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The Overwor k!
ON THE HEI GHTS above the river Xzan, at the site of certain ancient ruins, |ucounu the Laughing
Magi ci an had built a manse to his private taste: an eccentric structure of steep gables,
bal coni es, sky-wal ks, cupol as, together with three spiral green glass towers through which the red
sunlight shone in twisted glints and peculiar colors.
Behi nd the nanse and across the valley, lowhills rolled away |ike dunes to the limt of vision.
The sun projected shifting crescents of black shadow, otherwi se the hills were unmarked, enpty,
solitary. The Xzan, rising in the Od Forest to the east of Al nery, passed below, then three
| eagues to the west nade junction with the Scaum Here was Azenonei, a town old beyond nenory,
notable now only for its fair, which attracted folk fromall the region. At Azenonei Fair Cuge
had established a booth for the sale of talismans.
Cugel was a man of many capabilities, with a disposition at once flexible and pertinaci ous. He was
long of leg, deft of hand, |ight of finger, soft of tongue. Hi s hair was the blackest of black
fur, growing |l ow down his fore-bead, coving sharply back above his eyebrows. His darting eye, |ong
i nqui sitive nose and droll nouth gave his somewhat | ean and bony face an expression of vivacity,
candor, and affability. He had known nmany vici ssitudes, gaining therefroma suppleness, a fine
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di scretion, a mastery of both bravado and stealth. Coming into the possession of an ancient |ead
coffin—after discarding the contents—he had formed a nunber of |eaden | ozenges.
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These, stanped with appropriate seals and runes, he offered for sale at the Azenonei Fair.
Unfortunately for Cugel, not twenty paces fromhis booth a certain Fianosther had established a

| arger booth with articles of greater variety and nore obvious efficacy, so that whenever Cuge
halted a passerby to enlarge upon the nerits of his nerchandi se, the passerby would |ike as not

di splay an article purchased from Fi anosther and go his way.

On the third day of the fair Cugel had disposed of only four periapts, at prices barely above the
cost of the lead itself, while Fianosther was hard put to serve all his custoners. Hoarse from
bawl ing futile inducenents, Cugel closed down his booth and approached Fi anosther's place of trade
in order to inspect the node of construction and the fastenings at the door

Fi anost her, observing, beckoned himto approach. "Enter, ny friend, enter. How goes your trade?"
"In all candor, not too well," said Cugel. "I am both perpl exed and di sappointed, for ny talismans
are not obviously useless.”

"I can resolve your perplexity," said Fianosther. "Your booth occupies the site of the old gibbet,
and has absorbed unl ucky essences. But | thought to notice you exam ning the manner in which the
tinbers of nmy booth are joined. You will obtain a better view fromw thin, but first | nust
shorten the chain of the 'captive erb which roams the prenises during the night."

"No need," said Cugel. "My interest was cursory.'* "As to the di sappoi ntnment you suffer,”

Fi anost her went on, "it need not persist. Observe these shelves. You will note that my stock is
seriously depleted.™

Cugel acknow edged as much. "How does this concern ne?"

Fi anost her pointed across the way to a man wearing garments of black. This man was snall, yell ow
of skin, bald as a stone. H s eyes resenbled knots in a plank; his muth was wi de and curved in a
grin of chronic mrth. "There stands |ucounu the Laughing Magician," said Fianosther. "In a short

time he will come into ny booth and attenpt to buy a particular red libram the casebook of
Di barcas Maior, who studied under Great Phandaal. My price is higher than he will pay, but he is a

pati ent
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man, and will renonstrate for at |east three hours. During this tinme his manse stands untenant ed
It contains a vast collection of thaumaturgical artifacts, instruments, and activans, as well as
curiosa, talismans, anulets and librans. |I'm anxious to purchase such itens. Need | say nore?"

"This is all very well,
att endant ?"

Fi anost her hel d wi de his hands. "Wy not? Who would dare steal from |l ucounu the Laughing
Magi ci an?"

"Precisely this thought deters ne," Cugel replied. I ama man of resource, but not insensate

reckl essness. "

"There is wealth to be gained," stated Fianosther. "Dazzl es and displays, nmarvels beyond worth, as
wel |l as charns, puissances, and elixirs. But renenber, 1 urge nothing, | counsel nothing; if you
are apprehended, you have only heard ne exclainmng at the wealth of |ucounu the Laughi ng Magici an
But here he cones. Quick: turn your back so that he may not see your face. Three hours he will be
here, so much | guarantee!"”

| ucounu entered the booth, and Cugel bent to examine a bottle containing a pickled homuncul us.
"Greetings, lucounu!" called Fianosther. "Wiy have you del ayed? | have refused nunificent offers
for a certain red libram all on your account! And here—note this casket! It was found in a crypt
near the site of old Kar-kod. It is yet seal ed and who knows what wonder it nmay contain? My price
is a nodest twelve thousand terces."

sai d Cugel, "but would |ucounu | eave his nmanse wi thout guard or

"Interesting,” nurnured |ucounu. "The inscription—let nme see, . . . HmMm Yes, it is authentic
The casket contains cal cined fish-bone, which was used throughout Grand Mt hol am as a purgative
It is worth perhaps ten or twelve terces as a curio. | own caskets eons ol der, dating back to the
Age of dow. "

Cugel sauntered to the door, gained the street, where he paced back and forth, considering every
detail of the proposal as explicated by Fianosther. Superficially the matter seened reasonabl e:
here was |ucounu; there was the nmanse, bulging with enconpassed wealth. Certainly no harm could
result from sinple reconnai ssance. Cugel set off eastward al ong the banks of the Xzan.

The twisted turrets of green glass rose against the dark blue sky, scarlet sunlight engaging
itself in the volutes. Cugel paused, nade a careful appraisal of
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the countryside. The Xzan flowed past w thout a sound. Nearby, half-conceal ed anong bl ack popl ars,
pal e green larch, drooping pall-willow, was a village—a dozen stone huts inhabited by bargenen and
tillers of the river terraces : folk engrossed in their own concerns.

Cugel studied the approach to the manse: a wi nding way paved with dark brown tile. Finally he
decided that the nmore frank his approach the | ess conplex need be his explanations, if such were
demanded. He began the clinb up the hillside, and lucounu's nmanse reared above him Gaining the
courtyard, he paused to search the | andscape. Across the river hills rolled away into the di mess,
as far as the eye could reach.

Cugel marched briskly to the door, rapped, but evoked no response. He considered. |If |ucounu, Ilike
Fi anost her, nmintained a guardi an beast, it mght be tenpted to utter a sound if provoked. Cuge
called out in various tones: growing, mew ng, yamrering.

Sil ence within.

He wal ked gingerly to a wi ndow and peered into a hall draped in pale gray, containing only a
tabouret on which, under a glass bell jar, lay a dead rodent. Cugel circled the manse,

i nvestigating each wi ndow as he canme to it, and finally reached the great hall of the ancient
castle. Ninbly he clinbed the rough stones, |eapt across to one of |ucounu's fanciful parapets and
in atrice had gai ned access to the nanse.

He stood in a bed chanmber. On a dais six gargoyles supporting a couch turned heads to glare at the
intrusion. Wth two stealthy strides Cugel gained the arch which opened into an outer chanber

Here the walls were green and the furnishings black and pink. He left the roomfor a bal cony
circling a central chanber, light.streamng through oriels high in the walls. Bel ow were cases,
chests, shelves and racks containing all nmanner of objects: |ucounu's marvel ous coll ection

Cugel stood poised, tense as a bird, but the quality of the silence reassured him the silence of

an enpty place. Still, he trespassed upon the property of |ucounu the Laughi ng Magi ci an, and

vi gi | ance was appropri ate.

Cugel strode down a sweep of circular stairs into a great hall. He stood enthralled, paying

| ucounu the tribute of unstinted wonder. But his time was limted; he
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nmust rob swiftly and be on his way. Qut cane his sack; he roved the hall, fastidiously selecting

those objects of small bulk and great value: a small pot with antlers, which enitted cl ouds of
remar kabl e gasses when the prongs were tweaked; an ivory horn through which sounded voices from
the past; a small stage where costumed inps stood ready to performcom c antics; an object like a
cluster of crystal grapes, each affording a blurred view into one of the denpon-worlds; a baton
sprouting sweetneats of assorted flavor; an ancient ring engraved with runes; a black stone
surrounded by nine zones of inpal pable color. He passed by hundreds of jars of powders and
liquids, likewise forebore fromthe vessels containing preserved heads. Now he canme to shel ves
stacked with volumes, folios and |ibrams, where he selected with care, taking for preference those
bound in purple velvet, Phandaal's characteristic color. He |ikew se sel ected folios of draw ngs
and ancient maps, and .the disturbed | eather exuded a rnusty odor.

He circled back to the front of the hall past a case displaying a score of small netal chests,

seal ed with corroded bands of great age. Cugel selected three at random they were unwontedly
heavy. He passed by several nmssive engi nes whose purpose he would have liked to explore, but tine
was advanci ng, and best he should be on bis way, back to Azenonei and the booth of Fianosther

Cugel frowned. In many respects the prospect seened inpractical. Fianosther would hardly choose to
pay full value for his goods, or, nore accurately, lucounu's goods. It mght be well to bury a

certain proportion of the loot in an isolated place. . . . Here was an al cove Cugel had not
previously noted. A soft light welled |ike water against the crystal pane, which separated al cove
fromhall. A niche to the rear displayed a conplicated object of great charm As best Cugel could

di stinguish, it seened a niniature carousel on which rode a dozen beautiful dolls of seemning
vitality. The object was clearly of great value, and Cugel was pleased to find an aperture in the
crystal pane.

He stepped through, but two feet before hima second pane bl ocked his way, establishing an avenue
which evidently led to the magic whirligig. Cugel proceeded
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confidently, only to be stopped by another pane which he had not seen until he bunped into it.
Cugel retraced his steps and to his gratification found the doubtlessly correct entrance a few
feet back. But this new avenue | ed himby several right angles to another blank pane. Cuge
decided to forego acquisition of the carousel and depart the castle. He turned, but discovered
hinself to be a trifle confused. He had cone fromhis left—er was it his right?
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Cugel was still seeking egress when in due course lucounu returned to his nmanse.
Pausi ng by the al cove, |ucounu gave Cugel a stare of hunorous astoni shment. "Wat have we here? A
visitor? And | have been so renmiss as to keep you waiting! Still, | see you have anused yourself,

and | need feel no nortification." lucounu permtted a chuckle to escape his lips. He then
pretended to notice Cugel's bag. "Wat is this? You have brought objects for ny exam nation?
Excellent! | am al ways anxi ous to enhance ny collection, in order to keep pace with the attrition
of the years. You would be astounded to | earn of the rogues who seek to despoil ne! That nerchant
of claptrap in his tawdry little booth, for instance—you could not conceive his frantic efforts in

this regard! | tolerate himbecause to date he has not been. bold enough to venture hinself into
my manse. But cone, step out here into the hall, and we will exani ne the contents of your bag."
Cugel bowed graciously. "G adly. As you assunme, | have indeed been waiting for your return. If |
recall correctly, the exit is by this passage . . ." He stepped forward, but again was halted. He
made a gesture of rueful amusenent. "I seemto have taken a wrong turning."

"Apparently so," said lucounu, "d ancing upward, you will notice a decorative notif upon the

ceiling. If you heed the flexion of the lunules you will be guided to the hall."

"OF course!" And Cugel briskly stepped forward in accordance with the directions.

"One nonent!" called |ucounu. "You have forgotten your sack!"

Cugel reluctantly returned for the sack, once nore set forth, and presently energed into the hallL
The Eyes of the Overworld

| ucounu made a suave gesture. "If you will step this way | will be glad to examni ne your
mer chandi se. "
Cugel gl anced reflectively along the corridor toward the front entrance. "It would be a

presunption upon your patience. My little knickknacks are bel ow notice. Wth your perm ssion |

will take ny |eave."

"By no neans!" declared |ucounu heartily. "I have a few visitors, nost of whom are rogues and
thieves. | handle them severely, | assure you! | insist that you at |east take sone refreshment.

Pl ace your bag on the floor."

Cugel carefully set down the bag. "Recently |I was instructed in a snall conpetence by a sea-hag of
White Als-ter. | believe you will be interested, | require several ells of stout cord."

"You excite ny curiosity!" lucounu extended his arm a panel hi the wainscoting slid back; a coi

of rope was tossed to his hand. Rubbing his face as if to conceal a smile, |ucounu handed the rope
to Cugel, who shook it out with great care

"I will ask your cooperation," said Cugel. "A small matter of extending one armand one leg."
"Yes, of course.” lucounu held out his hand, pointed a finger. The rope coiled around Cugel's arns
and | egs, pinning himso that he was unable to nove. lucounu's grin nearly split his great soft
head. "This is a surprising developnent! By error | called forth Thief-taker! For your own

confort, do not strain, as Thief-taker is woven of wasp-legs. Now then, | wll exam ne the
contents of your bag." He peered into CugaTs sack and enmitted a soft cry of dismay. "You have
rifled ny collection! | note certain of ny nost treasured val uabl es!”

Cugel grimaced. "Naturally! But | amno thief; Fianos-ther sent nme here to collect certain

obj ects, and therefore—

| ucounu held up his hand. "The offense is far too serious for flippant disclainers. | have stated
my abhorrence for plunderers and thieves, and now | nust visit upon you justice in its nost

unm tigated rigor—dnl ess, of course, you can suggest an adequate requital."

"Some such requital surely exists," Cugel averred. 'This cord however rasps upon ny skin, so that
I find cogitation inmpossible."

"No matter. | have decided to apply the Charm of For-
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I orn Encystment, which constricts the subject in a pore Sone forty-five nmiles below the
surface O the earth.”

Cugel blinked hi dismay. "Under these conditions, requital could never be nade."

"True," nused lucounu. "I wonder if after all there is sone snmall service which you can perform
for me."
"The villain is as good as dead!" declared Cugel. "Now renove these aboni nable bonds!"

"I had no specific assassination hi mnd," said | ucounu. "Cone."

The rope rel axed, allowi ng Cugel to hobble after lucounu into a side chanber hung with intricately
enbroi dered tapestry. From a cabinet |ucounu brought a small case and laid it on a floating disk
of glass. He opened the case and gestured to Cugel, who perceived that the box showed two

i ndentations lined with scarlet fur, where reposed a single snmall hem sphere of filned viol et

gl ass.
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"As a know edgeabl e and travel ed man," suggested | ucounu, "you doubtless recognize this object.
No? You are fanmiliar, of course, with the Cutz Wars of the Ei ghteenth Aeon? No?" | ucounu hunched
up his shoulders in astonishnment. "During these ferocious events the denbn Unda- Hrada—he |isted as
16-04 Green in Thrunp's Al manac—thought to assist his principals, and to this end thrust certain
agencies up fromthe sub-world La-Er. In order that they night perceive, they were tipped with
cusps simlar to the one you see before you. When events went am ss, the denon snatched hinsel f
back to La-Er. The hem spheres were di sl odged and broadcast across Cutz. One of these, as you see,
I own. You nust procure its mate and bring it to me, whereupon your trespass shall be overl ooked."
Cugel reflected. "The choice, if it lies between a sortie into the denon-world La-Er and the Spel
of Forlorn Encystment, is noot. Frankly, | amat a |oss for decision."

| ucounu's | augh alnost split the big yellow bl adder of his head. "A visit to La-Er perhaps wll
prove unnecessary. You may secure the article hi that |and once known as Cutz."

“I'f I must, |I rmust," growl ed Cugel, thoroughly displeased by the manner in which the day's work
had ended. "Who guards this violet hem sphere? What is its function? How do | go and how return?
What necessary
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weapons, talismans and other magi cal adjuncts do you undertake to fit nme out with?"

"Al'l in good tine," said lucounu. "First | nust ensure that, once at liberty, you conduct yourself
with unremitting loyalty, zeal and singleness of purpose.”

"Have no fear," declared Cugel. "My word is my bond."

"Excellent!" cried lucounu. "This know edge represents a basic security which | do not in the

| east take lightly. The act now to be performed is doubtless supererogatory.”

