  He whirled back to smile at Vicente, who had moved away from him in alarm.


  “Careful,” Aldo said, also backing away. “He is going to put a spell on us. You should have killed him when you had the chance.”


  Vicente said nothing. His eyes were very wide. Noel gripped his limp hand and shook it.


  “I’d like to have breakfast, but I must go,” Noel said hurriedly. “Good luck with your wedding. Have lots of children. Ciao.”


  “But where are you going?” Vicente asked in bewilderment.


  Noel was already striding toward the exit. “Home!” he called over his shoulder.


  At least he hoped it was home. There was still no guarantee that this recall would get him to Chicago. If he bothered to ask the LOC it would probably tell him he had a very strong chance of being bounced by the time loop to yet another wrong destination, with yet another set of problems to solve.


  “Leon!” he called, waving. “Come on!”


  Leon stared at him. “Is it happening?”


  Noel grinned broadly. “Yes!”


  He reached for Leon, but his duplicate shied away. “Not again. I don’t want to go.”


  “Don’t be stupid. We have to go together.”


  The LOC pulsed more rapidly against his wrist, reminding him that time was running out. They needed to get set.


  But Leon was still backing away. “No. No!”


  “Leon, you have to put this other LOC on first—”


  Leon turned and ran for the arcade.


  Chapter 13


  Cursing, Noel pounded after his fleeing duplicate. He was already worn out from the duel, but Leon was fresh and had panic to spur him on faster. He drew ahead of Noel easily, dodging past people who had begun to throng the piazza.


  Struggling to get through the crowds, Noel worked to keep Leon in sight. Already his wind was failing him. He sobbed for breath and forced himself to keep running.


  “Warning,” said the LOC. “Recall in fifty seconds—”


  “Delay!” Noel said sharply. He almost missed Leon’s dart into the basilica past an elderly woman and her attendants. Noel pounded up the steps to the ornate doors. “LOC, delay recall. We aren’t together. Recall will be imbalanced. Delay!”


  People were staring as he ran past them, talking apparently to himself. Noel dived into the gloomy interior of the church and halted, puffing hard. He gazed around, momentarily dazzled by the magnificence. Everything seemed covered with gold, and the domes overhead had spectacular mosaics of religious themes. There were few worshipers present. He saw no sign of Leon.


  Besides, Leon wouldn’t take refuge in here. Leon had no concept of sanctity. He wouldn’t know about sanctuary, and wouldn’t believe it if he did. Gazing around, Noel caught a glimpse of movement overhead. He stared at the galleries and saw nothing.


  Locating the stairs, he started up them, hampered by his wounds but taking the steps two and three at a time. His heart was going to explode from the exertion, but he drove himself on until tiny black specks danced in front of his eyes. Reaching the top, he saw Leon trapped at the end of the gallery, frantically searching for a way of escape.


  “Leon!” he shouted. “Stop running. This is necessary.”


  “I won’t,” Leon said hoarsely. “I won’t!”


  “Warning,” said the LOC. “Delay has expired. Time sequence ending. Countdown to recall sequence commencing.”


  “Hell,” Noel said and ran down the gallery.


  Leon had been fumbling with a small doorway. Now he finally succeeded in flinging it open. He scrambled through just before Noel reached him. Noel’s fingers gripped his doublet for an instant but slipped off the fabric. The LOC was pulsing rapidly against his wrist, too rapidly to count now. Noel knew they had only a few seconds left. He dived bodily through the small doorway and rolled, coming up to his feet with a stagger.


  They were on the balcony above the entrance to the church, standing amid the life-sized bronze horses brought here from Constantinople as booty. In Noel’s time, the statues had long resided in museums, corroded green, their bodies rough from the effects of pollution. Now they seemed sleek and shiny. Leon was clinging to one, wedging himself between its chest and the balcony railing.


  The view of the city was spectacular, had Noel had the time to look at it.


  “Leon!” called Noel. “You have to come with me.”


  Leon did not bother to answer. He put his foot on the horse’s knee and levered himself up onto the railing. Teetering there, he balanced for a moment, then looked back. His face was wild with defiance.


  “You want me to die!” he shouted.


  Pigeons strutted across the rooftop, undisturbed by their argument.


  “I don’t want you to die,” Noel said, hurrying toward him. “For God’s sake, Leon, don’t you know me by now? I don’t want to harm you. We have to be together.”


