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  “The Lion in His Attic”


  A TALE OF THE WARLOCK’S ERA


  ♦

  by Larry Niven


  


  Before the quake it had been called Castle Minterl, but almost nobody outside Minterl remembered that. Small events drown in large ones. Atlantis itself, an entire continent, had drowned in the tectonic event that sank this small peninsula.


  For seventy years the seat of government had been at Beesh, and that place was called Castle Minterl. Outsiders called this drowned place Nihilil’s Castle, for its last lord, if they remembered at all. Three and a fraction stories of what had been the south tower still stood above the waves. They bore a third name now: Lion’s Attic.


  The sea was choppy today. Durily squinted against bright sunlight glinting off waves. Nothing of Nihilil’s Castle showed beneath the froth.


  The lovely golden-haired woman ceased peering over the side of the boat. She lifted her eyes to watch the south tower come toward them. She murmured into Karskon’s ear, “And that’s all that’s left.”


  
    
  

  Thone was out of earshot, busy lowering the sails; but he might glance back. The boy was not likely to have seen a lovelier woman in his life, and as far as Thone was concerned, his passengers were seeing this place for the first time. Karskon turned to look at Durily and was relieved. She looked interested, eager, even charmed.


  But she sounded shaken. “It’s all gone! Tapestries and banquet hall and bedrooms and the big ballroom…the gardens…all down there with the fishes, and not even mer-people to enjoy them…that little knob of rock must have been Crown Hill…Oh, Karskon, I wish you could have seen it.” She shuddered, though her face still wore the mask of eager interest. “Maybe the riding-birds survived. Nihilil kept them on the roof.”


  “You couldn’t have been more than…ten? How can you remember so much?”


  A shrug. “After the Torovan invasion, after we had to get out…Mother talked incessantly about palace life. I think she got lost in the past. I don’t blame her much, considering what the present was like. What she told me and what I saw myself, it’s all a little mixed up after so long. I saw the traveling eye, though.”


  “How’d that happen?”


  “Mother was there when a messenger passed it to the king. She snatched it out of his hand, playfully, you know, and admired it and showed it to me. Maybe she thought he’d give it to her. He got very angry, and he was trying not to show it, and that was even more frightening. We left the palace the next day. Twelve days before the quake.”


  Karskon asked, “What about the other—?” But warning pressure from her hand cut him off.


  Thone had finished rolling up the sail. As the boat thumped against the stone wall he sprang upward, onto what had been a balcony, and moored the bowline fast. A girl in her teens came from within the tower to fasten the stern line for him. She was big as Thone was big: not yet fat, but hefty, rounded of feature. Thone’s sister, Karskon thought, a year or two older.


  Durily, seeing no easier way out of the boat, reached hands up to them. They heaved as she jumped. Karskon passed their luggage up and joined them, leaving the cargo for others to move.


  Thone made introductions. “Sir Karskon, Lady Durily, this is Estrayle, my sister. Estrayle, they’ll be our guests for a month. I’ll have to tell Father. We bring red meat in trade.”


  The girl said, “Oh, very good! Father will love that. How was the trip?”


  “Well enough. Sometimes the spells for wind just don’t do anything. Then there’s no telling where you wind up.” To Karskon and Durily he said, “We live on this floor. These outside stairs take you right up past us. You’ll be staying on the floor above. The top floor is the restaurant.”


  Durily asked, “And the roof?”


  “It’s flat. Very convenient. We raise rabbits and poultry there.” Thone didn’t see the look that passed across Durily’s face. “Shall I show you to your rooms? And then I’ll have to speak to Father.”


  Nihilil’s Castle dated from the last days of real magic. The South Tower was a wide cylindrical structure twelve stories tall, with several rooms on each floor. In this age nobody would have tried to build anything so ambitious.


  When Lion petitioned for the right to occupy these ruins, he had already done so. Perhaps the idea amused Minterl’s new rulers. A restaurant in Nihilil’s Castle! Reached only by boats! At any rate, nobody else wanted the probably haunted tower.


  The restaurant was on the top floor. The floor below would serve as an inn, but as custom decreed that the main meal was served at noon, it was rare for guests to stay over. Lion and his wife and eight children lived on the third floor down.


  Though “Lion’s Attic” was gaining some reputation on the mainland, the majority of Lion’s guests were fishermen. They often paid their score in fish or in smuggled wines. So it was that Thone found Lion and Merle hauling in lines through the big kitchen window.


  Even Lion looked small next to Merle. Merle was two and a half yards tall, and rounded everywhere, with no corners and no indentations: His chin curved in one graceful sweep down to his wishbone; his torso expanded around him like a tethered balloon. There was just enough solidity, enough muscle in the fat, so that none of it sagged at all.


  And that was considerable muscle. The flat-topped fish they were wrestling through the window was as big as a normal man, but Merle and Lion handled it easily. They settled the corpse on its side on the center table, and Merle asked, “Don’t you wish you had an oven that size?”


  “I do,” said Lion. “What is it?”


  “Dwarf island-fish. See the frilly spines all over the top of the thing? Meant to be trees. Moor at an island, go ashore. When you’re all settled the island dives under you, then snaps the crew up one by one while you’re trying to swim. But they’re magical, these fish, and with the magic dying away—”


  “I’m wondering how to cook the beast.”


  That really wasn’t Merle’s department, but he was willing to advise. “Low heat in an oven, for a long time, maybe an eighth of an arc,” meaning an eighth of the sun’s path from horizon to horizon.


  Lion nodded. “Low heat, covered. I’ll filet it first. I can fiddle up a sauce, but I’ll have to see how fatty the meat is…All right. Merle. Six meals in trade. Anyone else could have a dozen, but you…”


  Merle nodded placidly. He never argued price. “I’ll start now.” He went through into the restaurant section, scraping the door on both sides, and Lion turned to greet his son.


  “We have guests,” said Thone, “and we have red meat, and we have a bigger boat. I thought it proper to bargain for you.”


  “Guests, good. Red meat, good. What have you committed me to?”


  “Let me tell you the way of it.” Thone was not used to making business judgments in his father’s name. He looked down at his hands and said, “Most of the gold you gave me, I had spent. I had spices and dried meat and vegetables and pickle and the rest. Then a boat pulled in with sides of ox for sale. I was wondering what I could sell, to buy some of that beef, when these two found me at the dock.”


  “Was it you they were looking for?”


  “I think so. The lady Durily is of the old Minterl nobility, judging by her accent. Karskon speaks Minterl but he may be of the new nobility, the invaders from Torov. Odd to find them together…”


  “You didn’t trust them. Why did you deal with them?”


  Thone smiled. “Their offer. The fame of Lion’s Attic has spread throughout Minterl, so they say. They want a place to honeymoon; they had married that same day. For two weeks’ stay they offered…well, enough to buy four sides of ox and enough left over to trade Strandhugger in on a larger boat, large enough for the beef and two extra passengers.”


  “Where are they now? And where’s the beef?”


  “I told…Eep. It’s still aboard.”


  The Lion roared. “Arilta!”


  “I meant to tell Estrayle to do something about that, but it—”


  “Never mind, you’ve done well.”


  Arilta came hurrying from the restaurant area. Lion’s wife resembled her husband to some extent: big-boned, heavy, placid of disposition, carrying her weight well. “What is it?”


  “Set the boys to unloading the new boat. Four sides of beef. Get those into the meat box fast; they can take their time with the other goods.”


  She left, calling loudly for the boys. Lion said, “The guests?”


  “I gave them the two leeward rooms as a suite.”


  “Good. Why don’t you tell them dinner is being served? And then you can have your own meal.”


  The dining hall was a roar of voices, but when Lion’s guests appeared the noise dropped markedly. Both were wearing court dress of a style that had not yet reached the provinces. The man was imposing in black and silver, with a figured silver patch over his right eye. The lady was eerily beautiful, dressed in flowing sea green and a centimeter taller than her escort. They were conversation-stoppers, and they knew it.


  And then a man came hurrying to greet them, clapping his hands in delight. “Lady Durily, Lord Karskon? I am Lion. Are your quarters comfortable? Most of the middle floor is empty; we can offer a variety of choices—”


  “Quite comfortable, thank you,” Karskon said. Lion had taken him by surprise. Rumor said that he was what his name implied, a were-lion. He was large, and his short reddish-blond hair might be the color of a lion’s mane; but Lion was balding on top, and smooth-shaven, and well-fed, with a round and happy face. He looked far from ferocious…


  “Lion! Bring ’em here!”


  Lion looked around, disconcerted. “I have an empty table in the corner, but if you would prefer Merle’s company…”


  
    
  

  The man who had called was tremendous. The huge platter before him bore an entire swordfish fillet. Durily stared in what might have been awe or admiration. “Merle, by all means! And can you be persuaded to join us. Lion?”


  “I would be delighted.” Lion escorted them to the huge man’s table and seated them. “The swordfish is good—”


  “The swordfish is wonderful!” Merle boomed. He’d made amazing progress with the half-swordfish while they were approaching. “It’s baked with apricots and slivered nuts and…something else, I can’t tell. Lion?”


  “The nuts are soaked in a liqueur called brosa, from Rynildissen, and dried in the oven.”


  “I’ll try it,” Karskon said, and Durily nodded. Lion disappeared into the kitchen.


  The noise level was rising toward its previous pitch. Durily raised her voice just high enough. “Most of you seem to be fishers. It must have been hard for you after the mer-people went away.”


  “It was. Lady. They had to learn to catch their own fish instead of trading. All the techniques had to be invented from scratch. They tell me they tried magic at first. To breathe water, you know. Some of them drowned. Then came fishing spears, and special boats, and nets…”


  “You said they?”


  “I’m a whale,” said Merle. “I came later.”


  “Oh. There aren’t many were-folk around these days. Anywhere.”


  “We aren’t all gone,” Merle said, while Karskon smiled at how easily they had broached the subject. “The mer-people went away, all right, but it wasn’t just because they’re magical creatures. Their life-styles include a lot of magic. Whales don’t practice much magic.”


  
    
  

  “Even so,” Karskon wondered, “what are you doing on land? Aren’t you afraid you might, ah, change? Magic isn’t dependable anymore…”


  “But Lion is. Lion would get me out in time. Anyway, I spend most of my time aboard Shrimp. See, if the change comes over me there, it’s no problem. A whale’s weight would swamp my little boat and leave me floating.”


  “I still don’t see—”


  “Sharks.”


  “Ah.”


  “Damn brainless toothy wandering weapons! The more you kill, the more the blood draws more till…” Merle shifted restlessly. “Anyway, there are no sharks ashore. And there are books, and people to talk to. Out on the sea there’s only the singing. Now, I like the singing; who wouldn’t? But it’s only family gossip, and weather patterns, and shoreline changes, and where are the fish.”


  “That sounds useful.”


  “Sure it is. Fisherfolk learn the whale songs to find out where the fish are. But for any kind of intelligent conversation you have to come ashore. Ah, here’s Lion.”


  Lion set three plates in place, bearing generous slabs of swordfish and vegetables cooked in elaborate fashions. “What’s under discussion?”


  “Were-creatures,” Karskon said. “They’re having a terrible time of it almost everywhere.”


  Lion sat down. “Even in Rynildissen? The wolf people sector?”


  “Well,” Durily said uncomfortably, “they’re changing. You know, there are people who can change into animals, but that’s because there are were-folk among their ancestors. Most were-folk are animals who learned how to take human form. The human shape has magic in it, you know.” Lion nodded, and she continued. “In places where the magic’s gone, it’s terrible. The animals lose their minds. Even human folk with some animal ancestry, they can’t make the change, but their minds aren’t quite human either. Wolf ancestry makes for good soldiers, but it’s hard for them to stop. A touch of hyena or raccoon makes for thieves. A man with a touch of lion makes a good general, but—”


  Merle shifted restlessly, as if the subject were painful to him. His platter was quite clean now. “Oh, to hell with the problems of were-folk. Tell me how you lost your eye.”


  Karskon jumped, but he answered. “Happened in the baths when I was thirteen. We were having a fight with wet towels and one of my half-brothers flicked my eye out with the corner of a towel. Dull story.”


  “You should make up a better one. Want some help?” Karskon shook his head, smiling despite himself. “Where are you from?”


  “Inland. It’s been years since I tasted fresh fish. You were right, it’s wonderful.” He paused, but the silence forced him to continue. “I’m half Torovan, half Minterl. Duke Chamil of Konth made me his librarian, and I teach his legitimate children. Lady Durily descends from the old Minterl nobility. She’s one of Duchess Chamil’s ladies-in-waiting. That’s how we met.”


  “I never understood shoreside politics,” Merle said. “There was a war, wasn’t there, long ago?”


  Karskon answered for fear that Durily would. “Torov invaded after the quake. It was an obvious power vacuum. I gather the armies never got this far south. What was left of the dukes surrendered first. You’ll find a good many of the old Minterls hereabouts. The Torovans have to go in packs.”


  Merle was looking disgusted. “Whales don’t play at war.”


  “It’s not a game,” Karskon said.


  Lion added, “Or at least the stakes are too high for ordinary people.”


  
    
  

  There was murky darkness, black with a hint of green. Blocky shapes. Motion flicked past, drifted back more slowly. Too dark to see, but Karskon sensed something looking back at him. A fish? A ghost?


  Karskon opened his good eye.


  Durily was at the window, looking out to sea. Leftward, waves washed the spike of island that had been Crown Hill. “There was grass almost to the top,” Durily said, “but the peak was always a bare knob. We picnicked there once, the whole family…”


  “What else do you remember? Anything we can use?”


  “Two flights of stairs,” Durily said. “You’ve seen the one that winds up the outside of the tower, like a snake. Snake-headed, it used to be, but the quake must have knocked off the head.”


  “Animated?”


  “No, just a big carving…um. It could have been animated once. The magic was going out of everything. The mer-people were all gone; the mainlanders were trying to learn to catch their own fish, and we had trouble getting food. Nihilil was thinking of moving the whole court to Beesh. Am I rambling too much, darling?”


  “No telling what we can use. Keep it up.”


  “The inside stairs lead down from the kitchen, through the laundry room on this floor and through Thone’s room on the lower floor.”


  “Thone.” Karskon’s hand strayed to his belt buckle, which was silver and massive—which was in fact the hilt of a concealed dagger. “He’s not as big as Lion, but I’d hate to have him angry with me. They’re all too big. We’d best not be caught…unless we, or you, can find a legitimate reason for being in Thone’s room?”


  Durily scowled. “He’s just not interested. He sees me, he knows I’m a woman, but he doesn’t seem to care…or else he’s very stupid about suggestions. That’s possible.”


  “If he’s part of a were-lion family—”


  “He wouldn’t mate with human beings?” Durily laughed, and it sounded like silver coins falling. No, he thought, she wouldn’t have had trouble seducing a young man…or anything male. I gave her no trouble. Even now, knowing the truth…


  “Our host isn’t a were-lion,” she said. “Lions eat red meat. We’ve brought red meat to his table, but he was eating fish. Lions don’t lust for a varied diet, and they aren’t particular about what they eat. Our host has exquisite taste. If I’d known how fine a cook he is, I’d have come for that alone.”


  “He shows some other signs. The whole family’s big, but he’s a lot bigger. Why does he shave his face and clip his hair short? Is it to hide a mane?”


  “Does it matter if they’re lions? We don’t want to be caught,” Durily said. “Any one of them is big enough to be a threat. Stop fondling that canape sticker, dear. On this trip we use stealth and magic.”


  Oddly reluctant, Karskon said, “Speaking of magic…”


  “Yes. It’s time.”


  “You’re quite right. They’re hiding something,” Lion said absently. He was carving the meat from a quarter of ox and cutting it into chunks, briskly, apparently risking his fingers at every stroke. “What of it? Don’t we all have something to hide? They are my guests. They appreciate my food.”


  “Well,” said his wife, “don’t we all have something worth gossiping about? And for a honeymooning couple—”


  At which point Estrayle burst into a peal of laughter.


  Arilta asked, “Now what brought that on?” But Estrayle only shook her head and bent over the pale yellow roots she was cutting. Arilta turned back to her husband. “They don’t seem loving enough somehow. And she so beautiful, too.”


  “It makes a pattern,” Lion said. “The woman is beautiful, as you noticed. She is the Duchess’s lady-in-waiting. The man serves the Duke. Could Lady Durily be the Duke’s mistress? Might the Duke have married her to one of his men? It would provide for her if she’s pregnant. It might keep the Duchess happy. It happens.”


  Arilta said, “Ah.” She began dumping double handfuls of meat into a pot. Estrayle added the chopped root.


  “On the other hand,” Lion said, “she is of the old Minterl aristocracy. Karskon may be too—half anyway. Perhaps they’re not welcome near Beesh because of some failed plot. The people around here are of the old Minterl blood. They’d protect them, if it came to that.”


  “Well,” his wife said with some irritation, “which is it?”


  Lion teased her with a third choice. “They spend money freely. Where does it come from? They could be involved in a theft we will presently hear about.”


  Estrayle looked up from cutting onions, tears dripping past a mischievous smile. “Listen for word of a large cat’s-eye emerald.”


  “Estrayle, you will explain that!” said her mother.


  Estrayle hesitated, but her father’s hands had stopped moving and he was looking up. “It was after supper,” she said. “I was turning down the beds. Karskon found me. We talked a bit, and then he, well, made advances. Poor little man, he weighs less than I do. I slapped him hard enough to knock that lovely patch right off his face. Then I informed him that if he’s interested in marriage he should be talking to my father, and in any case there are problems he should be aware of…” Her eyes were dancing. “I must say he took it well. He asked about my dowry! I hinted at undersea treasures. When I said we’d have to live here, he said at least he’d never have to worry about the cooking, but his religion permitted him only one wife, and I said what a pity—”


  “The jewel,” Lion reminded her.


  “Oh, it’s beautiful! Deep green, with a blazing vertical line, just like a cat’s eye. He wears it in the socket of his right eye.”


  Arilta considered. “If he thinks that’s a safe place to hide it, he should get another patch. Someone might steal that silver thing.”


  “Whatever their secret, it’s unlikely to disturb us,” Lion said. “And this is their old seat of royalty. Even the ghost…Which reminds me. Jarper?”


  He spoke to empty air, and it remained empty. “I haven’t seen Jarper since lunch. Has anyone?”


  Nobody answered. Lion continued, “He was behind Karskon at lunch. Karskon must have something magical on him. Maybe the jewel? Oh, never mind, Jarper can take care of himself. I was saying he probably won’t bother our guests; he’s of old Minterl blood himself. If he had blood.”


  They stuffed wool around the door and windows. They propped a chair under the doorknob. Karskon and Durily had no intention of being disturbed at this point. An innkeeper who found his guests marking patterns on the floor with powdered bone, and heating almost-fresh blood over a small flame, could rightly be expected to show annoyance.


  Durily spoke in a language once common to the Sorcerer’s Guild, now common to nobody. The words seemed to hurt her throat, and no wonder, Karskon thought. He had doffed his silver eye patch. He tended the flame and the pot of blood, and stayed near Durily, as instructed.


  He closed his good eye and saw green-tinged darkness. Something darker drifted past, slowly, something huge and rounded that suddenly vanished with a flick of finny tail. Now a drifting current of luminescence…congealing, somehow, to a vaguely human shape…


  The night he robbed the jewel merchant’s shop, this sight had almost killed him.


  The Movement had wealth to buy the emerald, but Durily swore that the Torovan lords must not learn that the jewel existed. She hadn’t told him why. It wasn’t for the Movement that he had obeyed her. The Movement would destroy the Torovan invaders, would punish his father and his half-brothers for their arrogance, for the way they had treated him…for his eye. But he had obeyed her. He was her slave in those days, the slave of his lust for the lady Durily, his father’s mistress.


  He had guessed that it was glamour that held him: magic. It hadn’t seemed to matter. He had invaded the jeweler’s shop expecting to die, and it hadn’t mattered.


  The merchant had heard some sound and come to investigate. Karskon had already scooped up everything of value he could find, to distract attention from the single missing stone. Waiting for discovery in the dark cellar, he had pushed the jewel into his empty eye socket.


  Greenish darkness, drifting motion, a sudden flicker that might be a fish’s tail. Karskon was seeing with his missing eye.


  The jeweler had found him while he was distracted, but Karskon had killed him after all. Afterward, knowing that much, he had forced Durily to tell the rest. She had lost a good deal of her power over him. He had outgrown his terror of that greenish dark place. He had seen it every night while he waited for sleep, these past two years.


  Karskon opened his good eye to find that they had company. The color of fading fog, it took the wavering form of a wiry old man garbed for war, with his helmet tucked under his arm.


  “I want to speak to King Nihilil,” Durily said. “Fetch him.”


  “Your pardon. Lady.” The voice was less than a whisper, clearer than a memory. “I c-can’t leave here.”


  
    
  

  “Who were you?”


  The fog-wisp straightened to attention. “Sergeant Jarper Sleen, serving Minterl and the King. I was on duty in the watchtower when the land th-th-thrashed like an island-fish submerging. The wall broke my arm and some ribs. After things got quiet again there were only these three floors left, and no food anywhere. I s-starved to death.”


  Durily examined him with a critical eye. “You seem nicely solid after seventy-six years.”


  The ghost smiled. “That’s the Lion’s doing. He lets me take the smells of his cooking as offerings. But I can’t leave where I d-died.”


  “Was the King home that day?”


  “Lady, I have to say he was. The quake came fast. I don’t doubt that he drowned in his throne room.”


  “Drowned,” Durily said thoughtfully. “All right.” She poured a small flask of seawater into the blood, which was now bubbling. Something must have been added to keep it from clotting. She spoke high and fast in the Sorcerer’s Guild tongue.


  The ghost of Jarper Sleen sank to its knees. Karskon saw the draperies wavering as if heated air was moving there, and when he realized what that meant, he knelt too.


  An unimaginative man would have seen nothing. This ghost was more imagination than substance; in fact the foggy crown had more definition, more reality, than the head beneath. Its voice was very much like a memory surfacing from the past…not even Karskon’s past, but Durily’s.


  “You have dared to waken Minterl’s king.”


  Seventy-six years after the loss of Atlantis and the almost incidental drowning of the seat of government of Minterl, the ghost of Minterl’s king seemed harmless enough. But Durily’s voice quavered. “You knew me. Durily. Lady Tinylla of Beesh was my mother.”


  
    
  

  “Durily. You’ve grown,” said the ghost. “Well, what do you want of me?”


  “The barbarians of Torov have invaded Minterl.”


  “Have you ever been tired unto death, when the pain in an old wound keeps you awake nonetheless? Well, tell me of these invaders. If you can lure them here, I and my army will pull them under the water.”


  Karskon thought that Minterl’s ancient king couldn’t have drowned a bumblebee. Again he kept silent, while Durily said, “They invaded the year after the great quake. They have ruled Minterl for seventy-four years. The palace is drowned but for these top floors.” Durily’s voice became a whip. “They are used as an inn! Rabbits and chickens are kept where the fighting-birds roosted!”


  The ghost-king’s voice grew stronger. “Why was I not told?”


  This time Karskon spoke. “We can’t lure them here, to a drowned island. We must fight them where they rule, in Beesh.”


  “And who are you?”


  “I am Karskon Lor, Your Majesty. My mother was of Beesh. My father, a Torovan calling himself a lord, Chamil of Konth. Lord Chamil raised me to be his librarian. His legitimate sons he—” Karskon fell silent.


  “You’re a bastard?”


  “Yes.”


  “But you would strike against the Torovan invaders. How?”


  Durily seemed minded to let him speak. Karskon lifted the silver eye patch to show the great green gem. “There were two of these, weren’t there?”


  “Yes.”


  “Durily tells me they were used for spying.”


  The King said, “That was the traveling stone. Usually I had it mounted in a ring. If I thought a lord needed watching, I made him a present of it. If he was innocent, I made him another present and took it back.”


  Karskon heaved a shuddering sigh. He had almost believed; always he had almost believed.


  Durily asked, “Where was the other stone?”


  “Did your mother tell you of my secret suite? For times when I wanted company away from the Queen? It was a very badly kept secret. Many ladies could describe that room. Your mother was one.”


  “Yes.”


  The ghost smiled. “But it stood empty most of the time, except for the man on watch in the bathing chamber. There is a statue of the one-eyed god in the bathing chamber, and its eye is a cat’s-eye emerald.”


  Durily nodded. “Can you guide us there?”


  “I can. Can you breathe under water?”


  Durily smiled. “Yes.”


  “The gem holds mana. If it leaves Minterl Castle, the ghosts will fade.”


  Durily lost her smile. “King Nihilil—”


  “I will show you. Duty runs two ways between a king and his subjects. Now?”


  “A day or two. We’ll have to reach the stairwell, past the innkeeper’s family.”


  The ghost went where ghosts go. Karskon and Durily pulled the wool loose from the windows and opened them wide. A brisk sea wind whipped away the smell of scorched blood. “I wish we could have done this on the roof,” she said viciously. “Among Lion’s damned chickens. Used their blood.”


  It happened the second day after their arrival. Karskon was expecting it.


  The dining room was jammed before noon. Lion’s huge pot of stew dwindled almost to nothing. He set his older children to frying thick steaks with black pepper and cream and essence of wine, his younger children to serving. Providentially, Merle showed up, and Lion set him to moving tables and chairs to the roof. The younger children set the extra tables.


  Karskon and Durily found themselves squeezing through a host of seamen to reach the roof. Lion laughed as he apologized. “But after all, it’s your own doing! I have red meat! Usually there is nothing but fish and shellfish. What do you prefer? My stew has evaporated—poof—but I can offer—”


  Durily asked, “Is there still fish?” Lion nodded happily and vanished.


  Cages of rabbits and pigeons and large, bewildered-looking moas had been clustered in the center of the roof, to give the diners a sea view. A salvo of torpedoes shot from the sea: bottle-nosed mammals with a laughing expression. They acted like they were trying to get someone’s attention. Merle, carrying a table and chairs, said, “Mer-people. They must be lost. Where the magic’s been used up they lose their half-human shape, and their sense too. If they’re still around when I put out, I’ll lead them out to sea.”


  Lion served them himself but didn’t join them. Today he was too busy. Under a brilliant blue sky they ate island-fish baked with slivered nuts and some kind of liqueur, and vegetables treated with respect. They ate quickly. Butterflies fluttered in Karskon’s belly, but he was jubilant.