He departed the chanber and after a nonent returned with a covered glass bow containing a snal
white creature, ah" claws, prongs, barbs and hooks, now squirmng angrily. 'This," said |ucounu
"is ny friend Firx, fromthe star Achernar, who is far wiser than he seenms. Firx is annoyed at
bei ng separated fromhis conrade with whom he shares a vat in nmy work-room He will assist you in
the expeditious discharge of your duties.” lucounu stepped close, deftly thrust the creature

agai nst Cugel's abdonen. It nmerged into his viscera, and took up a vigilant post clasped around
CugeFs liver

| ucounu stood back, |aughing hi that inmoderate gl ee which had earned him his cognomen. Cugel's
eyes bulged fromhis head. He opened his nmouth to utter an objurgation, but instead clenched his
jaw and rolled up his eyes.

The rope uncoiled itself. Cugel stood quivering, every muscle knotted.

lucounu's mrth dwindled to a thoughtful grin. "You spoke of mmgical adjuncts. \Wat of those

tali smans whose efficacy you proclained fromyour booth in Azenonei? WII| they not inmmobilize
eneni es, dissolve iron, inpassion virgins, confer inmortality?"

"These talismans are not uniformy dependable," said Cugel. "I will require further conpetences."
"You have them" said lucounu, "in your sword, your crafty persuasiveness and the agility of your
feet. Still, you have aroused ny concern and | will help you to this extent.” He hung a smal
square tabl et about Cugel's neck. "You now nay put aside all fear of starvation. A touch of this
potent object will induce nutrinment into wood, bark, grass, even discarded clothing. It will also
sound a chine hi the presence of poison. So now-there
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is nothing to delay us! Conme, we will go. Rope? Wiere i s Rope?"

bediently the rope | ooped around Cugel's neck, and Cugel was forced to march al ong behi nd

| ucounu.

They came out upon the roof of the antique castle. Darkness had |ong since fallen over the |and.
Up and down the valley of the Xzan faint lights glimered, while the Xzan itself was an irregular
wi dt h darker than dark.

| ucounu pointed to a cage. "This will be your conveyance. |nside."

Cugel hesitated. "It mght be preferable to dine well, to sleep and rest, .to set forth tonorrow
refreshed. "

"What ?" spoke lucounu in a voice like a horn. "You dare stand before me and state preferences?
You, who cane skul king into nmy house, pillaged ny valuables and left all in disarray? Do you
under st and your |uck? Perhaps you prefer the Forlorn Encystnent?"

"By no neans!" protested Cugel nervously. "I am anxious only for the success of the venture!"

"Into the cage, then."
Cugel turned despairing eyes around the castle roof, then slowy went to the cage and stepped
wi t hin.
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"I trust you suffer no deficiency of nenory," said lucounu. "But even if this becomes the case,
and if you neglect your prime responsibility, which is to say, the procuring of the violet cusp,
Firx is on hand to rem nd you,"

Cugel said, "Since | amnow conmitted to this enterprise, and unlikely to return, you nay care to
| earn my appraisal of yourself and your character. In the first place—

But | ucounu held up his hand. "I do not care to listen; obloquy injures ny self-esteemand | am
skeptical of praise. So nowbe of f!" He drew back, stared up into the darkness, then shouted that
i nvocati on known as Thas-drubal's Laganetic Transfer. From high cane a thud and a buffet, a
muf f1 ed bel | ow of rage.

| ucounu retreated a few steps, shouting up words in an archaic | anguage; and the cage with Cuge
crouching within was snatched al oft and hurled through the air.

Cold wind bit Cugel's face. From above cane a flapping and creaki ng of vast wi ngs and di sma

| ament ati on;
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the cage swung back and forth. Below all was dark, a blackness like a pit. By the disposition of
the stars Cugel perceived that the course was to the north, and presently he sensed the thrust of
t he Maurenron Muntains below;, and then they flew over that w | derness known as the Land of the
Falling Wall. Once or twi ce Cugel glinpsed the lights of an isolated castle, and once he noted a
great bonfire. For a period a winged sprite came to fly al ongside the cage and peer within. It
seened to find Cugel's plight amusing, and when Cugel sought information as to the |and below, it
merely uttered raucous cries of mrth. It becanme fatigued and sought to cling to the cage, but
Cugel kicked it away, and it fell off into the wind with a scream of envy.

The east flushed the red of old blood, and presently the sun appeared, trenbling |ike an old man
with a chill. The ground was shrouded by mst; Cugel was barely able to see that they crossed a

I and of bl ack mountains and dark chasms. Presently the mist parted once nore to reveal a |eaden
sea. Once or twice he peered up, but the roof of the cage conceal ed the denmon except for the tips
of the | eathern w ngs.

At |ast the denon reached the north shore of the ocean. Swooping to the beach, it vented a
vindictive croak, and allowed the cage to fall froma height of fifteen feet

Cugel crawl ed fromthe broken cage. Nursing his bruises, he called a curse after the departing
denmon, then pl odded back through sand and dank yellow spini-fex, and clinbed the slope of the
foreshore. To the north were marshy barrens and a far huddle of low hills, to east and west ocean
and dreary beach. Cugel shook his fist to the south. Sonehow, at sone tinme, in sone manner, he
woul d visit revenge upon the Laughing Magician! So nuch he vowed.

A few hundred yards to the west was the trace of an ancient sea-wall. Cugel thought to inspect it,
but hardly noved three steps before Firx clanped prongs into his liver. Cugel, rolling up his eyes
in agony, reversed his direction and set out along the shore to the east

Presently he hungered, and bethought hinself of the charm furnished by |ucounu. He picked up a

pi ece of driftwood and rubbed it with the tablet, hoping to see a transformation into a tray of
sweetmeats or a roast fow.
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But the driftwood nerely softened to the texture of cheese, retaining the flavor of driftwood.
Cugel ate with snaps and gul ps. Another score agai nst |ucounu! How the Laughi ng Magi ci an woul d
pay!

The scarlet globe of the sun slid across the southern sky. Night approached, and at |ast Cuge
came upon human habitation: a rude village beside a small river. The huts were |ike birds'-nests
of mud and sticks, and snelled vilely of ordure and filth. Among t hem wandered a peopl e as

unl ovel y and gracel ess as the huts. They were squat, brutish and obese; their hair was a coarse
yellow tangle; their features were lunps. Their single noteworthy attribute—ene in which Cuge
took an instant and keen interest—was their eyes: blind-seemng violet hem spheres, simlar in
every respect to that object required by | ucounu

Cugel approached the village cautiously but the inhabitants took snall interest hi him If the
hem sphere coveted by | ucounu were identical to the violet eyes of these folk, then a basic
uncertainty of the nission was resolved, and procuring the violet cusp becane nerely a matter of
tacti cs.

Cugel paused to observe the villagers, and found nuch to puzzle him In the first place, they
carried thenselves not as the ill-snmelling loons they were, but with a remarkable loftiness and a
dignity which verged at tines upon hauteur. Cugel watched in puzzlenent: were they a tribe of
dotards? In any event, they seened to pose no threat, and he advanced into the main avenue of the
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village, wal king gingerly to avoid the nore noxi ous heaps of refuse. One of the villagers now

deigned to notice hi™ and addressed himin grunting guttural voice. "Well, sirrah: what is your
wi sh? Wiy do you prowl the outskirts of our city Snol od?”

"I ama wayfarer," said Cugel. "I ask only to be directed to the inn, where | may find food and
| odgi ng. "

"W have no inn; travelers and wayfarers are unknown to us. Still, you are wel conme to share our
plenty. Yonder is a manse with appointnents sufficient for your confort.” The man pointed to a
dil api dated hut. "You may eat as you will; nerely enter the refectory yonder and sel ect what you

wi sh; there is no stinting at Snol od. "

"I thank you gratefully," said Cugel, and woul d have
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spoken further except that his host had strolled away.

Cugel gingerly |looked into the shed, and after sone exertion cleaned out the npbst inconvenient
debris, and arranged a trestle on which to sleep. The sun was now at the horizon and Cugel went to
that storeroom which had been identified as the refectory. The villager's description of the
bounty avail abl e, as Cugel had suspected, was in the nature of hyperbole. To one side of the
storeroom was a heap of snoked fish, to the other a bin containing lentils mngled with various
seeds and cereals. Cugel took a portion to his hut, where he made a gl um supper

The sun had set; Cugel went forth to see what the village offered in the way of entertai nnent, but
found the streets deserted. In certain of the huts | anps burned, and Cugel peering through the
cracks saw the residents dining upon snoked fish or engaged hi discourse. He returned to his shed,
built a small fire against the chill and conposed hinself for sleep

The foll owi ng day Cugel renewed his observation of the village Sholod and its violet-eyed folk.
None, he noticed, went forth to work, nor did there seemto be fields near at hand. The discovery
caused Cugel dissatisfaction. In order to secure one of the violet eyes, he would be obliged to
kill its owner, and for this purpose freedomfromofficious interference was essenti al

He made tentative attenpts at conversation anong the villagers, but they |ooked at himhi a manner
whi ch presently began to jar at Cugel's equaninmity: it was alnbst as if they were gracious |ords

and he the ill-smelling loutl During the afternoon he strolled south, and about a nile along the
shore came upon another village. The people were nmuch |ike the inhabitants of Snolod, but with
ordi nary-seem ng eyes. They were |ikew se industrious; Cugel watched themtill fields and fish the
ocean.

He approached a pair of fishernen on their way back to the village, their catch slung over their
shoul ders. They stopped, eyeing Cugel with no great friendliness. -Cugel introduced hinself as a
wayf arer and asked concerning the lands to the east, but the fishernen professed ignorance otjier
than the fact that the Iand was barren, dreary and dangerous.

"I amcurrently guest at the village Snolod," said
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Cugel . "I find the fol k pl easant enough, but somewhat odd. For instance, why are their eyes as

they are? What Is the nature of their affliction? Wiy do they conduct thenselves with such
aristocratic sel f-assurance and suavity of manner?"

"The eyes are magi c cusps," stated the older of the fishermen hi a grudging voice. "They afford a
view of the Overworld; why should not the owners behave as lords? So will | when Radkuth Vom n
dies, for | inherit his eyes.™

"I ndeed! " exclainmed Cugel, marveling. "Can these magi ¢ cusps be detached at will and transferred
as the owner sees fit?"

"They can, but who woul d exchange the Overworld for this?" The fisherman swung his arm around the

dreary | andscape. "I have toiled long and at last it is ny turn to taste the delights of the
Overworl d. After this there is nothing, and the only peril is death through a surfeit of bliss.”
"Vastly interesting!" remarked Cugel. "How might | qualify for a pair of these magic cusps?"

"Strive as do all the others of Grodz: place your nane on the list, then toil to supply the lords
of Snolod with sustenance. Thirty-one years have | sown and reaped lentils and emmer and netted
fish and dried themover slow fires, and now the name of Bubach Angh is at the head of the list,
and you rnust do the sane."

"Thirty-one years," nused Cugel. "A period of not negligible duration.'
restlessly, causing Cugel's liver no snmall disconfort.

The fishernmen proceeded to their village Grodz; Cugel returned to Snol od. Here he sought out that
man to whom he had spoken upon his arrival at the village. "My lord," said Cugel, "as you know,
ama traveler froma far land, attracted here by the magnificence of the city Snolod."

And Firs squirned
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"Under st andabl e, " grunted the other. "Qur splendor cannot help but inspire enulation."
"What then is the source of the magic cusps?”
The el der turned the violet hem spheres upon Cugel as if seeing himfor the first time. He spoke

inasurly f voice, "It is a matter we do not care to dwell upon, but there is no harmin it, now
that the subject has been
20
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broached. At a renpte tine the denmon Underherd sent up tentacles to | ook across Earth, each tipped
with a cusp. Sinbilis the Sixteenth pained the nonster, which jerked back to his subworld and the
cusps becane di sl odged. Four hundred and twel ve of the cusps were gathered and brought to Snol od,
then as splendid as now it appears to ne. Yes, | realize that | see but a senblance, but so do
you, and who is to say which is real ?"

"I do not |ook through nmagic cusps," said Cugel
"True. " The elder shrugged. "It is a matter | prefer to overlook. | dimy recall that |I inhabit a
sty and devour the coarsest of food—but the subjective reality is that | inhabit a glorious pal ace

and di ne on splendid viands anbng the princes and princesses who are nmy peers. It is explained
thus: the denon Underherd | ooked fromthe sub-world to this one; we look fromthis to the Over-
worl d, which is the quintessence of human hope, visionary |onging, and beatific dream W who
inhabit this world —how can we think of ourselves as other than splendid |lords? This is how we
are."

"It is inspiring!" exclaimed Cugel. "How may | obtain a pair of these magic cusps?"

"There are two net hods. Underherd |ost four hundred and fourteen cusps; we control four hundred
and twelve. Two were never found, and evidently lie on the floor of the ocean's deep. You are at
liberty to secure these. The second neans is to becone a citizen of Godz, and furnish the lords
of Smol od with sustenance till one of us dies, as we do infrequently."

"I understand that a certain Lord Radkuth Vomin is ailing."

"Yes, that is he." The elder indicated a potbellied old man with a slack, drooling nmouth, sitting
in filth before his hut. "You see himat his ease in the pl easaunce of his palace. Lord Radkuth
strained hinself with a surfeit of lust, for our princesses are the nbst ravishing creations of
human inspiration, just as | amthe noblest of princes. But Lord Radkuth indul ged hinmself too
copiously, and thereby suffered a nortification. It is a lesson for us alt."

"Perhaps | might make special arrangenents to secure his cusps?" ventured Cugel

"I fear not. You must go to G-odz and toil as do the others. As did 1, in a fornmer existence which
now seens
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dimand inchoate. ... To think | suffered so long! But you are young; thirty or forty or fifty
years is not too long a tine to wait."

Cugel put his hand to his abdonen to quiet the fretful stirrings of Firx. "In the space of so much

time, the sun may well have waned. Look!" He pointed as a black flicker crossed the face of the
sun and seened to | eave a nonentary crust. "Even now it ebbs!"

"You are over-apprehensive," stated the elder. "To us who are |lords of Snholod, the sun puts forth
a radi ance of exquisite colors."

"This may well be true at the nmonent," said Cugel, "but when the sun goes dark, what then? WII
you take an equal delight in the gloomand the chill?"

But the elder no | onger attended him Radkuth Vonmin had fallen sideways into the nmud, and appeared
to be dead.

Toying i ndecisively with his knife, Cugel went to | ook down at the corpse. A deft cut or two—ho
nmore than the work of a noment—-and he woul d have achieved his goal. He swayed forward, but already
the fugitive nonent had passed. Other lords of the village had approached to jostle Cugel aside;

Radkuth Vomin was lifted and carried with the nost solem nicety into the ill-snmelling precincts
of his hut.

Cugel stared wistfully through the doorway, calculating the chances of this ruse and that.

"Let |anps be brought!" intoned the elder. "Let a final efful gence surround Lord Radkuth on his
gemencrusted bier! Let the golden clarion sound fromthe towers; let the princesses don robes of
samte; let their tresses obscure the faces of delight Lord Radkuth | oved so welll And now we nust
keep vigil! Who will guard the bier?"

Cugel stepped forward. "I would deemit honor indeed."

The el der shook his head. "This is a privilege reserved for his peers. Lord Maul fag, Lord @ us:
perhaps you will act in this capacity." Two of the villagers approached the bench on which Lord
Radkut h Vomin | ay.
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"Next," declared the elder, "the obsequies nmust be proclainmed, and the magic cusps transferred to
Bubach Angh, that nost deserving squire of Grodz. Wo, again, will go to notify this squire?"
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"Again," said Cugel, "I offer nmy services, if only to requite in sone small nanner the hospitality
| have enjoyed at Snolod."

"Wl | spoken!" intoned the elder. "So, then, at speed to Grodz; return with that squire who by his
faith and dutiful toil deserves advancenent."

