

[image: Cover]



TRUTH UNTIL PARADOX: 2ND EDITION

A Mage: The Ascension Anthology

Edited By Stewart Wieck


[image: ]



Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Truth Until Paradox is a product of Paradox Interactive AB

Copyright © 2000 by Paradox Interactive AB

First Printing August 2000

Crossroad Press Edition published in agreement with Paradox Interactive

Cover design by Aaron Voss


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.



[image: ]




Table of Contents



Introit (Jackie Cassada)

The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove (John H. Steele)

Silver Nutmeg, Golden Pear (Kevin Andrew Murphy with James A. Moore)

Grim Reminders (James A. Moore with Kevin Andrew Murphy)

The Great Escape (Edo van Belkom)

A Block of Time (Jane M. Lindskold)

Make ’em Laugh (James Lowder)

Escobar Falls (Stewart von Allitien)


Introit


[image: ]



Jackie Cassada

“Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies…”

—23rd Psalm

Inside the Mission Street Shelter, the line of street people moved steadily past the tables of hot food and sandwiches. Johanna Talbot looked at her watch and tried to calculate how much longer she would have to offer cheer to people whose lives had little room for optimism. The shelter’s doors had opened at sundown, over two hours ago, and Johanna had spent most of that time standing behind the serving table trying to dole out finite portions of hot soup to a seemingly infinite number of hungry people.

“The line’s starting to thin out, Sister Jo. Why don’t you take a break?” Clarence Dawson left his post behind the sandwiches and moved to stand next to Johanna, resting a large brown hand on her shoulder as he spoke. Johanna smiled at the shelter manager gratefully.

“Thanks, but I’m leaving early tonight. I should be all right for another few minutes.”

Clarence shrugged. “Whatever you say, but you look pretty ragged to me. You might want to get home before the storm breaks. The wind might blow you away if you get caught in it.” He chuckled as he returned to the sandwich table.

Johanna ladled a large serving of pale-orange soup into a bowl and handed it to a grizzled old man who mumbled something inarticulate before moving on to the nearly depleted array of sandwiches.

“What’s this stuff?” An elderly woman in a faded print dress at least two sizes too large for her bony frame peered suspiciously into the soup tureen.

“Shrimp bisque,” Johanna answered, offering a bowl to the woman.

“Where are the shrimp? I don’t see any shrimp in here.”

“Um, I think it’s been run through a blender, Ms. Potter.” Johanna congratulated herself for remembering the woman’s name. She had been working at the Mission Street Shelter for six weeks, long enough to recognize the regulars who came most nights for a hot meal and sometimes a bed. They were street people, homeless and hungry. Once Johanna had dutifully prayed daily for the relief of the “faceless” suffering. Now she gave them food and saw that they had faces—and names.

“Call me Irene,” the woman said, finally accepting the soup and moving down the line toward Clarence and the sandwiches.

“What kind?” Johanna heard her ask the manager of the shelter.

The ceiling lights flickered momentarily, followed by a low rumble of distant thunder. It had been raining on and off all weekend, and tonight promised no change in the weather. Visualizing her black umbrella still resting in its stand in her apartment, Johanna hoped the rain would hold off until she got home. One of these days I’ll have to replace it with something more colorful, she thought. It was one of the few things she had brought with her from the convent when she came to San Francisco, though, and she hated to part with it.

“Ma’am?” A male voice, hoarse and weary, brought her back to the present. A young man, not more than thirty and accompanied by two children, shifted uneasily as he waited for her to ladle out three bowls of soup. Johanna tried to smile at him, but a tightness in her throat made the corners of her mouth shake. She gave up and settled for what she hoped was a sympathetic grimace. Sometimes she forgot that homelessness was not restricted to luckless individuals. Whole families were finding themselves suddenly without roots.