  The Lion had red meat. Of course the Attic was jammed, of course the Lion and his family were busy as a fallen hive. The third floor would be entirely deserted.


  Water, black and stagnant, covered the sixth step down. Durily stopped before she reached it. “Come closer,” she said. “Stay close to me.”


  Karskon’s protective urge responded to her fear and her beauty. But, he reminded himself, it wasn’t his nearness she needed; it was the gem…He moved down to join Durily and her ally.


  She arrayed her equipment on the steps. No blood this time: King Nihilil was already with them, barely, like an intrusive memory at her side.


  She began to chant in the Sorcerer’s Guild tongue.


  The water sank step by step. What had been done seventy-odd years ago could be undone, partially, temporarily.


  Durily’s voice grew deep and rusty. Karskon watched as her hair faded from golden to white, as the curves of her body drooped. Wrinkles formed on her face, her neck, her arms.


  Glamour is a lesser magic, but it takes mana. The magic that was Durily’s youth was being used to move seawater now. Karskon had thought he was ready for this. Now he found himself staring, flinching back, until Durily, without interrupting herself, snarled (teeth brown or missing) and gestured him down.


  He descended the wet stone stairs. Durily followed, moving stiffly. King Nihilil floated ahead of them like foxfire on the water.


  The sea had left the upper floors, but water still sluiced from the landings. Karskon’s torch illuminated dripping walls, and once a stranded fish. Within his chest his heart was fighting for its freedom.


  On the fifth floor down there were side corridors. Karskon, peering into their darkness, shied violently from a glimpse of motion. It was an eel flopping as it drowned in air.


  Eighth floor down.


  Behind him, Durily moved as if her joints hurt. Her appearance repelled him. The deep lines in her face weren’t smile wrinkles; they were selfishness, sulks, rage. And her voice ran on, and her hands danced in creaky curves.


  
    
  

  She can’t hurry. She’d fall. Can’t leave her behind. Her spells, my jewel: Keep them together, or—But the ghost was drawing ahead of them. Would he leave us? Here? Worse, Nihilil was becoming hard to see. Blurring. The whole corridor seemed filled with the restless fog that was the King’s ghost…


  No. The King’s ghost had multiplied. A horde of irritated or curious ghosts had joined the procession. Karskon shivered from the cold, and wondered how much the cold was due to ghosts rubbing up against him.


  Tenth floor down…and the procession had become a crowd. Karskon, trailing, could no longer pick out the King. But the ghosts streamed out of the stairwell, flowed away down a corridor, and Karskon followed. A murmuring was in the air, barely audible, a hundred ghosts whispering gibberish in his ear.


  The sea had not retreated from the walls and ceiling there. Water surrounded them, ankle-deep as they walked, rounding up the corridor walls and curving over their heads to form a huge, complex bubble. Carpet disintegrated under his boots.


  To his right the wall ended. Karskon looked over a stone railing, down into the water, into a drowned ballroom. There were bones at the bottom, and swamp fires forming on the water’s surface. More ghosts.


  The ghosts had paused. Now they were like a swirling, continuous, glowing fog. Here and there the motion suggested features…and Karskon suddenly realized that he was watching a riot, ghost against ghost. They’d realized why he was here. Drowning the intruders would save the jewel, save their fading lives—


  Karskon nerved himself and waded into them. Hands tried to clutch him. A broadsword-shape struck his throat and broke into mist…


  He was through them, standing before a heavy, ornately carved door. The King’s ghost was waiting. Silently he showed Karskon how to manipulate a complex lock. Presently he mimed turning a brass knob and threw his weight back. Karskon imitated him. The door swung open.


  
    
  

  A bedchamber, and a canopied bed like a throne. If this place was a ruse, Nihilil must have acted his part with verve. The sea was here, pushing in against the bubble. Karskon could see a bewildered school of minnows in a corner of the chamber. The leader took a wrong turn and the whole school whipped around to follow him, through the water interface and suddenly into the air. They flopped as they fell, splashed into more water, and scattered.


  A bead of sweat ran down Durily’s cheek.


  The King’s ghost waited patiently at another door.


  Terror was swelling in Karskon’s throat. Fighting fear with self-directed rage, he strode soggily to the door and threw it open before the King’s warning gesture could register.


  He was looking at a loaded crossbow aimed throat-high. The string had rotted and snapped. Karskon remembered to breathe, forced himself to breathe…


  It was a tiled bathroom, sure enough. There was a considerable array of erotic statuary, some quite good. The Roze-Kattee statue would have been better for less detail, Karskon thought. A skeleton in the pool wore a rotting bath-attendant’s kilt; that would be Nihilil’s spy. The one-eyed god in a corner…yes. The eye not covered by a patch gleamed even in this dim, watery light. Gleamed green, with a bright vertical pupil.


  Karskon closed his good eye and found himself looking at himself.


  Grinning, eye closed, he moved toward the statue, fumbling in his pouch for the chisel. Odd, to see himself coming toward himself like this. And Durily behind him, the triumph beginning to show through the exhaustion. And behind her—


  He drew his sword as he spun. Durily froze in shock as he seemed to leap at her. The bubble of water trembled, the sea began to flow down the walls, before she recovered herself. But by then Karskon was past her and trying to skewer the intruder, who danced back, laughing, through the bedroom and through its ornate door, while Karskon—


  Karskon checked himself. The emerald in his eye socket was supplying the mana to run the spell that held back the water. It had to stay near Durily. She’d drilled him on this, over and over, until he could recite it in his sleep.


  Lion stood in the doorway, comfortably out of reach. He threw his arms wide, careless of the big, broad-bladed kitchen knife in one hand, and said, “But what a place to spend a honeymoon!”


  “Tastes differ,” Karskon said. “Innkeeper, this is none of your business.”


  “There is a thing of power down here. I’ve known that for a long time. You’re here for it, aren’t you?”


  “The spying stone,” Karskon said. “You don’t even know what it is?”


  “Whatever it is, I’m afraid you can’t have it,” Lion said. “Perhaps you haven’t considered the implications—”


  “Oh, but I have. We’ll sell the traveling stone to the barbarian king in Beesh. From that moment on the Movement will know everything he does.”


  “Can you think of any reason why I should care?”


  Karskon made a sound of disgust. “So you support the Torovans!”


  “I support nobody. Am I a lord, or a soldier? No, I feed people. If someone should supplant the Torovans, I will feed the new conquerors. I don’t care who is at the top.”


  “We care.”


  “Who? You, because you haven’t the rank of your half-brothers? The elderly Lady Durily, who wants vengeance on her enemies’ grandchildren? Or the ghosts? It was a ghost who told me you were down here.”


  Beyond Lion, Karskon watched faintly luminous fog swirling in the corridor. The war of ghosts continued. And Durily was tiring. He couldn’t stay here, he had to pry out the jewel. “Is it the jewel you want? You couldn’t have reached it without Durily’s magic. If you distract her now you’ll never reach the air, with or without the jewel. We’ll all drown.” Karskon kept his sword’s point at eye level. If Lion was a were-lion…


  But he didn’t eat red meat.


  “The jewel has to stay,” Lion said. “Why do you think these walls are still standing?”


  Karskon didn’t answer.


  “The quake that sank Atlantis, the quake that put this entire peninsula underwater. Wouldn’t it have shaken down stone walls? But this palace dates from the Sorcerer’s Guild period. Magic spells were failing, but not always. The masons built this palace of good, solid stone. Then they had the structure blessed by a competent magician.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes. The walls would have been shaken down without the blessing and some source of mana to power it. You see the problem. Remove the talisman, the castle crumbles.”


  He might be right, Karskon thought. But not until both emeralds were gone, and Karskon too.


  Lion was still out of reach. He didn’t handle that kitchen knife like a swordsman, and in any case it was too short to be effective. At a dead run Karskon thought he could catch the beefy chef…but what of Durily, and the spell that held back the water?


  Fool! She had the other jewel!


  He charged.


  Lion whirled and ran down the hall. The ghost-fog swirled apart as he burst through. He was faster than he looked, but Karskon was faster still. His sword was nearly pricking Lion’s buttocks when Lion suddenly leapt over the banister.


  Karskon leaned over the dark water. The ghosts crowded around him were his only light source now.


  Lion surfaced, thirty feet above the ballroom floor and well out into the water, laughing. “Well, my guest, can you swim? Many mainlanders can’t.”


  Karskon removed his boots. He might wait, let Lion tire himself treading water; but Durily must be tiring even faster and growing panicky as she wondered where he had gone. He couldn’t leave Lion at their backs.


  He didn’t dive; he lowered himself carefully into the water, then swam toward Lion, Lion backstroked, grinning. Karskon followed. He was a fine swimmer.


  Lion was swimming backward into a corner of the ballroom. Trapping himself. The water surface rose behind him, curving up the wall. Could Lion swim uphill?


  Lion didn’t try. He dove. Karskon dove after him, kicking, peering down. There were patches of luminosity, confusing…and a dark shape far below…darting away at a speed Karskon couldn’t hope to match. Appalled, Karskon lunged to the surface, blinked, and saw Lion clamber over the railing. He threw Karskon’s boots at his head and dashed back toward the King’s “secret” bedroom.


  The old woman was still waiting, with the King’s ghost for her companion. Lion tapped her shoulder. He said, “Boo.”


  She froze, then tottered creakily around to face him. “Where is Karskon?”


  “In the ballroom.”


  Water was flowing down the walls, knee-high and rising. Lion was smiling as at a secret joke, as he’d smiled while watching her savor her first bite of his incredible swordfish. It meant something different now.


  Durily said, “Very well, you killed him. Now, if you want to live, get me that jewel and I will resume the spells. If our plans succeed, I can offer Karskon’s place in the new nobility, to you or your son. Otherwise we both drown.”


  “Karskon could tell you why I refuse. I need the magic in the jewel to maintain my inn. With the jewel Karskon brought me, this structure will remain stable for many years.” Lion didn’t seem to notice that the King’s ghost was clawing at his eyes.


  The water was chest-high. “Both jewels, or we don’t leave,” the old woman said, and immediately resumed her spell, hands waving wildly, voice raspy with effort. She felt Lion’s hands on her body and squeaked in outrage, then in terror, as she realized he was tickling her. Then she doubled in helpless laughter.


  The water walls were collapsing, flowing down. The odd, magical bubble was collapsing around him. Clawing at the stone banister, Karskon heard his air supply roaring back up the stairwell, out through the broken windows, away. A wave threw him over the banister, and he tried to find his footing, but already it was too deep. Then the air was only a few silver patches on the ceiling, and the seawash was turning him over and over.


  A big dark shape brushed past him, fantastically agile in the roiling currents, gone before his sword arm could react. Lion had escaped him. He swam toward one of the smashed ballroom windows, knowing he wouldn’t make it, trying anyway. The faint glow ahead might be King Nihilil, guiding him. Then it all seemed to fade and he was breathing water, strangling.


  Lion pulled himself over the top step, his flippers already altering to hands. He was gasping, blowing. It was a long trip, even for a sea lion.


  The returning sea had surged up the steps and sloshed along the halls and into the rooms where Lion and his family dwelt. Lion shook his head. For a few days they must needs occupy the next level up: the inn, which was now empty.


  
    
  

  The change to human form was not so great a change for Lion. He became aware of one last wisp of fog standing beside him.


  “Well,” it said, “how’s the King?”


  “Furious,” Lion said. “But after all, what can he do? I thank you for the warning.”


  “I’m glad you could stop them. My curse on their crazy rebellion. We’ll all f-fade away in time, I guess, with the magic dwindling and dwindling. But not just yet, if you please!”


  “War is bad for everyone,” said Lion.


  
    
  

  


  “Shadow of Wings”


  ♦

  by Bob Shaw


  


  There was once a magician named Dardash, who—at the relatively young age of 103—decided he had done with the world.


  Accordingly, he selected an islet a short distance off the coast of Koldana and built upon it a small but comfortable house that resembled a wind-carved spire of rock. He equipped the dwelling with life’s few necessities and moved into it with all his possessions, the most prized of which were twelve massive scrolls in airtight cylinders of oiled leather bound with silver wire. He surrounded his new home with certain magical defenses, and as a final touch that was intended to complete his isolation, he rendered the entire island invisible.


  As has already been stated, Dardash had decided he was finished with the world.


  But the world was far from being finished with him…


  It was a flawless morning in early summer, one on which the universe seemed to have been created anew. The land to the east shimmered like freshly smelted gold, deckled with white fire where the sun’s rays grazed slopes of sand; and on all other sides the flat blue immensity of the sea challenged Dardash’s knowledge of history with its sheer ringing emptiness. It was as though Crete and Egypt and Sumer had never existed or had vanished as completely as the ancient magic-based civilizations that had preceded them. The very air sang a song of new beginnings.


  Dardash walked slowly on the perimeter of his island, remembering a time when such mornings had filled him with near-painful joy. It was a time that was lost to him.


  Being a magician, he retained a long-muscled and sinewy physique which—except for its lack of scars resembled that of a superbly conditioned warrior, but his mind was growing old, corrupted by doubt. When the twelve scrolls had first come into his possession, and he had realized they contained spells written in the mana-rich dawn-time of magic, he had known with a fierce certainty that he was destined to become the greatest warlock that had ever lived. But that had been almost two score years ago, and he was no longer so confident. In truth, although he rarely admitted it to himself, he had begun to despair—and all because of a single, maddening, insuperable problem.


  He reached the northeastern tip of the islet, moody and abstracted in spite of the vitality all around him, and was turning southward when his attention was caught by a flickering whiteness at the far side of the strip of water separating him from the mainland. The coast of Koldana was rocky in that area, a good feeding ground for gulls, but the object he had noticed was too large to be a bird. It was possibly a man in white garments, although travelers were rare in that region. Dardash stared at the brilliant speck for a moment, trying to bring it into sharp focus, but even his keen eyesight was defeated by the slight blurring effect caused by the islet’s invisibility screen.


  He shrugged and continued his morning walk, returning his thoughts to more weighty considerations. As a man who had traveled the length and breadth of the known world, he could speak every major language and was familiar with the written forms where they existed. The fact that the spells of the twelve scrolls were couched in the Old Language had at first seemed a minor inconvenience, especially for one who was accustomed to deciphering all manner of strange inscriptions. A few months, possibly even a few years, of study would surely reveal the secrets of the old manuscripts, thus enabling him to fulfill his every dream: to become immortal, to assume all the fantastic powers of the dream-time sorcerers.


  But he had not allowed for the effect of the ten-thousand-year hiatus.


  The old magic-based civilizations, so powerful in the days when mana was plentiful everywhere, had in fact been edifices of great fragility; and when the raw stuff of magic had disappeared from the earth, they, too, had crumbled and faded into nothingness. Few relics remained, and those that Dardash had seen or thought he had seen were totally without relevance to his quest. He lacked the necessary key to the Old Language, and as long as it remained impenetrable to him, he would fail to develop anything like his full potential. The doors of destiny would remain shut against him, even though there were places where mana had again begun to accumulate, and that had been the principal reason for his retreat from outside distraction. He had elected to devote all his time, all his mental energies, all his scholarship, to one supremely important task: solving the riddle of the scrolls.


  Thus preoccupied, and secure behind his magical defenses, Dardash should have been oblivious to the world beyond, but he had been oddly restless and lacking in concentration for some time. His mind had developed an annoying tendency to pursue the irrelevant and the trivial, and as he neared the southern corner of the island, where his house was located, he again found himself speculating about who or what had appeared on the opposite shore. Yielding to impulse, he glanced to the east and saw that the enigmatic white mote was still visible at the water’s edge. He frowned at it for a short period, hesitating, then acknowledged to himself that he would have no mental peace until the inconsequential little mystery was solved.


  Shaking his head at his own foolishness, he went into his house and climbed the stone stairs to its upper balcony. He had used the spy-mask only the previous day to observe a ship that had appeared briefly on the western horizon, and it was still lying on the low bench, resembling the severed head of a giant eagle. Dardash fastened the mask over his face and turned toward the mainland. Because the spy-mask operated on magical and not optical principles, there was no focusing or scanning to be done: Dardash immediately saw the mysterious object on the coast as though from a distance of a few paces. And he was unable to withhold an exclamation.


  The young woman was possibly the most beautiful he had ever seen. She appeared to be of Amorite stock, with the lush black hair and immaculate tawny skin of her race. Her face was that of the perfect lover that all men recognize from dreams but few aspire to touch in reality—dark-eyed and full-lipped, sensuous and willful, generous yet demanding. She was standing ankle-deep in the waters of a narrow cove, a place where she could presume to remain unobserved; and as Dardash watched she unbuttoned her white linen chiton, cast the garment behind her onto the sand, and began to bathe.


  Her movements were graceful and languorous, like those of a dance that was being performed for his sole benefit, and his mouth went dry as he took in every detail of her body, followed the course of every runnel of water from splendid breast to belly and slim-coned thigh.


  
    
  

  Dardash had no clear idea of how long her toilet lasted. He remained in a timeless, trancelike state until she had left the water, clothed herself, and was gliding away into the rocky outcrop that formed a natural palisade between sea and land. Only when she was lost to his view did he move again. He removed the eagle-mask from his head, and when he surveyed his little domain with normal vision, it seemed strangely bleak and cheerless.


  As he descended the stair to the principal chamber in which he did most of his work, there came to Dardash a belated understanding of his recent lackluster moods, of his irritability and lapses of concentration. The decision to devote his entire life to the riddle of the scrolls had been an intellectual one, but he was a composite being, a synthesis of mind and body, and the physical part of him was in rebellion. He should have brought one or more girls from an inland village when he had set up his offshore retreat a year earlier. Many would have been glad to accompany and serve him in exchange for a little basic tutelage in magic, but he had an uneasy feeling it was too late to come to such an arrangement. The women of the region, even the youngest, tended to be a sun-withered, work-hardened lot, and he had just seen the sort of companion he truly craved.


  But who was she? Where had she come from, and what was her destination?


  The questions troubled Dardash at intervals for the rest of the day, distracting him from the endless task of trying to relate the phonetic writing of the scrolls to the complex abstractions of his profession. It was rare for trade caravans plying between the capital city of Koldana and the northern lands to take the longer coastal route, so she was unlikely to be the daughter or concubine of a wealthy merchant. But what possibilities remained? Only in fables did princesses or others of high birth go wandering in search of knowledge. Reconciling himself to the fact that speculation was futile, Dardash worked until long after nightfall, but in spite of being weary he found it difficult to sleep. His rest was disturbed by visions of the unknown woman, and each time he awoke with the taste of her lips fading from his, the sense of loss was greater, more insistent.


  Part of his mood was occasioned by a belief that important opportunities only come once, that the penalty for failing to take action is eternal regret. Hence it was with a sense of near-disbelief, of having been specially favored by the gods, that on the following morning as he walked the eastern boundary of his island he again saw the flicker of whiteness on the mainland. This time, vision aided by memory, he had no trouble interpreting the lazy pulsations and shape changes of the blurred speck. She was there again. Undressing, uncovering that splendid body, preening herself, preparing for the sea’s caress.


  Dardash paused only long enough to unfasten his sandals. He stepped down into the clear water and swam toward the mainland, propelling himself with powerful and economical strokes that quickly reduced the distance to the shore. As he passed through the perimeter of the invisibility screen that protected his islet, he saw the outline of the woman become diamond-sharp in his vision and he knew that from that moment on she would be able to see him. Apparently, however, she was too preoccupied.


  It was not until Dardash felt pebbles beneath his hands and stood up, his nearly naked body only knee-deep in water, that she became aware of his presence. She froze in the act of unbuttoning her chiton, breasts partly exposed, and gave him a level stare that signaled surprise and anger but, he was thrilled to note, no hint of fear.


  
    
  

  “I had presumed myself alone,” she said coldly, her beautiful face queenly in displeasure. “Suddenly the very sea is crowded.”


  “There is no crowd,” Dardash replied, courting her with his smile. “Only the two of us.”


  “Soon there will only be you.” The woman turned, picked up the net pouch that contained her toiletries, and strode away from him toward the narrow entrance to the cove. Sunlight piercing the fine material of her clothing outlined her body and limbs, striking fire behind Dardash’s eyes.


  “Wait,” he said, deciding that a challenge could be the most effective way of capturing her interest. “Surely you are not afraid?”


  The woman gave a barely perceptible toss of her head and continued walking, beginning to move out of sight between outcroppings of rock. Impelled by a growing sense of urgency, Dardash went after her with long strides, convinced that were he to fail this time he would never again have a night’s peace. He had almost reached the woman, was breathing the scent of her waist-length black hair, when an inner voice warned him that he was behaving foolishly. He halted, turned to check a deep cleft in the rocks to his left, and groaned as he realized he was much too late.


  The braided leather whip whistled like a war arrow as it flailed through the air, catching him just above the elbow, instantaneously binding his arms to his sides.


  Dardash reacted by continuing his turn, intending to coil the whip farther around his body and thus snatch it from its user’s grasp, but there was a flurry of footsteps and a glint of sunlight on armor, and the weight of a man hit him behind the knees, bringing him down. Other armed men, moving with practiced speed, dropped on top of him, and he felt thongs tighten around his wrists and ankles. Within the space of three heartbeats he was immobile and helpless and sick with anger at having allowed himself to be trapped so easily.


  Narrowing his eyes against the glare from the sky, he looked up at his captors. There were four men wearing conical helmets and studded leather cuirasses. They did not look like soldiers, but the similarity of their equipment suggested they were in the employ of a person of wealth. A fifth figure, that of the woman, joined them, causing Dardash to turn his gaze away. He had no wish to see a look of triumph or contempt on her face, and in any case his mind was busy with the question of who had instigated the attack against him. In his earlier years he had made many enemies, but most of them had long since died, and latterly he had devoted so much time to his scrolls that there had scarcely been the chance to incur the wrath of anybody who mattered.


  “Tell me the name of your master,” he said, making himself sound patient and only mildly interested. He wanted to give the impression that he was unconcerned about his safety, that he was holding tremendous magical powers in reserve, although he was actually quite helpless. Most magic required protracted and painstaking preparation, and the ruffians standing over him could easily end his life at any moment if they so desired.


  “You’ll find out soon enough,” the tallest man said. He had a reddish stubble of a beard, and one of his nostrils had been excised by an old wound that had left a diagonal scar on his face.


  “You owe him no loyalty,” Dardash said, experimenting with the possibilities of his situation. “By sending you against me he has placed you in terrible danger.”


  Red-beard laughed comfortably. “I must be a braver man than I thought—I feel absolutely no fear.”


  
    
  

  You will, Dardash vowed inwardly, if I get out of this alive. The sobering realization that this could be the last day of his life caused him to lapse into a brooding silence while the four men brought a wooden litter from its place of concealment behind nearby rocks. They rolled him onto it, none too gently, and carried him up the steep slope to the higher ground of the plain that spanned most of Koldana. The woman, now more normally clad in an all-enveloping burnoose, led the way. Dardash, still trying to guess why he had been taken, derived little comfort from the fact that his captors had not run a sword through him as soon as they had the chance. Their master, if he was an enemy worth considering, would want to dispose of him in person—and quite possibly by some means that would give all concerned plenty of time to appreciate what was happening.


  When the party reached level ground, Dardash craned his neck, expecting to see some kind of conveyance that would be used to transport him inland, but instead there was a square tent only a few hundred paces away, positioned just far enough from the shore to be invisible from his islet home. The tent had an awning supported on gilded poles, and near it perhaps a dozen horses and pack animals cropped the sparse vegetation. It was obviously a temporary camp set up by a personage of some importance, one who was not prepared to travel far without the trappings of luxury, and it came to Dardash that he would not be kept in ignorance of his fate much longer. He lay back on the litter and feigned indifference.


  The woman ran on ahead of the others, presumably to announce their arrival, and when the group of men reached the tent she was holding the entrance flaps aside for them. They carried Dardash into the lemon-colored shade within, set the litter down, and left without speaking, closing the entrance behind them. Dardash, his eyes rapidly adjusting to the change of lighting, saw that he was alone with a plump, heavily mustached man whose skin was as smooth and well oiled as that of a young concubine. He was dressed in costly silks, and Dardash noted with a quickening of interest—and hope—that astrological symbols were woven into the dark blue of his robe. In Dardash’s experience, astrologers were rarely men of violence—except of course toward those who made their predictions go wrong, and he was quite certain he had not done anything along those lines.


  “I am Urtarra, astrologer at the court of King Marcurades,” the man said. “I am sorry at having brought you here by such devious means, but—”


  “Devious!” Dardash snorted his contempt. “It was the simplest and most childish trick ever devised.”


  “Nevertheless, it worked.” Urtarra paused to let the implication of his words sink in. “I do hope that doesn’t mean that you are simple and childish, because if you are, you will be unequal to the task I have in mind for you.”


  “You’ll learn how childish I am,” Dardash promised, his anger growing apace with his new certainty that he was not about to be slain. “You’ll learn a great deal about me as soon as I am free of these bonds.”


  Urtarra shook his head. “I have already learned all I need to know about you, and I am not stupid enough to release you until you have heard my proposal and agreed to work for me.” He eyed Dardash’s robust frame. “You look as though you could wreak considerable damage, even without magical aids.”


  Dardash almost gasped aloud at the extent of the other man’s presumption. “I don’t know what miserable little desires you harbor, but I can tell you one thing: I will never serve you in any way.”


  “Ah, but you will!” Urtarra looked amused as he rearranged the cushions on which he was seated. “The fact of the matter is that I have certain unusual talents, powers which are related to your own in a way. I am a seer. I have the gift of being able to part the veils of time and divine something of what the future holds in store—and I have seen the two of us making a journey together.”


  
    
  

  “A seer?” Dardash glanced at the planetary symbols on Urtarra’s robes. “I don’t regard fiddling with abacus and astrolabe as—”


  “Nor do I, but young King Marcurades does not believe in any form of magic, not even my modest variety. He is a philosopher, you must understand—one of that breed of men who put their faith in irrigation schemes rather than weather spells, armor rather than amulets. It would be impossible for me to remain at his court were I to use my powers openly. Instead, I must pretend that my predictions spring from the science of astrology. I have nothing against astrology, of course, except that it lacks…um…precision.”


  “Your own visions are similarly lacking,” Dardash said with emphasis. “I have no intention of making any journey with you, nor will I serve you in any…What sort of chore did you have in mind, anyway? The usual unimaginative trivia? Preparing a love potion? Turning useful lead into useless gold?”