  “It’s the same thing as death. I stop, and you go on. I’d rather die here and now than just vanish in the time stream.”


  “You won’t vanish in the time stream,” Noel said. He put his hand on the horse’s bronze shoulder, anxiously measuring the distance to see if he could grab Leon. “Get down from there and put on one of these LOCs.”


  Leon said nothing, but his expression changed. He turned and looked down at the piazza below them. With a yell, he pushed himself off.


  Frantically Noel hurled himself forward and managed to grip the back of Leon’s doublet with his good hand. He thought his weight would pull Leon back, but his impetus carried him forward bodily over the railing, and they fell together.


  Still gripping his duplicate’s clothing, Noel could hear Leon screaming over the rush of wind in his ears. The ground hurtled toward them incredibly fast.


  “Warning,” said the LOC. “Recall in five seconds. Four, three, two…”


  It wasn’t going to be in time. It wasn’t going to work. They were going to end here, smashed on the pavement, dead a thousand years too late.


  Leon was still screaming, and Noel heard himself yelling too.


  Horrified bystanders scattered out of the way. Gritting his teeth, Noel shut his eyes. Just when he should have crashed into the stones, he and Leon passed right through them and went on falling into the time stream. It tumbled them together in a maelstrom of lashing currents and electrical energy.


  There was no chance to feel relief. Something seemed to be trying to rip them apart. A force pressed between them, shoving Noel back. He gripped harder, determined this time not to lose Leon. He couldn’t go through this again. They had to be rejoined. It had to end. He’d done all a man could endure and more. Why couldn’t it be finished, once and for all?


  But he knew it was futile as he was tumbled and tossed through infinity. He knew that he’d failed to get a LOC on Leon, just as he’d failed the last time he possessed two LOCs. It would never end. The time loop could never be broken. All his struggles had been for nothing. He had failed.


  “No!” he shouted. “No!”


  The force between them drove him back. He heard the sound of cloth ripping and Leon’s wild cry of fear. Then Noel went spinning away on his own. He could see a fragment of cloth still clutched in his hand, but Leon had vanished. From the distance Noel heard his name howled. He shouted back, but there was no reply. He was jolted along, alone and despairing, and he didn’t want to go. He didn’t want to materialize again. He wanted to stay out here, lost forever, rather than face another set of people in the past and their problems.


  Folding in his arms and legs, he curled himself up as tightly as he could, and closed the Time Institute from his mind. He let hope go. He let control fade from his thoughts.


  He didn’t want to go on failing, again and again, trapped in time like a gerbil on a treadmill, running endlessly and never reaching the end.


  Usually the time stream was utterly dark, or at most gray. This time he found himself hurtling through bursts of color. It was as though he’d been placed in a cosmic kaleidoscope. The patterns around him formed and broke apart, changing colors across the spectrum of light. He was a speck, a mere mote of dust in all of this. It was like nothing he had ever experienced. A rough jolt knocked him up and up, then for the space of a heartbeat he was high above the shifting patterns and shapes, high above the tunnel itself. He thought he was looking at the universe from the inside out, for it spread around him in all directions. It was calm way up here, calm and quiet and cool. He could see the kaleidoscope below him, constantly moving and changing. It looked flat; however, at the far edges he could detect a slight curve.


  Struck with wonder, Noel realized this was his reality and all its possible alternatives. He had been shifting from one pattern to another, one dimension to another, one time to another. Now he was way out here, and he wanted to stay forever.


  Even as the thought filled his mind, he felt himself start to fall. Back he hurtled toward the kaleidoscope. Now he could see its center, swirling but constant, like the center of a whirlpool. He was sucked down into the vortex, back into the rough, painful, jolting course of the time stream.


  Was it the same one he’d left? Were there others? His mind could not cope with the possibilities.


  He passed through what appeared to be sheets of fire, so bright his eyes streamed with tears. Yet there was no heat, only the dazzling pyrotechnics of light.


  Clenching shut his eyes to protect them, he felt himself hit something flexible, like a membrane. Shocked by this sudden resistance, he thought of birth memories, but by then he had been knocked through.


  He hit something solid and inflexible and stopped. Only his heart kept racing on and on, unable to slow down with the rest of his body. Noel gasped, realizing slowly that he had come through.