Cugel bowed, and ran off across the barrens toward Grodz. As he approached the outernost fields he
nmoved cautiously, skulking fromtussock to copse, and presently found that which he sought: a
peasant turning the dank soil with a mattock.

Cugel crept quietly forward and struck down the loon with a gnarled root. He stripped off the best
garments, the leather hat, the |eggings and foot-gear; with his knife he hacked off the stiff
straw col ored beard. Taking all and | eaving the peasant |ying dazed and naked in the mud, he fled
on long strides back toward Snolod. In a secluded spot he dressed hinmself in the stolen garnents.
He exam ned the hacked-off beard with sone perplexity, and finally, by tying up tufts of the
coarse yellow hair and tying tuft to tuft, contrived to bind enough together to make a straggling
fal se beard for hinself. That hair which remained he tucked up under the brimof the flapping

| eat her hat.

Now t he sun had set; plumcolored gl oomobscured the- land. Cugel returned to Snolod. G| |anps
flickered before the hut of Radkuth Vomin, where the obese and mi sshapen village wonen wail ed and
gr oaned.

Cugel stepped cautiously forward, wondering what m ght be expected of him As for his disguise it
woul d either prove effective or it would not. To what extent the violet cusps befuddl ed perception
was a nmatter of doubt; he could only hazard a trial

Cugel marched boldly up to the door of the hut Pitching his voice as | ow as possible, he called,
"I am here, revered princes of Snolod: Squire Bubach Angh of Grodz, who for thirty-one years has
heaped the choicest of delicacies into the Snolod |arders. Now | appear, beseeching elevation to
the estate of nobility."

"As is your right," said the Chief Elder. "But you seema man different fromthat Bubach Angh who
so long has served the princes of Snolod."

"I have been transfigured—through grief at the passing
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of Prince Radkuth Vom n and through rapture at the prospect of elevation."

"This is clear and understandable. Cone, then—prepare yourself for the rites."

"I amready as of this instant," said Cugel, "lIndeed, if you will but tender nme the nagic cusps
will take themquietly aside and rejoice."

The Chief Elder shook his head indulgently. "This is not in accord with the rites. To begin with
you nust stand naked here on the pavilion of this mghty castle, and the fairest of the fair wll
anoint you in aromatics. Then cones the invocation to Eddith Bran Maur. And t hen—

"Revered," stated Cugel, "allow ne one boon. Before the cerenpnies begin, fit ne with the magic
cusps so that | may understand the full portent of the cerenony." The Chief Eider considered. "The
request is unorthodox, but reasonable. Bring forth the cusps!"”

There was a wait, during which Cugel stood first on one foot then the other. The m nutes dragged,
the garnments and the fal se beard itched intolerably. And now at the outskirts of the village he
saw t he approach of several new figures, coning fromthe direction of Godz. One was al nost
certainly Bubach Angh, while another seened to have been shorn of his beard.

The Chi ef El der appeared, holding in each hand a violet cusp. "Step forward!"

Cugel called loudly, "I amhere, sir.” "I now apply the potion which sanctifies the junction of
magi ¢ cusp to right eye."

At the back of the crowd Bubach Angh raised bis voice. "Holdl Wat transpires?”

Cugel turned, pointed. "Wat jackal is this that interrupts solemities? Renove him hence!"
"Indeed!" called the Chief Elder perenptorily. "You denean yourself and the dignity of the

cerenmony." Bubach Angh crouched back, nonmentarily cowed. "In view of the interruption," said
Cugel, "I had as lief nmerely take custody of the nagic cusps until these |outs can properly be
chast ened. "

"No," said the Chief Elder. "Such a procedure is inpossible.”" He shook drops of rancid fat in
Cugel 's right eye. But now t he peasant of the shorn beard set up an
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outcry: "My hat! My blouse! My beard! Is there no justice?"
"Silence!" hissed the crowd. "This is a sol emm occasion!"
"But | am Bu—

Cugel called, "Insert the magic cusp, lord; let us ignore these louts."
"A lout, you call ne?" roared Bubach Angh. "I recogni ze you now, you rogue. Hold up proceedings!"
The Chief Elder said inexorably, "I nowinvest you with the right cusp. You nust tenporarily hold

this eye closed to prevent a discord which would strain the brain, and cause stupor. Now the |eft
eye." He stepped forward with the ointnment, but Bubach Angh and the beardl ess peasant no | onger
woul d be deni ed.

"Hol d up proceedi ngsl You ennoble an inpostor! | am Bubach Angh, the worthy squirel He who stands
before you is a vagabond!"

The Chief Elder inspected Bubach Angh with puzzlenent. "For a fact you resenble that peasant who
for thirty-one years has carted supplies to Snolod. But if you are Bubach Angh, who is this?"

The beardl ess peasant |lunbered forward. "It is the soulless wetch who stole the clothes fromny
back and the beard fromny face."

"He is a crimnal, a bandit, a vagabond—

"Hol d!" called the Chief Elder. "The words are ill-chosen. Renenber that he has been exalted to
the rank of prince of Snolod. "

"Not altogether!" cried Bubach Angh. "He has one of ny eyes. | demand the other!"

"An awkward situation," muttered the Chief El der. He spoke to Cugel: "Though formerly a vagabond
and cutthroat, you are now a prince, and a man of responsibility. Wat is your opinion?"

"l suggest a hiding for these obstreperous |outs. Then—=

Bubach Angh and the beardl ess peasant, uttering shouts of rage, sprang forward. Cugel, |eaping
away, could not control his right eye. The Iid flew open; into his brain crashed such a wonder of
exaltation that his breath caught in his throat and his heart al nost stopped from astoni shnent But
concurrently his left eye showed the reality of Smolod. The di ssonance was too wild to
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be tolerated; he stunbled and fell against a hut. Bubach Angh stood over himw th nmattock raised
hi gh, but now the Chief Elder stepped between.

"Do you take | eave of your senses? This nan is a prince of Snolod!"

"Aman | will kill, for he has ny eyel Do | toil thirty-one years for the benefit of a vagabond?"
"Cal myoursel f, Bubach Angh, if that be your name, and renenber the issue is not yet entirely
clear. Possibly an error has been made—undoubt edly an honest error, for this nan is now a prince
of Snolod, which is to say, justice and sagacity personified." /

"He was not that before he received the cusp," argued Bubach Angh, "which is when the of fense was
conmmitted. "

"I cannot occupy mnyself with casuistic distinctions," replied the elder. "In any event, your name
heads the |list and on the next fatality—*

"Ten or twelve years hence?" cried Bubach Angh. "Must | toil yet |onger, and receive ny reward
just as the sun goes dark? No, no, this cannot bel"

The beardl ess peasant made a suggestion: "Take the other cusp. In this way you will at |east have
hal f of your rights, and so prevent the interloper fromcheating you totally."

Bubach Angh agreed. "I will start with ny one magic cusp; | will then kill that knave and take the
other, and all will be well."

"Now t hen," said the Chief Elder haughtily. "This is hardly the tone to take in reference to a
prince of Snolod!"

"Bah!" snorted Bubach Angh. "Renenber the source of your viands! We of Godz will not toil to no
avail ."

"Very well," said the Chief Elder. "I deplore your uncouth bluster, but | cannot deny that you
have a neasure of reason on your side. Here is the left cusp of Radkuth "Vomin. | wll dispense
with the invocation, annointnent and the congratulatory paean. If you will be good enough to step
forward and open your |eft eye-so."

As Cugel had done, Bubach Angh | ooked through both eyes together and staggered back in a daze. But

clapping his hand to his left eye he recovered hinmself, and advanced upon Cugel. "You now nust see
the futility of
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your trick. Extend me that cusp and go your way, for you will never have the use of the two."
"It matters very little," said Cugel. "Thanks to ny friend Firx | amwell content with the one."
Bubach Angh ground his teeth. "Do you think to trick ne again? Your life has approached its end:
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not just | but all Godz goes warrant for this!"
"Not in the precincts of Snolod!" warned the Chief Elder. "There nust be no quarrels anong the

princes: | decree amty! You who have shared the cusps of Radkuth Vom n must al so share his
pal ace, his robes, appurtenances, jewels and retinue, until that hopefully renote occasi on when
one or the other dies, whereupon the survivor shall take all. This is ny judgnent; there is no

nore to be said."

"The nmonent of the interloper's death is hopefully near at hand," runbl ed Bubach Angh. "The
instant he sets foot from Snolod will be his last! The citizens of Godz will maintain a vigil of
a hundred years, if necessary!"

Firx squirmed at this news and Cugel w nced at the disconfort. In a conciliatory voice he
addressed Bubach Angh. "A conpronm se m ght be arranged: to you shall go the entirety of Radkuth
Vonin's estate: his pal ace, appurtenences, retinue. To me shall devolve only the magic cusps."”

But Bubach Angh woul d have none of it. "If you value your life, deliver that cusp to me this
nmonent . "

"This cannot be done," said Cugel

Bubach Angfa turned away and spoke to the beardl ess peasant, who nodded and departed. Bubach Angh
gl onered at Cugel, then went to Radkuth Vomin's hut and sat on the heap of rubble before the door
Here he experinented with his new cusp, cautiously closing his right eye, opening the left to
stare in wonder at the Over-world. Cugel thought to take advantage of his absorption and sauntered
off toward the edge of town. Bubach Angh appeared not to notice. Ha! thought Cugel. It was to be
so easy, then! Two nore strides and he would be lost into the darkness!

Jauntily he stretched his long legs to take those two strides. A slight sound—a grunt, a scrape, a
rustl e of clothes—aused himto jerk aside; down swng a mattock bl ade, cutting the air where his
head had been. In the faint
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gl ow cast by the Snol od | anps Cugel glinpsed the beardl ess peasant's vindictive countenance.
Behi nd hi m Bubach Angh cane | oping, heavy head thrust forward like a bull. Cugel dodged, and ran
with agility back into the heart of Snofod.

Slowy and in vast disappoi ntnent Bubach Angh returned, to seat hinself once nore. "You will never
escape," he told Cugel. "G ve over the cusp and preserve your life!"

"By no neans," replied Cugel with spirit. "Rather fear for your own sodden vitality, which goes in
even greater peril!"

Fromthe hut of the Chief Elder cane an adnonitory call. "Cease the bickering! | amindul ging the
exotic whins of a beautiful princess and nust not be distracted." Cugel, recalling the ol eagi nous
wads of flesh, the leering slab-sided visages, the matted verm nous hair, the wattles and wens and
evil odors which characterized the wonen of Snolod, nmarvel ed anew at the power of the cusps.
Bubach Angh was once nore testing the vision of his |left eye. Cugel conposed hinself on a bench
and attenpted the use of his right eye, first holding his hand before his left..

Cugel wgr,e a shirt of supple silver scales, tight scarlet trousers, a dark blue cloak. He sat on
a marbl e bench before a row of spiral marble columms overgrown with dark foliage and white
flowers. To either side the palaces of Snolod towered into the night, one behind the other, with
soft lights accenting the arches and wi ndows. The sky was a soft dark blue, hung with great

gl owi ng stars: among the pal aces were gardens of cypress, nyrtle, jasm ne, sphade, thyssam the
air was pervaded with the perfume of flowers and flow ng water. From sonmewhere cane a w sp of
music: a murmur of soft chords, a sigh of nelody. Cugel took a deep breath and rose to his feet.
He stepped forward, noving across the terrace. Pal aces and gardens shifted perspective; on a dim
lawn three girls in gowns of white gauze watched hi mover then-shoul ders.

' Cugel took an involuntary step forward, then, recalling the malice of Bubach Angh, paused to
check on his whereabouts. Across the plaza rose a palace of seven stories, each level with its
terrace garden, with vines and flowers trail-
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ing down the walls. - Through the wi ndows Cugel glinpsed rich furnishings, |lustrous chandeliers,

the soft novenent of liveried chanberlains. On the pavilion before the pal ace stood a hawk-
featured man with a cropped gol den beard in robes of ocher and black, with gold epaulettes and

bl ack buskins. He stood one foot on a stone griffin, arnms on bent knee, gazing toward Cugel with
an expression of brooding dislike. Cugel narveled: could this be the pig-faced Bubach Angh? Coul d
the magni ficent seven-tiered pal ace be the hovel of Radkuth Vom n?

Cugel noved slowy off across the plaza, and now cane upon a pavilion lit by candel abra. Tables
supported neats, jellies and pastries of every description; and Cugel's belly, nourished only by
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driftwood and snoked fish, urged himforward. He passed fromtable to table, sanpling norsels from
every dish, and found all to be of the highest quality.

"Srmoked fish and lentils | may still be devouring,"” Cugel told hinself, "but there is nmuch to be
said for the enchantnent by which they becone such exquisite delicacies. Indeed, a man m ght do
far worse than spend the rest of his Ilife here in Snolod."

Alnost as if Firx had been anticipating the thought, he instantly inflicted upon Cugel's liver a
series of agonizing pangs, and Cugel bitterly reviled [ucounu the Laughing Magician and repeated
his vows of vengeance.

Recovering his conposure, he sauntered to that area where the formal gardens surrounding the

pal aces gave way to parkland. He | ooked over his shoulder, to find the hawk-faced prince in ocher
and bl ack approaching, with manifestly hostile intent. In the di mess of the park Cugel noted

ot her nmovenent and thought to spy a nunber of arnored warriors.

Cugel returned to the plaza and Bubach Angh foll owed once nore to stand gl owering at Cugel in
front of Radkuth Vomi n's pal ace.

"Clearly," said Cugel aloud, for the benefit of Firx, "there will be no departure from Snol od
tonight. Naturally | am anxious to convey the cusp to lucounu, but if I amkilled then neither the
cusp nor the admirable Firx will ever return to Al nery."

Firx made no further denmponstration. Now, thought Cugel, where to pass the night? The seven-tiered
pal ace
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of Radkuth Vomi n nmanifestly offered anpl e and spaci ous accommodati on for both hinself and Bubach
Angh. In essence, however, the two would be cramed together in a one-roonmed hut, with a single
heap of danp reeds for a couch. Thoughtfully, regretfully,' Cugel closed his right eye, opened his
left.

Srmol od was as before. The surly Bubach Angh crouched before the door to Radkuth Votnin's hut.

Cugel stepped forward and ki cked Bubach Angh smartly. In surprise and shock, both Bubach Angh's
eyes opened, and the rival inpulses colliding in his brain induced paralysis. Back in the darkness
t he beardl ess peasant roared and cane charging forward, nmattock on hi gh, and Cugel relinquished
his plan to cut Bubach Angh's throat. He skipped inside the hut, closed and barred the door. He
now closed his left eye and opened his right. He found hinself in the magnificent- entry hall of
Radkut h Vomi n's pal ace, the portico of which was secured by a portcullis of forged iron. Wthout,
the gol den-haired prince in ocher and bl ack, holding his hand over one eye, was lifting hinmself in
cold dignity fromthe pavenent of the plaza. Raising one armin noble defiance, Bubach Angh swung
his cloak over his shoulder and marched off to join his warriors.

Cugel sauntered through the pal ace, inspecting the appointnments with pleasure. If it had not been
for the inportunities of Firx, there would have been no haste in trying the perilous journey back
to the Valley of the Xzan.

Cugel selected a luxurious chanber facing to the south, doffed his rich garnments for satin

ni ghtwear, settled upon a couch with sheets of pale blue silk, and instantly fell asleep

In the norning there was a degree of difficulty renenbering which eye to open, and Cugel thought
it might be well to fashion a patch to wear over that eye not currently in use.

By day the pal aces of Snmolod were nore grand than ever, and now the plaza was thronged with
princes and princesses, all of utnost beauty.

Cugel dressed hinself in handsone garments of black, with a jaunty green cap and green sandals. He
descended
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to the entry hall, raised the portcullis with a gesture of command, and went forth into the plaza.

There was no sign of Bubach Angh. The other inhabitants of Snolod greeted himwith courtesy and
the princesses displayed noticeable warnth, as if they found hi mgood address. Cugel responded
politely, but without fervor: not even the magi ¢ cusp coul d persuade hi magai nst the sour wads of
fat, flesh, grime and hair which were the Snol od wonen.