  “No, no, no, something much more appropriate to a magician of your standing.” Urtarra paused to stare into Dardash’s face, and when he spoke again his voice was low and earnest. “I want you to kill King Marcurades.”


  Dardash’s immediate and instinctive response was to begin a new struggle to break free of his bonds. He writhed and quivered on the litter, straining to loosen or snap his restraints, but the thongs were stout and had been expertly tied, and even his unusual strength was of no avail. Finally he lapsed into immobility, sweating, his gaze fixed on the roof of the tent.


  “Why exhaust yourself?” Urtarra said reasonably. “Does the life of the king mean so much to you?”


  “My concern is for my own life,” Dardash replied. He had scant regard for rank—a prince had no more standing in his scheme of things than a pot-mender—but the young King Marcurades was a rare phenomenon in that he was a ruler who was universally admired by his subjects. In the five years since he had ascended to the throne of Koldana, Marcurades had secured the country’s boundaries, expanded its trade, abolished taxes, and devoted himself to farsighted schemes for the improvement of agriculture and industry. Under his aegis the populace were experiencing stability and prosperity to an unprecedented degree, and in return they were fiercely loyal, from the most illustrious general right down to the humblest farm worker. Dardash found it difficult to conceive of a project more foolhardy than the proposed assassination of such a king.


  “Admittedly, no ordinary man could undertake the task and hope to live,” Urtarra said, accurately divining Dardash’s thoughts, “but you are no ordinary man.”


  “Nor do I take heed of flattery. Why do you wish the king dead? Are you in league with his heirs?”


  “I am acting only for myself—and the people of Koldana. Let me show you something.” Urtarra raised one hand and pointed at a wall of the tent. The material rippled in a way that had nothing to do with the breeze from the sea, then seemed to dissolve into mist. Through swirls of opalescent vapor, Dardash saw the erect and handsome figure of a young king standing in a chariot that was being drawn through the streets of a city. Cheering crowds pressed in on each side, with mothers holding their infants aloft to give them a better view, and maidens coming forward to strew the chariot’s path with flowers.


  “That is Marcurades now,” Urtarra murmured, “but let us look forward and see the course which is to be followed by the river of time.”


  Conjured images began to appear and fade in rapid succession, compressing time, and by means of them Dardash saw the king grow older, and with the passage of the years changes occurred in his mien. He became tight-lipped and bleak-eyed, and gradually the aspect of the royal processions altered. Great numbers of soldiers marched before and behind the king, and engines of war were in evidence. The crowds who lined the routes still cheered, but few infants or maidens were to be seen, and the onlookers were noticeably shabbier of dress and thinner of face.


  The prescience that Dardash was experiencing was more than simply a progression of images. Knowledge, foreknowledge, was being vouchsafed to him in wordless whispers, and he knew that the king was to be corrupted by power and ambition, to become increasingly cruel and insane. He was to raise armies and conquer neighboring countries, thus augmenting his military might. Marcurades was to turn his back on all his enlightened reforms and civil engineering projects. Finally he was to attempt to increase his domain a thousandfold, plunging the entire region into a series of terrible wars and catastrophes resulting in the total annihilation of his people.


  As the last dire vision faded, and the wall of the tent became nothing more than a slow-billowing square of cloth, Dardash looked at Urtarra with new respect. “You are a seer,” he said. “You have a gift which even I can only envy.”


  “Gift? Curse is a better word for it.” For an instant Urtarra’s smooth face looked haunted. “I could well do without such visions and the burden or responsibility they bring.”


  “What burden? Now that you know what is preordained for Koldana and its people, all you have to do is journey to some safe country and live out your life in peace. That’s what I’m going to do.”


  “But I am not you,” Urtarra said. “And the events we saw are not preordained. Time is like a river, and the course of a river can be altered; that’s why you must kill the king before it is too late.”


  Dardash settled back on the litter. “I have no intention of involving myself in anything so troublesome and dangerous. Why should I?”


  “But you have just seen the miseries that are held in store for multitudes—the wars and plagues and famines.”


  “What’s that to me?” Dardash said casually. “I have my own problems to contend with, and very little time in which to do it. I’ll make you an offer: You release me now and I will promise to go my separate way without harming you or any of your company.”


  “I was told you thought only of yourself,” Urtarra said, his eyes mirroring a cynical amusement, “but it was hard to believe a man could be so lacking in compassion.”


  “Believe it.” Dardash proffered his bound wrists. “Let’s get this over with no more waste of time.”


  “There is one thing you have not considered,” Urtarra said, his voice oddly enigmatic as he rose to his feet and walked to a richly ornamented chest that sat in one corner of the tent. “I am willing to repay you for your services.”


  Dardash gave a humorless laugh. “With what? Gold or precious stones? I can conjure them out of dung! The favors of that whore who lingers outside? I can recruit a hundred like her in any city. You have nothing which could possibly interest me. Soothsayer.”


  “That is most regrettable,” Urtarra said mildly as he stooped and took something from the chest. “I hoped you might find something worthy of your attention in this.”


  He turned and Dardash saw that he was holding a piece of parchment, roughly two handsbreadths in length, which had obviously been cut from a scroll. Dardash gave the parchment a bored glance and was turning his head away again when there came a thrill of recognition: It bore lines of writing in the Old Language, the same enigmatic and impenetrable script of his own twelve scrolls. Apart from the compilations of spells that had defeated his understanding for decades, no other matter written in the Old Language had come his way. Dardash tilted his head for a better view, trying to decide what kind of text the fragment represented, and suddenly—as though he had been stricken by a superior magic—he was unable to speak or breathe. His heartbeat became a tumult of thunder within his chest, and bright-haloed specks danced across his vision as he absorbed the realization that the parchment in Urtarra’s hands was written in two languages.


  Under each line of the Old Language was a corresponding line, a mixture of ideograms and phonetic symbols, which Dardash identified as late-period Accosian, one of the near-defunct languages he had mastered many years earlier.


  “This is only a fragment, of course,” Urtarra said. “I have the remainder of the scroll hidden in a secure place, but if it’s of no interest to you…”


  “Don’t toy with me—I don’t like it.” Dardash briefly considered the fact that the key that would unlock the secrets of his twelve scrolls would make him virtually immortal, with all the incredible powers of the ancient warlocks, and decided he should modify his attitude toward Urtarra. “I admit to having a certain scholarly interest in old writings, and am prepared to offer a fair price for good examples. The assassination of a king is out of the question, of course, but there are many other—”


  “And don’t you toy with me,” Urtarra cut in. “Marcurades has to die; otherwise the entire scroll will be consigned to the fire.”


  The threat cast a chill shadow in Dardash’s mind.


  “On the other hand, the world has seen an abundance of kings,” he said slowly. “Is it a matter of any real consequence whether we have one more—or one less?”


  It was close to noon by the time Dardash had selected the magical equipment he thought he would need and had brought it ashore by raft. He supervised the loading of the material and some personal effects onto two mules, then turned to Urtarra with a slight frown.


  “Just to satisfy my curiosity,” he said, “how were you able to find my unobtrusive little island? I believed I had it quite well concealed.”


  “It was very well concealed—from the eyes of men,” Urtarra replied, allowing himself to look satisfied. “But birds can see it from on high, and you have many of them nesting there.”


  “What difference does that make?”


  “To me, none; to the hawks I have been releasing, a great deal.”


  “I see,” Dardash said thoughtfully, suddenly aware that Urtarra, for all his eunuchoid softness, would make a highly dangerous adversary. “Have you ever thought of becoming a sorcerer?”


  “Never! I’m troubled enough by visions as it is. Were I to introduce new elements, I might forfeit sleep altogether.”


  “Perhaps you’re right.” Dardash swung himself up into the saddle of the horse that had been provided for him. “Tell me, do you ever foresee your own death?”


  “No seer can do that—not until he is ready.” Urtarra gave him an odd smile and made a signal to his four guards and the young woman, all of whom were already on horseback and waiting some distance away. They moved off immediately, taking a southeasterly course for Bhitsala, the capital city of Koldana. The plain was shimmering with heat, and at the horizon there was no clear distinction between land and sky.


  Dardash, who much preferred the comparative coolness of the coast, had no relish for the four days’ ride that lay ahead. Urging his horse forward alongside Urtarra, he consoled himself with the thought that this journey was probably the last he would have to undertake in such a commonplace and uncomfortable manner. When the knowledge reposing in the twelve scrolls was available to him, he would waft himself effortlessly to his destinations by other means, perhaps sailing on clouds, perhaps by methods as yet undreamed of. Until then he would have to make the best of things as they were.


  “The woman,” he said pensively, “has she any knowledge of what we’re about?”


  “None! Nobody else must learn what has passed between us; otherwise your power and mine increased a hundredfold couldn’t preserve our lives.”


  “Don’t your men regard this expedition as being a little…unusual?”


  “They are trained never to ask nor to answer questions. However, I have told them what I will tell Marcurades: that you are a superb mathematician and that I need your help in calculating horoscopes. I have spread word that the stars are hinting at some major event, but are doing it in such an obscure way that even I am baffled. It all helps to prepare the ground.”


  Dardash’s thoughts returned to the female figure ahead. “And where did you obtain the woman?”


  “Nirrineen is the daughter of one of my cousins.” Urtarra gave a satisfied chuckle. “It was fortunate that she was so well qualified for the task I assigned her. Shall I send her to you tonight?”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Dardash said, concealing his annoyance at what he regarded as an insult. “She will come to me of her own accord.”


  The group trekked across the arid plain—seemingly at the center of a hazy hemisphere of blinding radiance—until, with the lowering of the sun, the horizons became sharp again, and the world was created anew all around them. In the period of tranquility that preceded nightfall, they set up camp—the stately square tent for Urtarra’s sole usage, humbler conical structures for the others—and fires were lit. Nirrineen began to prepare a meal for Urtarra and Dardash, leaving the four guards to cater to their own needs. Dardash chose to stand close to the young woman while she worked, placing her within the orbit of a personal power that was slow-acting but sure.


  “You were excellent when we met this morning,” he said. “I quite believed you were a princess.”


  “And I quite believe you are a flatterer.” Nirrineen did not raise her eyes from the dishes she was preparing.


  “I never employ flattery.”


  “It exists most in its denial.”


  “Very good,” Dardash said, chuckling, his desire quickening as he realized that the woman kneeling before him was a complete person and not merely a shell of flesh. “Yesterday, when I watched you bathe, I knew—”


  “Yesterday?” Her eyes glimmered briefly in the dusk, like twin moons.


  “Yes. Don’t forget that I’m as much magician as mathematician. Yesterday, by proxy, I stood very close to you for a long time, and knew then that you and I had been fashioned for each other. Like sword and sheath.”


  “Sword! Can it be that you now flatter yourself?”


  “There’s but one way for you to find out,” Dardash replied easily.


  Much later, as they lay together in the darkness, with Nirrineen contentedly asleep in his arms, he exulted in the discovery that his mind had regained all of its former clarity.


  He began to consider ways of killing the king.


  The city of Bhitsala was clustered around a semicircular bay that provided good anchorage for trading ships. It was protected by a range of low hills that merged with the shoreline at the bay’s southern edge, creating a cliff-edged prominence upon which sat the palace of the Koldanian kings. It was a sprawling, multicentered building, the colonnades of which had been sheathed with beaten gold until Marcurades’s accession to the throne. One of the young king’s first actions after assuming power had been to strip the columns and distribute the gold among his people. The underlying cores of white marble shone almost as brightly, however, and at the end of the day, when they reflected the aureate light of sunset, the dwellers in the city below told their children that the gods had gilded the palace anew to repay Marcurades for his generosity.


  
    
  

  Dardash imagined he could sense the universal adoration of the king as he rode into the city, and for him it was an atmosphere of danger. The task he had undertaken would have to be planned and carried out with the utmost care. He had already decided that it must not appear to be a murder at all, but even a naturally occurring illness could lead to suspicions of poisoning; and a magician, a reputed brewer of strange potions and philtres, was one of the most likely to be accused. It was essential, Dardash told himself, that Marcurades’s death should occur in public, before as many witnesses as possible, and that it should appear as either a pure accident or, even better, a malign stroke of fate. The trouble was that divine acts were difficult to simulate.


  “I have prepared a room for you in my own quarters at the palace,” Urtarra said as they passed through the city’s afternoon heat and began the gradual climb to the royal residence. “You will be able to rest there and have a meal.”


  “That’s good,” Dardash replied, “but first I’m going to bathe and have Nirrineen massage me with scented oils: I’ve begun to smell worse than this accursed horse.”


  “My intention was to send Nirrineen straight back to her father.”


  “No! I want her to stay with me.”


  “But many women are available at the palace.” Urtarra brought his horse closer and lowered his voice. “It wouldn’t be wise at this time to share your bed with one who has a special interest in you.”


  Dardash realized at once that Urtarra’s counsel was good, but the thought of parting with Nirrineen—the she-creature who worked her own kind of voluptuous magic on him through the sweet hours of night—was oddly painful. “Don’t alarm yourself; she will know nothing,” he said. “Do you take me for a fool?”


  “I was thinking only of your own safety.”


  “There is only one whose safety is at risk,” Dardash said, fixing his gaze on the complex architecture of the palace, which had begun to dominate the skyline ahead.


  When they reached the palace gates a short time later, Urtarra conferred briefly with his men and sent them on their way to nearby lodgings. Dardash, Urtarra, and Nirrineen were able to ride through the gates after only a perfunctory examination by the captain of the palace guard—yet another indication of the unusual bond that existed between the king and his subjects. Servants summoned by Urtarra led away their horses and mules. Others came forward to carry Dardash’s belongings into the astrologer’s suite, which was part of a high wing facing the sea, but he dismissed them and moved the well-trussed bundles in person.


  While thus engaged he noticed, in one corner of a small courtyard, a strange vehicle that consisted principally of a large wooden barrel mounted on four wheels. At the base of the barrel was an arrangement of cylinders and copper pipes from which projected a long T-shaped handle, and near the top, coiled like a snake, was a flexible leather tube, the seams of which were sealed with bitumen.


  “What is that device?” Dardash said, pointing out the object to Urtarra. “I’ve never seen its like before.”


  Urtarra looked amused. “You’ll see many of Marcurades’s inventions before you are here very long. He calls that particular one a fire engine.”


  “A fire engine? Is it a siege weapon?”


  “Quite the opposite,” Urtarra said, his amusement turning to outright laughter. “It’s for projecting water onto burning buildings.”


  “Oh? An unusual sport for a king.”


  “It’s more than a sport, my friend. Marcurades gets so obsessed with his various inventions that he spends half his time in the palace workshops. Sometimes, in his impatience to see the latest one completed, he throws off his robes and labors on it like a common artisan. I’ve seen him emerge from the smithy so covered with soot and sweat as to be almost unrecognizable.”


  “Doesn’t he know that such activities can be dangerous?”


  “Marcurades doesn’t care about…” Urtarra paused and scanned Dardash’s face. “What are you thinking?”


  “I’m not sure yet.” Dardash almost smiled as his mind came to grips with the information he had just received. “Now, where can I bathe?”


  “Watch this,” Dardash said to Nirrineen as they stood together in the elaborate garden that formed a wide margin between the royal palace and the edge of the cliffs. It was a fresh morning, and the livening breeze coming in from the sea was ideally suited to Dardash’s purpose. In his right hand he had a cross made from two flat strips of hardwood, smoothly jointed at the center. He raised his hand and made to throw the cross off the edge of the cliff.


  “Don’t throw it away,” Nirrineen pleaded. She had no idea why Dardash had constructed the cross in the first place, but she had seen him spend the best part of a day carefully shaping the object, smoothly rounding some edges and sharpening others, and obviously she disliked the idea of his labor going to waste.


  
    
  

  “But I’ve grown weary of the thing,” Dardash said, laughing. He brought his hand down sharply, in an action like that of a man cracking a whip, and released the cross. It flew from his fingers at great speed, its arms flailing in the vertical plane, gradually curving downward toward the blue waters of the bay. Nirrineen began to protest, but her voice was stilled as the cross, tilting to one side, defied gravity by sailing upward again until it was higher than the point from which it had been launched. It appeared to come to rest in midair, hovering like a hawk, twinkling brightly in the sky. Nirrineen gave a small scream of mingled wonder and terror as she realized that the cross was actually returning. She threw herself into Dardash’s arms as the strange artifact fluttered back across the edge of the cliff and fell to earth a few paces away.


  “You didn’t tell me it was bewitched,” she accused, clinging to Dardash and staring down at the cross as though it were a live thing that might suddenly attack her.


  “There is no magic here,” he said, disengaging himself and picking up the cross, “even though I learned the secret from a very old book. Look at how I have shaped each piece of wood to resemble a gull’s wing. I’ve made you a little wooden bird, Nirrineen—a homing pigeon.”


  “It still seems like magic to me,” she said doubtfully. “I don’t think I like it.”


  “You soon shall. See how reluctant it is to leave you.” Dardash threw the cross out to sea again in the same manner and it repeated its astonishing circular flight, this time coming to rest even closer to its starting point. Nirrineen leaped out of its path, but now there was more excitement than apprehension in her eyes, and after the third throw she was able to bring herself to pick the cross up and hand it to Dardash.


  He went on throwing it, varying the speed and direction of its flight and making a game for both of them out of avoiding its whirling returns. In a short time a group of palace servants and minor officials, initially attracted by Nirrineen’s laughter, had gathered to watch the spectacle, Dardash continued tirelessly, apparently oblivious to the onlookers, but in fact paying careful attention to every detail of his surroundings, and he knew—simply by detecting a change in the general noise level—the exact moment at which his plan had succeeded. He turned and saw the knot of spectators part to make way for the approach of a handsome, slightly built young man whose bearing somehow managed to be both relaxed and imperious.


  This is a new kind of arrogance, Dardash thought. Here is a man who feels that he doesn’t even have to try to impress…


  The remainder of the thought was lost as he got his first direct look at the young King Marcurades and felt the ruler’s sheer psychic power wash over him. Dardash, as a dedicated magician, understood very well that there was more to his calling than the willingness and ability to memorize spells. On a number of occasions he had encountered men—often in ordinary walks of life—who had a strong potential for magic, but never before had he been confronted by a human being whose charisma was so overwhelming. Dardash suddenly found himself taken aback, humbled and confused, by the realization that he was in the company of a man who, had he been so inclined, could have effortlessly eclipsed him in his chosen profession.


  “You must be Urtarra’s new assistant,” Marcurades said in light and pleasant tones. “I trust that you are enjoying your stay in Bhitsala.”


  Dardash bowed. “I’m enjoying it very much, sire; it is my privilege to serve Your Highness.” To himself he said: Can it, despite Urtarra’s visions, be right to kill such a man?


  “I am sorry we could not meet sooner, but the demands on my time are myriad.” Marcurades paused and glanced at Nirrineen. “However, I suspect you are in little need of consolation.”


  Nirrineen smiled and lowered her gaze in a way that, to Dardash’s heightened sensibilities, had nothing to do with modesty. The bitch, he thought, appalled at the strength of his emotion. The bitch is ready to give herself to him, right here and now.


  “I couldn’t help observing that you cast more than horoscopes,” Marcurades said, nodding at the cross that lay on the grass nearby. “That scrap of wood appears to have magical power, but—as I am no believer in hocus-pocus—I surmise it has qualities of form which are not immediately apparent.”


  “Indeed, sire.” Dardash retrieved the cross and, with murder in his heart, began to explain what he knew of the aerodynamic principles that made the circular flights possible. Now that his attitude toward Marcurades had crystallized, the fact that the king addressed him as an equal and chose to wear unadorned linen garments were further evidence of an incredible arrogance, of an overweening pride. It was not difficult to understand how such attributes could decay into a terrible and dangerous insanity, gradually corrupting the young king until he had become a monster the world could well do without.


  “As soon as the cross ceases to spin, it falls to the ground,” Dardash said. “That shows that it is the fleet movement of these arms through the air which somehow makes the cross as light as thistledown. I have often thought that if a man could build a large cross, perhaps a score of paces from end to end, with arms shaped just so—and if he could devise some means for making it spin rapidly—why, then he could fly like an eagle, soar above all the lands and peoples of this earth.”


  Dardash paused and eyed the king, choosing his exact moment. “Of course, such a contrivance is impossible.”


  Marcurades’s face was rapt, glowing. “I disagree, Dardash—I think one could be constructed.”


  “But the weight of the arms—”


  “It would be folly to use solid wood for that purpose,” Marcurades cut in, his voice growing more fervent. “No, I see light frameworks covered with wooden veneers, or skins, or—better still—silk. Yes, silk!”


  Dardash shook his head. “No man, not even the mightiest wrestler, could spin the arms fast enough.”


  “Like all stargazers, you are lacking in knowledge of what can be done with earthly substances like copper and water…and fire,” Marcurades replied, beginning to pace in circles. “I can produce the power of ten men, of a horse, within a small compass. The main problem is to make that power subservient to my wishes. It has to be channeled, and…and…” Marcurades raised one finger, traced an invisible line vertically and then, his eyes abstracted disks of white light, began to move his hand in horizontal circles.


  “From this…to this,” he murmured, communing with himself. “There must be a way.”


  “I don’t understand, sire,” Dardash said, disguising the exultation that pounded within him. “What are you—?”


  “You’ll see, stargazer.” Marcurades turned back to the palace. “I think I’m going to surprise you.”


  “And I think I’m going to surprise you,” Dardash said under his breath as he watched Marcurades stride away. Well satisfied with his morning’s work, Dardash glanced at Nirrineen and felt a flicker of cold displeasure as he saw she was gazing at the figure of the departing king with a peculiar intensity.


  The sooner my task here is complete, he thought irritably, the better I’ll like it.


  Urtarra’s private apartment was a lavishly appointed room, the walls of which were hung with deep-blue tapestries embroidered with astrological emblems. He had apologized to Dardash for the ostentation of its furnishings and trappings, explaining that as he was not truly an astrologer it was necessary for him to put on a bold and convincing show for the benefit of all other residents at the palace. Now he was squatting comfortably on his bed, looking much as he had done the first time Dardash had seen him—plump, oily, deceptively soft.


  “I suppose I must congratulate you,” he said reflectively. “Going aloft in a flying machine is one of the most dangerous things imaginable, and if you bring about the king’s death without the use of magic, your triumph has to be considered all the greater. 1 won’t withhold your reward.”


  “Don’t even think of trying,” Dardash advised. “Besides, you have missed the whole point of my discourse: I will have to use magic. A great deal of magic.”


  “But if it is simply a matter of waiting until Marcurades and his machine fall from the sky, I don’t see—”


  “What you don’t see is that the machine will not be capable of leaving the ground,” Dardash interrupted, amazed that a man of Urtarra’s experience could display such naiveté about the natural world. “Not without my assistance, anyway. Man, like all other animals, belongs to the ground, and there is no contrivance—no ingenious combination of levers and springs and feathers—which can raise him out of his natural element.


  “Note that I said natural element, because it is the essence of magic that it defies nature. I intend to cast a spell over whatever machine Marcurades builds, and with the power of my magic that machine will bear him upward, higher and higher into the realm of the gods, and then—when I judge the moment aright—the gods will become angry at the invasion of their domain by a mere mortal, and—”


  “And you’ll cancel your spell!” Urtarra clapped his hands to his temples. “It’s perfect!”


  Dardash nodded. “All of Bhitsala will see their king up there in the sky, far beyond the reach of ordinary men, and when he falls to his death—Who but the gods could be responsible? Even Marcurades cannot aspire to the status of a deity and hope to go unpunished.”


  “I bow to you, Dardash,” Urtarra said. “You have earned my undying gratitude.”


  “Keep it,” Dardash said coldly. “I’m doing a specified job for a specified fee, and there is no more to it than that.”


  The days that followed required him to make a number of carefully weighed decisions. On the one hand, he did not want to spend much time in the palace workshops for fear of becoming associated with the flying machine in people’s minds and thus attracting some blame for the final disaster; on the other hand, he needed to see what was happening so that he could work the appropriate magic. There was a plentiful supply of mana in the vicinity of Bhitsala—he could sense it in his enhanced youthfulness and vigor—but he had no wish to waste it with an ill-conceived spell. If mana was again returning to the world at large, perhaps sifting down from the stars, it behooved him to conserve it, especially as he aspired to live as a magician for a very long time, perhaps forever.


  He was intrigued to see that Marcurades had divided the work of building his flying machine into two entirely separate parts. One team of carpenters was concerned with fashioning four wings of the lightest possible construction. The frameworks over which the silk was to be stretched were so flimsy that strong cords had been used instead of wood in places where the members they joined always tended to move apart. Nevertheless, Dardash noted, the resulting structures were surprisingly stiff, and his respect for Marcurades’s capabilities increased, although he knew that all the work of the artisans was futile.


  
    
  

  The king had exercised even more ingenuity in the device that was intended to spin the wings. At its heart was a large, well-reinforced copper container beneath which was a miniature furnace. The latter incorporated a bellows and was fired by coals and pitch. The invisible force that springs from boiling water traveled vertically upward through a rigid pipe, at the top of which was a slip ring. Four lesser pipes, all bent in the same direction, projected horizontally from the ring in the form of a swastika. When the furnace was lit, the steam expelled from the end of the pipes caused the swastika to rotate at a considerable speed, and by decreasing pressure losses and improving lubrication and balance, Marcurades was making it go faster every day.


  Dardash watched the work without comment. He knew from his reading and a certain amount of experimentation that all should come to naught when the wings were attached to the pipes of the swastika. For no reason he could explain, the faster that wing-shaped objects traveled, the more difficult they became to urge forward, and the resistance increased much more rapidly than one would have expected. Under normal conditions Marcurades’s machine would have been able to produce no more than a feeble and faltering rotation of the wings, far short of the speed needed to create the inexplicable lightness required for flight, but the circumstances were far from normal.


  Dardash prepared a simple kinetic sorcery and directed its power into the four newly completed wings, altering their unseen physical nature in such a way that the faster they moved, the less effort it took to increase their speed even further. He prudently remained in a distant part of the palace when Marcurades assembled his machine for the first time, but he knew precisely when the first test was carried out. An ornate ring he wore on his left hand began to vibrate slightly, letting him know that a certain amount of mana was being used up: The wings of the flying machine were spinning in a satisfactory manner.