Impulsively, Johanna hooked her ladle over the edge of the soup tureen and shoved a hand into the deep sidepocket of her denim vest. “Wait a minute, sir,” she said. “I have something for the kids.” She concentrated on the packets of candy corn lying on her kitchen table. She had bought them this morning in anticipation of Halloween. Softly she hummed to herself, focusing her thoughts. All places are one place, she reminded herself. My hand is both here in my pocket and there, reaching for the small, tasty treats. Cellophane crinkled under her touch, and she triumphantly retrieved the candy.

“Here,” she said. She held the packets in the flat of her hand for the man’s inspection. “I thought I’d brought some with me. For Halloween?” At the man’s nod, she offered two packets to each child. It’s not enough, she thought. Never enough. She watched the trio as they continued through the food line.

“That was nicely done,” she heard. Johanna turned, surprised by the soft, cultured tones that had caught her attention. Out of habit she retrieved her ladle and dipped it in the tureen.

“Not necessary, thank you, I’ve already supped.” The man who had spoken to her looked out of place among the shelter’s inhabitants. Johanna judged him to be close to her own age, perhaps even younger. His clean-shaven face and carefully tailored clothing spoke of regular baths and unexpired credit cards. His voice held a trace of an accent, too faint to identify. He stared at her for a long minute, during which Johanna became painfully aware of her own unprepossessing appearance. Her short blond hair and pale blue eyes, together with her small frame, had prompted the sisters at the convent to refer to her as “diminutive.” Here, at the shelter, Clarence had once described her as “a scrawny waif.”

Johanna forced herself not to flinch from the stranger’s arrogant scrutiny. Suddenly, she felt a coldness that had nothing to do with the sudden gusts of wind that blew into the shelter’s dining room from the opened door. An almost physical sense of pressure made her stumble backward, and she reached out for the table to steady herself.

“Is anything wrong, Sister Jo?” Johanna nearly gasped with relief at the sound of Clarence’s voice. All she had to do was say the word and the stranger would be escorted out to the street. But what word could she say? He had made no overtly threatening advances. He merely stood opposite her and stared intently in her direction.

“Please, don’t be hasty.” The man’s voice rang with urgency, and at first Johanna failed to realize that he had not spoken the words aloud. Her resistance crumpled as she recognized an appeal in his tone that she could not ignore or shunt aside.

“Everything’s fine, Clarence,” she said, speaking slowly to keep her voice from trembling. “He and I…”

“Gideon,” she heard inside her mind.

“Gideon and I know each other.” Johanna felt her face flush. Lying had never been her forte.

“That’s right,” Gideon said, proffering a hand in Clarence’s direction. “Jo and I go back a ways.” As the two men shook hands warily, Johanna felt Gideon’s presence leave her mind.

“Well, in that case, I’ll butt out,” Clarence said, stepping backward and looking about the room. “We seem to have run out of takers, Sister Jo,” he said.

Johanna wrenched her eyes from Gideon’s face and saw that the food line had dissipated. The shelter manager smiled warmly at her. “Why don’t you go on home before the rain catches up with us?”

It took Johanna less than a minute to retrieve her jacket from the back room where the shelter’s staff stored their things. As she straightened her collar, reluctant to return to the outer room, her hands fingered a thin, gold chain around her neck. Reaching inside her cotton shirt, she pulled out the stylized sun pendant that hung from the chain and brought it to her lips in a gesture that kindled a spark of memory within her…
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Her lips brushed the back of the Mother Superior’s hand.

“You have doubts, my child?” The older nun stood motionless as the black-clad young postulant knelt before her.

“I hear voices… a voice… in my mind, Mother Superior,” Sister Johanna whispered. “The thoughts that come to me lately are not my own. I’m frightened.”

“Are you overtired? There is such a thing as too much devotion and too little sleep.”

“I think I may be going mad.”

“Not every inner voice is the voice of insanity, Sister Johanna.” The Mother Superior of the Convent of the Heavenly Spirit extended both hands for Johanna to take. “The Maid of Orleans heard voices. So did Bernadette.” Johanna felt herself lifted to her feet by surprisingly strong hands. The Mother Superior was smiling.

“I think that you are not insane, daughter. I think you are beginning to Awaken.”