  But where?


  He opened his eyes slowly, conscious of silence. At first nothing made much sense. The light was dim. Mist surrounded him, making everything hazy. He was lying on the ground, only it was a hard surface, polished and artificial, not soil. The air was very cold.


  Feeling as though he’d been battered, he rolled over and sat up. His clothes had been shredded by his progress. Clad only in shirt and hose at the moment of recall, Noel found both sleeves torn off and the remainder of his shirt hanging in tatters. His hose were ripped all the way up to indecency. The bandage around his right arm was gone, but then so was the wound. The nicest side effect of time travel continued to be the metabolic changes that healed minor hurts and injuries in transit. His LOCs also checked out intact. The original remained fried and silent, but the new one was flashing green light.


  “LOC,” he said softly, looking around with a frown, “where are we?”


  “Recall sequence completed,” said the LOC and shut off.


  Noel looked at it in alarm, then the sound of an airlock sliding open startled him. He looked around for a hiding place, and saw only scattered banks of equipment linked together by heavy cables and conduits. It was completely unfamiliar, and had a temporary, jury-rigged look about it.


  Dazzling white light appeared around the edges of the door as it parted. He saw a dark cluster of heads silhouetted there.


  Completely disconcerted, Noel turned, still looking for cover. His foot struck something solid, and he crouched low.


  It was Leon, lying face down. His doublet hung in tatters, and his hose was shredded more than Noel’s. Quickly Noel put his hand on Leon’s shoulder and shook him.


  Leon stirred, moaning.


  “Come on,” Noel breathed urgently. “Something’s wrong. Get up!”


  Leon moved his head, still too groggy to respond.


  The door was open now, and light streamed across Noel. Feeling exposed and vulnerable, he looked around wildly. The people entered in a silence that he found unnerving. Unable to see them clearly, he squinted and put his hand up to protect his eyes.


  His mind was in overdrive, trying desperately to rationalize this. He and Leon obviously weren’t in the past anymore. But this wasn’t Lab 14 either.


  He tightened his grip on Leon’s shoulder and shook him again. “Come on, move!”


  Leon still didn’t stir. Abandoning him, Noel scuttled back. He turned to run, knowing he was trapped but unwilling to let himself be caught tamely.


  “Noel,” said a voice.


  A spotlight from overhead beamed down on him. Noel froze in place. Despite his alarm, he recognized that voice. It was a gruff voice of old times, a voice of friendship. He looked around, staring at the figures silhouetted against the dazzling backwash of light streaming in through the open door. He couldn’t see their faces.


  “Noel!”


  Trojan’s voice, but Noel refused to believe it. He stood there squinting, unwilling to believe what he heard. It wasn’t possible. Not this time. He’d done everything wrong. The place was wrong. Still…


  “Trojan?” he said uncertainly.


  “Lights,” said someone else.


  They snapped on, cold and bright, flooding the room with illumination. Blinking hard, Noel barely adjusted before he found himself surrounded by people all calling him by name, clapping him on the shoulder, and cheering.


  Staring in wonder at their familiar faces, Noel tried to make himself believe he’d really made it back. Everything seemed to be coming at him a little too fast. They were all trying to talk to him at once. He began to sort through the noise and confusion and focused on Trojan’s craggy face. Huge and rumpled, his best friend for all the years they’d worked at the Institute, Trojan had shaved off the red beard that usually made him look like a barbarian. Noel frowned, trying to take it all in. Trojan’s blue eyes held his, saying all that needed to be said. They warmed with a smile.


  “You’re back, my friend,” Trojan said softly. “Really back. I’m not a hologram this time. See?”


  Everything grew quiet as though the others finally realized Noel was having trouble making the adjustment.


  Trojan held out his hand.


  Noel finally began to accept that this wasn’t a fantasy, wasn’t a dream. It was really happening. His throat choked up, and he clasped Trojan’s hand.


  Trojan shook it in a crushing grip, then they were hugging each other and Trojan was pounding his back heartily.


  “Noel, Noel,” he said hoarsely, his voice thick with emotion. “You are the luckiest devil. What did you think you were doing, plunging off into a time distortion like that? Didn’t you know the risks?”


  “Careful. Stand back. Let me through,” said a woman’s incisive voice, cutting off Trojan’s scolding.