  
    
  

  Dardash visualized the hissing contraption beginning to stir and shiver, to exhibit the desire to leave the ground, and he strained his ears for evidence of one possible consequence. He knew that the king was reckless when in the grip of an enthusiasm, and if he was foolhardy enough to go aloft in the machine in its present form, he would almost certainly be killed, and Dardash would be able to claim his reward earlier than planned. There came no cries of alarm, however, and he deduced that Marcurades had foreseen the need to control the machine once it soared up from the still air of the courtyard and into the turbulent breezes that forever danced above the cliffs.


  I can wait, he thought, nodding his appreciation of the young king’s engineering talent. What are a few more days when measured against eternity?


  The news that the king had constructed a machine with which he intended to fly into the heavens spread through Bhitsala and the surrounding regions of Koldana in a very short time. There was to be no public ceremony connected with the first flight—indeed, Marcurades was too engrossed in his new activity even to be aware of his subjects’ feverish interest in it—but as the stories spread farther and became more lurid there was a gradual drift of population toward Bhitsala.


  The city filled with travelers who had come to see the ruler borne aloft on the back of a mechanical dragon, eagle, or bat, depending on which variation of the rumor they had encountered. Bhitsala’s lodging houses and taverns experienced a profitable upsurge of trade, and the atmosphere of excitement and celebration intensified daily, with runners coming down from the palace at frequent intervals to barter the latest scraps of information. People going about their routine business kept glancing up toward the white-columned royal residence, and such was the pitch of expectancy that every time a flock of seabirds rose from the cliffs, an audible ripple of near-hysteria sped through the streets.


  Dardash, while keeping himself closely informed of Marcurades’s progress, made a show of being disinterested almost to the point of aloofness. He spent much of his time on the balcony of Urtarra’s apartment, ostensibly engaged in astrological work, but in fact keeping watch on the western ramparts of the palace, behind which the flying machine was receiving finishing touches. During this period of idleness and waiting he would have appreciated the company of Nirrineen, but she had taken to associating a great deal with certain of the courtesans who attended the king. Urtarra had expressed the opinion that her absence was all to the good, as it meant she had less chance to become an embarrassment, and Dardash had voiced his agreement. But he waxed more moody and surly and ever more impatient, and as he scanned the foreshortened silhouette of the palace he seemed, occasionally, to betray his true age.


  “And not before time” was his sole comment when Urtarra arrived one day, in the trembling purple heat of noon, with the intelligence that Marcurades was on the point of making a trial flight. Dardash had already known that a significant event was about to occur, because the sensor ring on his left hand had been vibrating strongly for some time—evidence that the machine’s wings were rotating at speed. He had also seen and heard the growing excitement in the city below. The population of Bhitsala appeared to have migrated like so many birds to rooftops and high window ledges, anyplace from which they could get a good view of the forthcoming miracle.


  “This is a wonderful thing you are doing for the people of Koldana,” Urtarra said as they stood together on the balcony, with the blue curvatures of the bay stretching away beneath them. His voice was low and earnest, as though he had begun to suffer last-minute doubts and was trying to drive them away.


  “Just have my payment ready,” Dardash said, giving him a disdainful glance.


  “You have no need to worry on that…” Urtarra’s speech faltered as the air was disturbed by a strange sound, a powerful and sustained fluttering that seemed to resonate inside the chest.


  A moment later the king’s flying machine lifted itself into view above the palace’s western extremity.


  The four rotating wings were visible in a blurry white disk edged with gold, and slung beneath them was a gondola-shaped basket in which could be seen the figure of the king. Dardash’s keen eyesight picked out weights suspended on ropes beneath the basket, giving the whole assemblage the same kind of stability as a pendulum, and it seemed to him that Marcurades had also added extra fitments at the top of the pipe that carried steam to the wing impellers.


  A sigh of mingled wonder and adoration rose up from the watching throngs as the machine continued its miraculous ascent into the clear blue dome of the sky. At a dizzy height above the palace, almost at the limit of Dardash’s vision, the king reached upward to operate a lever, the insubstantial disk of the wings tilted slightly, and the machine swooped out over the line of the cliffs, out over the waters of the bay.


  Ecstatic cheering, great slow-pulsing billows of sound, surged back and forth like tidal currents as Marcurades—godlike in his new power—steered his machine into a series of wide sweeps far above the wave crests.


  “Now,” Urtarra urged. “The time is now!”


  “So be it,” Dardash said, fingering the scrap of parchment on which the spell for the kinetic sorcery was written. He uttered a single polysyllabic word and tore the parchment in two.


  At that instant the sun-gleaming shape of the flying machine was checked in its course, as though it had encountered an invisible obstacle. It wavered, faltered, then began to fall.


  The sound that went up from the watching multitude was a vast wordless moan of consternation and shocked disbelief. Dardash listened to it for a moment, his face impassive, and was turning away from the balcony when two things happened to petrify him in mid-stride.


  Far out across the water Marcurades’s flying machine, which had been tilting over as it fell, abruptly righted itself and began to hover, neither losing nor gaining height. Simultaneously, a fierce pain lanced through Dardash’s left hand. He snatched the sensor ring off his finger and threw it to the floor, where it promptly became white-hot. Outside was a pounding silence as every one of Marcurades’s subjects, not daring to breathe, prayed for his safety.


  “The king flies,” Urtarra said in a hushed voice. “He built better than you knew.”


  “I don’t think so,” Dardash said grimly. “Look! The machine’s wings are scarcely turning. It should be falling!”


  He strode to a chest where he had stored some of his equipment and returned with a silver hoop, which he held out at arm’s length. Viewed through the metal circle, the hovering aircraft was a blinding, sunlike source of radiance. Dardash felt the beginnings of a terrible fear.


  “What does it mean?” Urtarra said. “I don’t—”


  “That light is mana, the raw power behind magic.” Dardash’s throat had gone dry, thickening and deadening his voice. “Fantastic amounts of it are being expended to keep Marcurades and his machine aloft. I’ve never seen such a concentration.”


  “Does that mean there’s another magician at work?”


  “I wish that were all it meant,” Dardash said. He lowered the silver hoop and stared at the flickering mote that was the flying machine. It had begun to move again, slowly losing height and drifting in toward the shore, and Dardash knew with bleak certainty that aboard it was a new kind of man—one who could use mana instinctively, in tremendous quantities, to satisfy his own needs and achieve his ambitions. Marcurades could tap and squander mana resources without even being aware of what he was doing, and Dardash now fully understood why the future divined for the king had been so cataclysmic. Such power, without the discipline and self-knowledge of the traditional sorcerers, could only corrupt. The mana-assisted achievement of each ambition would inspire others, each grander and more vainglorious than the one before, and the inevitable outcome would be evil and madness.


  Dardash, all too conscious of the dangerous nature of the energy behind his profession, suddenly foresaw the rise of a new kind of tyrant—the spawning of monsters so corrupted by success and ambition, believing themselves to be the fountainheads of power, that they would eventually seek to dominate the entire world, and even be prepared to see it go up in flames if their desires were thwarted.


  “I forbid it,” he whispered, his fear giving way to resentment and a deep, implacable hatred. “I, Dardash, say—NO!”


  He ran back to the chest, driven by the knowledge that with each passing second Marcurades was a little closer to safety, and took from it a slim black rod. The wand had no power in itself, but it served to direct and concentrate magical energies. There was an unexpected noise in the next room and, glancing through the partially open door, Dardash saw Nirrineen coming toward him. Her expression was one of childish delight, and her hands were at her throat, caressing a gold necklace.


  “Look what the king has given me,” she said. “Isn’t it the most—?”


  “Stay out of here,” Dardash shouted, trying to control his panic as he realized there was almost no time left in which to accomplish his purpose. He wheeled to face the balcony and the bright scene beyond it, pointed the wand, and uttered a spell he had hoped never to use, a personal sacrilege, a destructive formula that used mana to combat and neutralize mana.


  The flying machine disintegrated.


  Its four wings flailed and fluttered off in different directions, and from the center of the destruction the body of the machine plunged downward like a mass of lead. There was a sputtering explosion as it struck the water, then it was gone, and Marcurades was lost, and all that remained of the young king and all his ambitions were spreading ripples of water and the four slow-tumbling wings that had borne him to his death. A lone seabird shrieked in the pervading silence.


  Dardash had rime for one pang of triumph, then his vision dimmed and blurred. He looked at his hands and saw that they had withered into the semblance of claws, blotched and feeble, and he understood at once that his brief battle with Marcurades had been even more destructive than he had anticipated. In that one instant of conflict every trace of mana in the entire region had been annihilated, and he, Dardash, no longer had access to the magical power that had preserved his body.


  “Murderer!” Nirrineen’s voice seemed to reach him from another time, another existence. “You murdered the king!”


  Dardash turned to face her. “You overestimate my powers, child,” he soothed, motioning for Urtarra to move around behind her and block the exit. “What makes you think that a humble dabbler in simple magic could ever—?”


  He broke off as he saw Nirrineen’s revulsion at his appearance, evidence that more than a century of hard living had taken a dreadful toll of his face and body. Evidence, too, that a momentous event had just taken place. Evidence of his guilt.


  Nirrineen shook her head, and with near-magical abruptness she was gone. Her fleeing footsteps sounded briefly and were lost in the mournful wailing that had begun to pervade the room from outside as the people of Bhitsala absorbed the realization that their king was dead.


  “You should have stopped her,” Dardash said to Urtarra, too weak and tired to sound more than gently reproachful. “She has gone to fetch the palace guard, and now neither of us will ever…”


  He stopped speaking as he saw that Urtarra had sunk down on a couch, hands pressed to his temples, eyes dilated with a strange horror, seeing but not seeing.


  “So it has finally happened to you. Soothsayer: Now you can foresee your own death.” Dardash spoke with intuitive understanding of what was happening in Urtarra’s mind. “But do not waste what little time remains to you. Let me know that my sacrifice has not been in vain, that the whore wasn’t carrying Marcurades’s seed. Give me proof that no other mana-monsters will arise to usurp magicians and wreak their blind and ignorant havoc on the world.”


  Urtarra appeared deaf to his words, but he raised one hand and pointed at the opposite wall of the room. The blue tapestries acquired a tremulous depth they had not previously possessed, came alive with images of times yet to be. The images changed rapidly, showing different places and different eras, but they had some elements in common.


  Always there was fire, always there was destruction, always there was death on a scale that Dardash had never conceived.


  And against those fearful backgrounds there came a procession of charismatic, mana-rich figures. Knowledge, foreknowledge, was again vouchsafed to Dardash in wordless whispers, and unfamiliar names reverberated within his head.


  
    
  

  Alexander…Julius Caesar…Tamburlaine…


  The sky grew dark with the shadow of thousands of wings; annihilation rained from great airborne ships, creating a lurid backdrop for the strutting figure of Adolf Hitler…


  Dardash covered his eyes with his hands and sank to a kneeling position, and remained that way without moving until the sound of heavy footsteps and the clatter of armor told him the palace guards had arrived. And the stroke of the sword, not long delayed, came like a kindly friend, bringing the only reward for which he retained any craving.


  
    
  

  


  “Talisman”


  ♦

  by Larry Niven and Dian Girard


  


  The stranger swung his baggage off his horse’s back, patted the animal on the side of the neck, and handed the reins to the stable hand. Old Kasan was rarely interested in people; he barely glanced at the stranger. Slanted eyes, round face with a yellow tinge…


  Kasan led the animal to an empty stall and gave it food and water. Now, the beast was a puzzler. It suffered his ministrations with an air of strained patience. Its tail ended in the kind of brush usually seen on an ass. Kasan fancied that its look was one of tolerant contempt.


  “Ah, horse, you underestimate me,” Kasan said. “I won’t be tending other people’s horses forever.” Horses did not often mock Kasan’s daydreams. This one’s nicker sounded too much like a snicker. “It’s true! Someday I’ll own my own rental stable…” And Kasan fondled the beast’s ears and mane, as if to thank it for listening.


  Under its shaggy forelock he felt a hard circular scar.


  He told Bayram Ali about it when he went in for lunch. “It’s a unicorn. The horn’s been chopped off. What kind of man would be riding a disguised unicorn?”


  
    
  

  The innkeeper said, “Sometimes I wonder why I put up with your stories, Kasan.”


  “You can feel the stub yourself!”


  “No doubt. At least don’t be bothering my guests with such tales.” And Bayram Ali set a tankard of ale next to Kasan’s midday cheese and bread. Kasan opened his mouth to retort, noticed the ale, and kept silent.


  And Bayram Ali took counsel with himself.


  Strange beasts like the one munching hay in his stable were often found in the company of strange men. The traveler might be a sorcerer, though they were rare these days. More likely he was a magician on his way to Rynildissen. Bayram had seen the man carry two heavy bags up to his room. It would be interesting to know what was in them and if it would be worthwhile to lighten them a little.


  Bayram Ali never robbed his guests. It was a point of honor. He preferred to leave the work and any possible danger to a professional. He looked around the crowded common room. It was smoky and odorous with the scents of cooking and human bodies. There was much laughter and spilling of wine. Unfortunately, most of the light-fingered brethren present had hasty tempers and were too quick to pull a knife. Bayram would not have violence in his inn.


  Across the room his small, pretty wife, Esme, was struggling to carry a huge frothy pitcher of ale. Two men were pushing and shoving each other for the honor of carrying it for her. Just beyond them, leaning back on a rough bench with her shoulders against the wall, Sparthera was laughing and yelling at the two combatants.


  Sparthera. Bayram Ali grinned broadly. The slim young thief was just what he had in mind. She was daring without being reckless, and had no morals to speak of. They had made more than one bargain in the past.


  He pushed his way across the room, pausing to grab up the pitcher his wife was carrying and slam it down in front of a customer. He knocked the combatants’ heads together, sending them into hysterical laughter, and sent Esme back to the kitchen with a hearty slap on her firm round backside.


  “Ay, Sparthera!”


  The thief laughed up at him. She was finely built and slender, with a tangled mass of tawny hair and high, firm breasts. Her large hazel eyes were set wide over a short, straight nose and full red lips.


  “Well, Bayram Ali, have you come over to knock my head against something too?” She hooked her thumbs in the belt of her leather jerkin and stretched out a pair of lean leather-clad legs.


  “No, little thief. I wondered if you had noticed a certain stranger among my guests.”


  “Oh?” She had lost the smile.


  Bayram Ali sat down on the bench next to her and lowered his voice. “A smooth-skinned man from the East, with bulging saddlebags. His name is Sung Ko Ja. Old Kasan says he came riding a unicorn, with the beast’s horn cut off to disguise it.”


  “A sorcerer!” Sparthera shook her head firmly. “No. I’d as soon try to rob the statue of Khulm. I don’t want anything to do with sorcerers.”


  “Oh, I hardly think he’s a sorcerer,” the innkeeper said soothingly. “No more than a magician, if that. A sorcerer wouldn’t need to disguise anything. This man is trying to avoid drawing attention to himself. He must have something a thief would want, hmm?”


  
    
  

  Sparthera frowned and thought for a moment. No need to ask the terms of the bargain. It would be equal shares, and cheating was expected. “All right. When he comes down to the common room for dinner, or goes out to the privy, let me know. I’ll go up and look around his room.”


  It was several hours before Sung Ko Ja came back down the stairs. The sun was just setting, and Esme and her buxom daughters were beginning to serve the evening meal. Sparthera was sitting at one of the small tables near the kitchen door. Bayram Ali brushed by her with a pot of stew.


  “That’s the one,” he whispered. “With the slanted eyes. His room is the third on the left.”


  Only Sparthera’s eyes moved. Around forty, she thought, and distinctly foreign: round of face, but not fat, with old-ivory skin and dark almond eyes and the manner of a lord. He seemed to be settling in for dinner. Good.


  Sparthera moved quickly up the stairs and along the hall, counting doors. The third door didn’t move when she pushed on the handle. She tried to throw her weight against it and couldn’t; somehow she couldn’t find her balance.


  A spell?


  She went along to the end of the hall where one small window led out onto the first-story roof. Outside, a scant two feet of slippery thatch separated the second-story wall and a drop to the cobblestones in the stableyard.


  The sun had set. The afterglow was bright enough to work in…perhaps not dark enough to hide her? But behind the inn were only fields, and those who had been seeding the fields were gone to their suppers. There was nobody to watch Sparthera work her way around to the window of the magician’s room.


  The narrow opening was covered with oiled paper. She slit it neatly with the tip of the knife she always carried, and reached through. Or tried to. Something blocked her.


  She pushed harder. She felt nothing, but her hand wouldn’t move.


  She swung a fist at the paper window. Her hand stopped jarringly, and this time she felt her own muscles suddenly lock. Her own strength had stopped her swing.


  She had no way to fight such magic. Sparthera hung from the roof by her hands and dropped the remaining four feet to the ground. She dusted herself off and reentered the inn through the front.


  Sung Ko Ja was still eating his meal of roast fowl, bread, and fruit. Bayram Ali was hovering around with one eye on the magician and the other on the stairs. Sparthera caught his eye.


  He joined her. “Well?”


  “I can’t get in. There’s a spell on the room.”


  The innkeeper’s face fell; then he shrugged. “Pity.”


  “I want very much to know what that man has that he thinks is so important.” She bit one finger and considered the ivory-skinned man dining peacefully on the other side of the room. “He doesn’t have the look of the ascetic. What do you think? Would he like a woman to keep him warm on such a cold night?”


  “Sparthera, have you considered what you’re suggesting? My inn’s reputation is important to me. If I offer, you’ll…well. You’d have to do it.”


  “Well?”


  “The one time I myself made such a suggestion, you nearly cut my throat.”


  “That was years ago. I was…it had been…I’d only just thrown that damned tinker out on his ear. I didn’t like men much just then. Besides, this is different. It’s business.”


  Bayram Ali eyed her doubtfully. She was dressed more like a young boy than a woman. Still, the magician was a foreigner. Probably all of the local women looked odd to him. Bayram shrugged and pushed his way across the room.


  Sung Ko Ja looked up.


  The innkeeper smiled broadly. “The wine was good, eh?”


  “Drinkable.”


  “And the fowl? It was young, tender, was it not? Cooked to a nicety?”


  “I ate it. What’s on your mind?”


  “Oh, noble sir! The night will be cold, and I have a girl. Such a girl! A vision of delight, a morsel of sweetness…”


  Sung Ko Ja waved an impatient hand. “All right. So she is everything you claim she is. How much?”


  “Ten.”


  “Too much. Six.”


  Bayram Ali looked stunned, then hurt. “Sir, you insult this princess among women. Why, only last week she was a virgin. Nine.”


  “Seven.”


  “Eight and a half.”


  “Done. And bring me another bottle of wine.” Sung tossed down the last few drops in his tankard and paid the innkeeper. Sparthera was waiting for him at the foot of the stairs. He looked her over briefly and then started up the stairs, carrying his fresh bottle of wine. “Well, come on, girl.”


  He stopped at the door to his room and made a few quick gestures with his left hand before he pushed it open.


  “Why did you do that?” Sparthera asked in girlish innocence.


  “To raise the spell that protects my room. Otherwise I couldn’t let you in, my sweet one.” He laughed softly and burped.


  Sparthera stopped in the doorway. “If you have a spell on this room, does that mean I’ll be locked in?”


  “No, no. You’re free to come and go—as often as you like.” He chuckled. “Until the dawn light comes through that window at the end of the hall and relinks the spell.”


  She entered. The low bed—hardly more than a pallet—held a straw-filled mattress and bedding woven from the local cotton and wool. There was wood stacked in the small fireplace grate, and flint and steel lay next to a single candle in a holder. The magician’s saddlebags were sitting on the floor by the bed.


  Sung looked up at the small window where Sparthera had slashed the paper, and frowned. A cold draft was coming through the opening.


  “I’ll light the fire, shall I?” Sparthera asked.


  She hurried to start a small blaze, while Sung, swaying slightly on his feet, considered the open window. Best that he be distracted. She asked, “Is it true that you’re a magician?”


  He smiled. “There is only one sort of magic I have in mind at the moment.”


  Sparthera hid her sudden nervousness behind a smile. “Ah, but did you bring your wand?”


  The flickering firelight threw their shadows on the wall as Sung guided her to the narrow bed. What followed left Sparthera pleasantly surprised. For all his smooth skin and foreign ways, the stranger proved more than equal to other men she’d known. He was considerate…almost as if she were paying, not he. Even if nothing came of this venture, the evening hadn’t been wasted.


  Two hours later she was beginning to change her mind.


  They were sitting up on the straw-filled mattress, sharing the last of the wine. Sparthera was naked; Sung still wore a wide cloth belt. He had opened one of his bags and was showing her a variety of small trinkets. There were birds that chirped when you tightened a spring, a pair of puppets on strings, flowers made of yellow silk, and squares of bright paper that Sung folded to look like bears and fish. He was very drunk, and talkative.


  
    
  

  “The immortal Sung and his family rule in the land of the Yellow River, a mountainous land far to the East. I was head of the family for twenty years. Now I have abdicated the throne in favor of my son. But I carried away some magic. Watch: I put a half-twist in this strip of paper, join the ends, and now it has only one side and one edge…”


  Sparthera was restless and bored. She had come upstairs expecting to deal with a magician. She had found a cheap toymaker who couldn’t hold his wine. She watched his strong, agile fingers twisting a scrap of paper into a bird…and wondered. His forehead was high and smooth, his face a little too round for her taste, but undeniably good to look on. It was hard to believe that he could be a complete fool. There must be more to him than cheap toys and bragging and a way with women.


  He was rummaging in his bag again and she caught a glimpse of gleaming metal.


  “What is that? The box?”


  “The pointer. The key to Gar’s treasure. A gift to set me on the road.”


  “Gar’s treasure. What’s that?” It sounded vaguely familiar.


  “It’s a secret,” Sung said, and he closed that saddlebag and reached across for the other. And while he was turned away from her, Sparthera pulled a twist of paper from her hair, and opened it, and shook white powder into Sung’s half-empty goblet.


  She didn’t use it all, and it probably wasn’t needed. Sung was on his back and snoring a few minutes later, long before the drug could have taken effect. Sparthera watched him for a few cautious minutes more before she reached into the saddlebag.


  She drew out a silver box. There were pieces of jade and carnelian set in mountings on the lid and sides.


  She was half afraid that a spell sealed this, too, but it opened easily enough. The inside was lined with faded crimson velvet, and all it held was an elongated teardrop of tarnished bronze. There were tiny silver runes inlaid along the length of the dark metal.


  Sparthera picked it up and turned it this way and that. It was thicker than her forefinger and just about as long. A conical hole had been drilled nearly through its underside.


  The box was worth something, but was it worth angering a magician? Probably not, she decided reluctantly. And it certainly wasn’t worth killing for, not here. Bayram Ali would never allow such a thing. She would have to flee Tarseny’s Rest forever, and Sparthera had none of the tourist urge in her.


  The same applied to Sung’s cloth belt. She had felt the coins in it when they made the two-backed beast, but it was no fortune.


  Sung surely ought to be robbed. It would do him good, make him less gullible. But not tonight. Sparthera dropped the pointer in its box, closed it, and was reaching for the saddlebag when she remembered.


  Gar had been Kaythill’s magician.


  And Kaythill was a bandit chief who had raided the lands around Rynildissen City a hundred years ago. He had lasted some twenty years, until the King’s soldiers caught him traveling alone. Under torture Kaythill had steered them to some of his spoils. The rest? A wagonload of gold and jewels had been stolen by Gar the magician. Kaythill and his men had been scouting the countryside for Gar when the soldiers trapped him.


  Of course the King’s men searched for Gar. Some vital pieces of military magic were among the missing treasure. There had been rewards posted, soldiers everywhere, rumors…and Gar’s treasure had grown in the telling, had grown into legend, until it reached Sparthera via her father. She had been…six? It was a wonder she remembered at all.


  And this trinket would point the way to Gar’s treasure?


  Sparthera dressed hurriedly, snatched up the silver box, and left the room. She hesitated in the hall, looking first at her trophy and then back at the door. What would he do when he woke and found the box missing? She had only seen him drunk. A magician sober and looking for lost property might be an entirely different matter.


  She pushed at the door. It opened easily. He hadn’t lied, then: She could come and go as she pleased—until dawn.


  Sparthera hurried down the stairs and out of the inn. It was nearly midnight and there were only a few jovial souls left in the common room. None saw her leave.


  Patrols rarely came to the Thieves’ Quarter of Tarseny’s Rest, but in the Street of the Metalworkers they were common. Sparthera went warily, waiting until a pair of guards had passed before she began throwing pebbles at a certain upstairs window.


  The window came alight. Sparthera stepped out of the shadows, showed herself. Presently Tinx appeared, rubbing his eyes, looking left and right before he pulled her inside.


  “Sparthera! What brings you here, little thief? Are the dogs finally at your heels and you need a place to hide?”


  “How long would it take you to copy this?” She opened the box and held out the bronze teardrop.


  “Hmmm. Not long. The lettering is the hard part, but I do have some silver.”


  “How long?”


  “An hour or two.”


  “I need it now, tonight.”


  “Sparthera, I can’t. I need my sleep.”


  “Tinx, you owe me.”


  Tinx owed her twice. Once, for a pair of thieves who had tried to interest Sparthera in robbing Tinx’s shop. In Sparthera’s opinion, robbing a citizen of Tarseny’s Rest was fouling one’s own nest. She had informed on them. And once she had worked like a slave in his shop, to finish a lucrative job on time; for Sparthera was not always a thief. But Tinx had had other, more pressing debts, and he still owed Sparthera most of her fee.


  The metalworker lifted his hands helplessly and rolled his eyes to heaven. “Will I be rid of you then?”


  “Finished and done. All debts paid.”


  “Oh, all right, then!” He sighed and, still grumbling about his lost night’s sleep, went back inside to light some candles and a lantern to work by.


  Sparthera prowled restlessly about the tiny shop. She found means to make tea. Afterward she prowled some more, until Tinx glared at her and demanded she stay in one place. Then she sat, while Tinx sawed and filed and hammered until he had a bronze teardrop; gouged grooves in the surface; pounded silver wire into the grooves; polished it, compared it to the original, then held it in tongs over a flame until tarnish dulled the silver. He asked, “Just how good are your client’s eyes?”


  “I don’t really know, but by Khulm we’re running out of time!”


  “Well, what do you think?” He handed her copy and original.


  She turned them swiftly in her hands, then dropped the copy into the box and the original into her sleeve. “Has to be good enough. My thanks, Tinx.” She was already slipping through the door. “If this works out…” She was down the street and out of earshot, leaving Tinx to wonder if she had made him a promise. Probably not.