Johanna’s pulse quickened at the sound of the unfamiliar term.

“Awaken?”

“Behind all religions, even this one which we claim to be the one true faith, is a truth greater than any single body of beliefs. When we stand on the verge of discovering that greater truth, something within us emerges—or Awakens—to guide us into the fullness of our knowledge.” The Mother Superior’s face seemed to glow as she spoke. “Come,” she said to Johanna. “I will show you a mystery…”

Still clutching the symbol of the Celestial Chorus, the order of mages into which she had been initiated at the convent, Johanna sought inside herself for some direction. She had volunteered to come to San Francisco, where the Chorus had only a nominal presence. Her instructions were to make herself useful and wait. She had done both those things. And now Gideon had walked into the shelter and spoken directly to her mind.

“Is this why I was sent here?” she asked, seeking an answer from within.

“If not this, then what?” Johanna recognized the voice that sounded from within her. It belonged to that fragment of divinity inside her that made it possible for her to alter reality in ways that could only be described as magic. She had learned that the Awakened spirit within her was called an Avatar, but in her own mind she envisioned a creature of fire and light and painful beauty, not unlike the descriptions of angels in the holy texts of many religions. Though it had been a long time since she had heard its celestial melody, her being resonated in tune with its harmonies. She tucked the pendant and chain securely into her shirt again and went to meet Gideon, uncertainty and anticipation rising in antiphonal measures within her.

He was waiting for her by the outer door, his aristocratic features bearing no evidence of impatience. As she said good night to Clarence, who was busily restocking the food counter for the latecomers, Gideon took her arm. The gesture bore all the markings of an old-fashioned courtesy, but the firmness of his grip hinted at something more custodial. Once again, Johanna fought down the urge to panic.

“There’s really nothing to fear,” he said to her as they put the shelter behind them and headed north, toward Union Square. It wasn’t until they had walked several blocks that Johanna remembered that she had intended to go home, and that home lay in the other direction.

“What do you want?” she said, finally voicing the thought that had been in her mind since Gideon had made his appearance.

“I need your help,” he said simply. Johanna glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. She revised her earlier estimation of his age, placing him now at that indeterminate thirty-something. Under the glare of the streetlights, which illuminated the darkness, he looked more vulnerable than he had inside the shelter. It was that unshakeable self-confidence he had projected, and had since dropped, which had made him seem younger. Uncertainty had left its mark on her own face, she knew.

“How do you know I can help you?” she asked.

“Because you’re a mage,” he answered in a voice purged of all pretense. He waited for a break in traffic, then steered her quickly across Mission Street. As they paused on the other side, Johanna looked carefully at him.

“So are you,” she said. He nodded, once.

“Do you know this city?” he asked.

“Sort of,” Johanna replied. After she had left the convent, she had spent her first two weeks in the city wandering around, gawking at the overwhelming mix of sights and sounds which contrasted so radically with the sheltered peace within the cloister.

“Then take me somewhere where there’s a crowd, where we can both get lost.”

Johanna thought of The Lost Chord, a club near Union Square. She had visited it more than once, attracted to it first by the name and later drawn back by the quality of the bands that played there. Initially, she had felt awkward—and a little guilty—at entering an establishment so far removed from the life of prayer and devotion she had known at the convent, but the vibrant music that filled the club spoke to her of a different way of praying, a raucous paean in celebration of life that was no less meaningful for its lack of reverence than the solemn choruses in which she had once participated. She had come to San Francisco to taste of the city, to sample the world in its fullest before deciding whether or not to put it behind her and take up the life of a nun once more. Her guilt had soon faded.

“I think I know a place like that,” she said. She pried her arm from Gideon’s grasp and set off in the direction of Geary Street.

Gideon hurried to catch up with her. “Take a roundabout way,” he said, looking around him nervously.

“Don’t you ever say please?” Johanna asked as she kept walking, turning down a side street without breaking her pace.