He breakfasted on delightful viands at the pavilion, then returned to the plaza to consider his
nest course of action. A cursory inspection of the parklands reveal ed Grodz warriors on guard.
There was no i nmedi ate prospect of escape.

. The nobility of Snolod applied thenselves to their diversions. Some wandered the nmeadows; others
went boating upon the delightful waterways to the north. The Chief Elder, a prince of sagacious
and nobl e visage, sat alone on an onyx bench, deep in reverie.

Cugel approached; the Chief Elder aroused hinself and gave Cugel a salute of neasured cordiality.
"I amnot easy in ny nind," he declared. "In spite of all judiciousness, and allow ng for your
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unavoi dabl e ignorance of our custons, | feel a certain inequity has been done, and | amat a | oss
as howto repair it.1*
"It seens to ne," said Cugel, "that Squire Bubach Angh, though doubtless a worthy man, exhibits a

| ack of discipline unfitting the dignity of Smolod. In nmy opinion he would be all the better for a
few years nore seasoning at G odz."

"There is something in what you say," replied the elder. "Snall personal sacrifices are sonetines
essential to the welfare of the group. | feel certain that you, if the issue arose, would gladly
of fer up your cusp and enroll anew at G odz. What are a few years? They flutter past |ike
butterflies.”

Cugel nmde a suave gesture. "Or a trial by lot mght be arranged, in which all who see with two
cusps participate, the loser of the trial donating one of his cusps to Bubach Angh. | nyself wll
make do with one."

The el der frowned. "Well—the contingency is renote. Meanwhile you must participate in our
merrymaki ng. |f
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| may say so, you cut a personable figure and certain of the princesses have been casting sheep's
eyes in your direction. There, for instance, the lovely Udela Narshag —and there, Zokoxa of the
Rose- Petal s, and beyond the vivacious |lviu Lasmal. You nust not be backward; here in Snolod we
live an uncircunscribed life."

"The charm of these | adi es has not escaped ne," said Cugel. "Unluckily I am bound by a vow of
continence. "
"Unfortunate man!" exclainmed the Chief Elder. "The princesses of Snolod are nonpareil! And

noti ce—yet another soliciting your attention!"

"Surely it is you she sumons," said Cugel, and the elder went to confer with the young woman in
question, who had cone riding into the plaza in a magnificent boat-shaped car which wal ked on six
swan-feet. The princess reclined on a couch of pink down and was beautiful enough to make Cuge
rue the fastidi ousness of bis recollection, which projected every matted hair, nole, dangling
underlip, sweating seam and winkle of the Snolod wonen to the front of his nmenory. This princess
was i ndeed the essence of a daydream slender and supple, with skin like still cream a delicate
nose, lucent brooding eyes, a nouth of delightful flexibility. Her expression intrigued Cugel, for
it was nore conplex than that of the other princesses: pensive, yet willful; ardent yet

di ssati sfied.

Into the plaza canme Bubach Angh, accoutered hi mlitary wise, with corselet, norion and sword. The
Chief Elder went to speak to him and now to Cugel's irritation the princess in the wal ki ng boat
signaled to him

He went forward, "Yes, princess; you saluted nme, | believe?"

The princess nodded. "I specul ate on your presence up here in these northern |ands." She spoke in
a soft clear voice like mnusic.

Cugel said, "I amhere on a mission; | stay but a short while at Snol od, and then must continue
east and south."

"Indeed!" said the princess. "Wat is the nature of your m ssion?"

"To be candid, | was brought here by the nalice of a magician. It was by no neans a yearning of ny
own."

The princess |aughed softly. "1 see few strangers. |
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Il ong for new faces and new tal k. Perhaps you will cone to nmy palace and we will talk of nagic and
the strange circunstances which throng the dying earth.”

Cugel bowed stiffly. "Your offer is kind. But you must seek el sewhere; | am bound by a vow of
continence. Control your displeasure, for it applies not only to you but to Udel a Narshag yonder
to Zokoxa, and to Ilviu Lasmal."

The princess raised her eyebrows, sank back on her down-covered couch. She snmiled faintly.
""Indeed, indeed. You are a harsh man, a stern relentless man, thus to refuse yourself to so nmany
i mpl ori ng wonen."

"This is the case, and so it nust be." Cugel turned away to face the Chief Elder, who approached
wi t h Bubach Angh at his back.

"Sorry circunmstances," announced the Chief Elder in a troubled voice. "Bubach Angh speaks for the
village of Grodz. He declares that no nore victuals will be furnished until justice is done, and
this they define as the surrender of your cusp to Bubach Angh, and your person to a punitive
conmmittee who waits in the parkland yonder."
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Cugel | aughed uneasily. "Wat a distorted view You assured them of course that we of Smol od woul d
eat grass and destroy the cusps before agreeing to such detestable provisions?"

"l fear that | tenporized," stated the Chief Elder. "I feel that the others of Snolod favor a nore
flexi bl e course of action."

The inmplication was clear, and Firx began to stir in exasperation. In order to appraise
circunstances in the nmost forthright nanner possible, Cugel shifted the patch to | ook fromhis
left eye.

Certain citizens of Godz, arnmed with scythes, mattocks and clubs, waited at a distance of fifty
yards: evidently the punitive conmttee to which Bubach Angh had referred. To one side were the
huts of Snolod; to the other the wal king boat and the princess of such—Cugel stared in

ast oni shnent. The boat was as before, wal king on six bird-legs, and sitting in the pink down was
the princess—f possible, nore beautiful than ever
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But now her expression, rather than faintly smling, was cool and still.

Cugel drew a deep breath and took to his heels. Bu-bach Angh shouted an order to halt, but Cuge
paid no heed. Across the barrens he raced, with the punitive conmittee in pursuit.

Cugel laughed gleefully. He was long of |inb, sound of wind; the peasants were stunpy, knot-

muscl ed, phlegmatic. He could easily run two nmiles to their one. He paused, and turned to wave
farewell. To his dismay two | egs fromthe wal ki ng boat detached thensel ves and | eapt after him
Cugel ran for his life. In vain. The | egs cane boundi ng past, one on either side. They swung
around and kicked himto a halt.

Cugel sullenly wal ked back, the | egs hopping behind. Just before he reached the outskirts of

Snmol od he reached under the patch and pulled | oose the magi ¢ cusp. As the punitive conmittee bore
down on him he held it aloft. "Stand back—er | break the cusp to fragnments!"

"Hol d! Holdl" called Bubach Angh. "This nust not be! Come, give nme the cusp and accept your just
deserts.”

"Not hi ng has yet been decided,” Cugel rem nded him "The Chief Elder has ruled for no one."

The girl rose fromher seat in the boat "I will rule; I am Derwe Corene, of the House of Domber.
Gve ne the violet glass, whatever it is."

"By no neans," said Cugel. "Take the cusp from Bubach Angh."

"Never!" exclained the squire from G odz.

"What ? You both have a cusp and both want two? What are these precious objects? You wear them as
eyes? Gve themto ne."

Cugel drew his sword. "I prefer to run, but I will fight if I nust."

"I cannot run," said Bubach Angh. "I prefer to fight." He pulled the cusp fromhis own eye. "Now
t hen, vagabond, prepare to die."

"A moment ," said Derwe Coreme. Fromone of the legs of the boat thin arns reached to seize the
wists of both Cugel and Bubach Angh. The cusps fell to earth; that of Bubach Angh struck a stone
and shivered to frag-
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ments. He how ed in anguish and | eapt upon Cugel, who gave ground before the attack

Bubach Angh knew not hi ng of "swordpl ay; he hacked and sl ashed as if he were cleaning fish. The
fury of his attack, however, was unsettling and Cugel was hard put to defend hinself. In addition
to Bubach Angh's sallies and slashes, Firx was deploring the | oss of the cusp

Derwe Corene had lost interest in the affair. The boat started off across the barrens, noving
faster and ever faster. Cugel slashed out with his sword, |eapt back, |eapt back once nore, and
for the second time fled across the barrens, and the folk of Snblod and Grodz shouted curses after
hi m

The boat-car jogged along at a leisurely rate. Lungs throbbing, Cugel gained upon it, and with a
great bound | eapt up, caught the downy gunwhal e and pulled hinself astride.

"It was as he expected. Derwe Corene had | ooked through the cusp and lay back in a daze. The
viol et cusp reposed in her |lap

Cugel seized it, then for a nonent stared down into the exquisite face and wondered if he dared
more. Firx thought not. Already Derwe Corene was sighing and novi ng her head.

Cugel leapt fromthe boat, and only just in tine. Had she seen hin? He ran to a clunmp of reeds
which grew by a pond, and flung hinself into the water. From here he saw t he wal ki ng-boat halt
while Derwe Corene rose to her feet She felt through the pink down for the cusp, then she | ooked
all around the countryside. But the blood-red Iight of the | ow sun was in her eyes when she | ooked
toward Cugel, and she saw only the reeds and the reflection of sun on water
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Angry and sullen as never before, she set the boat into notion. It wal ked, then cantered, then

| oped to the south.

Cugel energed fromthe water, inspected the magic cusp, tucked it into his pouch, and | ooked back
toward Smol od. He started to wal k south, then paused. He took the cusp fromhis pocket, closed his
|l eft eye, and held the cusp to his right. There rose the pal aces, tier on tier, tower above tower,
t he gardens hangi ng down the ter-
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races. . . . Cugel would have stared a long time, but Firx becane restive

Cugel returned the cusp to his pouch, and once again set his face to the south, lor the long
journey back to Al nery.

36
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SUNSET ACRCSS the northern wastel ands was a mournful process, |anguid as the bl eeding of a dead
animal; twilight canme to find Cugel toiling across a salt-marsh. The dark red |ight of afternoon
had deceived him starting across a |l owlying barrens, he first found dankess underfoot, then a
soggy softness, and now on all sides were nud, bog-grass, a few larches and w |l ows, puddles and
sl oughs reflecting the | eaden purple of the sky.

To' the east were low hills; toward these Cugel proceeded, junping fromtussock to tussock
runni ng delicately over the crusted slinme. At times he mssed his footing, to sprawl into nud or
rotting reeds, whereupon his threats and inprecations in regard to |ucounu the Laughi ng Magi ci an
reached a maxi num of rancor.

Dusk held until, tottering with fatigue, he reached the slope of the eastern hills, where his
condi tion was worsened rather than inproved. Certain half-human bandits had noted his approach
and now they set upon him A vile reek reached Cugel even before the sound of their footsteps;
fatigue forgotten, he sprang away, and was pursued up the sl ope.

A shattered tower rose against the sky. Cugel clanbered over noldering stones, drew his sword and
stepped into the gap which once had served as doorway. Wthin was silence, the odor of dust and
danp stone; Cugel dropped to his knee and agai nst the skyline saw the three grotesque shapes cone
to a halt at the edge of the ruins.
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Qdd, thought Cugel, though gratifying—f coinciden-tally sonewhat om nous. The creatures
apparently feared the tpwer.

The | ast vestige of twilight departed; by various portents Cugel cane to understand that the tower
was haunted. Near the middle of «night a ghost appeared, wearing pale robes and a silver fillet
supporting twenty noonstones on long silver stalks. It swirled close to Cugel, staring down with
vacant eye-sockets into which a man m ght [ose his thoughts. Cugel pressed back against the wall
so that his bones creaked, unable to nove a nuscle.

The ghost spoke: "Denpblish this fort. Wiile stone joins stone | nust stay, even while Earth grows
cold and swings through darkness."

"WIllingly," croaked Cugel, "if it were not for those outside who seek nmy life."

"To the back of the hall is a passage. Use stealth and strength, then do ny behest."

"The fort is as good as razed," declared Cugel fervently. "But what circunstances bound you to so
unremtting a post?”

"They are forgotten; | renmain. Performnmy charge, or | curse you with an everlasting tediumlike
ny own!"

Cugel awoke in the dark, aching with cold and cranp. The ghost had vani shed; how | ong had he

sl ept? He | ooked through the door to find the eastern sky col ored by the approach of dawn.

After an interm nable wait the sun appeared, sending a flam ng ray through the door and to the
back of the hall. Here Cugel found a stone stairway descending to a dusty passage, which after
five mnutes of slow groping returned himto the surface. From conceal ment he surveyed the ground
and saw the three bandits, at separate points, each hidden behind a tunbled pillar

Cugel unsheathed his sword and with great caution stole forth. He reached the first prone figure,
and thrust steel into the corded neck. The creature flung out its arms, groped at the ground and
died. ,

Cugel wrenched free his blade and wiped it on the |l eather of the corpse. Wth the deftest and nost
facile stealth he cane up behind the second bandit, which in its dying nade a sound of distress.
The third bandit cane to investigate.
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Springing fromconceal ment, Cugel ran it through. The bandit screamed, drew its own dagger and

I unged, but Cugel |eapt back and hurled a heavy stone which felled it to the ground. Here it |ay,
grimacing in hate.

Cugel canme cautiously forward. "Since you face death, tell nme what you know of hidden treasure."
"I know of none," said the bandit. "Wre there such you would be the last to |l earn, for you have
killed ne."

"This is no fault of nmine," said Cugel. "You pursued me, not | you. Wy did you do so?"
"To eat, to survive, though life and death are equally barren and | despise both equally."
Cugel reflected. "In this case you need not resent ny part in the transition which you now face.

The question regardi ng hi dden val uabl es agai n becones rel evant. Perhaps you have a final word on
this matter?"

"I have a final word. | display ny single treasure." The creature groped in its pouch and w t hdrew
a round white pebble. "This is the skull-stone of a grue, and at this nmonment trenbles with force

| use this force to curse you, to bring upon you the inmedi ate onset of cankerous death.™

Cugel hastily killed the bandit, then heaved a dismal sigh. The night had brought only difficulty.
"lucounu, if | survive, there shall be a reckoning indeedl"

Cugel turned to exanmine the fort Certain of the stones would fall at a touch; others would require
much nore effort He might well not survive to performthe task. What were the terns of the
bandit's curse? "—nmedi ate onset of cankerous death." Sheer viciousness. The ghost-king' s curse
was no | ess oppressive: how had it gone? "—everlasting tedium"

Cugel rubbed his chin and nodded gravely. Raising his voice, he called, "Lord ghost, | nay not
stay to do your bidding: | have killed the bandits and now | depart Farewell and may the eons pass
with dispatch."

Fromthe depths of the fort cane a noan, and Cugel felt the pressure of the unknown. "I activate
my curse!" cane a whisper to Cugel's brain.

Cugel strode quickly away to the southeast "Excellent; all is well. The 'everlasting tediunf

exactly countervenes the 'inmmedite onset of death* and | amleft only with the
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‘canker' which, in the person of Firx, already afflicts me. One nust use his wits in dealing with
mal edi ctions. "

He proceeded over the barrens until the fort was beyond vision, and presently cane once nore to
the sea. Mounting the foreshore, he | ooked up and down the beach, to see a dark headl and to east
and anot her to west. He descended to the beach, and set off to the east. The sea, sluggish and
gray, sent listless surf against the sand, which was snooth, unmarked by footprint.

Ahead Cugel spied a dark blot, which a nonent |ater proved to be an aged nman on his knees, passing
the sand of the beach through a sieve.

Cugel halted to watch. The old man gave hima dignified nod and proceeded with his work.

Cugel's curiosity at last pronpted himto speak. "Wat do you seek so assi duously?”

The old man put down his sieve and rubbed his arns. "Sonmewhere al ong the beach an anmul et was | ost
by the father of nmy great-grandfather. During his entire life he sifted sand, hoping to find that
whi ch he had lost. His son, and after himny grandfather, then ny father and now |, the last of ny
line, have done likewi se. Al the way fromC | we have sifted sand, but there is yet six |eagues
to Benbadge Stull."

"These nanes are unknown to ne," said Cugel. "What place is Bendage Stull?"

The old man indicated the headland to the west. "An ancient port, though now you will find only a
crunmbl ed breakwater, an old jetty, a hut or two. Yet barques from Benbadge Stull once plied the
sea to Falgunto and Mell."

"Again, regions beyond ny know edge," said CugeL "What |ies beyond Benbadge Stull ?"