  She stopped inside the front door of the inn. A moment to get her breath, else the whole inn would hear her. Then upstairs, on tiptoe. Third door down. Push. It swung open, and Sparthera swallowed her gasp of relief.


  The magician was still asleep and still snoring. He looked charmingly vulnerable, she thought. Sparthera pushed the box into a saddlebag, under a tunic. It cost her a wrench to leave it, but far better to lose a trinket worth a few gold pieces than to face the wrath of an outraged sorcerer. Sparthera had bigger fish to fry. She tiptoed out and shut the door. The first gray glow of morning was showing through the window at the end of the hall.


  Sparthera stayed out of sight until she saw Sung mount his odd shaggy horse and start off down the King’s Way to Rynildissen. He seemed unsteady in the saddle, and once he clutched at his head. That worried her. “Khulm bear witness, I did go easy on that powder,” she told herself.


  She found Bayram Ali counting money at a table in the common room. He looked up at her expectantly.


  “Well? What did you find?”


  “A few toys. Some scraps of colored paper, and an old silver box that isn’t worth the trouble it would get us.”


  “No money?”


  “Coins in a belt. He never took it off. There wasn’t much in it…not enough, anyway.”


  Bayram Ali scowled. “Very intelligent of you, dear. Still, a pity. He left this for you.” He tucked two fingers into his wide cummerbund and fished out a pair of silver coins. “Perhaps you’ve found a new calling. One for you and one for me, hmm?”


  Sparthera smiled, letting her strong, even white teeth show. “And how much did he pay you last night?”


  “Six pieces of silver,” Bayram Ali said happily.


  “You sold me so cheaply? You’re a liar and your mother was insulted on a garbage heap.”


  “Well. He offered six. We settled for eight.”


  “Four for you, four for me, hmm?”


  He looked pained. Sparthera took her five pieces of silver, winked, and departed, wondering what Sung Ko Ja had really paid. That was part of the fun of bargaining: wondering who had cheated whom.


  But this time Sparthera had the pointer.


  On a bald hill east of the village, Sparthera took the bronze teardrop from her sleeve, along with a needle and the cork from one of Sung Ko Ja’s bottles of wine. She pushed the base of the needle into the cork, set it down, and balanced the pointer on the needle. “Pointer! Pointer, show me the way to Gar’s treasure!” she whispered to it, and nudged it into a spin.


  Three times she spun it and marked where it stopped, pointing north, and northwest, and east.


  She tried holding it in her hand, turning in a circle with her eyes closed, trying to feel a tug. She tried balancing it on her own fingernail. She studied the runes, but they meant nothing to her. After two hours she was screaming curses like a Euphrates fishwife. It didn’t respond to that either.


  Sitting on the bare dusty ground with her chin in her hands and the pointer lying in the dirt in front of her, Sparthera felt almost betrayed. So close! She was so close to wealth that she could almost hear the tinkle of golden coins. She needed advice, and the one person who might help her was one she had vowed never to see again.


  A faint smile crossed her face as she remembered screaming at him, throwing his bags and gear out of the tiny hut they had shared, swearing by the hair on her head that she’d die and rot in hell before she ever went near him again. That damned tinker! Pot-mender, amateur spell-caster, womanizer: his real magic was in his tongue. She’d left her home and family to follow him, and all of his promises had been so much air.


  She’d heard that he lived up in the hills now, that he called himself Shubar Khan and practiced magic to earn a living. If he cast spells the way he mended pans, she thought sourly, he wouldn’t be of much use to her. But perhaps he’d learned something…and there wasn’t anyone else she could go to. She stood up, dusted herself off, and bent to pick up the bronze teardrop.


  The sky was clouding over and the scent of rain was in the air. It matched her dismal mood.


  What about her vow? It had been a general oath, not bound by a particular god, but she had meant it with all her heart. Sometimes vows like that were the most dangerous, for who knew what wandering elemental might be listening? She leaned against Twilight, smoothing his tangled mane and staring out over his back at the rolling foothills and the mountains beyond. Life was too dear and Gar’s treasure too important to risk either on a broken vow. She took her knife from its sheath and started to hack at her own long tawny hair.


  Shubar Khan’s house, hardly more than a hut, was both small and dirty. Sparthera reined her horse to a halt before the door. She looked distastefully at a hog carcass lying in the center of a diagram scratched in the hard dry ground.


  She had sworn never to speak his name, but that name was Tashubar. She called, “Shubar Khan! Come out, Shubar Khan!” She peered into the dark doorway. A faint odor of burning fat was the only sign of habitation.


  “Who calls Shubar Khan?” A man appeared in the doorway and blinked out at her. Sparthera swung herself down from Twilight’s back and lifted her chin a little arrogantly, staring at him.


  “Sparthera?” He rubbed the side of his face and laughed dryly. “Oh-ho. The last time we saw one another you threw things at me. I think I still have a scar somewhere. You wouldn’t care to see it, would you? Ah, well, I thought not.”


  He cocked his head to one side and nodded. “You’re still beautiful. Just like you were when I found you in that haystack. Heh, heh, heh. I like you better with hair, though. What happened to it?”


  “I swore an oath,” she said shortly, wondering a little at what passing time could do to a man. He had been a good thirty years old to her fourteen when they met. Now she was twenty-six, and he was potbellied and sweaty, with a red face and thinning hair and lecherous little eyes. He wore felt slippers with toes that turned up, and five layers of brightly striped woolen robes. He scratched now and then, absentmindedly.


  But he still had the big, knowing hands and strong shoulders that sloped up into his neck, and hadn’t he always scratched? And he’d never been thin, and his eyes couldn’t have shrunk. The change was in her. Suddenly she hungered to get the matter over with and leave Shubar Khan to the past, where he belonged.


  “I’ve come on business. I want you to fix something for me.” She held out the piece of bronze. “It’s supposed to be a pointer, but it doesn’t work.”


  A small dirty hand reached out for the pointer. “I can fix that!”


  Sparthera spun around, reaching for her knife.


  “My apprentice,” Shubar Khan explained. “How would you fix it, boy?”


  “There’s a storm coming up.” The boy, hardly more than twelve, looked at his master with sparkling eyes. “I can climb a tree and tie the thing to a branch high up. When the lightning strikes—”


  “You short-eared offspring of a spavined goat!” Shu-bar bellowed at him. “That would only make it point to the pole star if it didn’t melt first, and if it were iron instead of bronze! Bah!”


  The boy cringed back into the gloom of the hut, which was filled with dry bones, aborted sheep fetuses, and pig bladders stuffed with odd ointments. There was even a two-inch-long unicorn horn prominently displayed on a small silk pillow.


  Shubar Khan peered at the silver runes. He mumbled under his breath, at length. Was he reading them? “Old Sorcerer’s Guild language,” he said, “with some mistakes. What is it supposed to point at?”


  “I don’t know,” Sparthera lied. “Something buried, I think.”


  Shubar Khan unrolled one of the scrolls, weighted it open with a couple of bones, and began to read in a musical foreign tongue. Presently he stopped. “Nothing. Whatever spell was on it, it seems as dead as the gods.”


  “Curse my luck and your skill! Can’t you do anything?”


  “I can put a contagion spell on it for two pieces of silver.” He looked her up and down and grinned. “Or anything else of equal or greater value.”


  “I’ll give you the coins,” Sparthera said shortly. “What will the spell do?”


  Shubar Khan laughed until his paunch shook. “Not even for old time’s sake? What a pity. As to the spell, it will make this thing seek whatever it was once bound to. We’re probably lucky the original spell wore off. A contagion spell is almost easy.”


  Sparthera handed over the money. Gar’s treasure had already cost her far too much. Shubar Khan ushered her and his apprentice—loaded down with phials, a pair of scrolls, firewood, and a small caldron—to a steep crag nearby.


  “Why do we have to come out here?” Sparthera asked.


  “We’re just being cautious,” Shubar Khan said soothingly. He set up the caldron, emptied a few things into it, lit the fire the apprentice had set, and handed the apprentice the bronze teardrop and one of the scrolls. “When the caldron smokes, just read this passage out loud. And remember to enunciate,” he said as he grabbed Sparthera’s arm and sprinted down the hill.


  Sparthera looked uphill at the boy, “This is dangerous, isn’t it? How dangerous?”


  “I don’t know. The original spell isn’t working, but there may be some power left in it, and there’s no telling what it may do. That’s why magicians have apprentices.”


  They could hear the boy chanting in his childish treble, speaking gibberish, but rolling his R’s and practically spitting the P’s. The clouds that had been gathering overhead took on a harsh, ominous quality. The wind came up and the trees whipped and showered leaves on the ground.


  A crack of lightning cast the entire landscape into ghastly brightness. Shubar Khan dived to the ground. Sparthera winced and then strained her eyes into the suddenly smoky air. There was no sign of the boy. Thunder rolled deafeningly across the sky.


  Sparthera ran up the hill, heart thumping. The top of the crag was scorched and blackened. The iron caldron was no more than a twisted blob of metal.


  “Ooohhh!”


  Shubar Khan’s apprentice pulled himself to his feet and looked at her with huge eyes. His face was smudged, his hair scorched, and his clothing still smoldered. He held out a blackened fist with the bronze piece in it.


  “Did, did…did it work?” he asked in a frightened croak.


  Shubar Khan retrieved the pointer and laid it on his palm. It slowly rotated to the right and stopped. He grinned broadly and patted the boy heartily on the shoulder.


  “Excellent! We’ll make a magician of you yet!” He turned to Sparthera and presented the pointer to her with a bow.


  She tucked it inside her tunic. “Thank you,” she said, feeling a little awkward.


  Shubar Khan waved a muscular red hand. “Always pleased to be of service. Spells, enchantments, and glamours at reasonable rates. Maybe someday I can interest you in a love philter.”


  Sparthera rode back down the mountain trail with the bronze teardrop tucked in her tunic, feeling its weight between her breasts like the touch of a lover’s hand. Just above Tarseny’s Rest she reined up to watch a small herd of gazelle bound across a nearby hill. Someday she would build a house on that hill. Someday, when she had Gar’s treasure, she would build a big house with many rooms and many fireplaces. She would have thick rugs and fine furniture, and there would be servants in white tunics embroidered with red leaves.


  She spurred her horse to the crest of the hill. Down below were the river and the town, and across the valley were more hills, leading away to distant mountains.


  “I’m going to be rich!” she yelled. “Rich!”


  The echoes boomed back—“Rich, rich, rich!”—until they finally whimpered into silence. Twilight nickered and pulled at his reins. Sparthera laughed. She would have many horses when she was rich. Horses and cattle and swine.


  She could almost see the hoard trickling through her fingers in a cascade of gold and rainbow colors. Money for the house and the animals and a dowry.


  
    
  

  The dowry would buy her a husband: a fine, respectable merchant who would give her fat, beautiful children to inherit the house and the animals. Sparthera took a last lingering look at the countryside before she swung herself back into the saddle. First, find the treasure!


  She cantered back into town, put Twilight into the stable behind the lodging house, and went to her room. It was a tiny cubicle with a pallet of cotton-covered straw and some blankets against one wall. Rough colorful embroideries hung on the wattle-and-daub walls: relics of the days at home on her father’s farm. Another embroidery was thrown across a large wooden chest painted with flying birds, and a three-legged chair with flowers stenciled on the back stood in one corner.


  Sparthera uncovered the chest and threw open the lid. It was packed with odds and ends—relics of her childhood—and down at the bottom was a small pouch with her savings in it.


  She opened the pouch and counted the coins slowly, frowning. The search might take weeks or months. She would need provisions, extra clothes, and a pack animal to carry them. There wasn’t enough there.


  She would have to borrow or beg an animal from her family. She grimaced at the thought, but she had little choice.


  It was a four-hour ride to her father’s farm. Her mother was out in the barnyard, feeding the chickens, when she rode in. The elder woman looked at her with what might have been resignation.


  “Run out of money and come home again, have you?”


  “Not this time,” Sparthera said, dismounting and placing a dutiful kiss on her mother’s cheek. “I need a horse or an ass. I thought maybe Father had one I could borrow.”


  Her mother looked at her distastefully. “Always you dress like a man. No wonder no decent man ever looks at you. Why don’t you give up all those drunkards you hang around with? Why don’t you…”


  “Mother, I need a horse.”


  “You’ve got a horse. You don’t need another horse.”


  “Mother, I’m going on a trip and I need a pack horse.” Sparthera’s eyes lit with suppressed excitement. “When I come back, I’ll be rich!”


  “Humph. That’s what you said when you ran off with that no-good pot-mender. If your father were here, he’d give you rich all right! You’re lucky he’s in the mountains for a week. I don’t know about horses. Ask Bruk. He’s in the barn.”


  Her mother tossed another handful of grain to the chickens, and Sparthera started across the dusty barnyard.


  “And get yourself some decent clothes!”


  Sparthera sighed and kept moving. Her next-older brother was in the loft, restacking sheaves of last season’s wheat.


  “Bruk? Have you got an extra horse?”


  He looked down at her, squinting into the light from the open barn door. “Sparthera? You haven’t been here for two months. Did you run out of pockets to pick, or just out of men?”


  She grinned. “No more than you ever run out of women. Are you still rolling Mikka in her father’s hayricks?”


  He climbed down from the loft, looking a little glum. “Her father caught us at it twelve days ago, and now I’ve got to trade the rick for a marriage bed and everything that goes with it.” He was a big man, well muscled, with a shock of corn-colored hair, dark eyes, and full, sensuous lips. “Lost your hair, I see. Well, they say that comes of not enough candlewick. Find yourself a man and we’ll make it a double celebration.”


  Sparthera leaned against a stall and laughed heartily. “Caught at last! Well, it won’t do you any harm, and beds aren’t as itchy as piles of hay. You ought to be glad. Once you’ve married, you’ll be safe from all the other outraged fathers.”


  “Will I, though? They may just come after me with barrel staves. And I hate to cut short a promising career. Oh, the youngest daughter of the family in the hollow has grown up to be—”


  “Enough, Bruk. I need a horse. Have you got an extra one?”


  He shook his head. “Twilight pulled up lame, did he?”


  “No. I’m planning a trip and I need a pack animal.”


  Bruk scratched his head. “Can’t you buy one in town? There are always horse dealers in the market square.”


  “I know too many people in Tarseny’s Rest. I don’t want them to know I’m taking this trip. Besides,” she added candidly, “I don’t have enough money.”


  “What are you up to, little sister? Murder, pillage, or simple theft?”


  “Oh, Bruk, it’s the chance to make a fortune! A chance to be rich!”


  He shook his head disgustedly. “Not again. Remember that crockery merchant? And the rug dealer? And that tink—”


  “This time it’s different!”


  “Oh, sure. Anyway, we haven’t got a horse. Why don’t you steal one?”


  This time it was Sparthera’s turn to look disgusted. “You can’t just steal a horse on the spur of the moment. It’s not like a pair of shoes, you know. You have to do a little planning and I don’t have the time. You’d never make a decent thief! You’d just walk in, grab it by the tail, and try to walk out.” She pulled at her lower lip. “Now what am I going to do?”


  They both stood there, thinking. Bruk finally broke the silence. “Well, if you only want it to carry a pack, you might make do with a wild ass. They break to a packsaddle pretty easy. There are some up in the foothills. I’ll even help you catch one.”


  “I guess it’s worth a try.”


  Bruk found a halter and a long rope and led the way across the cultivated fields and up into the hills. The landscape was scrubby underbrush dotted with small stands of trees. There were knolls of rock, and one small stream that ran cackling down the slope.


  Bruk stopped to study a pattern of tracks. “That’ll be one…Spends a lot of time here, too…Yup, I’ll bet it hides over in that copse. You go left and I’ll go right. We’ll get it when it comes out of the trees.”


  They circled cautiously toward a promising stand of small trees. Sure enough, Sparthera could hear something moving within the grove, and even caught a glimpse of brownish hide. A branch cracked under Bruk’s boot, something brown exploded from the cover of the brush, and Bruk yelled, swinging the loop of his rope.


  “Get the halter! Watch out for its hooves. Yeow, oooof!”


  The animal whirled, bounced like a goat on its small sturdy legs, and managed to butt Bruk in the middle. Bruk sat down heavily while Sparthera made a frantic grab for the trailing end of the rope.


  The little animal, frantically trying to dodge her groping hands, was braying, whinnying, and making occasional high-pitched whistling noises. It was the size of a small pony and had a long, silky mane that almost dragged the ground. Its tail was thick, muscular, and held up at an angle. It had two ridiculous little feathery wings, about as long as Sparthera’s forearm, growing out of the tops of its shoulders.


  
    
  

  Bruk staggered to his feet as Sparthera managed to catch and cling to the rope. He launched himself bodily at the beast, grabbed it around the neck, and threw it off balance. It fell heavily to one side, where it kicked its small feet and fluttered its tiny wings to the accompaniment of an incredible cacophony of hoots, whistles, and brays.


  Sparthera clapped her hands over her ears and yelled. “That’s no wild ass! What on earth is it? Some sort of magic beast?”


  Bruk was busily fitting his halter on their uncooperative captive. “I don’t know,” he panted. “I think it’s half ass and half nightmare. If a sorcerer dreamed it up, he must have been drunk.”


  He stood back and let it scramble to its feet. It lowered its head, pawed the ground savagely, lifted its tail, and jumped with all four feet. The maneuver carried it forward perhaps two paces, its little wings flapping frantically.


  Sparthera burst out laughing, doubled over with mirth. When she recovered enough, she stared at their captive and shook her head. “Do you think it can be broken to carry a pack?”


  “Let’s get it down to the barn and we’ll try it with a packsaddle.”


  Getting the wingbeast down the hill was a production in its own right. It bolted, tried to roll, then dug its feet in like the most obstinate of jackasses. Finally, tired, irritated, and covered with grime, the three of them made it to the barnyard.


  They managed to get the saddle on its back—after Sparthera had been butted and trampled and her brother had been dumped in the watering trough—and stood back to watch.


  The small animal bucked. It turned, twisted, flapped its foolish little wings, and rolled in the dust. It tried to bite the saddle girth and scrape the saddle off against the fence. It kicked its heels and brayed. Just when they thought it would never quit, it stopped, sides heaving, and glared at them.


  The next day it accepted a ripe apple from Sparthera, bit Bruk in the buttocks, and managed to bolt into the house, where Sparthera’s mother hit it on the nose with a crock of pickled cabbage.


  Sparthera was losing patience. It was all taking too long. Had Sung Ko Ja discovered her trick? Was he searching Tarseny’s Rest for the woman who had stolen his pointer? She had told Bayram Ali that she was visiting her parents. Someone would come to warn her, surely.


  But nobody came, that day or the next, and a horrid thought came to her. Sung Ko Ja must have followed the pointer far indeed. Even without the pointer, he must have a good idea where the treasure lay. He might have continued on. At that moment he could be unearthing Sparthera’s treasure!


  It was three days before the winged beast gave up the fight, trotted docilely at the end of a rope, and accepted the weight of a loaded packsaddle. It even gave up trying to bite, as long as they kept out of its reach. Sparthera named it Eagle.


  “It would be better called Vulture!” Bruk said, rubbing at a healing wound. “It’s smart, though, I’ll grant you that. Only took the beast three days to realize it couldn’t get rid of that saddle.”


  “Three days,” Sparthera said wearily. “Bruk, for once you were right. I should have stolen a horse.”


  She rode back to town, leading the wingbeast along behind. It took her half a day to buy provisions and pack her clothing. In late afternoon she set out on the King’s Road, holding the bronze pointer like the relic of some ancient and holy demigod.


  She was expecting to ride into the wilderness—into some wild, unpopulated area where a treasure could lie hidden for eighty years. But the pointer was tugging her along the King’s Way, straight toward Rynildissen, the ruling city of the biggest state around. That didn’t bother her at first. Rynildissen was four days’ hard riding for a King’s messenger, a week for a traveler on horseback, two for a caravan. And Gar’s band had done their raiding around Rynildissen.


  
    
  

  The King’s Way was a military road. It ran as wide as a siege engine and as straight as an arrow’s flight. It made for easy traveling, but Sparthera worried about sharing her quest with too much traffic. She found extensive litter beside the road: burnt-out campfires, horse droppings, garbage that attracted lynxes. It grew ever fresher. On her third afternoon she was not surprised to spy an extensive dust plume ahead of her. By noon of the next day she had caught up with a large merchant caravan.


  She was about to ride up alongside the trailing wagon when she caught a glimpse of an odd shaggy horse with a tail like an ass. There was a figure in bulky eastern robes on its back. Sung!


  Sparthera pulled her horse hard to the side and rode far out over the rolling hill and away from the road. She had no desire to trade words with the smooth-faced magician. But what was he doing there? The caravan was protection from beasts and minor thieves, but the caravan was slow. He could have been well ahead of Sparthera by now.


  He didn’t know the pointers had been switched! That must be it. The seeking-spell had been nearly dead already. Sung had followed it from far to the East; now he was following his memory, with no idea that anyone was behind him.


  Then the important thing was to delay him. She must find the treasure, take it, and be miles away before Sung Ko Ja reached the site.


  All day she paced the caravan. At dusk they camped round a spring. Leaving her horse, Sparthera moved down among the wagons, tents, oxen, and camels. She avoided the campfires. Sung Ko Ja had pitched a small red-and-white-striped tent. His unicorn was feeding placidly out of a nosebag.


  Stealing a roll of rich brocade was easy. The merchant should have kept a dog. It was heavy stuff, and she might well be spotted moving it out of camp, but she didn’t have to do that. After studying Sung’s tent for some time, watching how soundly Sung slept, she crept around to the back of the tent and rolled the brocade under the edge. Then away, hugging the shadows, and into the hills before the moon rose. Dawn found her back on the highway, well ahead of the caravan, chuckling as she wondered how Sung would explain his acquisition.


  When she dug the pointer out of her sleeve, her sense of humor quite vanished. The pointer was tugging her back. She must have ridden too far.


  After a hasty breakfast of dried figs and jerked meat, Sparthera started to retrace her path, paralleling the King’s Way. Days of following the pointer had left painful cramping in both hands, but she dared not set it down now. At any moment she expected the bronze teardrop to pull her aside.


  She was paying virtually no attention to her path. At the crest of a smooth hill, she looked up to see another horse coming toward her. Its rider was a smooth-faced man with skin the color of old ivory, and his almond eyes were amused. It was too late even to think of hiding.


  “Oh-ho! My sweet little friend from two nights ago. What brings you onto the King’s Way?”


  “My hair,” Sparthera improvised. “Cosmetics. There’s a witch-woman who lives that way”—she gestured vaguely south and gave him her best effort at a flirtatious smile—“and I find I can afford her fees, thanks to the generosity of a slant-eyed magician.”


  “Oh, dear, and I had hoped your lips were aching for another kiss.” He looked at her critically. “You don’t need to visit any witch. Even shorn, you are quite enchanting. You must share my midday meal. I insist. Come, we can rest in the shade of those trees yonder.”


  Sparthera was afraid to spur her horse and flee. He might suspect nothing at all, else why had he joined the caravan? She turned her horse obediently and rode to the shade of the small grove with him, trailing the wingbeast behind at the end of its halter.


  Sung slid easily from his unicorn. He still didn’t seem dangerous. She could insist on preparing the food. Wine she could spill while pretending to drink. She swung down from her horse—


  Her head hurt. Her eyes wouldn’t focus. She tried to roll over and her head pulsed in red pain. Her arms and legs seemed caught in something. Rope? She waited until her head stopped throbbing before she tried to learn more.


  Then it was obvious. Her hands were tied behind her; a leather strap secured her ankles to one of the shade trees. Sung Ko Ja was sitting cross-legged on a rug in front of her, flipping a bronze teardrop in the air.


  Bastard. He must have hit her on the head while she was dismounting.


  “Two nights ago I noticed that someone had cut the paper out of my bedroom window,” he said. “I woke yesterday morning with a foul taste in my mouth, but that could have been cheap wine or too much wine. Last night some rogue put a roll of stolen dry goods in my baggage, which caused me no end of embarrassment. I would not ordinarily have thought of you in connection with this. I confess that my memories of our time together are most pleasant. However”—he paused to sip at a bowl of tea, “however, my unicorn, who can whisper strange things when I want him to, and sometimes when I don’t—”


  “He speaks?”


  The unicorn was glaring at her. Sparthera glared back. Magician or no, she felt that this was cheating, somehow.


  “Such a disappointment,” said Sung Ko Ja. “If only you had come to my arms last night, all of this might be different. You sadden me. Here you are, and here is this.” He held up the pointer. “Why?”


  She looked at the ground, biting her lip.


  “Why?”


  “Money, of course!” she blurted out. “You said that thing was the key to a treasure! Wouldn’t you have taken it, too, in my place?”


  Sung laughed and rubbed his fingers over his chin. “No, I don’t think so. But I am not you. It may be this was my fault. I tempted you.”


  He got to his feet. He tilted her head back with one hand so he could look into her eyes. “Now, what’s to be done? Swear to be my slave and I’ll take you along to look for Gar’s treasure.”


  “A slave? Never! My people have always been free. I’d rather die than be a slave!”


  Sung looked distressed. “Let’s not call it slavery, then, if you dislike it so much. Bondage? Binding? Let’s say you will bind yourself to me. For seven years and a day, or until we find treasure to equal your weight in gold.”


  “And if we find the treasure, what then?”


  “Then you’re free.”


  “That’s not good enough. I want part of the treasure.”


  Sung laughed again, this time in pure amusement. “You bargain hard for one who has been pinioned and tied to a tree. All right. Part of the treasure, then.”


  “How much of it?” she asked warily.


  “Hmmm. I take the first and second most valuable items. We split the rest equally.”


  “Who decides—”


  Sung was growing irritated. “I’ll split the remaining treasure into two heaps. You choose which heap you want.”


  That actually sounded fair. “Agreed.”


  “Ah, but now it is my turn. What are you going to swear by, my little sweetheart? I want your oath that you’ll offer me no harm, that you’ll stay by my side and obey my commands until the terms of the agreement are met.”


  Sparthera hesitated. It didn’t take a magician to know how to make an oath binding. Even nations kept their oaths…to the letter, and that could make diplomacy interesting…


  She could be making herself rich. Or she could be throwing away seven years of her life. Would Sung hold still for a better bargain?


  Not a chance. “All right. I’ll swear by Khulm, the thieves’ god who stands in the shrine at Rynildissen. May he break my fingers if I fail.”