Two blocks from the club, a disheveled teenager in ragged jeans and bare feet accosted them. “Spare some change?” His speech was slurred. Johanna recoiled from the odor of cheap wine and pot that wafted from his direction. She tried to push past him, but he blocked her path. Johanna had just noticed that his left eye was completely red when Gideon interposed himself between her and the panhandler.

“Bugger off,” he snapped at the youth. As if someone had punched him in the stomach, the man staggered backward and tripped on the curb.

Time seemed to warp around Johanna as Gideon took her arm once more and pulled her past the fallen figure. Backlash, she thought, moving in slow motion past an endless building. She had always been careful not to work obvious magic in front of anyone not already aware of its existence, and so she had never directly experienced the phenomenon known as Paradox Backlash, when the laws of reality struggle to reassert themselves in the face of blatant violations. Gideon had not made physical contact with the red-eyed man, but had used his power as a battering ram. She glanced at Gideon, and noticing his apparent unconcern, forced herself to remain calm. By the time the club was in sight, her temporal sense had returned to normal. Gideon let go of her arm and looked apologetic.

“I saw one of those red-eyed people earlier this evening,” he said. “It unnerved me then, too.”

Johanna nodded. “There was a wrongness about him. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I just wanted to get away from him.”

A few more hasty steps brought them to the door of the The Lost Chord. Gideon paused to look around, then motioned to Johanna. “Let’s go inside, quickly,” he said. He let Johanna lead the way.

Inside the club, both Johanna and Gideon scanned the crowd. A few people were dancing to the hypnotic music emanating from the stage. All the tables were filled with the usual mix of drinkers, talkers and listeners. Johanna fastened on the music, picking out phrases of Gregorian chant and Eastern harmonics amid the pulsating throb of electric guitars. She recognized the band, a group called Mantra, from earlier visits. Despite the gothic look the band members affected—all black clothing and white makeup—their sound spoke to her of a spirituality their image denied.

Gideon grabbed her hand and pulled her through the crowd to a table that had suddenly emptied. They sat while a waitress removed glasses and bottles. Gideon ordered beers for both of them. Neither spoke until their drinks arrived.

“Lucky for us those people were leaving,” Johanna said to break the silence. “I was beginning to think we’d have to go somewhere else.”

Gideon raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t luck,” he said quietly. “I believe the people who were sitting here suffered a sudden attack of uneasiness and had to leave. It’s amazing

how effective a simple tweak to the human nervous system can be.”

“Oh.” Johanna felt her face harden with disapproval.

“Don’t be so quick to pass judgment on me,” Gideon said. “We needed this space and we have fewer options than most. We need to talk.” As he spoke, he glanced about the room, nervously searching the club’s interior.

“You said you needed my help,” Johanna said. “Why?”

Gideon took a long pull from his glass.

“I’m on the run,” he said.

“From whom?” Johanna asked. “And why?”

Gideon leaned back in his chair until his head rested against the wall. Only the slight drumming of his fingers on the tabletop betrayed his uneasiness.

“You’ve heard of the Men in Black, haven’t you? Superiors? HIT Marks?” he said.

“The Technocracy,” Johanna said, whispering the words even though she knew that her speech was unlikely to be overheard. The terms were familiar to her, the strike forces of the confederation of Technomancers who waged unceasing war on mages of her kind.

“Well, the Progenitors, actually,” Gideon said. “I wasn’t sure how familiar you were with the ins and outs of the enemy.”

“I know the Technocracy owns San Francisco,” Johanna replied. “And I’ve heard of the Progenitors—they’re the bio-scientists, aren’t they?”

Gideon nodded. “Among other things.”

“It won’t be easy to hide yourself from them for long,” Johanna said, “at least not in the city.”

“I hadn’t a hell of a lot of choices,” Gideon said.

“Why are they after you?” Johanna asked, beginning to search the crowd for clues that she and Gideon were being watched, realizing as she did so that she had no idea what she was looking for. She knew that the Men in Black were just that—but half the city wore black just to be in fashion. HIT Marks were supposed to be part machine, which should make them stand out in a crowd, she supposed. She had no idea what distinguished Superiors from other people. She finally settled for trying to identify anyone who seemed to be taking undue notice of herself and Gideon.