  It was Dr. Ellis, blond, beautiful, and unflappable, shoving her way through the technicians who parted to let her through. “I’m going to have your ears for this, Bruthe,” she was saying. “You promised to call me in plenty of time.”


  “Recall happened a little off schedule,” the chief technician defended himself. “You know this was all guesswork, spit, and prayer.”


  She stopped and stared at Noel, her eyes studying him in a quick once-over, then suddenly she grinned and threw her arms around his neck. Giving him a tight hug, she said, “I’m glad you’re back. Oh, I’m glad.”


  Before he could answer, she pulled away and put on her professional manner as though she’d never dropped it. “Let’s run some checks on you. Hmm.”


  Noel pulled her back into his arms before she could activate her medical scanner and kissed her full on the lips. “I’ve wanted to do that for two years and several centuries,” he said.


  She drew back, looking flustered as he released her. Laughter surrounded him and someone yelled, “He’s okay, Doc!”


  Her eyes shone. “I guess he is.”


  Noel looked around at all of them, drew in a breath, and shook his head.


  “What’s wrong?” Trojan asked.


  “Everything,” Noel said helplessly, unable to explain. “It’s all different.”


  “What did you expect?” Bruthe snapped. “We had just about pulled things together after the distortion destroyed half the facility, then you swooped by and trashed the time portal—”


  “Cut the man some slack here!” bellowed Trojan. “He saved us, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, but you know how long it will take to rebuild Laboratory 14? And the cost? You…” Bruthe’s eyes met Noel’s and his voice faltered. He elbowed past Trojan and held out his hand to shake Noel’s. “We’ll patch it together. But no more seat-of-the-pants physics, agreed?”


  “Promise,” Noel said with a grin. “But it’s all changed. Am—am I in the right dimension?”


  “Don’t you know?” Dr. Ellis asked with fresh worry. She whipped out her scanner again. “Maybe I better run the usual tests. Are you feeling in-sync?”


  “Sure,” Noel said, wishing she’d put her equipment away. He looked at Trojan. “You’re okay.”


  Trojan nodded. “Don’t you remember telling the medics I was out of sync and needed to be passed back through the time stream?”


  “No.”


  “Well, you figured it out exactly the way it was. Once the distortion stopped tearing the place apart, we—”


  “Get out of the way. Let me check his pulse,” Ellis said, shoving Trojan aside.


  He grinned at her and exchanged a glance with Bruthe who nodded. “Anyway, then we had to figure out how to reach you after you cooked the time computer and blew up the portal. You didn’t make it easy.”


  Noel kept feeling things catch in his throat. “Yeah,” he said unsteadily, remembering how close Qwip had come to invading the present. “But there was a good reason. I had to—”


  “Easy, old man,” Trojan said, gripping him by the shoulder and bringing him back from the memories. “You’re home. Understand? Home. We had to switch things over to the auxiliary units and restart. Then we had to track you. By the way, didn’t your mother ever tell you not to disengage your LOC?”


  Noel held up the old one. “It died with the time portal. I thought it was over then. I—”


  “Chair!” Ellis said briskly, still checking him with her scanner.


  Someone pushed one over, and Noel sat down.


  “Hungry?” she asked, popping open a ration package that she pulled from her pocket.


  Noel took it. His hands had sudden tremors that he knew were just aftershocks of rough travel, but he was embarrassed in front of everyone. He wasn’t ready for such a big reunion yet. Trojan wrapped a blanket around him, and Noel finally began to feel warm.


  “Okay, people,” Bruthe said while Trojan bent down to help Noel with the ration package. “Clear the area. Let’s stand down according to the drill, all right? Victory party will be at eighteen hundred hours in the new staff lounge. Just stay out of the wet paint.”


  The technicians drifted out, several of them pausing to touch Noel’s shoulder or give him a smile.


  Bruthe produced a metal clipboard and started frowning. There were new lines carved in his ugly face. He looked tired. “We’ll shoot for a formal debriefing tomorrow—”


  Noel dropped the ration package and sprang up with a frown. “Wait a minute. Leon’s here. I saw him just a minute ago.”


  Bruthe stared at him in consternation. “What?”


  “Not that again,” Trojan said.


  “Noel, please—” began Dr. Ellis.


  Noel paid them no attention. He looked around wildly at the people who were still in the room, and those filing out.