  “You swear, then?”


  “I swear.”


  Sung bent down and kissed her heartily on the lips. Then he set about freeing her. He set out tea while she was rubbing her wrists. There was a lump on her head. The tea seemed to help.


  She said, “We must be very near the treasure. The pointer led me back the way we came…straight into your arms, in fact.”


  Sung chuckled. He fished the silver box out of his saddlebag. He opened it, took out Sparthera’s counterfeit bronze teardrop, hesitated, then dropped it on the rug. He stood up with the genuine object in his hand.


  Sparthera cried, “Stop! That’s—” Too late. Sung had flung the genuine pointer into a grove of low trees.


  “I’ll keep yours,” he said. “It’s only for the benefit of people who think a box has to contain something. Now watch.”


  He pressed down on the silver box in two places and twisted four of the small stone ornaments. The box folded out flat into a cross shape with one long arm.


  “You see? There never was a spell on the bronze lump. You took it to a spell-caster, didn’t you?” Sparthera nodded. “And he put some kind of contagion spell on it, didn’t he?” She nodded again. “So the bronze lump sought what it had been a part of: the box. It’s been in there too long.”


  Sung pulled the faded red lining off of the surface. Underneath, the metal was engraved with patterns and lettering. Sung stroked a finger over the odd markings. “It looks like a valuable trinket on the outside. No casual thief would just throw it away. I might have a chance to get it back. But a magician turned robber would take the pointer, just as you did.”


  She’d had it in her hands! Too late, too late. “When can we start looking for Gar’s treasure?”


  “Tomorrow morning, if you’re so eager. Meanwhile, the afternoon is growing cold. Come here and warm my heart.”


  “Sung, dear, just how cl…” Sparthera’s words trailed off in surprise. She had walked straight into Sung’s arms. She had behaved like this with no man, not since that damned tinker. Her voice quavered as she said, “I don’t act like this. Sung, what magic is on me now?”


  He pulled back a little. “Why, it’s your own oath!”


  “I feel like that puppet you showed me! This isn’t what I meant!”


  Sung sighed. “Too bad. Well—”


  “I don’t mean I won’t share your bed.” Her voice was shrill with near-hysteria. “I just—I want power over my own limbs, damn you. Sung!”


  “Yes. I tell you now that binding yourself to me does not involve becoming my concubine.”


  She pulled away, and turned her back, and found it was possible. “Good. Good. Sung, thank you.” Her brow furrowed suddenly and she turned back to face him. “What if you tell me different later?”


  She might have guessed that Sung’s answer would be a shrug. “All right. What was I trying to say earlier? Oh, I remember. Just how close is the King’s Way? We don’t want that caravan camping next to us. Somebody might get nosy.”


  Sung agreed. They moved a good distance down the King’s Way before they camped for the night.


  In the morning Sparthera saddled Twilight and loaded Eagle, while Sung packed his gear on the unicorn. The wingbeast caught his attention.


  “Where did you get that creature?”


  “Near my father’s farm. It was running wild. I think it’s some sort of magic beast.”


  Sung shook his head sadly. “No, quite the opposite. In my grandfather’s day there were flocks of beautiful horses that sailed across the sky on wings as wide as the King’s Way. He rode one when he was a little boy. It couldn’t lift him when he grew too big. As time went on, the colts were born with shorter, weaker wings, until all that was left were little beasts like this one. I used to catch them when I was a boy, but never to fly. Enchantment is going out of the world, Sparthera. Soon there will be nothing left.”


  It was a mystery to Sparthera how her companion read the talisman. It looked the same to her, no matter which way he said it pointed. Sung tried to show her when they set off that morning. He set the flattened-out box on the palm of her hand and said, “Keep reading it as you turn it. The runes don’t actually change, but when the long end points right, the message becomes ‘Ta netyillo iliq pratht’ instead of ‘tanetyi lo—’”


  “Skip it. Just skip it.”


  In any case, the pointer continued to lead them straight down the King’s Way.


  They reached an inn about dusk, and Sung paid for their lodging. Sparthera watched him setting the spells against thieves. Sung was not secretive. Quite the contrary: He drilled her in the spells, so that she would be able to set them for him.


  Though he had freed her from the obligation, the magician seemed to consider lovemaking as part of their agreement. Sparthera had no complaints. The magician was adept at more than spells. When she told him this, she expected him to preen himself; but Sung merely nodded.


  “Keeping the women happy is very necessary in Sung House. How much did I tell you about us, that first night?”


  “You were the immortal Sung. You abdicated in favor of your son.”


  “I was bragging.”


  “What were you? Not the stable hand, I think.”


  “Oh, I was the immortal Sung, true enough. We rule a fair-sized farming region, a valley blocked off by mountains and the Yellow River. We know a little magic—we keep a herd of unicorns and sell the horn, or use it ourselves—but that’s not what keeps the farmers docile. They think they’re being ruled by a sorcerer seven hundred years old.”


  “The immortal Sung.”


  “Yes. I became the immortal Sung when I was twenty. My mother set a spell of glamour on me, to make me look exactly like my father. Then I was married to Ma Tay, my cousin, and set on the throne.”


  “That’s…I never heard of glamour being used to make anyone look older.”


  “That’s a nice trick, isn’t it? The spell wears off over twenty years, but of course you’re getting older, too, looking more and more like your father, magic aside. When I reached forty my wife put the glamour on my eldest son. And here I am, under oath to travel until nobody has ever heard of Sung House. Well, I’ve done that. Someday maybe I’ll meet my father.”


  “What happens to your wife?”


  “She took my mother’s place as head of the House. It’s actually the women who rule in Sung House. The immortal Sung is just a figurehead.”


  Sparthera shook her head, smiling. “It still sounds like a nice job…and they didn’t throw you out naked.”


  “No. We know all our lives what’s going to happen. We think on how we’ll leave, what we’ll take, where we’ll go. We collect tales of other lands, and artifacts that could help us. There’s a little treasure room of things a departing Sung may take with him.”


  He leaned back on the bed and stretched. “When I left, I took the pointer. It always fascinated me, even as a boy. I collected rumors about Gar’s treasure. It wasn’t just the gold and the jewels that stuck in my mind. There is supposed to be a major magical tool too.”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s a levitation device. Haven’t you ever wanted to fly?”


  Sparthera’s lips pursed in a silent O. “What a thief could do with such a thing!”


  “Or a military spy.”


  “Yes…and the Regency raised hell trying to find Gar’s treasure. But of course you’d keep it yourself.”


  “Or sell it to one government or another. But I’ll fly with it first.”


  That night, cuddled close in Sung’s arms, Sparthera roused herself to ask a question. “Sung? What if I should have a child by you?”


  He was silent for a long time. Long enough that she wondered if he’d fallen asleep. When he did answer it was in a very soft voice. “We would ride off into the mountains and build a great hall, and I would put a glamour on the child to raise up a new House of Sung.”


  Satisfied, Sparthera snuggled down into the magician’s arms to dream of mountains and gold.


  They woke late the next morning, with the dust of the caravan actually in sight. They left it behind them as they rode, still following the King’s Way. “This is ridiculous,” Sung fretted. “Another day and we’ll be in Rynildissen!”


  “Is it possible that this Gar actually buried his loot in the King’s Way?”


  “I wouldn’t think he’d have the chance. Still, I suppose nobody would look for it there. Maybe.”


  Around noon they reached a region of low hills. The King’s Way began to weave among them like a snake, but the silver box pointed them steadfastly toward Rynildissen. Sung dithered. “Well, do we follow the road, or do we cut across country wherever the pointer points?”


  Sparthera said, “Road, I guess. We’ll know if we pass it.”


  And road it was, until the moment when Sung sucked in his breath with a loud “Ah!”


  “What is it?”


  “The talisman’s pointing that way, south.” He turned off, guiding the unicorn uphill. Sparthera followed, pulling the wingbeast along after her. The unicorn seemed to be grumbling just below audibility.


  Now the land was rough and wild. There were ravines and dry creekbeds and tumbled heaps of soil and stone. They were crossing the crest of a hill when Sung said, “Stop.”


  The unicorn stopped. Sparthera reined in her horse. The wingbeast walked into Twilight’s haunches, got kicked, and sat down with a dismal bray.


  
    
  

  Sung ignored the noise. “Down in that ravine. We’ll have to try it on foot.”


  They had to move on all fours in places. The bottom of the ravine was thick with brush. Sparthera hesitated as Sung plunged into a thorn thicket. When she heard his muttered curses stop suddenly, she followed.


  She found him surrounded by scattered bones and recognized the skull of an ass. “The pointer reads right in all directions. We’re right on it,” he said.


  A pair of large stones, brown and cracked, looked a bit too much alike. Sparthera touched one. Old leather. Saddlebags?


  The bag was so rotten, it had almost merged with the earth. It tore easily. Within was cloth that fell apart in her hands, and a few metal ornaments that were green with verdigris. Badges of rank, for a soldier of Rynildissen. In the middle of it all, something twinkled, something bright.


  Sung had torn the other bag apart. “Nothing. What have you got?”


  She turned it in her hand: a bright faceted stone, shaped like a bird and set into a gold ring. “Oh, how pretty!”


  “Hardly worth the effort,” Sung said. He worked his way backward out of the thicket and stood up. “Diamonds have no color. They’re not worth much. You see this kind of trinket in any Shanton jewel bazaar. Give it here.”


  Sparthera handed it over, feeling forlorn. “Then that’s all there is?”


  “Oh, I doubt it. We’re on the track. This was just the closest piece. It must have been part of the hoard, or the talisman wouldn’t have pointed us here. Even so…how did it get here? Did Gar lose a pack mule?”


  He opened out the pointer. With the bird’s beak he traced a looping curve on the silver surface. “There. The talisman is pointing true again. There’s still treasure to be found.”


  They climbed back uphill to their steeds. The King’s Way was well behind them now, and lost among the hills. They were picking their way across a nearly dry stream bed when Sung said, “We’re passing it.”


  “Where?”


  “I don’t know yet.” Sung dismounted. “You wait here. Sparthera, come along,” and she realized he’d spoken first to the unicorn. He picked his way carefully up a vast sloping spill of shattered boulders: leg-breaker country. At the top, panting heavily, he opened the box and turned in a circle.


  “Well?”


  Sung turned again. He spoke singsong gibberish in what might have been a lengthy spell; but it sounded like cursing.


  “Are you just going to keep spinning?”


  “It says all directions are wrong!”


  “Uh? Point it down.”


  Sung stared at her. Then he pointed the talisman at his feet. He said, “‘Ta netyillo—’ Sparthera, my love, you may be the best thing that ever happened to me.”


  “I am delighted to hear it. My shovel’s still on the horse. Shall I go for it?”


  “Yes. No, wait a bit.” He started walking, staring at the talisman. “It must be deep. Yards deep. More. Forget the shovel, there must be a cave under us.” He grinned savagely at her. “We’ll have to find the entrance. We’re almost there, love. Come on.”


  They trudged down the hill, trying to avoid twisted ankles or worse. Sparthera paused to catch her breath and caught a blur of motion out of the corner of her eye. It was headed for the animals. “Sung! What—”


  Twilight whinnied in terror. He tossed his head, pulling loose the reins Sparthera had looped over a bush, and bolted downhill. The unicorn had splayed his front feet and lowered his head, as if he thought he still owned a spear. The winged packbeast, filling the air with a bedlam of sound, was bounding rapidly away in two-pace-long jumps, tiny wings beating the air frantically.


  Sung let out a yell and charged up to the top of the ravine, swinging a heavy branch he’d snatched up on the way. Sparthera clambered up beside him, swearing as she saw her animals heading off across the landscape. There was a loud wailing sound that put the wingbeast’s efforts to shame, and then silence. The thing had vanished.


  “What was that?”


  “I don’t know. I’m more interested in where it went. Keep an eye out, love.” Sung pulled his sword from the pack and wandered about the shattered rock.


  Sparthera’s nose picked up a heavy musky animal odor. She followed it, heart pounding, knife in hand. They were too close to the treasure to stop now.


  The odor was wafting out of a black gap in the rocks, less than a yard across. Sung clambered up to look.


  “That’s it,” he said. “It’s not big enough, though. If we crawled through that, the thing—whatever it is—would just take our heads as they poked through. We’ll have to move some rocks.”


  Sparthera picked up a heavy boulder and hurled it away. “I feel an irrational urge to go home.”


  “I can’t go home. Let’s move some rocks,” said Sung, and she did. The sun had dropped a fair distance toward Rynildissen, and every muscle in her body was screaming, before the dripping, panting Sung said, “Enough. Now we need torches.”


  “Sung. Did it…occur to you…to let me rest?”


  “Well, why didn’t you…oh.” Sung was disconcerted. “Sparthera, I’m used to giving orders to women, because I’m supposed to be the immortal Sung. But it’s just for show. I’m also used to being disobeyed.”


  “I can’t.” She was crying.


  “I’ll be more careful. Shall we rest, have some tea?”


  “Good. Offer me a swallow of wine.”


  “That’s not—”


  “For Khulm’s sake. Sung, do you think I’d go in there drunk? It’s in there. I know it. I kept waiting for it to jump on me. Don’t you have a spell to protect us?”


  “No. We don’t even know what it is. Here—” He turned her around and began to massage her neck and shoulders, fingers digging in. Sparthera felt tensed muscles unraveling, loosening. It was a wonderful surprise.


  She said, “It must have half killed the Sung women to let you go.”


  “Somehow they managed.” She barely heard the bitterness; but it did bother him.


  It was dark in there. The late afternoon light only reached a dozen paces in. They stepped in, holding the torches high.


  There was a rustling flurry of motion and a loud whimpering cry.


  If one of them had run, the other would have followed. As it was, they walked slowly forward behind Sung’s sword and Sparthera’s dagger.


  The cave wasn’t large. A stream ran through the middle. Sparthera noted two skeletons on either side of the stream, lying faceup as if posed…


  Another cry and a scrabbling sound. Something huge and dark moved just outside the perimeter of light. The animal odor had become sickeningly strong. Sung held the light higher.


  Off in a corner, something huge was trying to pack itself into a very narrow crevice. It looked at them with absolute panic in its eyes, pulled its long scaly tail closer under its legs, and tried fruitlessly to move away.


  “What in the world is it?”


  “Nothing from this world, that’s certain,” Sung said. “It looks like something that was conjured up out of a bad dream. Probably was. Gar’s guardian.”


  The creature was partly furred and partly scaled. It had a long toothed snout and broad paddlelike front paws with thick nails. There was a rusted iron collar around its neck, with a few links of broken chain attached. Now its claws stopped grinding against rock, and its tail came up to cover its eyes.


  “What is it trying to do?” Sparthera whispered.


  “Well, it seems to be trying to hide in that little crack.”


  “Oh, for the love of Khulm! You mean it’s scared!”


  The beast gave a long wailing moan at the sound of her voice. Its claws resumed scratching rock.


  “Let it alone,” Sung said. He swung the torch around to reveal the rest of the cave. They found a torn and scattered pack, with the remains of weevily flour and some broken boxes nearly collapsed from dry rot. Two skeletons were laid out as for a funeral. They had not died in bed. The rib cage on one seemed to have been torn wide open. The other seemed intact below the neck; but it was still wearing a bronze helmet bearing the crest of a soldier of Rynildissen; and the helmet and skull had been squashed as flat as a miser’s sandwich.


  Aside from the small stream that ran between them, and assorted gypsum deposits, the cave was otherwise empty.


  “I’m afraid the Regent’s army got here first,” Sung said.


  Sparthera bent above one of the skeletons. “Do you think that thing did this? Did it kill them, or just gnaw the bodies? It doesn’t seem dangerous now.”


  
    
  

  “It probably wasn’t all that scared in the beginning.” Sung was grinning. “Gar must have left it here to guard the treasure, with a chain to keep it from running away. When the Regent’s soldiers found the cave, it must have got the first ones in. Then the rest piled in and pounded it into mush. Conjured beasts like that are practically impossible to kill, but did you notice the scars on the muzzle and forelegs? It hasn’t forgotten.”


  “I feel sort of sorry for it,” Sparthera said. Then the truth came home to her and she said, “I feel sorry for us! The treasure must have been gone for years. Except—the talisman led us here!”


  Sung walked forward, following the talisman. He stopped above the skeleton with the flattened skull. “‘Ta netyillo—’ Yes.”


  He reached into the rib cage and came up with a mass of color flickering in his hands. Sparthera reached into it and found a large ruby. There were three others besides, and two good-sized emeralds.


  Sung laughed long and hard. “So, we have a greedy soldier to thank. He ran in, saw a pile of jewels, snatched up a fistful, and swallowed them. He must have thought it would come out all right in the end. Instead, Gar’s pet got him.” Sung wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Fate is a wonderful thing. Here, give me those.”


  She did, and Sung began tracing the curve on the talisman, one jewel at a time. She said, “They wouldn’t have left a talisman of levitation.”


  “No, they wouldn’t.”


  “And this stuff isn’t worth nearly my weight in gold.”


  Sung stiffened. “The pointer! It’s pointing into the wall itself!” He got up and began moving along the wall.


  Sparthera grimaced but said nothing.


  Sung called, “Either it’s cursed deep in there, or there’s another cave, or…Why do I bother? It’s pointing to Rynildissen.”


  “Maybe other places too. There was a war with Sarpuree seventy years ago. We lost, so there was tribute to pay. I don’t even have to guess where the Regent got the money to pay for it all. He may have sold most of the treasure.”


  “Humph. Yes. And if there were any decorative items left, they could be spread all through the palace. And some of the soldiers probably hid a few little things like that diamond bird. Even if we were crazy enough to rob the Regent’s palace, we’d never get it all. It’s the end of our treasure hunt, girl.”


  “But you said…Sung! How can I ever win my freedom if we don’t go on?”


  “Oh, we’ll go on. But not looking for Gar’s treasure.” Sung scooped the jewels into his pocket and handed her the little diamond bird. “Keep this as a memento. The rest…well, I’ve thought of opening a toy shop. In Rynildissen, maybe.”


  “A toy shop?”


  Sung frowned. “You don’t like toys, do you?”


  “Everybody likes toys. But we’re adults, Sung!”


  “Girl, don’t you know that human beings are natural magicians? I think it’s hereditary. The magic was always there to be used…but now it isn’t. And we still want magic. Especially children.”


  “Those toys aren’t—”


  “No, of course not, but they’re as close as you’re likely to get these days, especially in a city. Toys from far places might sell very well.”


  She was still angry. Sung reached to run his fingers over the tawny stubble on her head. “We’ll live well enough. Come kiss me, little thief. Seven years isn’t such a long time.”


  Sparthera kissed him; she couldn’t help it. Then she said, “I wondered if a diamond bird could be your talisman of levitation.”


  Sung’s eyes widened. “I wonder…it’s worth a try. Not in here, though.” He took the bird and scrambled up scree toward the cave entrance.


  Sparthera started after him. Then, holding her torch high, she looked up. The rock tapered to a high natural vault. It looked unstable, dangerous. Something…a bright point?


  Compelled, she continued climbing after Sung. But the diamond trinket (she told herself) was no flying spell. She’d been wrong: no soldier would have stolen that. It would be treason. By staying here she would be working in Sung’s best interests (she told herself, scrambling up the rocks). There was no point in shouting after him. If she was wrong, at least he wouldn’t be disappointed (she told herself, and at last the pull of her oath lost its grip).


  Sung was out of sight. Sparthera scrambled back down and set to work.


  The soldiers had taken all of their equipment before they turned the cave into a crypt for their brethren by pulling down the entrance. They had taken armor but left the crushed helmet that was part of one corpse. They had taken the metal point from a snapped spear, but a three-pace length of shaft remained.


  Sparthera dipped a piece of cloth into the stream, then into some of the moldy flour scattered on the rock floor. She kneaded the cloth until it turned gooey, then wrapped it around the broken tip of the spear. She climbed scree to get closer to the ceiling, and reached up with the spear, toward a bright point on the cave roof.


  It stuck. She pulled it down: thin gold filigree carved into a pair of bird’s wings, about the size of her two hands. It tugged upward against her fingers.


  “Lift me,” she whispered. And she rose until her head bumped rock.


  “Set me down,” she whispered, and drifted back to earth.


  
    
  

  No castle in the world held a room so high that she could not rob it, with this. And she waited for the impulse that would send her scrambling out to give it to Sung.


  Sung was bounding downhill with his arms flapping, one hand clutching the diamond bauble, looking very like a little boy at play. He turned in fury at the sound of Sparthera’s laughter.


  “I’ve found it!” she called, holding the golden talisman high.


  And as Sung ran toward her, beaming delight, Sparthera gloated.


  For the instant in which she flew, Sparthera’s weight in gold had been far less than the value of the paltry treasure they had found.


  She might stay with Sung long enough to take back the jewels, or at least the wings. She might even stay longer. If he were right about the toy shop…perhaps he need never learn that she was free.


  
    
  

  


  “Mana from Heaven”


  ♦

  by Roger Zelazny


  


  I felt nothing untoward that afternoon, whereas, I suppose, my senses should have been tingling. It was a balmy, sun-filled day with but the lightest of clouds above the ocean horizon. It might have lulled me within the not unpleasant variations of my routine. It was partly distraction, then, of my subliminal, superliminal perceptions, my early-warning system, whatever…This, I suppose, abetted by the fact that there had been no danger for a long while, and that I was certain I was safely hidden. It was a lovely summer day.


  There was a wide window at the rear of my office, affording an oblique view of the ocean. The usual clutter lay about—opened cartons oozing packing material, a variety of tools, heaps of rags, bottles of cleaning compounds and restoratives for various surfaces. And of course the acquisitions: Some of them still stood in crates and cartons; others held ragged rank upon my workbench, which ran the length of an entire wall—a rank of ungainly chessmen awaiting my hand. The window was open and the fan purring so that the fumes from my chemicals could escape rapidly. Bird songs entered, and a sound of distant traffic, sometimes the wind.


  
    
  

  My styrofoam coffee cup rested unopened upon the small table beside the door, its contents long grown cold and unpalatable to any but an oral masochist. I had set it there that morning and forgotten it until my eyes chanced to light upon it. I had worked through coffee break and lunch, the day had been so rewarding. The really important part had been completed, though the rest of the museum staff would never notice. Time now to rest, to celebrate, to savor all I had found.


  I raised the cup of cold coffee. Why not? A few words, a simple gesture…


  I took a sip of the icy champagne. Wonderful.


  I crossed to the telephone then, to call Elaine. This day was worth a bigger celebration than the cup I held. Just as my hand was about to fall upon the instrument, however, the phone rang. Following the startle response, I raised the receiver.


  “Hello,” I said.


  Nothing.


  “Hello?”


  Nothing again. No…Something.


  Not some weirdo dialing at random either, as I am an extension…


  “Say it or get off the pot,” I said.


  The words came controlled, from back in the throat, slow, the voice unidentifiable:


  “Phoenix—Phoenix—burning—bright,” I heard.


  “Why warn me, asshole?”


  “Tag. You’re—it.”


  The line went dead.


  I pushed the button several times, roused the switchboard.


  “Elsie,” I asked, “the person who just called me—what were the exact words—”


  “Huh?” she said. “I haven’t put any calls through to you all day, Dave.”


  “Oh.”


  “You okay?”


  “Short circuit or something,” I said. “Thanks.”


  I cradled it and tossed off the rest of the champagne. It was no longer a pleasure, merely a housecleaning chore. I fingered the tektite pendant I wore, the roughness of my lava-stone belt buckle, the coral in my watchband. I opened my attaché case and replaced certain items I had been using. I removed a few, also, and dropped them into my pockets.


  It didn’t make sense, but I knew that it had been for real because of the first words spoken. I thought hard. I still had no answer, after all these years. But I knew that it meant danger. And I knew that it could take any form.


  I snapped the case shut. At least it had happened today, rather than, say, yesterday. I was better prepared.


  I closed the window and turned off the fan. I wondered whether I should head for my cache. Of course, that could be what someone expected me to do.


  I walked up the hall and knocked on my boss’s half-open door.


  “Come in, Dave. What’s up?” he asked.


  Mike Thorley, in his late thirties, mustached, well dressed, smiling, put down a sheaf of papers and glanced at a dead pipe in a big ashtray.


  “A small complication in my life,” I told him. “Is it okay if I punch out early today?”


  “Sure. Nothing too serious, I hope?”


  I shrugged.


  “I hope not, too. If it gets that way, though, I’ll probably need a few days.”


  He moved his lips around a bit, then nodded.


  “You’ll call in?”


  “Of course.”


  “It’s just that I’d like all of that African stuff taken care of pretty soon.”


  “Right,” I said. “Some nice pieces there.”


  He raised both hands.


  “Okay. Do what you have to do.”


  “Thanks.”


  I started to turn away. Then, “One thing,” I said.


  “Yes?”


  “Has anybody been asking about me—anything?”


  He started to shake his head, then stopped.


  “Unless you count that reporter,” he said.


  “What reporter?”


  “The fellow who phoned the other day, doing a piece on our new acquisitions. Your name came up, of course, and he had a few general questions—the usual stuff, like how long you’ve been with us, where you’re from. You know.”


  “What was his name?”


  “Wolfgang or Walford. Something like that.”


  “What paper?”


  “The Times.”


  I nodded.


  “Okay. Be seeing you.”


  “Take care.”


  I used the pay phone in the lobby to call the paper. No one working there named Wolfgang or Walford or something like that, of course. No article in the works either. I debated calling another paper, just in case Mike was mistaken, when I was distracted by a tap upon the shoulder. I must have turned too quickly, my expression something other than composed, for her smile faded and fear arced across her dark brows, slackened her jaw.


  “Elaine!” I said. “You startled me. I didn’t expect…”


  The smile found its way back.


  “You’re awfully jumpy, Dave. What are you up to?”


  “Checking on my dry cleaning,” I said. “You’re the last person—”


  “I know. Nice of me, isn’t it? It was such a beautiful day that I decided to knock off early and remind you we had a sort of date.”


  My mind spun even as I put my arms about her shoulders and turned her toward the door. How much danger might she be in if I spent a few hours with her in full daylight? I was about to go for something to eat anyway, and I could keep alert for observers. Also, her presence might lull anyone watching me into thinking that I had not taken the call seriously, that perhaps I was not the proper person after all. For that matter, I realized that I wanted some company just then. And if my sudden departure became necessary, I also wanted it to be her company this one last time.