“I have something they want,” Gideon said.

“What do you want from me?” she asked, suddenly nervous at the prospect of involvement in Gideon’s predicament. She forced herself to remain calm, breathing deeply and reciting the beginning of a soothing chant to herself.

“Shelter, for starters,” he said, a wry grin toying with the corners of his mouth. “After all, I did find you giving food and shelter to the needy. I happen to be one of the homeless myself, at least for now.”

“If a place to sleep is all you need, you could have taken a bed at the mission,” Johanna said.

Gideon shook his head. “You felt what happened on the street earlier. I can’t afford to surround myself with too many people who are ignorant of the existence of magic. They would seriously hamper anything I might have to do to protect myself if someone tracks me down.”

“I wasn’t thinking,” Johanna murmured, dropping her head as a sudden sting of shame coursed through her. “I should know better than to even consider putting innocent people at risk.”

Gideon reached across the table and touched Johanna’s chin with his fingertips. She raised her head to look at him.

“Don’t bother about it,” he said, lowering his hand. “You’re obviously not used to this kind of plotting. It wasn’t a bad idea, just an unworkable one.” Gideon glanced quickly at his watch, then scanned the room once again.

“We can’t stay here too much longer,” he said. “I do need to find somewhere relatively safe to go.” He paused, as if ready to say more, then merely looked at Johanna. This time she could not mistake his intent.

“Does this mean you want to come home with me?” As she spoke the words, Johanna realized that she was enjoying Gideon’s company despite—or perhaps because of—the hint of danger that surrounded him.

“Is that so impossible?” Gideon smiled at Johanna, a smile full of innocence. Once again Johanna saw the years drop from his face. “I’m not making improper suggestions or anything. I just want a place to stay for awhile.”

Johanna’s face reddened. “It’s not that,” she said. “It’s just…”

Gideon straightened in his seat. He leaned forward, his gaze anchored on Johanna.

“The man at the shelter, your coworker, called you Sister Jo,” he said. “Are you a nun? Is that why you seem so hesitant?”

Johanna closed her eyes, carefully considering her answer…
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“I’m not certain that I belong here, Mother Superior,” Johanna said.

Her mentor nodded her head thoughtfully and continued to finger her rosary beads. “The life of a contemplative is not for everyone,” she murmured. “Your vows are not yet final.”

“It’s not that I’ve lost my faith in… in the One. I just don’t know if I can spend the rest of my life here in the convent.”

“Perhaps what you need is a change of scene,” the old nun said as she kissed the cross that hung from the ritual beads, then turned her full attention to Johanna. “We call our Tradition of magic the Celestial Chorus for a reason, child. Unlike the other orders of mages, who often work individually, our best work is done in a group. But every choir has its soloists, those whose voices are so strong and clear that they demand to be heard without accompaniment. You have a strong voice, Johanna, and whether or not you have been called to sing alone is something you and your Avatar must decide.”

“But if I leave the convent…”

“The convent is not the Chorus. Most of the sisters here are Sleepers, devout women who believe in God and who do much good with their prayers but who are ignorant of the presence of mages within these walls. The Chorus finds the trappings of this place of meditation conducive to its work, and we find no real conflict between this form of faith and our own true purpose. The Church is not perfect, but we work within it for the greater good.” The Mother Superior paused in her speech.

“I don’t want to hide behind walls, Mother Superior,” Johanna said.

The Mother Superior chuckled. “Oh, we don’t hide, Johanna. If your destiny lies with us here in the convent, you will see that for yourself. In the meantime, there is work that you can do for us that will take you outside these walls and give you a taste of the world. You will take a leave of absence—a vacation of sorts. The official term, I believe, is ‘exclaustration.’”

“Out of the cloister,” Johanna translated.

Her superior nodded. “Literally,” she said.

“And what of my vows?” Johanna asked.