  “No one leave!” he shouted. “We’ve got to find him. Trojan, help me look.”


  Trojan, however, snagged Noel by the arm. “Easy. What are you saying? Leon is here? Are you sure?”


  “I think he’d better sit down,” Ellis said. “I don’t like this.”


  “Of course he’s here!” Noel insisted angrily, brushing off Ellis’s attempts to calm him. “No, I don’t want a sedative. No, I don’t want to sit down. He’s not a hallucination. He came through. He—”


  “Noel, I’m sorry,” Bruthe said. “That’s not possible. He could either remain behind in the time stream, the way his energy wave did before, or he could be rejoined with you before you materialized here. But two of you, here? An anomaly like that cannot manifest itself in this reality zone. It’s impossible.”


  Opening his mouth, Noel found himself with nothing to say. He sank blindly onto the chair and felt winded and confused. “But I saw him,” he said.


  “Take it easy.” Trojan patted his shoulder. “You’ve had some very rough travel.”


  Noel thought of what he’d just come through and snorted. “Understatement.”


  “Give yourself a chance to adjust. Doc?”


  She bent over Noel with a needle that he pushed away. “Noel Kedran, you cooperate. I’m taking you down to the infirmary for a full checkup.”


  “No time,” Noel said, trying to stand again, only Trojan wouldn’t let him. Noel lost his temper. “Turn me loose, damnit! I don’t care what Bruthe says. I know he’s here, and I have to find him.”


  “We’ll look after you’ve been checked out,” Trojan said in a soothing tone.


  Noel glared at him, willing him to understand. “Leon can’t be turned loose around here. You don’t know what he’s like, what he’ll do.”


  “Noel, you’re the only one. There’s no twin. There’s no Leon.”


  Noel glared at them, hating their kind, stupid faces. Why wouldn’t they listen to him? “I want to talk to Dr. Rugle now,” he said sharply. “I want to report this. She’ll—”


  “Dr. Rugle has resigned,” Trojan said. “We’re getting a new director soon. In the meantime, Bruthe here is in charge.”


  Noel blinked, momentarily diverted. “No kidding. The old bag is finally gone?”


  Someone laughed, only to be swiftly hushed. Trojan was grinning. He gave Noel a nod. “Maybe you’ll even keep your job.”


  Noel caught a wry look from Bruthe and grinned back. “Yeah.” Then he sobered. “But not if Leon starts causing trouble. I’ve got to find him.”


  “Noel, listen,” began Ellis in a firm but worried voice.


  “This paranoia has to stop. Trust me. There is no duplicate of you—”


  “Hey!” called a voice from the doorway. “I caught a half-naked guy trying to break through a security checkpoint without authorization. Someone want to take charge of this?”


  Hitching his blanket around himself, Noel jumped to his feet and hurried out into the corridor. There stood a puzzled security guard with a firm clamp on Leon, who was glaring and struggling to twist free to no avail.


  “My God,” whispered Dr. Ellis, staring.


  Trojan’s jaw dropped open.


  Bruthe elbowed his way to the front and gripped Leon by the arm. “We’ll take charge of him. Thanks,” he said, and marched Leon back into the laboratory.


  “Noel!” yelled Leon, still struggling. “Who are these people? What is this damned place? Why don’t you speak up for me and tell them I’m with you?”


  “It’s true,” Trojan said.


  The others went on staring, looking at first Noel, then Leon.


  “Oh, God,” someone moaned. “Not two of them. One Kedran was bad enough.”


  Snickers ran through the technicians, and Bruthe looked around with a glare. “Come on. Stop exhaling carbon dioxide and help me measure the anomaly. I want to cross-check energy sine waves with his transmission coding.”


  “Bruthe, please,” Ellis said, finally pulling herself together. “He’s a human being, not a piece of static on your transmission channels. Let me check him out first. This is incredible.”


  The scientists surrounded Leon, handing him a blanket and pushing him toward a bank of instrumentation.


  Trojan elbowed Noel in the ribs. “You weren’t making him up,” he said softly.


  Irritation flashed through Noel. “You mean you didn’t believe me either? Thanks a lot.”


  “Yeah, but he never existed until you got into trouble out there. I mean, I thought you went back just to clean him up, like Bruthe’s static.”


  “I did,” Noel said tersely.


  “But he came back with you.”