"The |l and dwindles into the north. The sun hangs | ow over marsh and bog; there are none to be
found here but a few forlorn outcasts.”

Cugel turned his attention to the east. "And what place is G| ?"

"This entire domain is G|, which nmay ancestor forfeited to the House of Donmber. Al grandeur is
gone; there renains the ancient palace and a village. Beyond, the | and becones a dark and
dangerous forest, so much has our
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real mdwi ndled." The old man shook his head and re-turned to his sieving.

Cugel stood watching a nmonment, then, kicking idly in the sand, uncovered a glint of netal.

St oopi ng, he picked up a bracelet of black netal shining with a purple luster. Around the
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circunference were thirty studs in the form of carbuncles, each circled by a set of engraved
runes. "Hal" exclained Cuge!, displaying the bracelet. "Notice this fine object: a treasure

i ndeed!"

The old man put down scoop and sieve, rose slowy to his knees, then to his feet. He |urched
forward, blue eyes round and staring. He held forth his hand. "You have uncovered the anulet of ny
ancestors, the House of Slaye! Gve it to ne!"

Cugel stepped back. "Come, cone, you make a flagrantly unreasonable request!"

"No no! The amulet is mine; you do wong by withholding it. Do you wish to vitiate the work of ny
lifetime and of four lifetines before nmine?"

"Way do you not rejoice that the anul et has been found?" demanded Cugel peevishly. "You are now
relieved fromfurther search. Explain, if you will, the potency of this amulet. It exhal es a heavy
magi c. How does it profit the owner?"

"The owner is nyself," groaned the old man. "I inplore you, be generous!"

"You put nme in an unconfortable position," said CugeL "My property is too small to admit of

| argesse but | cannot consider this a failure of generosity. If you had found the anmul et, would
you have given it to me?"

"No, since it is mne!"

"Here we disagree. Assune, if you will, that your conviction is incorrect. Your eyesight wll
attest that the amulet is in ny hands, under nmy control, and, hi short, ny property. | would
appreci ate, therefore, any information upon its capabilities and node of enpl oynent."

The old man threw his arns in the air, kicked his sieve with such wild enotion that he burst out
the nesh, and the sieve went trundling down the beach to the water's edge. A wave swept in and
floated the sieve; the old man nade an involuntary notion to retrieve it, then once nore threw up
his hands and tottered up the foreshore.
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Cugel gave his head a shake of grave disapproval, and turned to continue east along the beach
Now occurred an unpl easant altercation with Firx, who was convinced that the nost expeditious
return to Al-nery |lay west through the port of Benbadge Stull. Cugel clasped his hands to his
belly in distress. "There is but one feasible route! By neans of the | ands which lie to the south
and east. What if the ocean offers a nore direct route? There are no boats to hand; it is not
possible to swimso great a distance!"

Firx administered a few dubi ous pangs, but finally permtted Cugel to continue eastward al ong the
shore. Behind, on the ridge of the foreshore, sat the old man, scoop dangling between his |egs,
staring out to sea.

Cugel proceeded al ong the beach, well pleased with the events of the norning. He exam ned the
anulet at length: it exuded a rich sense of magic, and in addition was an object of no small
beauty. The runes, incised with great skill and delicacy, unfortunately were beyond his capacity
to decipher. He gingerly slipped the bracelet on his wist, and in so doing pressed one of the
carbuncl es. From sonewhere cane an abysnal groan, a sound of the deepest anguish. Cugel stopped
short, and | ooked up and down the beach. Gray sea, pallid beach, foreshore with clunps of
spi ni fex. Benbadge Stull to west, G| to east, gray sky above. He was al one. Whence had cone the
great groan?

Cautiously Cugel touched the carbuncle again, and again evoked the stricken protest.

In fascination Cugel pressed another of the carbuncles, this tine bringing forth a wail of piteous
despair in a different voice. Cugel was puzzled. Wio along this sullen shore nmani fested so
frivolous a disposition? Each carbuncle in turn he pressed and caused to be produced a whol e
concert of outcries, ranging the gamut of anguish and pain. Cugel exam ned the amulet critically.
Beyond the evocation of groans and sobs it displayed no obvi ous power and Cugel presently tired of
t he occupati on.

The sun reached its zenith. Cugel appeased his hunger with seaweed, which he rendered nutritious
by rubbing it with the charm | ucounu had provided for this purpose. As he ate he seened to hear
voi ces and careless prattling laughter, so indistinct that it mght have been
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the sound of the surf. A tongue of rock protruded into the ocean nearby; listening carefully,
Cugel discovered the voices to be coming fromthis direction. They were clear and childlike, and
rang with i nnocent gaiety.

He went cautiously out upon the rock. At the far end, where the ocean surged and dark water
heaved, four |arge shells had attached thensel ves. These now were open; heads | ooked forth,
attached to naked shoul ders and arms. The heads were round and fair, with soft cheeks, bl ue-gray
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eyes, tufts of pale hair. The creatures dipped their fingers in the water, and fromthe drops they
pul l ed thread which they deftly wove into a fine soft fabric. Cugel's shadow fell on the water;
instantly the creatures cl anped thenselves into their shells.

"How so?" exclainmed Cugel jocularly. "Do you always | ock yourselves apart at the sight of a
strange face? Are you so tinorous then? O nerely surly?"

The shells remained cl osed. Dark water swirled over the fluted surfaces.

Cugel cane a step closer, squatted on his haunches and cocked his head askew. "Or perhaps you are
proud? So that you wi thdraw yourselves in disdain? Or is it that you |l ack grace?"

Still no response. Cugel renained as before, and began to whistle, trilling a tune he bad heard at
the Azenonei Fair.

Presently the shell at the far edge of the rock opened a crack, and eyes peered at him Cuge

whi stl ed anot her bar or two, then spoke once nore. "Qpen your shells! Here waits a stranger
anxious to learn the road to Cil, and other matters of inport!"”

Anot her shell opened a crack; another set of eyes glistened fromthe dark within.

"Perhaps you are ignorant," scoffed Cugel. "Perhaps you know not hing save the color of fish and
the wetness of water."

The shell of the farthest opened further, enough to show the indignant face within. "W are by no
means i gnorant!"

"Nor indolent, nor |acking in grace, nor disdainful,’
"Nor tinorous!" added a third.
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Cugel nodded sagely. "This well may be. But why do you withdraw so abruptly at ny nere approach?"
"Such is our nature," said the first shell-creature. "Certain creatures of the sea would be happy
to catch us unaware, and it is wise to retreat first and investigate sec--ond."

Al'l four of the shells were now ajar, though none stood as fully w de as when Cugel had

appr oached.

"Well then," he said, "what can you tell ne of Ci|l? Are strangers greeted with cordiality, or
driven off? Are inns to be found, or nust the wayfarer sleep in a ditch?"

"Such matters He beyond our specific know edge," said the first shell-creature. It fully opened
its shell, and extruded pale arms and shoul ders. "The folk of G, if rumor of the sea goes
correctly, are withdrawn and suspicious, even to their ruler, who is a girl, no nore, of the

anci ent House of Domber."

"There wal ks old Slaye now," said another. "He returns early to his cabin.”

Another tittered. "Slaye is old; never will he find his anulet, and thus the House of Donmber wll
rule Gl till the sun goes out."

"What is all this?" asked Cugel ingenuously. "OF what anulet do you speak?"

"As far as nenory can return,” one of the shell-creatures explained, "old Sl aye has sifted sand,
and his father before him and yet other Sl ayes across the years. They seek a netal band, by which
they hope to regain then-ancient privileges.”

"A fascinating | egend!" said Cugel with enthusiasm "What are the powers of the anulet, and how
are they activated?"

"Slaye possibly woul d provide this information," said one dubiously.

"No, for he is dour and crabbed," declared another. "Consider his petul ant manner when he sieves a
scoop of sand to no avail!"

"lIs there no information el sewhere?" Cugel denmanded anxiously. "No runor of the sea? No anci ent
tabl et or set of glyphs?"

The shell-creatures |aughed in nmerrinent. "You ask so earnestly that you m ght be Sl aye hinself.
Such lore is unknown to us."
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Conceal ing his dissatisfaction, Cugel asked further questions, but the creatures were artless and
unable to maintain their attention upon any single matter. As Cugel |istened they discussed the
flow of the ocean, the flavor of pearl, the elusive disposition of a certain sea-creature they had
noted the day previously. After a few minutes Cugel once nore turned the conversation to Sl aye and
the amul et, but again the shell-creatures were vague, alnost childlike in the inconsequence of
their talk. They seened to forget Cugel, and, dipping their fingers in the water, drew pallid
threads fromthe drops. Certain conches and whel ks had aroused their disapproval through

i mpudence, and they discussed a great urn lying on the off-shore seabottom

Cugel finally tired of the conversation and rose to his feet, at which the shell-creatures once
more gave himtheir attention. "Must you fare forth so soon? Just when we were about to inquire

shout ed t he second.
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the reason for your presence; passers-by are few along Great Sandy Beach, and you seem a nan who
has j ourneyed far."

"This is correct,"” said Cugel, "and | nust journey yet farther. Notice the sun: it starts down the
western curve, and tonight | w sh to house nyself at Cl."

One of the shell-creatures lifted up its arns and displayed a fine garnent it had woven from water-
threads. "This garnment we offer as a gift. You seema sensitive nan and so nay require protection
fromwi nd and cold." It tossed the garnment to Cugel. He examined it, marveling at the suppl eness
of the cloth and its lucent shimrer.

"1 thank you indeed," said Cugel. 'This is generosity beyond nmy expectation.” He w apped hinsel f
in the garnent, but at once it reverted to water and Cugel was drenched. The four in the shells
shouted | oud in mschievous glee, and as Cugel stepped wathfully forward they snapped their

shel l's shut.

Cugel kicked the shell of the creature which had tossed himthe garnment, bruising his foot and
exacerbating his rage. He seized a heavy rock and dashed it down upon the shell, crushing it.
Snatching forth the squealing creature, Cugel hurled it far up the beach, where it lay staring at
him head and small arns joined to pale entrails.

In a faint voice it asked, "Wy did you treat ne so?
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For a prank you have taken ny life fromnme, and | have no other."

"And thereby you will be prevented from further pranks,"” declared Cugel. "Notice you have drenched
me to the skua!”

"I't was nerely an act of mischief; a small matter surely." The shell-creature spoke in a fading
voice. "W of the rocks know little magic, yet | amgiven the power to curse, and this | now
pronounce: may you | ose your heart's-desire, whatever its nature; you shall be bereft before a
single day is gone."

"Anot her curse?" Cugel shook his head in displeasure. "Two curses already | have voided this day;
aml nowinflicted with another?

"This curse you shall not void," whispered the shell-creature. "I nmake it the final act of ny
life."

"Malice is a quality to be deplored," said Cugel fretfully. "I doubt the efficacy of your curse;
nevert hel ess, you would be well-advised to clear the air of its odiumand so regain ny good

opi nion."

But the shell-creature said no nore. Presently it collapsed into a cloudy slinme which was absorbed
into the sand.

Cugel set off down the beach, considering how best to avert the consequences of the shell-
creature's curse. "One nmust use his wits in dealing with mal edictions,"” Cugel said for the second
time. "Am | known as Cugel the C ever for nothing?" No stratagemcane to nind, and he proceeded
al ong the beach pondering the matter in all its aspects.

The headl and to the east grew distinct. Cugel saw it to be cloaked in tall dark trees, through
whi ch appeared glinpses of white buildings.

Sl aye showed hinmsel f once nore, running back and forth across the beach |ike one departed of his
senses. He approached Cugel and fell on his knees. "The amulet, | beg of you! It belongs to the
House of Slaye; it conferred upon us the rule of Gl! Gve it tonme and | will fulfill your
heart's-desire!"

Cugel stopped short. Here was a pretty paradox! If he surrendered the anulet, Sl aye evidently
woul d betray him or at the very least fail to make good his prom se—assuning the potency of the
curse. On the other hand, if
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Cugel retained the amulet, he would | ose his heart's-desire to no | ess a degree—assum ng the
potency of the curse—but the amulet would yet be his.

Slaye misinterpreted the hesitation as a sign of pliancy. "I will make you grandee of the realnm™
he cried hi a fervent voice. "You shall have a barge of carved ivory, and two hundred nai dens
shal | serve your wants; your enemes shall be clanped into a rotating cauldron—e'nly give ne the
amul et |

"The amul et confers so nuch power?" inquired CugeL "It is possible to achieve all this?"

"I ndeed, indeedl" cried Slaye, "when one can read the runes!”

"Well then," said Cugel, "what is their inport?"

Sl aye gazed at himin woeful injury. "That | cannot say; | nmust have the anulet!”

Cugel flourished his hand hi a contenptuous gesture. "You refuse to gratify my curiosity; in ny
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turn | denounce your arrogant anbitions!"

Sl aye turned to | ook toward the headl and, where white walls gl eanred anbng the trees. "I understand
all. You intend to rule Gl in your own right!"”

There were | ess desirable prospects, thought Cugel, and Firx, appreciating sonething of this,
performed a snmall nonitory constriction. Regretfully Cugel put aside the schene; nevertheless, it

suggested a neans to nullify the shell-creature's curse. "If | amto be deprived of ny heart's-
desire," Cugel told hinself, "I would be wise to fix upon a new goal, a fervent new enthusi asm
for at |east the space of a day. | shall therefore aspire to the rule of G|, which now becones ny

heart's-desire.” So as not to arouse the vigilance of Firx, he said aloud, "I intend to use this
anmul et to achieve highly inportant ends. Among themmay well be the lordship of CI, to which |
believe | amentitled by virtue of ny amulet."

Sl aye gave a wild sardonic laugh. "First you nmust convince Derwe Corene of your authority. She is
of the House of Donber, gloony and fitful; she looks little more than a girl, but she manifests
the brooding carel essness of a forest grue. Beware of Derwe Corene; she will order you and ny
anul et plunged into the ocean's deep!"

"If you fear to this extent," said Cugel with asperity,
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"instruct me in the use of the amulet, and I will prevent that calamty."”

But Slaye mulishly shook his head. "The deficiencies of Derwe Corene are known; why exchange them
for the outl andi sh excesses of a vagabond?"

For his outspokenness Sl aye received a buffet which sent him staggering. Cugel then proceeded

al ong the shore. The sun wall owed | ow upon the sea; he hastened his steps, anxious to find shelter
bef ore dark.

He cane at last to the end of the beach. The headl and | oomed above, with the tall dark trees
standing still higher. A balustrade surrounding the gardens showed intermttently through the
foliage; sonewhat bel ow, a col onnaded rotunda overl ooked the ocean to the south. Grandeur indeed

t hought Cugel, and he exanined the anulet with a new attentiveness. His tenporary heart's-desire,
sovereignty over Cil, had become no longer felici-tious. And Cugel wondered if he should not fix
upon a new heart's-desire—an aspiration to naster the lore of aninal husbandry, for instance, or a
conpelling urge to excel at acrobatic feats . . . Reluctantly Cugel dism ssed the schene. In any
event, the cogency of the shell-creature's curse was not yet certain.

A path left the beach, to wind up anong bushes and odorous shrubs: dynphian, heliotrope, black

qui nce, olus, beds of |ong-stemred stardrops, shade ververica, flowering amanita. The beach becane
a ribbon fading into the maroon blur of sunset, and the headl and at Benbadge Stull could no | onger
be seen. The path becane | evel, traversed a dense grove of bay trees, and issued upon a weed-grown
oval, at one tine a parade ground or exercise field.

Along the left boundary was a tall stone wall, broken by a great cerenpnial portico which held

al oft a heraldic device of great age. The gates stood w de upon a narbl e-flagged pronenade a nmile
in length leading to the palace: this a richly detailed structure of many tiers, with a green
bronze roof. A terrace extended along the front of the pal ace; pronenade and terrace were joi ned
by a flight of broad steps. The sun had now di sappeared; gl oom descended fromthe sky. Wth no
better shelter in prospect, Cugel set off toward the pal ace.