“Your vows—poverty, chastity, and obedience.” The Mother Superior cupped Johanna’s chin in her palm and stared at her with twinkling blue eyes. “You have not yet made any commitment to the sisterhood that cannot be broken. Until you take your final vows, only you can determine which of them you may keep and which can be put aside due to circumstances. Although you will undoubtedly want to sample that which you must forswear if you return to the convent, I do not expect that you will amass a fortune overnight, nor do I think you will abandon yourself utterly to physical pleasures. And in the end, it is your Avatar who will command obedience.”

“How long will I have to make my decision?” Johanna asked.

“Until your work for us in San Francisco is done,” the Mother Superior said. “You will always be a member of the Chorus, Johanna. That is not the question. The question is, will you also be a nun?…”

“Is something wrong?” Gideon’s voice broke her reverie. Johanna opened her eyes and realized that he was waiting for her reply.

“Am I a nun?” Voicing the question herself brought her no closer to an answer. “I’m not sure. At one time I thought I was.”

Gideon arched an eyebrow in puzzlement.

“I’ve taken a leave of absence from the convent,” Johanna replied. “And my name is Johanna.”

“That suits you better than Sister Jo,” Gideon said. “But it also explains a few things.”

“Like my reluctance to take you home?” Johanna asked, beginning to relax.

Gideon nodded. “You’re Celestial Chorus, right? The religious mages?”

“Yes,” Johanna said, amused in spite of herself at the facile tag Gideon had attached to her. “And you?”

“What do you think?” Gideon’s voice sounded almost playful.

Johanna looked him over carefully. “I would guess that you are one of the Order of Hermes,” she said finally.

Gideon laughed. “Is it that obvious?”

“It seemed the most likely,” Johanna said, “at least judging by appearances.”

“Go on,” Gideon urged. “I so seldom get a glimpse of myself from the outside.”

“You dress conservatively, for one thing,” Johanna began, suddenly feeling awkward at trying to attach tangible evidence to an intuitive guess. “If you carry anything that focuses your power, it’s relatively easy to conceal—unlike the gadgets and fetishes of some of the other mage Traditions.” She shrugged. “I can’t pinpoint it any closer than that.”

“It’s not really that important,” Gideon said. “No more so than if we were guessing each other’s astrological signs.”

“I’m not really familiar with any of the other orders of mages, at least not in San Francisco.” Johanna said. “They keep a very low profile so the Technocracy—or anyone else—won’t notice them.”

“Then I was lucky to find you, wasn’t I?”

“As lucky as you were to find this empty table so quickly?” Johanna asked.

Gideon shrugged. “I went looking for a mage,” he said, “and shelter. The combination seems to have brought me to you.”

“What’s that?” Johanna said, catching a sudden movement near the front of the club. Two men in black dusters, their faces shaded by broad-brimmed hats, had just thrown open the door and were arguing with the bouncer.

Gideon jerked to attention.

“We need to leave immediately.” He was on his feet by the time he stopped speaking.

Johanna stood up, grateful that her slight frame would help conceal her actions from the figures she sensed were now moving toward them through the crowd.

“Where’s the back door?” Gideon asked.

“To your left, past the bathrooms,” Johanna said.

“Can you find your way there in the dark?” Gideon asked, his hands feeling along the wall as he spoke.

“I think so,” Johanna said. She heard him grunt with satisfaction as he finally located a line of shielded electrical wire.

She reached out to touch Gideon’s shoulder, but drew back as she felt a current of power gather about him and heard him mutter something that sounded like a formula—or an equation.

A loud crack of thunder penetrated the din of the club. Almost simultaneously, all the lights went out. “Now, get us out of here before they get the lights back on,” she heard Gideon say close to her ear. His hand, still faintly tingling, grasped her shoulder. Amid the confusion that followed, Johanna pulled her companion steadily through the milling crowd. They reached the rear door and tumbled out onto a small alley just off Maiden Lane.

Once outside the club, Johanna looked up at the sky. Heavy cloud cover obscured the stars, but the rain had not yet begun. She caught a look of amusement on Gideon’s face.