  “Yes,” I said. “Great idea. Let’s take my car.”


  “Don’t you have to sign out or something?”


  “I already did. I had the same feeling you did about the day. I was going to call you after I got my cleaning.


  “It’s not ready yet,” I added, and my mind kept turning.


  A little trickle here, a little there. I did not feel that we were being observed.


  “I know a good little restaurant about forty miles down the coast. Lots of atmosphere. Fine sea food,” I said as we descended the front stairs. “And it should be a pleasant drive.”


  We headed for the museum’s parking lot, around to the side.


  “I’ve got a beach cottage near there too,” I said.


  “You never mentioned that.”


  “I hardly ever use it.”


  “Why not? It sounds wonderful.”


  “It’s a little out of the way.”


  “Then why’d you buy it?”


  “I inherited it,” I said.


  I paused about a hundred feet from my car and jammed a hand into my pocket.


  “Watch,” I told her.


  The engine turned over, the car vibrated.


  “How…?” she began.


  “A little microwave gizmo. I can start it before I get to it.”


  “You afraid of a bomb?”


  I shook my head.


  “It has to warm up. You know how I like gadgets.”


  Of course I wanted to check out the possibility of a bomb. It was a natural reaction for one in my position. Fortunately, I had convinced her of my fondness for gadgets early in our acquaintanceship—to cover any such contingencies as this. Of course, too, there was no microwave gizmo in my pocket. Just some of the stuff.


  We continued forward then, I unlocked the doors and we entered it.


  I watched carefully as I drove. Nothing, no one, seemed to be trailing us. “Tag. You’re it,” though. A gambit. Was I supposed to bolt and run? Was I supposed to try to attack? If so, what? Who?


  Was I going to bolt and run?


  In the rear of my mind I saw that the bolt-and-run pattern had already started taking shape.


  How long, how long, had this been going on? Years. Flight. A new identity. A long spell of almost normal existence. An attack…Flee again. Settle again.


  If only I had an idea as to which one of them it was, then I could attack. Not knowing, though, I had to avoid the company of all my fellows—the only ones who could give me clues.


  “You look sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought, Dave. It can’t be your dry cleaning, can it?”


  I smiled at her.


  “Just business,” I said. “All of the things I wanted to get away from. Thanks for reminding me.”


  I switched on the radio and found some music. Once we got out of city traffic, I began to relax. When we reached the coast road and it thinned even further, it became obvious that we were not being followed. We climbed for a time, then descended. My palms tingled as I spotted the pocket of fog at the bottom of the next dip. Exhilarated, I drank its essence. Then I began talking about the African pieces, in their mundane aspects. We branched off from there. For a time, I forgot my problem. This lasted for perhaps twenty minutes, until the news broadcast. By then I was projecting goodwill, charm, warmth, and kind feelings. I could see that Elaine had begun enjoying herself. There was feedback. I felt even better. There—


  “…new eruptions which began this morning,” came over the speaker. “The sudden activity on the part of El Chinchonal spurred immediate evacuation of the area about—”


  I reached over and turned up the volume, stopping in the middle of my story about hiking in the Alps.


  “What—?” she said.


  I raised a finger to my lips.


  “The volcano,” I explained.


  “What of it?”


  “They fascinate me,” I said.


  “Oh.”


  As I memorized all of the facts about the eruption I began to build feelings concerning my situation. My having received the call today had been a matter of timing…


  “There were some good pictures of it on the tube this morning,” she said as the newsbrief ended.


  “I wasn’t watching. But I’ve seen it do it before, when I was down there.”


  “You visit volcanos?”


  “When they’re active, yes.”


  “Here you have this really oddball hobby and you’ve never mentioned it,” she observed. “How many active volcanos have you visited?”


  “Most of them,” I said, no longer listening, the lines of the challenge becoming visible—the first time it had ever been put on this basis. I realized in that instant that this time I was not going to run.


  “Most of them?” she said. “I read somewhere that there are hundreds, some of them in really out-of-the-way places. Like Erebus—”


  “I’ve been in Erebus,” I said, “back when—” And then I realized what I was saying. “—back in some dream,” I finished. “Little joke there.”


  I laughed, but she only smiled a bit.


  It didn’t matter, though. She couldn’t hurt me. Very few mundanes could. I was just about finished with her anyway. After tonight I would forget her. We would never meet again. I am by nature polite, though; it is a thing I value above sentiment. I would not hurt her either: It might be easiest simply to make her forget.


  “Seriously, I do find certain aspects of geophysics fascinating.”


  “I’ve been an amateur astronomer for some time,” she volunteered. “I can understand.”


  “Really? Astronomy? You never told me.”


  “Well?” she said.


  I began to work it out, small talk flowing reflexively. After we parted tonight or tomorrow morning, I would leave. I would go to Villahermosa. My enemy would be waiting—of this I felt certain. “Tag. You’re it.” “This is your chance. Come and get me if you’re not afraid.”


  Of course, I was afraid.


  But I’d run for too long. I would have to go, to settle this for good. Who knew when I’d have another opportunity? I had reached the point where it was worth any risk to find out who it was, to have a chance to retaliate. I would take care of all the preliminaries later, at the cottage, after she was asleep. Yes.


  “You’ve got beach?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “How isolated?”


  “Very. Why?”


  “It would be nice to swim before dinner.”


  So we stopped by the restaurant, made reservations for later and went off and did that. The water was fine.


  The day turned into a fine evening. I’d gotten us my favorite table, on the patio, out back, sequestered by colorful shrubbery, touched by flower scents, in the view of mountains. The breezes came just right. So did the lobster and champagne. Within the restaurant, a pleasant music stirred softly. During coffee, I found her hand beneath my own. I smiled. She smiled back.


  Then, “How’d you do it, Dave?” she asked.


  “What?”


  “Hypnotize me.”


  “Native charm, I guess,” I replied, laughing.


  “That is not what I mean.”


  “What, then?” I said, all chuckles fled.


  “You haven’t even noticed that I’m not smoking anymore.”


  “Hey, you’re right! Congratulations. How long’s it been?”


  
    
  

  “A couple of weeks,” she replied. “I’ve been seeing a hypnotist.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Mm-hm. I was such a docile subject that he couldn’t believe I’d never been under before. So he poked around a little, and he came up with a description of you, telling me to forget something.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really. You want to know what I remember now that I didn’t before?”


  “Tell me.”


  “An almost-accident, late one night, about a month ago. The other car didn’t even slow down for the stop sign. Yours levitated. Then I remember us parked by the side of the road, and you were telling me to forget. I did.”


  I snorted.


  “Any hypnotist with much experience will tell you that a trance state is no guarantee against fantasy—and a hallucination recalled under hypnosis seems just as real the second time around. Either way—”


  “I remember the ping as the car’s antenna struck your right rear fender and snapped off.”


  “They can be vivid fantasies too.”


  “I looked, Dave. The mark is there on the fender. It looks just as if someone had swatted it with an antenna.”


  Damn! I’d meant to get that filled in and touched up. Hadn’t gotten around to it, though.


  “I got that in a parking lot,” I said.


  “Come on, Dave.”


  Should I put her under now and make her forget having remembered? I wondered. Maybe that would be easiest.


  “I don’t care,” she said then. “Look, I really don’t care. Strange things sometimes happen. If you’re connected with some of them, that’s okay. What bothers me is that it means you don’t trust me…”


  Trust? That is something that positions you as a target. Like Proteus, when Amazon and Priest got finished with him. Not that he didn’t have it coming…


  “…and I’ve trusted you for a long time.”


  I removed my hand from hers. I took a drink of coffee. Not here. I’d give her mind a little twist later. Implant something to make her stay away from hypnotists in the future too.


  “Okay,” I said. “I guess you’re right. But it’s a long story. I’ll tell you after we get back to the cottage.”


  Her hand found my own, and I met her eyes.


  “Thanks,” she said.


  We drove back beneath a moonless sky clotted with stars. It was an unpaved road, dipping, rising, twisting amid heavy shrubbery. Insect noises came in through our open windows, along with the salt smell of the sea. For a moment, just for a moment, I thought that I felt a strange tingling, but it could have been the night and the champagne. And it did not come again.


  Later, we pulled up in front of the place, parked and got out. Silently, I deactivated my invisible warden. We advanced, I unlocked the door, I turned on the light.


  “You never have any trouble here, huh?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “People breaking in, messing the place up, ripping you off?”


  “No,” I answered.


  “Why not?”


  “Lucky, I guess.”


  “Really?”


  “Well…it’s protected, in a very special way. That’s a part of the story too. Wait till I get some coffee going.”


  I went out to the kitchen, rinsed out the pot, put things together and set it over a flame. I moved to open a window, to catch a little breeze.


  Suddenly, my shadow was intense upon the wall.


  I spun about.


  The flame had departed the stove, hovered in the air and begun to grow. Elaine screamed just as I turned, and the thing swelled to fill the room. I saw that it bore the shifting features of a fire elemental, just before it burst apart to swirl tornadolike through the cottage. In a moment, the place was blazing and I heard its crackling laughter.


  “Elaine!” I called, rushing forward, for I had seen her transformed into a torch.


  All of the objects in my pockets plus my belt buckle, I calculated quickly, probably represented a sufficient accumulation of power to banish the thing. Of course the energies were invested, tied up, waiting to be used in different ways. I spoke the words that would rape the power-objects and free the forces. Then I performed the banishment.


  The flames were gone in an instant. But not the smoke, not the smell.


  …And Elaine lay there sobbing, clothing and flesh charred, limbs jerking convulsively. All of her exposed areas were dark and scaly, and blood was beginning to ooze from the cracks in her flesh.


  I cursed as I reset the warden. I had created it to protect the place in my absence. I had never bothered to use it once I was inside. I should have.


  Whoever had done this was still probably near. My cache was located in a vault about twenty feet beneath the cottage—near enough for me to use a number of the power things without even going after them. I could draw out their mana as I just had with those about my person. I could use it against my enemy. Yes. This was the chance I had been waiting for.


  I rushed to my attaché case and opened it. I would need power to reach the power and manipulate it. And the mana from the artifacts I had drained was tied up in my own devices. I reached for the rod and the sphere. At last, my enemy, you’ve had it! You should have known better than to attack me here!


  Elaine moaned…


  I cursed myself for a weakling. If my enemy were testing me to see whether I had grown soft, he would have his answer in the affirmative. She was no stranger, and she had said that she trusted me. I had to do it. I began the spell that would drain most of my power-objects to work her healing.


  It took most of an hour. I put her to sleep. I stopped the bleeding. I watched new tissues form. I bathed her and dressed her in a sport shirt and rolled-up pair of slacks from the bedroom closet, a place the flames had not reached. I left her sleeping a little longer then while I cleaned up, opened the windows and got on with making the coffee.


  At last, I stood beside the old chair—now covered with a blanket—into which I had placed her. If I had just done something decent and noble, why did I feel so stupid about it? Probably because it was out of character. I was reassured, at least, that I had not been totally corrupted to virtue by reason of my feeling resentment at having to use all of that mana on her behalf.


  Well…Put a good face on it now the deed was done.


  How?


  Good question. I could proceed to erase her memories of the event and implant some substitute story—a gas leak, perhaps—as to what had occurred, along with the suggestion that she accept it. I could do that. Probably the easiest course for me.


  My resentment suddenly faded, to be replaced by something else, as I realized that I did not want to do it that way. What I did want was an end to my loneliness. She trusted me. I felt that I could trust her. I wanted someone I could really talk with.


  When she opened her eyes, I put a cup of coffee into her hands.


  “Cheerio,” I said.


  She stared at me, then turned her head slowly and regarded the still-visible ravages about the room. Her hands began to shake. But she put the cup down herself, on the small side table, rather than letting me take it back. She examined her hands and arms. She felt her face.


  “You’re all right,” I said.


  “How?” she asked.


  “That’s the story,” I said. “You’ve got it coming.”


  “What was that thing?”


  “That’s a part of it.”


  “Okay,” she said then, raising the cup more steadily and taking a sip. “Let’s hear it.”


  “Well, I’m a sorcerer,” I said, “a direct descendant of the ancient sorcerers of Atlantis.”


  I paused. I waited for the sigh or the rejoinder. There was none.


  “I learned the business from my parents,” I went on, “a long time ago. The basis of the whole thing is mana, a kind of energy found in various things and places. Once the world was lousy with it. It was the basis of an entire culture. But it was like other natural resources. One day it ran out. Then the magic went away. Most of it. Atlantis sank. The creatures of magic faded, died. The structure of the world itself was altered, causing it to appear much older than it really is. The old gods passed. The sorcerers, the ones who manipulated the mana to produce magic, were pretty much out of business. There followed the real dark ages, before the beginnings of civilization as we know it from the history books.”


  “This mighty civilization left no record of itself?” she asked.


  “With the passing of the magic, there were transformations. The record was rewritten into natural-seeming stone and fossil-bed, was dissipated, underwent a sea change.”


  “Granting all that for a moment,” she said, sipping the coffee, “if the power is gone, if there’s nothing left to do it with, how can you be a sorcerer?”


  “Well, it’s not all gone,” I said. “There are small surviving sources, there are some new sources, and—”


  “—and you fight over them? Those of you who remain?”


  “No…not exactly,” I said. “You see, there are not that many of us. We intentionally keep our numbers small, so that no one goes hungry.”


  “‘Hungry’?”


  “A figure of speech we use. Meaning to get enough mana to keep body and soul together, to stave off aging, keep healthy and enjoy the good things.”


  “You can rejuvenate yourselves with it? How old are you?”


  “Don’t ask embarrassing questions. If my spells ran out and there was no more mana, I’d go fast. But we can trap the stuff, lock it up, hold it, whenever we come across a power-source. It can be stored in certain objects—or, better yet, tied up in partial spells, like dialing all but the final digit in a phone number. The spells that maintain one’s existence always get primary consideration.”


  She smiled.


  “You must have used a lot of it on me.”


  I looked away.


  “Yes,” I said.


  “So you couldn’t just drop out and be a normal person and continue to live?”


  “No.”


  “So what was that thing?” she asked. “What happened here?”


  “An enemy attacked me. We survived.”


  She took a big gulp of the coffee and leaned back and closed her eyes.


  Then, “Will it happen again?” she asked.


  “Probably. If I let it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This was more of a challenge than an all-out attack. My enemy is finally getting tired of playing games and wants to finish things off.”


  “And you are going to accept the challenge?”


  “I have no choice. Unless you’d consider waiting around for something like this to happen again, with more finality.”


  She shuddered slightly.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “I’ve a feeling I may be too,” she stated, finishing her coffee and rising, crossing to the window, looking out, “before this is over.


  “What do we do next?” she asked, turning and staring at me.


  “I’m going to take you to a safe place and go away,” I said, “for a time.” It seemed a decent thing to add those last words, though I doubted I would ever see her again.


  “The hell you are,” she said.


  “Huh? What do you mean? You want to be safe, don’t you?”


  “If your enemy thinks I mean something to you, I’m vulnerable—the way I see it,” she told me.


  “Maybe…”


  The answer, of course, was to put her into a week-long trance and secure her down in the vault, with strong wards and the door openable from the inside. Since my magic had not all gone away, I raised one hand and sought her eyes with my own.


  What tipped her off, I’m not certain. She looked away, though, and suddenly lunged for the bookcase. When she turned again she held an old bone flute that had long lain there.


  I restrained myself in mid-mutter. It was a power-object that she held, one of several lying about the room, and one of the few that had not been drained during my recent workings. I couldn’t really think of much that a nonsorcerer could do with it, but my curiosity restrained me.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “I’m not sure,” she said. “But I’m not going to let you put me away with one of your spells.”


  “Who said anything about doing that?”


  “I can tell.”


  “How?”


  “Just a feeling.”


  “Well, damn it, you’re right. We’ve been together too long. You can psych me. Okay, put it down and I won’t do anything to you.”


  “Is that a promise, Dave?”


  “Yeah. I guess it is.”


  “I suppose you could rat on it and erase my memory.”


  “I keep my promises.”


  “Okay.” She put it back on the shelf. “What are we going to do now?”


  “I’d still like to put you someplace safe.”


  “No way.”


  I sighed.


  “I have to go where that volcano is blowing.”


  “Buy two tickets,” she said.


  It wasn’t really necessary. I have my own plane and I’m licensed to fly the thing. In fact, I have several located in different parts of the world. Boats, too.


  “There is mana in clouds and in fogbanks,” I explained to her. “In a real pinch, I use my vehicles to go chasing after them.”


  We moved slowly through the clouds. I had detoured a good distance, but it was necessary. Even after we had driven up to my apartment and collected everything I’d had on hand, I was still too mana-impoverished for the necessary initial shielding and a few strikes. I needed to collect a little more for this. After that it wouldn’t matter, the way I saw things. My enemy and I would be plugged into the same source. All we had to do was reach it.


  So I circled in the fog for a long while, collecting. It was a protection spell into which I concentrated the mana.


  “What happens when it’s all gone?” she asked, as I banked and climbed for a final pass before continuing to the southeast.


  “What?” I said.


  “The mana. Will you all fade away?”


  I chuckled.


  “It can’t,” I said. “Not with so few of us using it. How many tons of meteoritic material do you think have fallen to earth today. They raise the background level almost imperceptibly—constantly. And much of it falls into the oceans. The beaches are thereby enriched. That’s why I like to be near the sea. Mist-shrouded mountaintops gradually accumulate it. They’re good places for collecting too. And new clouds are always forming. Our grand plan is more than simple survival. We’re waiting for the day when it reaches a level where it will react and establish fields over large areas. Then we won’t have to rely on accumulators and partial spells for its containment. The magic will be available everywhere again.”


  “Then you will exhaust it all and be back where you started again.”


  “Maybe,” I said. “If we’ve learned nothing, that may be the case. We’ll enter a new golden age, become dependent upon it, forget our other skills, exhaust it again and head for another dark age. Unless…”


  “Unless what?”


  “Unless those of us who have been living with it have also learned something. We’d need to figure the rate of mana exhaustion and budget ourselves. We’d need to preserve technology for things on which mana had been used the last time around. Our experience in this century with physical resources may be useful. Also, there is the hope that some areas of space may be richer in cosmic dust or possess some other factor that will increase the accumulation. Then, too, we are waiting for the full development of the space program—to reach other worlds rich in what we need.”


  “Sounds as if you have it all worked out.”


  “We’ve had a lot of time to think about it.”


  “But what would be your relationship with those of us who are not versed in magic?”


  “Beneficent. We all stand to benefit that way.”


  “Are you speaking for yourself or for the lot of you?”


  “Well, most of the others must feel the same way. I just want to putter around museums…”


  “You said that you had been out of touch with the others for some time.”


  “Yes, but—”


  She shook her head and turned to look out at the fog.


  “Something else to worry about,” she said.


  I couldn’t get a landing clearance, so I just found a flat place and put it down and left it. I could deal later with any problems this caused.


  
    
  

  I unstowed our gear; we hefted it and began walking toward that ragged, smoky quarter of the horizon.


  “We’ll never reach it on foot,” she said.


  “You’re right,” I answered. “I wasn’t planning to, though. When the time is right something else will present itself.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Wait and see.”


  We hiked for several miles, encountering no one. The way was warm and dusty, with occasional tremors of the earth. Shortly, I felt the rush of mana, and I drew upon it.


  “Take my hand,” I said.


  I spoke the words necessary to levitate us a few feet above the rocky terrain. We glided forward then, and the power about us increased as we advanced upon our goal. I worked with more of it, spelling to increase our pace, to work protective shields around us, guarding us from the heat, from flying debris.


  The sky grew darker, from ash, from smoke, long before we commenced the ascent. The rise was gradual at first but steepened steadily as we raced onward. I worked a variety of partial spells, offensive and defensive, tying up quantities of mana just a word, just a fingertip gesture away.


  “Reach out, reach out and touch someone,” I hummed as the visible world came and went with the passage of roiling clouds.


  We sped into a belt where we would probably have been asphyxiated but for the shield. The noises had grown louder by then. It must have been pretty hot out there too. When we finally reached the rim, dark shapes fled upward past us and lightning stalked the clouds. Forward and below, a glowing, seething mass shifted constantly amid explosions.


  “All right!” I shouted. “I’m going to charge up everything I brought with me and tie up some more mana in a whole library of spells! Make yourself comfortable!”


  “Yeah,” she said, licking her lips and staring downward. “I’ll do that. But what about your enemy?”


  “Haven’t seen anybody so far—and there’s too much free mana around for me to pick up vibes. I’m going to keep an eye peeled and take advantage of the situation. You watch too.”


  “Right,” she said. “This is perfectly safe, huh?”


  “As safe as L.A. traffic.”


  “Great. Real comforting,” she observed as a huge rocky mass flew past us.


  We separated later. I left her within her own protective spell, leaning against a craggy prominence, and I moved off to the right to perform a ritual that required greater freedom of movement.


  Then a shower of sparks rose into the air before me. Nothing especially untoward about that, until I realized that it was hovering for an unusually long while. After a time, it seemed that it should have begun dispersing…


  “Phoenix, Phoenix, burning bright!” The words boomed about me, rising above the noises of the inferno itself.


  “Who calls me?” I asked.


  “Who has the strongest reason to do you harm?”


  “If I knew that, I wouldn’t ask.”


  “Then seek the answer in hell!”


  A wall of flame rushed toward me. I spoke the words that strengthened my shield. Even so, I was rocked within my protective bubble when it hit. Striking back was going to be tricky, I could see, with my enemy in a less-than-material form.


  “All right, to the death!” I cried, calling for a lightning stroke through the space where the sparks spun.


  I turned away and covered my eyes against the brilliance, but I still felt its presence through my skin.


  My bubble of forces continued to rock as I blinked and looked forward. The air before me had momentarily cleared, but everything seemed somehow darker, and—


  A being—a crudely man-shaped form of semisolid lava—had wrapped its arms as far as they would go about me and was squeezing. My spell held, but I was raised above the crater’s rim.


  “It won’t work!” I said, trying to dissolve the being.


  “The hell you say!” came a voice from high overhead.


  I learned quickly that the lava-thing was protected against the simple workings I threw at it. All right, then hurl me down. I would levitate out. The Phoenix would rise again. I—


  I passed over the rim and was falling. But there was a problem. A heavy one.


  The molten creature was clinging to my force-bubble. Magic is magic and science is science, but there are correspondences. The more mass you want to move, the more mana you have to expend. So, taken off guard, I was dropping into the fiery pit despite a levitation spell that would have borne me on high in a less encumbered state. I immediately began a spell to provide me with additional buoyancy.


  But when I had finished, I saw that something was countering me—another spell, a spell that kept increasing the mass of my creature-burden by absorption as we fell. Save for an area between my feet through which I saw the roiling lake of fire, I was enclosed by the flowing mass of the thing. I could think of only one possible escape, and I didn’t know whether I had time for it.


  I began the spell that would transform me into a spark-filled vortex similar to that my confronter had worn. When I achieved it, I released my protective spell and flowed.


  Out through the nether opening then, so close to that bubbling surface I would have panicked had not my mind itself been altered by the transformation, into something static and poised.


  Skimming the heat-distorted surface of the magma, I swarmed past the heavily weighted being of animated rock and was already rising at a rapid rate, buffeted, borne aloft by heat waves, when it hit a rising swell and was gone. I added my own energy to the rising and fled upward, through alleys of smoke and steam, past flashes of lava bullets.


  I laid the bird-shape upon my glowing swirls, I sucked in mana, I issued a long, drawn-out rising scream. I spread my wings along expanding lines of energy, seeking my swirling adversary as I reached the rim.


  Nothing. I darted back and forth, I circled. He/she/it was nowhere in sight.


  “I am here!” I cried. “Face me now!”


  But there was no reply, save for the catastrophe beneath me from which fresh explosions issued.


  “Come!” I cried. “I am waiting!”


  So I sought Elaine, but she was not where I had left her. My enemy had either destroyed her or taken her away.


  I cursed then like thunder and spun myself into a large vortex, a rising tower of lights. I drove myself upward then, leaving the earth and that burning pimple far beneath me.


  For how long I rode the jet streams, raging, I cannot say. I know that I circled the world several times before any semblance of rational thinking returned to me, before I calmed sufficiently to formulate anything resembling a plan.


  It was obviously one of my fellows who had tried to kill me, who had taken Elaine from me. I had avoided contact with my own kind for too long. Now I knew that I must seek them out, whatever the risk, to obtain the knowledge I needed for self-preservation, for revenge.


  
    
  

  I began my downward drift as I neared the Middle East. Arabia. Yes. Oil fields, places of rich, expensive pollutants, gushing mana-filled from the earth. Home of the one called Dervish.


  Retaining my Phoenix-form, I fled from field to field, beelike, tasting, using the power to reinforce the spell under which I was operating. Seeking…


  For three days I sought, sweeping across bleak landscapes, visiting field after field. It was like a series of smorgasbords. It would be so easy to use the mana to transform the countryside. But of course that would be a giveaway, in many respects.


  Then, gliding in low over shimmering sands as evening mounted in the East, I realized that this was the one I was seeking. There was no physical distinction to the oil field I approached and then cruised. But it stood in the realm of my sensitivity as if a sign had been posted. The mana level was much lower than at any of the others I had scanned. And where this was the case, one of us had to be operating.


  I spread myself into even more tenuous patterns. I sought altitude. I began circling.


  Yes, there was a pattern. It became clearer as I studied the area. The low-mana section described a rough circle near the northwest corner of the field, its center near a range of hills.


  He could be working in some official capacity there at the field. If so, his duties would be minimal and the job would be a cover. He always had been pretty lazy.


  I spiraled in and dropped toward the center of the circle as toward the eye of a target. As I rushed to it, I became aware of the small, crumbling adobe structure that occupied that area, blending almost perfectly with its surroundings. A maintenance or storage house, a watchman’s quarters…It did not matter what it seemed to be. I knew what it had to be.


  I dived to a landing before it. I reversed my spell, taking on human form once again. I pushed open the weather-worn, unlatched door and walked inside.


  The place was empty, save for a few sticks of beaten furniture and a lot of dust. I swore softly. This had to be it.


  I walked slowly about the room, looking for some clue.


  It was nothing that I saw, or even felt, at first. It was memory—of an obscure variant of an old spell, and of Dervish’s character—that led me to turn and step back outside.