The pronenade at one tinme had been a work of nonu-
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ment al el egance, but now all was in a state of dilapidation which the twilight invested with a

mel ancholy beauty. To right and | eft were el aborate gardens now unt ended and overgrown. Marble
urns festooned with garlands of carnelian and jade flanked the pronmenade; down the center extended
a line of pedestals sonewhat taller than the height of a man. Each of these supported a bust,
identified by an inscription in runes which Cugel recognized as sinilar to those carved on the
anul et The pedestals were five paces apart, and proceeded the entire nmile to the terrace. The
carving of the first was softened by wind and rain until the faces were barely discernible; as
Cugel proceeded the features becanme nore keen. Pedestal after pedestal, bust after bust; each face
stared briefly at Cugel as he marched toward the pal ace. The |last of the series, obscure in the
fadi ng Jight, depicted a young worman. Cugel stopped short: this was the girl of the wal ki ng boat,
whom he had encountered in the land to the north: Derwe Corene, of the House of Domber, ruler of
Gl!

Beset by m sgivings, Cugel paused to consider the nmassive portal. He had not departed from Derwe
Coreme hi amity; indeed she might be expected to harbor resentment. On the other hand, at their
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first encounter she had invited himto her pal ace, using |anguage of unmi stakable warmth; possibly
her resentnent had di sappeared, |eaving only the warnth. And Cugel, recalling her remarkable
beauty, found the prospect of a second neeting stinmulating.

But what if she were still resentful? She nust be inpressed by the amul et, provided she did not

i nsist that Cugel denonstrate its use. If only he knew how to read the runes, all would be
sinplicity itself. But since the know edge was not to be derived from Sl aye, he nust seek it

el sewhere, which in practicality neant within the pal ace.

He stood before a reach of shallow steps leading up to the terrace. The marble treads were
cracked; the balustrade along the terrace was stained by nboss and lichen: a condition which the
murk of twilight invested with a nournful grandeur. The pal ace behind seened hi sonewhat better
repair. An extrenely tali arcade rose fromthe terrace, with slender fluted colums and an

el aborately carved entabl ature, the pattern of which Cugel could not
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di scern through the gloom At the back of the arcade were tall arched wi ndows, showing dimlights,
and the great portal.

Cugel nounted the steps, beset by renewed doubts. What if Derwe Corene | aughed at his pretensions,
defied himto do his worst? What then? Groans and outcries m ght not be enough. He crossed the
terrace on | agging steps, optinm smwaning as he went, and halted under the arcade; perhaps after
all, it might be wise to seek shelter el sewhere. But |ooking back over his shoul der, he thought to
see a tall still shape standi ng anong the pedestals. Cugel thought no nore of seeking shelter

el sewhere, and wal ked quickly to the tall door: if he presented hinself in hunble guise he m ght
escape the notice of Derwe Corenme. There was a stealthy sound on the steps. Wth great urgency
Cugel plied the knocker. The sound reverberated inside the pal ace.

A mnute passed, and Cugel thought to hear further sounds behind him He rapped again, and again
the sound echoed within. A peephol e opened and an eye inspected Cugel with care. The eye noved up
a mout h appeared. "Wo are you?" spoke the nouth. "Wat do you wi sh?" The mouth slid away, to
reveal an ear.

"I ama wayfarer, | wish shelter for the night, and with haste for a creature of dread
approaches. "

The eye reappeared, |ooked carefully across the terrace, then returned to focus on Cugel. "What
are your qualities, where are your certifications?"

"I have none," said Cugel. He glanced over his shoulder. "I much prefer to discuss the matter

within, since the creature step by step nounts to the terrace.”

The peephol e sl ammed shut. Cugel stared at the bl ank door. He banged on the knocker, peering back
into the gloom Wth a scrape and a creak the portal opened. A small stocky man wearing purple
livery notioned to him "Inside, with haste."

Cugel slipped smartly through the door, which the footman at once heaved shut and bolted wth
three iron pegs. Even as he did so there came a creak and a pressure upon the door

The footman struck the door smartly with his fist. "I have thwarted the creature again,” he said
with satisfaction. "Had | been less swift, it would have been upon you,
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to ny distress as well as yours. This is now ny chief amusenent, depriving the creature of its

pl easures.”

"I ndeed, " said Cugel, breathing heavily. "What nanner of being is it?"

The footman signified his ignorance. "Nothing definite is known. It has only appeared of late, to
lurk by night among the statues. Its behavior is both vanpirish and unnaturally lustful, and
several of ny associates have had cause to conplain; in fact, all are dead by its odious acts. So

now, to divert nmyself, | taunt the creature and cause it dissatisfaction.” The footman stood back
to survey Cugel with attention. "What of yourself? Your nmanner, the tilt of your head, the sw ng
of your eyes fromside to side denotes reckl essness and unpredictability. | trust you will hold
this quality in abeyance, if indeed it exists."

"At this nonent," said Cugel, "ny wants are sinple: an alcove, a couch, a norsel of food for ny
supper. If | am provided these, you will find nme benevol ence personified; indeed I will assist you
hi your pleasures; together we will contrive stratagens to bait the ghoul ."

The footman bowed. "Your needs can be fulfilled. Since you are a traveler fromafar, our ruler
will wish to speak to you, and i ndeed may extend a bounty far nore splendid than your m nima

requi renents. "

Cugel hurriedly di savowed any such anmbition. "I amof low quality; my garnents are soiled, ny
person reeks; my conversation consists of insipid platitudes. Best not to disturb the ruler of
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Gl."

"W will repair what deficiencies we may," said the footman. "Follow, if you will."

He took Cugel along corridors lit by cressets, finally turning into a set of apartnents. "Here you
may wash; | will brush your garnents and find fresh linen."

Cugel reluctantly divested hinself of his clothes. He bathed, trimmed the soft black nat of his
hai r, shaved his beard, rubbed his body with pungent oil. The footnman brought fresh garnents, and

Cugel , nmuch refreshed, dressed hinsel f. Donning his jacket he chanced to touch the amulet at his
wrist, pressing one of the carbuncles. From deep under the floor cane a groan of the nost profound
angui sh.

The footman sprang about in terror, and his eye fel
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upon the anulet. He stared in gape-nouthed astoni shment, then becane obsequi ous. "My dear sir, had

| realized your identity, | would have conducted you to apartnents of state, and brought forth the
finest robes."
"I make no conplaints," said Cugel, "though for a fact the linens were a trifle stale.” In jocular

enphasi s he tapped a carbuncle at his wist, and the responsive groan caused the servitor's knees
to knock together.

"l beseech your understanding," he quavered.

"Say no nore," said Cugel. "Indeed it was nmy hope to visit the palace incognito, so to speak, that
I mght see how affairs were conducted."”

"This is judicious," agreed the servitor. "Undoubtedly you wiU wi sh to discharge both Sarnan the
chanberl ain and Bi | bab the under-cook when their peccancies cone to light. As for nyself, when
your lordship restores Cil to its ancient grandeur, perhaps there will be a nodest sinecure for
Yodo, the nost |oyal and cooperative of your servants."

Cugel made a gracious gesture. "If such an event cones to pass—and it is ny heart's-desire—you
shal |l not be neglected. For the present | shall remain quietly in this apartnment. You may bring
hither a suitable repast, with a variety of choice w nes."”

Yodo perforned a sweeping bow. "As your |ordship desires." He departed. Cugel relaxed upon the
nost confortable couch of the chanber and fell to studying the anul et which had so pronptly
aroused Yodo's fidelity. The runes, as before, were inscrutable; the carbuncles produced only
groans, which, while diverting, were of small practical utility. Cugel attenpted every
exhortation, conpulsion, rigor and enjoinment his smattering of wi zardry provided, to no avail
Yodo returned to the apartnent, but wi thout the repast Cugel had ordered.

"Your |ordship," stated Yodo, "I have the honor to convey to you an invitation from Derwe Coreneg,
erstwhile ruler of G|, to attend her at the evening banquet."
"How is this possible?" demanded Cugel. "She has had no information of ny presence; as | recall, |

gave you specific instructions in this regard.""

Yodo performed anot her sweeping bow "Naturally | obeyed your lordship. The wiles of Derwe Corene
ex-
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ceed ny understandi ng. By sonme device she | earned of your presence and so has issued the

i nvitation which you have just heard.”

"Very we]l," said Cugel glumy, "Be so good as to |lead the way. You nentioned nmy anmulet to her?"
"Derwe Corene knows all," was Yodo's anbiguous reply. "This way, your lordship, if you please.”
He | ed Cugel along the old corridors, finally through a tall narrow arch into a great hall. To
either side stood a row of what appeared to be nmen-at-arns in brass arnor with hel nets of
checkered bone and jet; there were forty in all, but only six suits of arnor were occupi ed by
living men, the others being supported on racks. Tel anons of exaggerated el ongati on and
grotesquely distorted visage supported the snoky beans; a rich rug of green concentric circles on
a bl ack ground covered the floor.

Derwe Corene sat at the end of a circular table, this so massive as to give her the seening of a
girl, a sullen brooding girl of the nost delicate beauty. Cugel approached with a confident m en
hal ted and bowed curtly. Derwe Corene inspected himw th gl oony resignation, her eyes dwelling
upon the anulet. She drew a deep breath. "Wwo do | have the privilege to address?"

"My name is of no consequence,"” said Cugel. "You may address nme as 'Exalted.' "

Derwe Corene shrugged indifferently. "As you will. | seemto recall your face. You resenble a
vagabond whom |l ately | ordered whipped."

"I amthat vagabond," said Cugel. "I cannot say that your conduct has failed to | eave a residue of

resentment and | am now here to demand an expl anation." And Cugel touched a carbuncle, evoking so
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desol ate and heartfelt a groan that the crystalware rattled on the table.

Derwe Corene blinked and her nouth sagged. She spoke ungraciously. "It appears that my actions
were poorly conceived. | failed to perceive your exalted condition, and thought you only the ill-
condi ti oned scapegrace your appearance suggests."”

Cugel stepped forward, put his hand under the small pointed chin and turned up the exquisite face,
"Yet you besought ne to visit you at your palace. Do you recall this?"

Derwe Coreme gave a grudgi ng nod.
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"Just so," said Cugel. "I am here."

Denve Corene sniled, and for a brief period becane wi nsone. "So you are, and knave, vagabond, or
what ever your nature, you wear the anulet by which the House of Slaye ruled across two hundred
generations. You are of this house?"

"I'n due course you will know ne well," said Cugel. "I am a generous man, though given to capri ce,
and were it not for a certain Firx ... Be that as it may, | hunger, and now | invite yon to share
t he banquet which | have ordered the excellent Yodo to set before nme. Kindly be good enough to
nmove a place or two aside, and | will be seated.”

Derwe Corene hesitated, whereupon Cugel's hand went suggestively toward the anulet. She noved with
alacrity and Cugel settled hinself into the seat she had vacated. He rapped on the table: "Yodo?
Where is Yodo?"

"I am here, Exalted!"

"Bring forth the banquet: the finest fare the palace offers!”

Yodo bowed, scuttled away, and presently a |ine of footnen appeared bearing trays and flagons, and
a banquet nore than neeting Cugel's specifications was arranged on the table.

Cugel brought forth the periapt provided by |ucounu the Laughi ng Magici an, which not only
converted organic waste to nourishnent, but also chinmed warning in the presence of noxious
substances. The first few courses were sal ubrious and Cugel ate with gusto. The old wi nes of Gl
were as beneficial, and Cugel drank freely, from goblets of black glass, carved cinnabar and ivory
inlaid with turquoi se and not her - of - pear |

Derwe Coreme toyed with her food and sipped her wi ne, watching Cugel thoughtfully all the while.
Further delicacies were brought and now Derwe Corene | eaned forward. "You truly plan to rule G |?"
"Such is ny heart's-desire!" declared Cugel with fervor

Derwe Corene noved close to him "Do you then take nme as your consort? Say yes; you will be nore
than content.”

"W will see, we will see," said Cugel expansively. "Tonight is tonight, tonorrow is tonorrow.
Many changes will be nmade, this is certain."
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Derwe Corene sniled faintly, and nodded to Yodo. "Bring the nost ancient of our vintages—ae wll
drink the health of the new Lord of Gi.'

Yodo bowed, and brought a dull flagon webbed and dusty, which he decanted with utnopst solicitude,
and poured into crystal goblets. Cugel raised his goblet, and the charm purred warni ng. Cuge
abruptly set down the goblet, and watched as Derwe Corene raised hers to her lips. He reached
forth, took the goblet, and again the charm purred. Poison in both? Strange. Perhaps she had not

i ntended to drink. Perhaps she had already ingested an antidote.

Cugel signal ed Yodo. "Another goblet, if you please . .. and the decanter."” Cugel poured a third
measure and again the charmsignified direness. Cugel said, "Though ny acquaintance with the
excel l ent Yodo is of short duration, | hereby elevate himto the post of Mjor-Donmo of the

Pal ace!"

"Exalted," stammered Yodo, "this is a signal honor indeed."

"Drink then of the ancient vintage, to solemize this new dignity!"

Yodo bowed low. "Wth the nost heartfelt gratitude, Exalted." He raised the goblet and drank
Derwe Corene watched indifferently. Yodo put down the goblet, frowned, gave a convul sive jerk,
turned a startled glance at Cugel, fell to the rug, cried out, twitched and lay still.

Cugel frowningly inspected Derwe Corene. She appeared as startled as had Yodo. Now she turned to
I ook at him "Wy did you poi son Yodo?"

"I't was your doing," said Cugel. "Did you not order poison in the w ne?"
"No. "

"You nust say 'No, Exalted.' "

"No, Exalted.”

"I'f you did not-—who?"
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"I am perpl exed. The poi son perhaps was neant for ne."
"Or both of us." Cugel signaled one of the footnmen. "Renove the corpse of Yodo."
The footman signaled a pair of hooded under-servants, who carried off the unfortunate najor-dono.
Cugel took the crystal goblets and stared down into
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the amber liquid, but did not communicate his thoughts. Derwe Corene | eaned back in her chair, and
contenplated himat length. "I am puzzled," she said presently. "You are a man past the teaching
of ny experience. | cannot decide upon the color of your soul."
Cugel was charned by the quaint turn of phrase. "You see souls in color, then?"
"Indeed. It was the birth-gift of a |lady sorceress, who also provided ne ny wal king boat. She is
dead and | amalone, with no friend nor any who thinks of me with love. And so | have ruled G|
with little joy. And now you are here, with a soul which flickers through many colors, like that
of no human man to cone before nme."
Cugel forebore to nmention Firx, whose own spiritual exhalation, nmngling with that of Cugel's,
undoubt edl y caused the variegati on Derwe Corene had noted. "There is a reason for this effect,”
said Cugel, "which in due course will be one shining with the purest ray inaginable."
"I will try to keep this in mnd, Exalted."
Cugel frowned. In Derwe Corene's renmarks and the poi se of her head he noted barely conceal ed
i nsol ence, which he found exasperating. Still, there was anple time to correct the matter after
| earning the use of the amulet, a business of prine urgency. Cugel |eaned back into the cushions,
and spoke as one who nuses idly. "Everywhere at this tine of Earth's dyi ng exceptiona
circunstances are to be noted. Recently, at the 'manse of |ucounu the Laughi ng Magician, | saw a
great |ibramwhich indexed all the witings of magic, and all styles of thaunaturgical rune.
Per haps you have similar volumes in your |ibrary?"
“I't well may be," said Derwe Coreme. "The Fourteenth Garth Haxt of Slaye was a diligent collator
and conpil ed a vol um nous pandect on the subject.”
Cugel cl apped his hands together. "I wish to see this inportant work at once!"
Derwe Corene | ooked at himin wonder. "Are you then such a bibliophile? A pity, because The Eighth
Rubel Zaff ordered this particular conpendi um submerged off Cape Horizon."
Cugel made a sour face. "Are no other treatises at hand?"
"Doubt | ess," said Derwe Corenme. "The library occupies
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the whole of the north wing. But will not tonorrow suffice for your research?" And, stretching in
| anguid warnth, she contrived to twi st her body into first one |uxurious position, then another
Cugel drank deep froma black glass goblet. "Yes, there is no haste in this mtter. And now— He
was interrupted by a wonman of middl e age in vol umi nous brown garnments, evidently one of the under-
servants, who at this nonment rushed into the hal!. She was shouting hysterically and severa
footnen sprang forward to support her. Between racking sobs she nade cl ear the source of her
angui sh: an abom nabl e act only just now conmitted by the ghoul upon her daughter
Derwe Corene gracefully indicated Cugel. "Here is the new Lord of Ci|; he has vast powers of magic
and will order the ghoul destroyed. WIIl you not, Exalted?"
Cugel thoughtfully rubbed his chin. A dilemua indeed. The wonan and all the servitors fell down
upon their knees. "Exalted, if you control this corrosive magic, enploy it instantly to destroy
the vile ghoul!'"
Cugel wi nced, and turning his head net Derwe Dor-erne's thoughtful gaze. He junped to his feet.
"What need | of magic when | can wield a sword? | will hack the creature organ fromorgan!" He
signal ed the six nmen-at-arns who stood by in their brass arnor. "Cone! Bring torchesl W fare
forth to di smenber the ghoul!'"
The nen-at-arnms obeyed without enthusiasm Cugel herded themtoward the great portal. "Wen
fling wide the doors, rush forth with the torches, to create a blaze which will illum nate the
evil being! Have swords drawn so that when | send himreeling you may strike the coup de grace!"
The nmen-at-arns each with torch and drawn sword stood before the portal. Cugel slid back the bolts
and flung wide of the portals. "Qut! Shine upon the ghoul the last |ight of his existence!"
The nmen-at-arnms raced desperately forth, with Cugd swaggering after, flourishing his sword. The
men- at - arms paused at the head of the steps, to |l ook Uncertainly out over the pronmenade, frgm
which a quite horrid sound could be heard.
Cugel | ooked over his shoulder to see Derwe Corene watching attentively fromthe doorway.
"Forward!" he
57