“I suppose the blackout was just another stroke of luck?” Johanna commented, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “Happy coincidence?”

“There are certain advantages brought about by threatening weather,” he said. The smile faded. “Let’s get as far away from this place as possible.”

Hand in hand, they made their way past the boutiques that lined Maiden Lane. A few of the shops were still open, taking advantage of the Halloween weekend crowd.

Johanna pulled Gideon inside an all-night bookstore. An old man in tinted-green spectacles looked up momentarily as they hurried to lose themselves among the shelves. Leaning back against a wall of used books, Johanna inhaled the musty odor of old paper and worn leather. Except for the shop owner, she and Gideon seemed to be the only patrons.

“How did they find us?” Johanna whispered.

Gideon shook his head. “Who knows? They’re mages, too, and even though they use the trappings of science, what they do—and how they do it—is still magic.”

“What will they do if they catch us?” Johanna asked, trying to remember everything she had heard about the Technocracy, until tonight no more than a label for everything the Chorus opposed. In theological terms, they would be the legions of Mammon, dedicated to divesting the world of its spiritual connections. But apart from associating them with rampant technology and passionless science, she had no clear picture of these people who were pursuing Gideon so fiercely.

“I don’t really want to find out,” Gideon said.

Johanna heard a scuffling sound on the other side of the shelves. She tensed, bringing her hand to her throat and touching the gold chain to make contact with the focus medallion underneath her shirt. A quick look behind her told her that Gideon, too, was on the alert. His eyes narrowed in concentration as he pulled something from an inside pocket of his jacket—some sort of power focus, she supposed. With his other hand, he gestured for Johanna to take a look beyond the shelves that blocked their view.

As quietly as she could, Johanna began a chant that would allow her to see past the barrier of books. Her vision blurred, and then she was looking not at the shelves, which surrounded her, but through them, along the narrow, book-lined aisles.

Scuffling as he dragged his feet, the store’s owner came into view. The old man stopped in front of a row of matching leather-bound volumes and removed one of the titles, then made his way back toward the front of the room.

Johanna slumped against the wall, suddenly weak from relief as she slowly eased away from the power she had tapped. “It was just the old man,” she whispered to Gideon, who relaxed his stance as she spoke. Johanna folded her arms in front of her to hide the trembling in her hands.

“We can’t stay here,” Gideon said. “If I were trying to track us down, I’d check all the places that stayed open ’round the clock. We need to keep moving.”

“I know,” Johanna agreed. “I just needed a few minutes to think.”

“That won’t be necessary,” a low-pitched voice rasped harshly as a pair of figures in black coats suddenly rounded the corner and came toward them down the aisle of books. Johanna saw the flash of metal as their arms reached underneath their coats. Instinctively, she reached once more for her medallion, wondering if there were seconds enough for her to transport herself and Gideon away from their attackers.

“Don’t bother, Jo,” Gideon said from behind her, his voice dull and without hope. “It’s all over.”

Before she could answer him, he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her backward, placing himself between her and the black-coated men.

Johanna fell, slamming her head sharply against a wall of books. She had time to see Gideon leap forward, arms outstretched to grab both men. She heard a dull boom as all three men vanished. The words “air displacement” swam into her mind as she lost consciousness.

The stinging aroma of something acrid and unpleasant woke her. She lay amid a pile of toppled books. The old man from the bookstore knelt over her, waving a dark glass bottle under her nose. She coughed once and tried to sit up, then gasped as the movement precipitated a stabbing pain in her head.

“Take it easy, missy,” the old man said. “You had a nasty fall there.”

More cautiously, Johanna tried once again to raise herself to a sitting position. This time, she succeeded.

The old man hovered over her. “Should I call 911?” he asked.

“No!” Johanna said sharply. “No, I just lost my balance for a moment.”

The old man nodded. “I thought I felt the place shake a little. I guess the quake last night still hasn’t settled down.”