  “I can’t believe this,” Noel said. Of all the possible scenarios he’d ever considered regarding Leon’s eventual fate, this had never occurred to him. “The trouble he causes. You have no idea—”


  “Noel, listen!” Trojan said worriedly. “He’s here, separate and distinct. He’s not a part of you. He’s him.”


  “Yes, I know,” Noel said.


  “You still don’t get it?”


  “Get what?” Noel asked, then a flicker of suspicion tracked through his mind. He frowned, beginning to see what Trojan was getting at. “Oh.”


  “Yeah, oh. Don’t you see? He’s real. As in really real. He’s here. He’s not some hiccup in the time stream, not some reflection or bent refraction or whatever the hell he started out as. We’ve created life. By accident or design, you really do have a brother now.”


  Noel felt stunned. “Forever,” he whispered, thinking about it.


  “Yeah, I guess so,” Trojan said. “Identical twins. It’s amazing. I can’t believe he’s here.”


  And Leon wasn’t leaving, Noel thought, dismay sinking through his stomach. Leon wasn’t going to fade away. He wasn’t ever going to stop causing trouble. He wasn’t ever going to vanish. The responsibility would never end.


  Horrified by the prospect, Noel thought. I ’m going to have to travel to the past again just to get away from him.


  He looked across the lab at his brother who was sitting in the middle of all the scientific attention.


  Leon glanced up and caught Noel staring at him. As though he could read Noel’s mind, he grinned from ear to ear and winked.


  “Hey, brother!” he called. “This is my kind of place. Why didn’t you bring me here sooner?”


  More from Deborah Chester
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  Time Trap


  In the 26th century, chaos threatens to overwhelm civilization—but the historians on staff at the Time Institute are determined to change things for the better. Through first-hand recordings of the greatest events of the past, they hope to reawaken the modern-day populace and restore its zest for achievement. The trouble for the Institute is that saboteurs have infiltrated.


  The trouble for time-traveler Noel Kedran is that his mission lands him in the wrong place and century.


  Medieval Greece is little more than a way-station for European knights headed for the Crusades. All but forgotten, this small pocket of history is awash in treachery as Greek bandits, French knights, and Constantinople's diplomats battle for supremacy. Caught in their clash to rule Greece, Noel fears that any alteration to the course of history could destroy his own time, until he meets a stranger who is his mirror image. This twin, as determined to destroy the future as Noel is to save it, will take both Noel’s fate and history into his own hands.


  Showdown


  Unable to return to the 26th century, historian and time traveler Noel Kedran struggles to repair the sabotage that keeps him ensnared in time's web. His evil twin Leon, created by the anomaly, works just as hard to prevent Noel from escaping the trap. Each attempt to go home lands Noel and Leon in a different era. Now, they're in the New Mexico territory in the year 1887—a harsh desert land plagued by lawless bandit raids, border wars, and fierce Apaches.


  Although determined to preserve the fabric of history, Noel soon finds himself involved with the perils facing a ranching family. The ranch has been burned and a young girl abducted. If Noel can't find a way to rescue her, the altered time stream will change the future forever. That's exactly what Leon is hoping for. Which means that sooner or later, the two of them must have a showdown.


  Pieces of Eight


  In his attempt to return to the 26th century, historian and time traveler Noel Kedran is transported back to the Caribbean in 1697, where black-masted ships rule the treacherous seas and murderous pirates kill without mercy.


  Stalked by enemies—including his evil twin, Leon—Noel fights to prevent a human sacrifice that could change history, and to stop his twisted twin before he destroys them both for a few glittering, golden pieces of eight.


  Restoration


  In his attempt to return to the 26th century, historian Noel Kedran is transported, alongside his evil twin Leon, to the squalid streets and royal palaces of Restoration England—and into the blazing heart of the Great Fire of London.


  Amidst the inferno, Noel will distinguish himself as a hero, whose only hope is to get home to his own time. To do so, he will have to outwit the treacherous, equally brilliant Leon.


  But how can any man hope to outwit himself?


  Turncoat


  A time loop drops historian and time traveler Noel Kedran into the Revolutionary War—and into a deadly battle with himself. While America fights for its independence, Noel wages a desperate struggle against his evil twin, Leon.