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (24 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

The Eyes of the Overworld
shouted. "Surround this wetched creature, whose death is now upon him"
The nen-at-arns gingerly descended the steps, with Cugel marching to the rear. "Hack with a will!"

he called. "There is anple glory, .for all! The man who fails to deal a stroke |I blast t>y magic!"
The flickering lights shone on the pedestals, ranging in along line to nerge at last with the
darkness. "Forward!" cried Cugel. "Were is this bestial being? Wy does he not appear to receive

his deserts?" And Cugel peered through the wavering shadows, hoping the ghoul by now woul d have
taken al arm and fl ed.

At his side cane a snmall sound. Turning, Cugel saw a tall pale shape standing quietly. The nen-at-
arns gasped, and fled incontinently up the broad stones. "Slay the beast by nagic, Exalted!"
called the sergeant. "The npbst expeditious nethod is often the best!"

The ghoul cane forward; Cugel stumbled back. The ghoul took a quick step forward. Cugel sprang
behi nd a pedestal. The ghoul swung out its arm Cugel hacked with his sword, sprang to the
protecti on of another pedestal, then raced with great ability back across the terrace. The door
was al ready closing; Cugel flung hinmself through the dw ndling aperture. He heaved the door shut,
and thrust home the bolts. The ghoul's wei ght slamred against the tinbers and the bolts creaked in
protest.

Cugel turned to neet the bright-eyed apprai sal of Derwe Corene. "What ensued?" she asked. "Wy did
you not slay the ghoul ?"

"The warriors decanped with the torches," said Cugel. "I could see neither where to hack nor where
to hew. "

"Strange," nused Derwe Corene. "There seened anple illumnation for so negligible an exerci se. Wy
did you not enploy the power of the anulet or rend the ghoul linb fromlinb?"

"So sinmple and quick a death is unsuitable," stated Cugel with dignity. "I nmust cogitate at

I engt h, and deci de how he may best expiate his crines."

"Indeed," said Derwe Corene. "Ilndeed."

Cugel strode back into the great hali. "Back to the banquet! Let the wine flow Everyone mnust
drink to the accession of the new Lord of G I!"
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Derwe Coreme said in a silky voice, "If you please, Exalted, nake sonme display of the power of the

anulet, to gratify our curiosity!"

"Certainly!" And Cugel touched carbuncle after carbuncle, producing runbles and groans of grievous
woe, with occasionally a wail or scream

"Can you do nore?" inquired Derwe Corene, smling the soft snmle of an inpish child.

"I ndeed, should |I so choose. But enough! Drink one and all!"

Derwe Corene signaled the sergeant of the guard. "Take sword and strike off the fool's arm bring
me the anulet.”

"Wth pleasure, Geat Lady." The sergeant advanced wi th bared bl ade.

Cugel shouted, "Stay! One nore step and nmagic will turn each of your bones at right angles!”

The sergeant | ooked at Derwe Corene, who |aughed. "As | bade you, or fear ny revenge, which is as
you know. "

The sergeant w nced, and marched forward again. But now an under-servitor rushed to Cugel, and
under his hood Cugel saw the seaned face of old Slaye, "I will save you. Show ne the amulet!"
Cugel allowed the eager fingers to grope anong the carbuncles. Slaye pressed one of these, and
called sonething in a voice so exultant and shrill that the syllables were I ost. There was a great
fluttering, and an enornous bl ack shape stood at the back of the hall. "Wwo tornents ne?" it
moaned. "Who will give ne surcease?"

"I''" cried Slaye. "Advance through the hall, kill all but mnmyself!"

"No!" cried Cugel. "It is | who possess the anulet! | whomyou nust obey! Kill all but nme!"

Derwe Corene clutched at Cugel's arm striving to see the amulet. "It avajls nothing unless you
call himby nane. W are all lost!"

"What is his nane?" cried Cugel. "Counsel ne!" "Hold back!" declared Slaye. "I have consi dered—
Cugel dealt hima blow and sprang behind the table. The denmobn was approaching, pausing to pluck
up the nen-at-arns and dash them against the walls. Der we
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Corenme ran to Cugel. "Let nme see the amulet; do you know not hing whatever? I will order him"

"By no neans!" said Cugel. "Am | Cugel the Cever for nothing? Show me which carbuncle, recite ne
t he

nane. "
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Derwe Coreme bent her head, read the rune, thrust out to press a carbuncle, but Cugel knocked her
arm asi de. "What name? O we all die!"
"Call on Vanille! Press here, call on Vanille!" Cugel pressed the carbuncle. "Vanille! Halt this

strife." The black denon heeded not at all. There was a second great sound, and a second denopn
appeared. Derwe Corene cried out in terroor. "It was not Vanille; show ne the anul et once nore!"
But there was insufficient time;, the black demon was upon them

"Vanille!" Dbellowed Cugel. "Destroy this black nonster!"

Vanille was | ow and broad, and of a swinmng green color, with eyes like scarlet lights. It flung
itself upon the first denon, and the terrible bellow of the encounter stunned the ears, and eyes
could not follow the frenzy of the fight. The walls shuddered as the great forces struck and
rebounded. The table splintered under great splayed feet; Derwe Corene was flung into a corner
Cugel _ crawed after, to find her crunpled and staring, half-conscious but bereft of will. Cugel
thrust the anmul et before her eyes. "Read the runes! Call forth the nanes; each | will try in turn
Quick, to save our lives!"

But Derwe Corene nmerely nade a soft notion with -her lips. Behind, the black dermon, nounted
astride Vanille, was nethodically clawi ng up handfuls of his substance and casting it aside, while
Vanill e bell owed and screaned and turned his ferocious head this way and that, snapping and
snarling, striking with great green arns. The bl ack denon plunged its arns deep, seized sone
central node and Vanille becane a sparkling green slinme of a nyriad parts, each gl eam and sparkl e
flitting and quivering and dissolving into the stone.

Sl aye stood grinning above Cugel. "Do you wi sh your life? Hand here the anulet and | spare you.
Del ay one instant and you are deadl”
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Cugel divested hinself of the amulet, but could not bring hinself to relinquish it. He said with
sudden cunning, "I can give the amulet to the denon."

Sl aye glared down at him "And then we all are dead. To nme it does not matter. Do so. | defy you
If you want |ife—+the amulet.™

Cugel | ooked down at Derwe Corene. "Wat of her?"

"Toget her you shah" be bani shed. The anmulet, for here is the denon."

The bl ack denon towered above; Cugel hastily handed the amulet to Slaye, who uttered a sharp cry
and touched a carbuncle. The denmon whi npered, involuted and di sappeared.

Sl aye stood back, grinning hi triunmph. "Now away with you and the girl. | keep ny word to you, no
nmore. You have your mserable lives: depart.”

"Grant ne one desire!" pled Cugel. "Transport us to Alnery, to the Valley of the Xzan, where | nmay
rid nyself of a canker called Firx!"

"No," said Slaye. "I deny your heart's-desire. Go at once."

Cugel lifted Derwe Corene to her feet. Still dazed, she stared at the weckage of the hall. Cugel

turned to Slaye. "The ghoul waits in the pronenade.”

Sl aye nodded. "This may well be true. Tonorrow | shall chastise him Tonight I call sub-world
artisans to repair the hall and restore the glory of Cl. Hence! Do you think I care how you fare
with the ghoul ?" H's face becane suffused and his hand strayed toward the carbuncles of the

amul et. "Hence, at once!"

Cugel took Derwe Corene's armand led her fromthe hall to the great front portal. Slaye stood
with feet apart, shoul ders hunched, head bent forward, eyes follow ng Cugel's every nove. Cuge
eased back the bolts, opened the door and stepped out upon the terrace.

There was silence along the pronenade. Cugel |ed Derwe Corene down the steps and off to the side,
into the rank growth of the old garden. Here he paused to listen. Fromthe pal ace canme sounds of
activity: rasping and scraping, hoarse shouts and bellows, the flash of many-colored |ights. Down
the center of the promenade came a tall white shape, stepping fromthe shadow of one
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pedestal to the next. It paused to listen to the sounds and watch the flaring lights in wonder.
Wiile it was so absorbed Cugel |ed Derwe Corene away, behind the dark banks of foliage, and so off
into the night
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The Mount ai ns of Magnat z

SHORTLY AFTER SUNRI SE Cugel and Derwe Corene energed fromthe hillside byre where they had huddl ed
the night. The air was chill and the sun, a wine-col ored bubbl e behind high mst, produced no

war nt h. Cugel clapped his arns and jigged back and forth, while Derwe Corene stood pinch-faced and
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linmp beside the old byre.

Cugel presently becane irritated by her posture, which inplied a subtle di sparagenment of hinself.
"Fetch wood,"” he told her curtly. "I will strike a fire; we will breakfast in confort."

Wthout a word the erstwhile princess of Cil went to gather furze. Cugel turned to inspect the dim
expanse to the east, voicing an autonatic curse upon |ucounu the Laughi ng Magi ci an, whose rancor
had flung himinto this northern wastel and.

Derwe Corene returned with an arnful of tw gs; Cugel gave a nod of approval. For a brief period
after their expulsion fromC | she had carried herself with an inappropriate hauteur, which Cugel
had tolerated with a quiet smle for hinself. Their first couching had been both eventful and
taxing; thereafter Derwe Corene had nodified at |east her overt behavior. Her face, delicate and
clear of feature, had lost little of its brooding nelancholy, but the arrogance had altered, as
m | k beconmes cheese, to a new and wakeful appreciation of reality.

The fire crackled cheerfully; they ate a breakfast of ranpion and pul py black gallberries, while
Cugel put questions regarding the lands to the east and south.
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Derwe Corene could return only small information, none of which was optinistic. "The forest is
said to be endless. | have heard it called several names: the Geat Erm the Forest of the East,
the Lig Thig. To the south you -see the Muntains of Magnatz, which are reputedly dreadful.”

"I'n what respect?" demanded Cugel. "The know edge is of inportance; we must cross these nountains
on our way to Alnmery."

Derwe Corene shook her head. "I have heard only hints, and paid no great heed, as never did
expect to visit the region.”

"Nor |," grunbled Cugel. "Were it not for lucounu | would be el sewhere."

A spark of interest animated the listless face. "Wio is this |ucounu?"

"A detestable wizard of Alnery. He has a boiled squash for a head, and flaunts a mndless grin. In
every way he is odious, and displays the spite of a scal ded eunuch.”

Derwe Corene's nmouth nmoved in a small cool smile. "And you antagoni zed this w zard."

"Bah! It was nothing. For a trivial slight he flung ne north on an inpossible mssion. | am not
Cugel the dever for nothing! The mission is achieved and now | return to Al nery."

"And what of Alnery—s this a pleasant |and?"

"Pl easant enough, conpared to this desolation of forest and mist. Still, inperfections exist.
Wzardry is rife, and justice is not invariable, as | have intimted."

"Tell me nore of Alnery. Are there cities? Are there folk other than rogues and w zards?"

Cugel frowned. "Certain cities exist, sad shadows of bygone glory. There is Azenonei, where the
Xzan joins Scaum Flow, and Kaiin in Ascolais, and others along the shore opposite Kauchi que, where
the folk are of great subtlety."

Derwe Coreme nodded thoughtfully. "I will go to Alnmery. In your conpany, fromwhich | can soon
recover."

Cugel gl anced at her sidewi se, not liking the flavor of the remark, but before he could
particul arize, she asked, "Wat |lands |ie between us and Al nery?"

"They are wi de and dangerous and peopl ed by gids,
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erbs, and deodands, as well as |euconorphs, ghouls and grues. Gtherwise | amignorant. If we
survive the journey, it will be a mracle indeed."”

Derwe Corene | ooked wistfully back toward Ci |, then shrugged and becane silent.

The frugal neal was at its end. Cugel |eaned back against the byre, to enjoy the warnth of the
fire, but Firx would allow no respite, and Cugel, grinmacing, junped to his feet. "Cone; we mnust
set forth. The spite of lu-counu pernmits no |less.”

Down the slope they wal ked, foll owi ng what appeared to be an old road. The | andscape changed.
Heat h gave way to' a danp bottom and; presently they came to the forest Cugel eyed the gl oony

shadows with distrust. "W nust go quietly, and hope to arouse nothing baneful. | will watch
ahead, and you behind, to ensure that nothing follows to | eap on our backs."
"W will |ose our way."

"The sun hangs in the south: this is our guide."

Derwe Coremne shrugged once nore; they plunged forward into the shade. The trees stood tal

overhead and the sunlight, filtered through the foliage, only exaggerated the gl oom Coning upon a
stream they wal ked along its banks and presently entered a gl ade where flowed a brinming river.
On the bank near a noored raft sat four nen in ragged garnents. Cugel |ooked Derwe Corene over
critically, and took the jeweled buttons fromher garments. "These by all odds are bandits and we

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (27 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

must lull then- cupidity, even though they seema poor lot."

"Better that we avoid them" said Derwe Coreme. "They are aninmals, no better."

Cugel demurred. "Wt need their raft and their gui dance, which we nust command; if we supplicate,
they will believe thenselves to have a choice, and becone captious." He strode forward and Derwe
Coreme willy-nilly was forced to foll ow

The rogues did not inprove upon closer view Their hair was long and, matted, their faces gnarl ed,
with eyes |ike beetles and nouths showing foul yellow teeth. Wthal, their expressions were mld
enough, and they watched Cugel and Derwe Corene approach with wariness rather than belligerence.
One of them it so appeared,
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was a worman, though this was hardly evident fromgarnments, face or refinement of manner. Cuge
gave thema salute of lordly condescension, at which they blinked in puzzlenent.

"What peopl e are you?" asked Cugel

"We call ourselves Busiacos," responded the ol dest of the men. "It is both our race and our
famly; we make no differentiation, being somewhat pol yandrous by habit."

"You are deni zens of the forest, famliar with its routes and trails?"

"Such is a fair description," adnitted the nan, "though our know edge is |ocal. Renmenber, this is
the Great Erm which sweeps on | eague after | eague w thout term nation."

"No matter," said Cugel. "We require only transfer across the river, then guidance upon a secure
route to the | ands of the south.”