Johanna looked at him carefully. Apart from the obvious concern on his face, he looked unperturbed. She accepted his offer of a hand and carefully pulled herself to her feet.

“You didn’t see anything—unusual—did you?” she asked.

“I saw you come in,” he said. “And I noticed it was a mite foggy outside—but that’s not what I’d call unusual.”

“And the young man who was with me?”

“What young man?” The old man looked puzzled. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call someone—your doctor?”

“No, please,” Johanna said forcefully. “I’ll be all right.”

“Can I get you anything? I have some tea in the back.”

Johanna started to refuse his offer, then realized that she was no longer in any hurry. The hopelessness in Gideon’s voice had made it abundantly clear that he did not expect her to pursue the matter. She let the old man lead her to a cluttered office at the rear of the shop. She perched on a rickety wooden chair while the store owner retrieved a tea bag from a desk drawer, filled a Styrofoam cup with hot water from a pot that rested on a portable electric burner, and finally offered her a cup of spicy herbal tea.

Once he had done so, he left her alone and began to retrieve the books she had dislodged in her fall. Johanna sipped the hot liquid slowly and tried to collect her thoughts. In the short time she had been in San Francisco, she had had little contact with the other mages in the city. Once or twice someone she thought might be one of the self-taught mages known as Orphans had drifted into the shelter, seeking a free meal, but Johanna had never had the courage to attempt an approach. She knew that there was probably a sizable contingent of Cult of Ecstasy mages, but she suspected that those devotees of magic-as-hedonism would want little to do with someone from the Celestial Chorus. She had been truthful when she told Gideon that all she knew of the Order of Hermes was that it existed. Gideon’s entry into her life had been the first real connection she had made with mages outside her own Tradition. His sudden absence left her feeling curiously empty.

The shop’s clock chimed the hour. Johanna held her breath and counted. Ten o’clock. Under normal circumstances, she would be on her way home from the shelter. Tonight, with her plans to leave early, she should have already been ensconced in her apartment, alone with her meditations. But this was not a normal night.

“Would you like another cup of tea?” The old man was back, and Johanna realized that whatever she decided to do, she needed to do it somewhere else.

“No, thanks,” she said. “If I could impose long enough to call a cab, I’ll be on my way.” She gave the man the sort of smile that she usually reserved for the shelter’s clients, a smile carefully constructed to cover unwanted emotion.

As she wandered impatiently through the shop waiting for her ride, Johanna spied a book of poems by Francis Thompson. She brought it up to the counter and reached in her jacket pocket for her change purse.

“Don’t feel like you have to buy something,” the old man remarked as she handed him a combination of bills and loose change.

“I want to,” she said, remembering how the poet’s tortured search for spiritual meaning had given her comfort during her early struggle to come to terms with the reality of her own Awakened power.

“Not many people read his stuff anymore,” the old man volunteered as Johanna began to flip through the slender volume, searching for “The Hound of Heaven,” Thompson’s best—and most famous—poem.

Johanna nodded her agreement. She stationed herself near the door and let her eyes drift over the pages of poems. I fled Him, down the nights and down the days; she read. I fled Him, down the arches of the years; I fled Him through the labyrinthine ways of my own mind… Between verses, she watched the traffic pass by outside.

The storm that had been threatening all evening finally emptied itself in sheets of rain as the cab pulled up in front of the shop. Johanna called out her thanks to the bookstore owner as she dashed across the sidewalk for the taxi’s open door.

On the way to her apartment, she allowed her thoughts to roam, watching the city slip by through the cab’s rain-spattered windows. She had blurted out her address to the cabbie instinctively, without consciously realizing that she was planning on going home, and then realized that her tiny walk-up was, in fact, the only real haven she had at the moment. Once she was safe, she concluded, she would again take stock of the evening’s events and decide if there was anything she could do for Gideon.

In the privacy of her own apartment, away from outside observation, she could begin to search for him. She sifted through her memories of the last few hours, calling to mind everything she could remember about Gideon, building within herself an image of him which would serve as a focus for her divinations. If she could discover where he
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