  Leon's plan is to assassinate George Washington and change the course of the Revolutionary War. If the plot succeeds, history will be as warped as Leon's mind. Now it's up to Noel to defeat the British army, and his own worst enemy—himself.
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  The Children of Anthi


  In the grand tradition of Dune, an epic of adventure and survival on a dying world.


  Omari has violated every sanction of his world to hijack the Forerunner and blast his way through a black star to reach the Uncharted Zone—and freedom.


  But on Ruantl, a toxic world lit by a black sun, Omari found himself hostage in an underground citadel deep beneath a radioactive wasteland. Here the enigmatic high priest and his horde of black-robed barbarian mutants guard an army of crystal caskets—and plan a bloody rebellion to save their race from extinction.


  To survive, Omari has one chance. But does he dare undergo the ultimate sacrifice and become one of the CHILDREN OF ANTHI?


  Requiem for Anthi


  In the grand tradition of Dune, an epic of adventure and survival on a dying world


  The world of Ruantl is nearly dead, its waters tainted and its land scorched by a poisonous black sun. Members of the Galactic Space Institute have crossed into the Uncharted Zone, eager to strip Ruantl of its gold and gemstones. They will not—and cannot—be stopped. Not by the few survivors of a dying race.


  But one ancient lord is ready to fight back—even if he must reawaken the mighty goddess Anthi herself.


  The Omcri Matrix


  In the Planet Patrol, Costa was the best. The smartest, toughest, most ambitious officer in the ranks. Until the day the Omcri—a deadly alien force of faceless assassins—kidnapped the Kublai of Drugh, killing Costa's patrol but leaving her alive.


  The brass think Costa has sold out. And now she's on the run, desperately trying to clear her name. Her search for the truth will lead her from the back alleys of her own planet to the savage dangers of unknown worlds—and finally, into the dark heart of the Omcri Matrix.


  The Goda War


  For eons, countless races have feared the godas, planet-sized doomsday machines that could destroy all time and space. But no one has ever dared unleash their awesome powers.


  Until now.


  Brock, dire-lord of the Held, is the only man alive who knows where the godas are hidden. As his empire crumbles, he vows to activate the godas—no matter what the cost.


  But Brock has a rival: Colonel Kezi Falmah-Al of the ruthless Colonids. She too seeks the godas, to further her dreams of conquest. So begins the Goda War.


  Now, not even the stars are safe.
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  Reign of Shadows


  Caelan E'Non is the son of the land's most powerful healer, and is naturally expected to follow in his father's footsteps. Except Caelan feels a burning desire to blaze his own trail—and possesses a magic he does not understand.


  Elandra Albain has been raised as a servant in her father's house. Her sister, Lady Bixia, has been pampered and spoiled, and is thought to be destined for greatness. But Elandra has a destiny all her own.


  For as long as Caelan or Elandra can recall, Emperor Kostimon has ruled the land. For nine centuries his life has been sustained. But this wondrous immortality stems from a bargain with the very source of evil itself—from the dark lord Beloth. Now, as Kostimon's tenth and final lifetime begins, the shadow god is growing restless.


  And so begins the REIGN OF SHADOWS.


  Shadow War


  For nine centuries the Emperor Kostimon has sat upon the Ruby Throne. The dark lord Beloth is responsible for his eternal existence. And what the shadow god has bestowed, he can easily take away...


  As the aging Kostimon awaits the crowning of his empress, Elandra Albain, forces of evil conspire to destroy the kingdom of Imperia. Whispers of treason come from those closest to the emperor—including his own son.


  Pure of spirit, Elandra remains untouched by the shadow god—but she senses his return. With darkness descending, Elandra finds her destiny joined with another's.


  Possessing the magic of a healer and a warrior's might, Caelan E'non has risen from lowly slave to champion gladiator. And when the dark lord and his minions overtake the castle, he will find Elandra's life—and the future of the empire—in his hands.


  Realm of Light


  After nine centuries—and ten lifetimes—the Emperor Kostimon is dead, and darkness sweeps the land. The emperor's young widow, Elandra, has fled the shadows of war with her champion, the warrior Caelan—the man she has grown to love.


  But is the emperor truly dead? Or can the power of the shadow god bring him back? Elandra must make a fateful decision—to fulfill her destiny on the throne, or to follow her heart. And the warrior Caelan must stand and fight—for his life, for his love, and for the entire kingdom.
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