  I closed the door. I felt around for the proper words. It was hard to remember exactly how this one would go. Finally, they came flowing forth and I could feel them falling into place, mortise and tenon, key and lock. Yes, there was a response. The subtle back-pressure was there. I had been right.


  When I had finished, I knew that things were different. I reached toward the door, then hesitated. I had probably tripped some alarm. Best to have a couple of spells at my fingertips, awaiting merely guide-words. I muttered them into readiness, then opened the door.


  A marble stairway as wide as the building itself led downward, creamy jewels gleaming like hundred-watt bulbs high at either hand.


  I moved forward, began the descent. Odors of jasmine, saffron and sandalwood came to me. As I continued I heard the sounds of stringed instruments and a flute in the distance. By then I could see part of a tiled floor below and ahead—and a portion of an elaborate design upon it. I laid a spell of invisibility over myself and kept going.


  
    
  

  Before I reached the bottom, I saw him, across the long, pillared hall.


  He was at the far end, reclined in a nest of cushions and bright patterned rugs. An elaborate repast was spread before him. A narghile bubbled at his side. A young woman was doing a belly dance nearby.


  I halted at the foot of the stair and studied the layout. Archways to both the right and the left appeared to lead off to other chambers. Behind him was a pair of wide windows, looking upon high mountain peaks beneath very blue skies—representing either a very good illusion or the expenditure of a lot of mana on a powerful space-bridging spell. Of course, he had a lot of mana to play around with. Still, it seemed kind of wasteful.


  I studied the man himself. His appearance was pretty much unchanged—sharp-featured, dark-skinned, tall, husky running to fat.


  I advanced slowly, the keys to half a dozen spells ready for utterance or gesture.


  When I was about thirty feet away he stirred uneasily. Then he kept glancing in my direction. His power-sense was still apparently in good shape.


  So I spoke two words, one of which put a less-than-material but very potent magical dart into my hand, the other casting aside my veil of invisibility.


  “Phoenix!” he exclaimed, sitting upright and staring. “I thought you were dead!”


  I smiled.


  “How recently did that thought pass through your mind?” I asked him.


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand…”


  “One of us just tried to kill me, down in Mexico.”


  He shook his head.


  “I haven’t been in that part of the world for some time.”


  “Prove it,” I said.


  “I can’t,” he replied. “You know that my people here would say whatever I want them to—so that’s no help. I didn’t do it, but I can’t think of any way to prove it. That’s the trouble with trying to demonstrate a negative. Why do you suspect me, anyway?”


  I sighed.


  “That’s just it. I don’t—or, rather, I have to suspect everyone. I just chose you at random. I’m going down the list.”


  “Then at least I have statistics on my side.”


  “I suppose you’re right, damn it.”


  He rose, turned his palms upward.


  “We’ve never been particularly close,” he said. “But then, we’ve never been enemies either. I have no reason at all for wishing you harm.”


  He eyed the dart in my hand. He raised his right hand, still holding a bottle.


  “So you intend to do us all in by way of insurance?”


  “No, I was hoping that you would attack me and thereby prove your guilt. It would have made life easier.”


  I sent the dart away as a sign of good faith.


  “I believe you,” I said.


  He leaned and placed the bottle he held upon a cushion.


  “Had you slain me that bottle would have fallen and broken,” he said. “Or perhaps I could have beaten you on an attack and drawn the cork. It contains an attack djinn.”


  “Neat trick.”


  “Come join me for dinner,” he suggested. “I want to hear your story. One who would attack you for no reason might well attack me one day.”


  “All right,” I said.


  The dancer had been dismissed. The meal was finished. We sipped coffee. I had spoken without interruption for nearly an hour. I was tired, but I had a spell for that.


  “More than a little strange,” he said at length. “And, you have no recollection, from back when all of this started, of having hurt, insulted or cheated any of the others?”


  “No.”


  I sipped my coffee.


  “So it could be any of them,” I said after a time. “Priest, Amazon, Gnome, Siren, Werewolf, Lamia, Lady, Sprite, Cowboy…”


  “Well, scratch Lamia,” he said. “I believe she’s dead.”


  “How?”


  He shrugged, looked away.


  “Not sure,” he said slowly. Then, “Well, the talk at first was that you and she had run off together. Then, later, it seemed to be that you’d died together…somehow.”


  “Lamia and me? That’s silly. There was never anything between us.”


  He nodded.


  “Then it looks now as if something simply happened to her.”


  “Talk…” I said. “Who was doing the talking?”


  “You know. Stories just get started. You never know exactly where they come from.”


  “Where’d you first hear it?”


  He lowered his eyelids, stared off into the distance.


  “Gnome. Yes. It was Gnome mentioned the matter to me at Starfall that year.”


  “Did he say where he’d heard it?”


  “Not that I can recall.”


  “Okay,” I said. “I guess I’ll have to go talk to Gnome. He still in South Africa?”


  He shook his head, refilled my cup from the tall, elegantly incised pot.


  “Cornwall,” he said. “Still a lot of juice down those old shafts.”


  I shuddered slightly.


  “He can have it. I get claustrophobia just thinking about it. But if he can tell me who—”


  “There is no enemy like a former friend,” Dervish said. “If you dropped your friends as well as everyone else when you went into hiding, it means you’ve already considered that…”


  “Yes, as much as I disliked the notion. I rationalized it by saying that I didn’t want to expose them to danger, but—”


  “Exactly.”


  “Cowboy and Werewolf were buddies of mine…”


  “…And you had a thing going with Siren for a long while, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “A woman scorned?”


  “Hardly. We parted amicably.”


  He shook his head and raised his cup.


  “I’ve exhausted my thinking on the matter.”


  We finished our coffee. I rose then.


  “Well, thanks. I guess I’d better be going. Glad I came to you first.”


  He raised the bottle.


  “Want to take the djinn along?”


  “I don’t even know how to use one.”


  “The commands are simple. All the work’s already been done.”


  “Okay. Why not?”


  He instructed me briefly, and I took my leave. Soaring above the great oil field, I looked back upon the tiny, ruined building. Then I moved my wings and rose to suck the juice from a cloud before turning west.


  
    
  

  Starfall, I mused, as earth and water unrolled like a scroll beneath me. Starfall—The big August meteor shower accompanied by the wave of mana called Starwind, the one time of year we all got together. Yes, that was when gossip was exchanged. It had been only a week after a Starfall that I had first been attacked, almost slain, had gone to ground…By the following year the stories were circulating. Had it been something at that earlier Starfall—something I had said or done to someone—that had made me an enemy with that finality of purpose, that quickness of retaliation?


  I tried hard to recall what had occurred at that last Starfall I had attended. It had been the heaviest rush of Starwind in memory. I remembered that. “Mana from heaven,” Priest had joked. Everyone had been in a good mood. We had talked shop, swapped a few spells, wondered what the heightened Starwind portended, argued politics—all of the usual things. That business Elaine talked about had come up…


  Elaine…Alive now? I wondered. Someone’s prisoner? Someone’s insurance in case I did exactly what I was doing? Or were her ashes long since scattered about the globe? Either way, someone would pay.


  I voiced my shrill cry against the rushing winds. It was fled in an instant, echoless. I caught up with the night, passed into its canyons. The stars came on again, grew bright.


  The detailed instructions Dervish had given me proved exactly accurate. There was a mineshaft at the point he had indicated on a map hastily sketched in fiery lines upon the floor. There was no way I would enter the thing in human form, though. A version of my Phoenix-aspect would at least defend me against claustrophobia. I cannot feel completely pent when I am not totally material.


  Shrinking, shrinking, as I descended. I called in my tenuous wings and tail, gaining solidity as I grew smaller. Then I bled off mass-energy, retaining my new dimensions, growing ethereal again.


  Like a ghost-bird, I entered the adit, dropping, dropping. The place was dead. There was no mana anywhere about me. This, of course, was to be expected. The upper levels would have been the first to be exhausted.


  I continued to drop into dampness and darkness for a long while before I felt the first faint touch of the power. It increased only slowly as I moved, but it did begin to rise.


  Finally, it began to fall off again and I retraced my route. Yes, that side passage…Its source. I entered and followed.


  As I worked my way farther and farther, back and down, it continued to increase in intensity. I wondered briefly whether I should be seeking the weaker area or the stronger. But this was not the same sort of setup as Dervish enjoyed. Dervish’s power source was renewable, so he could remain stationary. Gnome would have to move on once he had exhausted a local mana supply.


  I spun around a corner into a side tunnel and was halted. Frozen. Damn.


  It was a web of forces holding me like a butterfly. I ceased struggling almost immediately, seeing that it was fruitless in this aspect.


  I transformed myself back into human form. But the damned web merely shifted to accommodate the alteration and continued to hold me tightly.


  I tried a fire spell, to no avail. I tried sucking the mana loose from the web’s own spell, but all I got was a headache. It’s a dangerous measure, only effective against sloppy workmanship—and then you get hit with a backlash of forces when it comes loose. The spell held perfectly against my effort, however. I had had to try it, though, because I was feeling desperate, with a touch of claustrophobia tossed in. Also, I thought I’d heard a stone rattle farther up the tunnel.


  Next I heard a chuckle, and I recognized the voice as Gnome’s.


  Then a light rounded a corner, followed by a vaguely human form.


  The light drifted in front of him and just off to his left—a globe, casting an orange illumination—touching his hunched, twisted shape with a flamelike glow as he limped toward me. He chuckled again.


  “Looks as if I’ve snared a Phoenix,” he finally said.


  “Very funny. How about unsnaring me now?” I asked.


  “Of course, of course,” he muttered, already beginning to gesture.


  The trap fell apart. I stepped forward.


  “I’ve been asking around,” I told him. “What’s this story about Lamia and me?”


  He continued his gesturing. I was about to invoke an assault or shielding spell when he stopped, though. I felt none the worse and I assumed it was a final cleanup of his web.


  “Lamia? You?” he said. “Oh. Yes. I’d heard you’d run off together. Yes. That was it.”


  “Where’d you hear it?”


  He fixed me with his large, pale eyes.


  “Where’d you hear it?” I repeated.


  “I don’t remember.”


  “Try.”


  “Sorry.”


  “‘Sorry’ hell!” I said, taking a step forward. “Somebody’s been trying to kill me and—”


  He spoke the word that froze me in mid-step. Good spell, that.


  “—and he’s been regrettably inept,” Gnome finished.


  “Let me go, damn it!” I said.


  “You came into my home and assaulted me.”


  “Okay, I apologize. Now—”


  “Come this way.”


  He turned his back on me and began walking. Against my will, my body made the necessary movements. I followed.


  I opened my mouth to speak a spell of my own. No words came out. I wanted to make a gesture. I was unable to begin it.


  “Where are you taking me?” I tried.


  The words came perfectly clear. But he didn’t bother answering me for a time. The light moved over glistening seams of some metallic material within the sweating walls.


  Then, “To a waiting place,” he finally said, turning into a corridor to the right where we splashed through puddles for a time.


  “Why?” I asked him. “What are we waiting for?”


  He chuckled again. The light danced. He did not reply.


  We walked for several minutes. I began finding the thought of all those tons of rock and earth above me very oppressive. A trapped feeling came over me. But I could not even panic properly within the confines of that spell. I began to perspire profusely, despite a cooling draft from ahead.


  Then Gnome turned suddenly and was gone, sidling into a narrow cleft I would not even have noticed had I been coming this way alone.


  “Come,” I heard him say.


  My feet followed the light, moved to drift between us here. Automatically, I turned my body. I sidled after him for a good distance before the way widened. The ground dropped roughly, abruptly, and the walls retracted and the light shot on ahead, gaining altitude.


  Gnome raised a broad hand and halted me. We were in a small, irregularly shaped chamber—natural, I guessed. The weak light filled it. I looked about. I had no idea why we had stopped here. Gnome’s hand moved and he pointed.


  I followed the gesture but still could not tell what it was that he was trying to indicate. The light drifted forward then, hovered near a shelflike niche.


  Angles altered, shadows shifted. I saw it.


  It was a statue of a reclining woman, carved out of coal.


  I moved a step nearer. It was extremely well executed and very familiar.


  “I didn’t know you were an artist…” I began, and the realization struck me even as he laughed.


  “It is our art,” he said. “Not the mundane kind.”


  I had reached forward to touch the dark cheek. I dropped my hand, deciding against it.


  “It’s Lamia, isn’t it?” I asked. “It’s really her…”


  “Of course.”


  “Why?”


  “She has to be someplace, doesn’t she?”


  “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


  He chuckled again.


  “You’re a dead man. Phoenix, and she’s the reason. I never thought I’d have the good fortune to have you walk in this way. But now that you have, all of my problems are over. You will rest a few corridors away from here, in a chamber totally devoid of mana. You will wait, while I send for Werewolf to come and kill you. He was in love with Lamia, you know. He is convinced that you ran off with her. Some friend you are. I’ve been waiting for him to get you for some time now, but either he’s clumsy or you’re lucky. Perhaps both.”


  
    
  

  “So it’s been Werewolf all along.”


  “Yes.”


  “Why? Why do you want him to kill me?”


  “It would look badly if I did it myself. I’ll be sure that some of the others are here when it happens. To keep my name clean. In fact, I’ll dispatch Werewolf personally as soon as he’s finished with you. A perfect final touch.”


  “Whatever I’ve done to you, I’m willing to set it right.”


  Gnome shook his head.


  “What you did was to set up an irreducible conflict between us,” he said. “There is no way to set it right.”


  “Would you mind telling me what it is that I did?” I asked.


  He made a gesture, and I felt a compulsion to turn and make my way back toward the corridor. He followed, both of us preceded by his light.


  As we moved, he asked me, “Were you aware that at each Starfall ceremony for the past ten or twelve years the mana content of the Starwind has been a bit higher?”


  “It was ten or twelve years ago that I stopped attending them,” I answered. “I recall that it was very high that year. Since then, when I’ve thought to check at the proper time, it has seemed high, yes.”


  “The general feeling is that the increase will continue. We seem to be entering a new area of space, richer in the stuff.”


  “That’s great,” I said, coming into the corridor again. “But what’s that got to do with your wanting me out of the way, with your kidnapping Lamia and turning her to coal, with your sicking Werewolf on me?”


  “Everything,” he said, conducting me down a slanting shaft where the mana diminished with every step. “Even before that, those of us who had been doing careful studies had found indications that the background level of mana is rising.”


  “So you decided to kill me?”


  He led me to a jagged opening in the wall and indicated that I should enter there. I had no choice. My body obeyed him. The light remained outside with him.


  “Yes,” he said then, motioning me to the rear of the place. “Years ago it would not have mattered—everyone entitled to any sort of opinion they felt like holding. But now it does. The magic is beginning to return, you fool. I am going to be around long enough to see it happen, to take advantage of it. I could have put up with your democratic sentiments when such a thing seemed only a daydream—”


  And then I remembered our argument, on the same matter Elaine had brought up during our ride down the coast.


  “—but knowing what I knew and seeing how strongly you felt, I saw you as one who would oppose our inevitable leadership in that new world. Werewolf was another. That is why I set it up for him to destroy you, to be destroyed in return by myself.”


  “Do all of the others feel as you do?” I asked.


  “No, only a few—just as there were only a few like you. Cowboy and the Wolf. The rest will follow whoever takes the lead, as people always do.”


  “Who are the others?”


  He snorted.


  “None of your business now,” he said.


  He began a familiar gesture and muttered something. I felt free of whatever compulsion he had laid upon me, and I lunged forward. The entrance had not changed its appearance, but I slammed up against something—as if the way were blocked by an invisible door.


  “I’ll see you at the party,” he said, inches away, beyond my reach. “In the meantime, try to get some rest.”


  I felt my consciousness ebbing. I managed to lean and cover my face with my arms before I lost all control. I do not remember hitting the floor.


  How long I lay entranced I do not know. Long enough for some of the others to respond to an invitation, it would seem. Whatever reason he gave them for a party, it was sufficient to bring Knight, Druid, Amazon, Priest, Siren and Snowman to a large hall somewhere beneath the Cornish hills. I became aware of this by suddenly returning to full consciousness at the end of a long, black corridor without pictures. I pushed myself into a seated position, rubbed my eyes and squinted, trying to penetrate my cell’s gloom. Moments later, this was taken care of for me. So I knew that my awakening and the happening that followed were of one piece.


  The lighting problem was taken care of for me by the wall’s beginning to glow, turning glassy, then becoming a full-color 3-D screen, complete with stereo. That’s where I saw Knight, Druid, Amazon, etc. That’s how I knew it was a party: There were food and a sound track, arrivals and departures. Gnome passed through it all, putting his clammy hands on everybody, twisting his face into a smile and being a perfect host.


  Mana, mana, mana. Weapon, weapon, weapon. Nothing. Shit.


  I watched for a long while, waiting. There had to be a reason for his bringing me around and showing me what was going on. I searched all of those familiar faces, overheard snatches of conversation, watched their movements. Nothing special. Why then was I awake and witnessing this. It had to be Gnome’s doing, yet…


  When I saw Gnome glance toward the high archway of the hall’s major entrance for the third time in as many minutes, I realized that he, too, was waiting.


  I searched my cell. Predictably, I found nothing of any benefit to me. While I was looking, though, I heard the noise level rise and I turned back to the images on the wall.


  Magics were in progress. The hall must have been mana-rich. My colleagues were indulging themselves in some beautiful spellwork—flowers and faces and colors and vast, exotic, shifting vistas filled the screen now—just as such things must have run in ancient times. Ah! One drop! One drop of mana and I’d be out of here! To run and return? Or to seek immediate retaliation? I could not tell. If there were only some way I could draw it from the vision itself…


  But Gnome had wrought too well. I could find no weak spot in the working before me. I stopped looking after a few moments, for another reason as well. Gnome was announcing the arrival of another guest.


  The sound died and the picture faded at that point. The corridor beyond my cell seemed to grow slightly brighter. I moved toward it. This time my way was not barred, and I continued out into the lighter area. What had happened? Had some obscure force somehow broken Gnome’s finely wrought spells?


  At any rate, I felt normal now and I would be a fool to remain where he had left me. It occurred to me that this could be part of some higher trap or torture, but still—I had several choices now, which is always an improvement.


  I decided to start back in the direction from which we had come earlier, rather than risk blundering into that gathering. Even if there was a lot of mana about there. Better to work my way back, I decided, tie up any mana I could find along the way in the form of protective spells and get the hell out.


  I had proceeded perhaps twenty paces while formulating this resolution. Then the tunnel went through an odd twisting that I couldn’t recall. I was still positive we had come this way, though, so I followed it. It grew a bit brighter as I moved along, too, but that seemed all for the better. It allowed me to hurry.


  Suddenly, there was a sharp turning that I did not remember at all. I took it and I ran into a screen of pulsing white light, and then I couldn’t stop. I was propelled forward, as if squeezed from behind. There was no way that I could halt. I was temporarily blinded by the light. There came a roaring in my ears.


  And then it was past, and I was standing in the great hall where the party was being held, having emerged from some side entrance, in time to hear Gnome say, “…And the surprise guest is our long-lost brother Phoenix!”


  I stepped backward, to retreat into the tunnel from which I had emerged, and I encountered something hard. Turning, I beheld only a blank wall of rock.


  “Don’t be shy. Phoenix. Come and say hello to your friends,” Gnome was saying.


  There was a curious babble, but above it from across the way came an animallike snarl and I beheld my old buddy Werewolf, lean and swarthy, eyes blazing, doubtless the guest who was just arriving when the picture had faded.


  I felt panic. I also felt mana. But what could I work in only a few seconds’ time?


  My eyes were pulled by the strange movement in a birdcage on the table beside which Werewolf stood. The others’ attitudes showed that many of them had just turned from regarding it.


  It registered in an instant.


  Within the cage, a nude female figure no more than a hand high was dancing. I recognized it as a spell of torment: The dancer could not stop. The dancing would continue until death, after which the body would still jerk about for some time.


  And even from that distance I could recognize the small creature as Elaine.


  The dancing part of the spell was simple. So was its undoing. Three words and a gesture. I managed them. By then Werewolf was moving toward me. He was not bothering with a shapeshift to his more fearsome form. I sidestepped as fast as I could and sought for a hold involving his arm and shoulder. He shook it off. He always was stronger and faster than me.


  He turned and threw a punch, and I managed to duck and counterpunch to his midsection. He grunted and hit me on the jaw with a weak left. I was already backing away by then. I stopped and tried a kick and he batted it aside, sending me spinning to the floor. I could feel the mana all about me, but there was no time to use it.


  “I just learned the story,” I said, “and I had nothing to do with Lamia—”


  He threw himself upon me. I managed to catch him in the stomach with my knee as he came down.


  “Gnome took her…” I got out, getting in two kidney punches before his hands found my throat and began to tighten. “She’s coal—”


  I caught him once, high on the cheek, before he got his head down.


  “Gnome—damn it!” I gurgled.


  “It’s a lie!” I heard Gnome respond from somewhere nearby, not missing a thing.


  The room began to swim about me. The voices became a roaring, as of the ocean. Then a peculiar thing happened to my vision as well: Werewolf’s head appeared to be haloed by a coarse mesh. Then it dropped forward, and I realized that his grip had relaxed.


  I tore his hands from my throat and struck him once, on the jaw. He rolled away. I tried to also, in the other direction, but settled for struggling into a seated, then a kneeling, then a crouched, position.


  
    
  

  I beheld Gnome, raising his hands in my direction, beginning an all-too-familiar and lethal spell. I beheld Werewolf, slowly removing a smashed birdcage from his head and beginning to rise again. I beheld the nude, full-size form of Elaine rushing toward us, her face twisted…


  The problem of what to do next was settled by Werewolf’s lunge.


  It was a glancing blow to the midsection because I was turning when it connected. A dark form came out of my shirt, hovered a moment and dropped floorward: It was the small bottle of djinn Dervish had given me.


  Then, just before Werewolf’s fist exploded in my face, I saw something slim and white floating toward the back of his neck. I had forgotten that Elaine was second kyu in Kyokushinkai—


  Werewolf and I both hit the floor at about the same time, I’d guess.


  …Black to gray to full-color; bumblebee hum to shrieks. I could not have been out for too long. During that time, however, considerable change had occurred.


  For one, Elaine was slapping my face.


  “Dave! Wake up!” she was saying. “You’ve got to stop it!”


  “What?” I managed.


  “That thing from the bottle!”


  I propped myself on an elbow—jaw aching, side splitting—and I stared.


  There were smears of blood on the nearest wall and table. The party had broken into knots of people, all of whom appeared to be in retreat in various stages of fear or anger. Some were working spells; some were simply fleeing. Amazon had drawn a blade and was holding it before her while gnawing her lower lip. Priest stood at her side, muttering a death spell, which I knew was not going to prove effective. Gnome’s head was on the floor near the large archway, eyes open and unblinking. Peals of thunderlike laughter rang through the hall.


  Standing before Amazon and Priest was a naked male figure almost ten feet in height, wisps of smoke rising from its dark skin, blood upon its upraised right fist.


  “Do something!” Elaine said.


  I levered myself a little higher and spoke the words Dervish had taught me, to put the djinn under my control. The fist halted, slowly came unclenched. The great bald head turned toward me, the dark eyes met my own.


  “Master…?” it said softly.


  I spoke the next words, of acknowledgment. Then I climbed to my feet and stood, wavering.


  “Back into the bottle now—my command.”


  Those eyes left my own, their gaze shifting to the floor.


  “The bottle is shattered, master,” it said.


  “So it is. Very well…”


  I moved to the bar. I found a bottle of Cutty Sark with just a little left in the bottom. I drank it.


  “Use this one, then,” I said, and I added the words of compulsion.


  “As you command,” it replied, beginning to dissolve.


  I watched the djinn flow into the Scotch bottle and then I corked it.


  I turned to face my old colleagues.


  “Sorry for the interruption,” I said. “Go ahead with your party.”


  I turned again.


  “Elaine,” I said. “You okay?”


  She smiled.


  “Call me Dancer,” she said. “I’m your new apprentice.”


  “A sorcerer needs a feeling for mana and a natural sensitivity to the way spells function,” I said.


  “How the hell do you think I got my size back?” she asked. “I felt the power in this place, and once you turned off the dancing spell I was able to figure how to—”


  “I’ll be damned,” I said. “I should have guessed your aptitude back at the cottage, when you grabbed that bone flute.”


  “See, you need an apprentice to keep you on your toes.”


  Werewolf moaned, began to stir. Priest and Amazon and Druid approached us. The party did not seem to be resuming. I touched my finger to my lips in Elaine’s direction.


  “Give me a hand with Werewolf,” I said to Amazon. “He’s going to need some restraining until I can tell him a few things.”


  The next time we splashed through the Perseids we sat on a hilltop in northern New Mexico, my apprentice and I, regarding the crisp, postmidnight sky and the occasional bright cloud-chamber effect within it. Most of the others were below us in a cleared area, the ceremonies concluded now. Werewolf was still beneath the Cornish hills, working with Druid, who recalled something of the ancient flesh-to-coal spell. Another month or so, he’d said, in the message he’d sent.


  “‘Flash of uncertainty in sky of precision,’” she said.


  “What?”


  “I’m composing a poem.”


  “Oh.” Then, after a time, I added, “What about?”


  “On the occasion of my first Starfall,” she replied, “with the mana gain apparently headed for another record.”


  “There’s good and there’s bad in that.”


  “…And the magic is returning and I’m learning the Art.”


  “Learn faster,” I said.


  
    
  

  “…And you and Werewolf are friends again.”


  “There’s that.”


  “…You and the whole group, actually.”


  “No.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, think about it. There are others. We just don’t know which of them were in Gnome’s corner. They won’t want the rest of us around when the magic comes back. Newer, nastier spells—ones it would be hard to imagine now—will become possible when the power rises. We must be ready. This blessing is a very mixed thing. Look at them down there—the ones we were singing with—and see whether you can guess which of them will one day try to kill you. There will be a struggle, and the winners can make the outcome stick for a long time.”


  She was silent for a while.


  “That’s about the size of it,” I added.


  Then she raised her arm and pointed to where a line of fire was traced across the sky. “There’s one!” she said. “And another! And another!”


  Later, “We can count on Werewolf now,” she suggested, “and maybe Lamia, if they can bring her back. Druid, too, I’d guess.”


  “And Cowboy.”


  “Dervish?”


  “Yeah, I’d say. Dervish.”


  “…And I’ll be ready.”


  “Good. We might manage a happy ending at that.”


  We put our arms about each other and watched the fire fall from the sky.
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