The man consulted the others of his group; all shook their heads. "There is no such route; the
Mount ai ns of Magnate lie in the way."

"I ndeed, " said Cugel

"I'f I were to ferry you across the river," continued the old Busiaco, "you would be as good as
dead, for the region is haunted by erbs and grues. Your sword woul d be usel ess, and you carry only
t he weakest magi c—this | know for we Busiacos snell nmagic as an erb sniffs out neat."

"How t hen may we Achi eve our destination?" denmanded Cugel

The Busi acos showed little interest in the question. But the nan next in age to the el dest,
glancing at Derwe Corene, had a sudden idea, and | ooked across the river as if pondering. The
effort presently overwhel med him and he shook his head in defeat.

Cugel , observing carefully, asked, "Wat baffles you?"

"A problemof no great conplexity," replied the Busiaco. "W have small practice in |logic and any
difficulty thwarts us. | only speculated as to which of your bel ongi ngs you woul d exchange for

gui dance through the forest."

Cugel | aughed heartily. "A good question. But | own only what you see: nanely garnents, shoes,
cape and sword, all of which are necessary to ne. Though, for a
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fact, I know an incantation which can produce a jeweled button or two."

"These would be small inducenment. In a nearby crypt jewels are heaped as high as ny head."

Cugel rubbed his jaw reflectively. "The generosity of the Busiacos is everywhere known; perhaps
you will lead us past this crypt."

The Busi aco made a gesture of indifference. "If you wish, although it is adjacent to the den of a
great mother gid, now in oestrus."

""We will proceed directly toward the south,” said Cugel. "Cone, |et us depart at once.”

The Busi aco maintai ned his stubborn crouch. "You have no i nducenent to offer?"

"Only ny gratitude, which is no small matter."

"What of the wonman? She is sonewhat gaunt, but not unappealing. Since you must die in the
Mount ai ns of Magnatz, why waste the woman?"

"True." Cugel turned to | ook at Derwe Coreme. "Perhaps we can conme to terns."

"What ?" she gasped in outrage. "Do you dare suggeest such a thing? I will drown nyself in the
riverl"

Cugel took her aside. "I amnot called Cugel the dever for nothing,
me to outwit this nmoon-cal f!"

Derwe Coreme surveyed himwith distrust, then turned away, tears of bitter anger streani ng down
her cheeks. Cugel addressed the Busiaco. "Your proposal is clearly the better part of w sdom so
now, |et us be off."

"The wonan nmay remain here," said the Busiaco, rising to his feet "W wal k an enchanted path and
rigid discipline is necessary."

Derwe Coreme took a determined stride toward the river. "No!" cried Cugel hastily. "She is of

he hissed in her ear. "Trust
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sentinmental tenperanment, and w shes to see ne safely on ny way to the Muntains of Magnatz, even
though it means ny certain death.”

The Busiaco shrugged. "It is all one." He |l ed them aboard the raft, cast oS the rope, and pol ed
across the river. The water seened shallow, the pole never descending nore than a foot or two. It
seenmed to Cugel that wadi ng across woul d have been sinplicity itself.

The Busi aco, observing, said, "The river swarns wth
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glass reptiles, and an unwary man, stepping forth, is instantly attacked."

"I ndeed!" said Cugel, eying the river dubiously.

"I ndeed. And now | nust caution you as to the path. W will nmeet all manner of persuasions, but as
you val ue your life, do not step aside fromwhere | lead."

The raft reached the opposite bank; the Busiaco stepped ashore and nade it fast to a tree. "Come
now, after me." He plunged confidently off anbng the trees. Derwe Corene followed, wth Cuge
comng in the rear. The trail was so faint that Cugel could not distinguish it fromthe untrodden
forest, but the Busiaco never faltered. The sun, hanging | ow behind the trees, could be glinpsed
only infrequently, and Cugel was never certain of the direction they traveled. So they proceeded,
t hrough syl van solitudes where not so nuch as a bird-call could be heard.

The sun, passing its zenith, began to descend, and the trail becanme no nore distinct. Cugel at

| ast called ahead, "You are certain of the trail? It seenms that we veer left and right at random"”
The Busi aco stopped to explain. "W of the forest are an ingenuous fol k, but we have this peculiar
facility."” He tapped his splayed nose significantly. "W can snell out magic. The trail we follow
was ordained at a tine too renpte to be recalled, and yields its direction only to such as

oursel ves."

"Possibly so," said Cugel petulantly. "But it seenms overly circuitous, and where are the fearsone
creatures you nentioned? | have seen only a vole, and nowhere have | sensed the distinctive odor
of the erb."

The Busi aco shook his head in perplexity. "Unaccountably they have taken thensel ves el sewhere.
Surely you do not conplain? Let us proceed, before they return.” And he set forth once again, by a
track no | ess indistinguishable than before.

The sun sank low. The forest thinned somewhat; scarlet rays slanted along the aisles, burnishing
gnharled roots, gilding fallen | eaves. The B.usiaco stepped into a clearing, where he swung about

with an air of triunmph. "I have successfully achieved our goal!"
"How so0?" demanded Cugel. "W are still deep in the forest."
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The Busi aco pointed across the clearing. "Notice the four well-marked and distinct trails?"

"This seens to be the case," Cugel admitted grudgingly.

"One of these leads to the southern verge. The others plunge into the forest depths, branching
variously along the way."

Derwe Corene, peering through the branches, uttered a sharp ejaculation. "There, fifty paces
yonder, is the river and the raft!"

Cugel turned the Busiaco a dire |ook. "Wat of all this?"

The Busi aco nodded sol enmly. "Those fifty paces lack the protection of magic. | woul d have been
scanping ny responsibility to convey us here by the direct route. And now— He advanced to Derwe
Corene, took her arm then turned back to Cugel. "You may cross the gl ade, whereupon I wll
instruct you as to which trail leads to the southern verge." And he busied hinself fixing a cord
about Derwe Corene's waist. She resisted with a fervor and was only subdued by a bl ow and a curse.
"This is to prevent any sudden | eaps or excursions," the Busiaco told Cugel with a sly wink. "I am
not too fleet of foot and when | wish the woman | do not care to pursue her here and there. But
are you not in haste? The sun declines, and after dark the |euconorphs appear."”

"Well then, which of the trails leads to the southern verge?" Cugel asked in a frank nmanner
"Cross the clearing and | will so informyou. O course, if you distrust ny instructions, you may
make your own choice. But renmenber, | have vigorously exerted nyself for a waspi sh, gaunt and
anenmi ¢ woman. As of now we are at quits."

Cugel | ooked dubiously across the clearing, then to Derwe Coreme, who watched in sick di smay.
Cugel spoke cheerfully. "Well, it seems to be for the best. The Muntains of Magnatz are

not ori ously dangerous. You are at |east secure with this uncouth rogue.”

"No!" she screaned. "Let ne free of this rope! He is a cheat; you have been duped! Cugel the

Cl ever? Cugel the Fool!"

"Such | anguage is vulgar," stated Cugel. "The Busiaco and | struck a bargain, which is to say, a
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sacred covenant, which nust be discharged."”
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"Kill the brute!" cried Derwe Corene. "Enploy your swordl The edge of the forest cannot be far
awnay!"

"An incorrect trail mght lead into the heart of the Geat Erm" argued Cugel. He raised his arm
in farewell. "Far better to drudge for this hirsute ruffian than risk death in the Muntains of
Magnat z! "

The Busiaco grinned hi agreenent, and gave the line* a proprietary jerk. Cugel hurried across the
clearing with Derwe Corene's inprecations ringing in his ears, until she was silenced by sone
means Cugel did not observe. The Busiaco called, "By chance you are approaching the correct path.
Fol  ow and you shall presently cone to an inhabited place."

Cugel returned a final salute and set forth. Derwe Corene gave a scream of hysterical mrth:
"Cugel the Cever he calls hinself! What an extravagant joke!"

Cugel proceeded quickly along the trail, sonewhat troubled. "The wonan is a nonomani ac!" he told
hinself. "She lacks clarity and perceptiveness; how could |I have done el se, for her welfare and ny
own? | amrationality personified; it is unthinking to insist otherw sel"

Scarcely a hundred paces fromthe clearing the trail energed fromthe forest Cugel stopped short.
Only a hundred paces? He pursed his lips. By some curious coincidence three other trails |ikew se
left the forest nearby, all converging to one near where he stood. "Interesting," said Cugel. "It
is alnpst tenpting to return to seek out the Busiaco and exact sone sort of explanation. "

He fingered his sword thoughtfully, and even took a step or two back toward the forest. But the
sun was | ow and shadows filled the gaps between the gnarled trunks. As Cugel hesitated, Firx
impatiently drew several of his prongs and barbs across Cugel's liver, and Cugel abandoned the
project of returning into the forest

The trail led across a region of open land, with nountains riding across the southern sky. Cuge
strode along at a smart pace, conscious of the dark shadow of the forest behind, and not
conpletely settled in his mnd. Fromtine to tine, at some particularly unsettling thought, he

sl apped his thigh sharply. But what folly! He had obviously nmanaged affairs to their optinum The
Busi aco was gross and stupid; how could he have hoped to trick Cu-
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gel ? The concept was untenable. As for Derwe Coreme, no doubt she would soon come to ternms with
her new life.

As the sun dropped behind the Muntains of Magnatz he cane upon a rude settlenment and a tavern
besi de the crossroads. This was a staunch structure of stone and tinmber, with round wi ndows each
fornmed of a hundred blue bull's eyes. Cugel paused at the door and took stock of his resources,
whi ch were scant. Then he renenbered the jewel ed buttons he had taken from Derwe Corene, and
congratul ated hinmself on his forethought.

He pushed through the door, into a long roomhung with old bronze | anps. The publican presided at
a short buffet where he poured grogs and punches to the three nen who were his present custoners.
Al'l turned to stare as Cugel entered the room

The publican spoke politely enough. "Wl cone, wanderer; what is your pleasure?"

"First a cup of wine, then supper and a night's |odging, and finally such know edge regarding the
road south as you can provide."

The publican set forth a cup of wine. "Supper and | odging in due course. As to the road south, it
| eads into the real mof Magnatz, which is enough to know "

"Magnatz then is a creature of dread?"

The publican gave his head a dour shake. "Men have fared south never to return. No man in menory
has conme north. | can vouch for only so nmuch."

The three men who sat drinking nodded in sol enn coroboration. Two were peasants of the region
while the third wore the tall black boots of a professional witch-chaser. The first peasant
signal ed the publican: "Pour this unfortunate a cup of wine, at ny expense."

Cugel accepted the cup with nmixed feelings. "I drink with thanks, though | specifically di savow
the appellation “unfortunate' lest the virtue of the word project upon ny destiny."

"As you will," responded the peasant indifferently, "though in these nelancholy tinmes, who is
otherw se?" And for a space the peasants argued the repair of the stone fence which separated
their | ands.

"The work is arduous, but the advantages great,'
71

The Eyes of the Overworld

decl ared one.
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"Agreed," stated the other, "but ny luck is such that no sooner would we conplete the task than
the sun would go black, with all the toil for naught.”

The first flourished his arns in derisive rejection of the argunent. "This is a risk we nust
assune. Notice: | drink wine, though | may not live to becone drunk. Does this deter nme? Nol

reject the future; | drink now, | becone drunk as circunstances dictate."

The publican | aughed and pounded the buffet with his fist. "You are as crafty as a Busiaco, of
whom | hear there is an encanpnent nearby. Perhaps the wanderer met then?" And he | ooked

questioni ngly at Cugel, who nodded grudgingly.

"l encountered such a group: crass rather than crafty, in nmy opinion. In reference once nore to
the road south, can anyone here supply specific advice?"

The witch-chaser s.aid gruffly, "I can: avoid it. You will first encounter deodands avid for your
fl esh. Beyond is the real mof Magnatz, beside whomthe deodands appear as angels of nmercy, if a
tenth of the runors are true."

"This is discouraging news," said Cugel. "Is there no other route to the | ands of the south?"

"I ndeed there is," said the witch-chaser, "and | reconmend it. Return north along the trail to the
Great Erm and proceed eastward across the extent of the forest, which becones even denser and
nore dread. Needless to say, you will need a stout armand feet with wings to escape the vanpires,
grues, erbs and | euconorphs. After penetrating to the renpte edge of the forest you nust sw ng
south to the Val e of Dharad, where according to rumor an arny of basilisks besieges the ancient
city Mar. Should you win past the raging battle, the Geat Central Steppe lies beyond; where is
neither food nor water and which is the haunt of the pelgrane. Crossing the steppe, you turn your
face back to the west, and now you wade a series of poi sonous swanps. Beyond lies an area of which
I know nothing except that it is named the Land of Evil Recollection. After crossing this region
you will find yourself at a point to the south of the Muntains of Magnatz."

Cugel nused a nmonent or two. "The route which you delineate, while it may be safer and | ess taxing
than the
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direct way south, seens of inordinate |length. I amdisposed to risk the Muntains of Magnatz."
The first peasant inspected himwith awe. "l surmise you to be a noted wi zard, seething with
spel l's.™

Cugel gave his head a smling shake. "I am Cugel the Cever; no nore, no |l ess. And now-wi ne!"

The | andl ord presently brought forth supper: a stew of tentils and | and-crabs garnished with wld
ranp and bil berri es.

After the neal the two peasants drank a final cup of wi ne and departed, while Cugel, the host and
the witch-chaser sat before the fire discussing various aspects of existence. The wi tch-chaser
finally arose to retire to his chanber. Before departing he approached Cugel, and spoke in a frank
manner. "l have noticed tfour cloak, which is of quality rarely seen in this backward region
Since you are as good as dead, why do you not bestow this cl oak upon nme, who has need of it?"
Cugel tersely rejected the proposal and went to his own chanber.

During the night he was aroused by a scrapi ng sound near the foot of his bed. Leaping to his feet,
he captured a person of no great stature. Wien hauled out into the light, the intruder proved to
be the pot-boy, still clutching Cugel's shoes, which he evidently had intended to purloin. "What
is the neaning of this outrage?" denmanded Cugel, cuffing the lad. "Speak! How dare you attenpt
such an act!”

The pot-boy begged Cugel to desist. "Wiat difference does it make? A dooned nan needs no such

el egant footwear!"

"I will be the judge of that," said Cugel. "Do you expect nme to wal k barefoot to ny death in the
Mount ai ns of Magnatz? Be off with you!" And he sent the wetched | ad sprawling down the hall.

In the norning at breakfast he spoke of the incident to the |andlord, who showed no great
interest. Wien it canme time to settle his score, Cugel tossed one of the jewel ed buttons upon the
counter. "Fix, if you will, a fair value upon this gem subtract the score and give nme ny change
in gold coins."

The | andl ord exami ned the ornament, pursed his |lips and cocked his head to the side. "The total of
t he charges
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to your account exactly equals the worth of this trinket —there is no change forthcom ng."

"What ?" stornmed Cugel. "This clear aquanmarine flanked by four enmeralds? For a cup or two of poor
wi ne, a porridge and sl eep disturbed by the villainy of your pot-boy? Is this a tavern or a bandit
| air?"
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The | andl ord shrugged. "The charges are sonewhat in excess of the usual fee, but noney nol dering
in the pockets of a corpse serves no one."

Cugel at | ast extracted several gold coins fromthe landlord together with a parcel of bread,
cheese, and wine. The landlord cane to the door and pointed. "There is but a single trail, that

| eadi ng south. The Muwuntains of Mag-natz rise before you. Farewell."

Not wi thout foreboding, Cugel set off to the south. For a space the trail led past the tillage of
| ocal peasants; then as the foothills bulked to either side the trail became first a track, then a
trace winding along a dry riverbed beside thickets of prickle-bush, spurge, yarrow, asphodel
Along the crest of the hill paralleling the trail grew a tangle of stunted oak, and Cugel
thinking to inprove his chances for going unobserved, clinbed to the ridge and continued in the
shelter of the foliage.

The air was clear, the sky a brilliant dark blue. The sun wallowed up to the zenith and Cuge

bet hought hinself of the food he carried in his pouch. He seated hinself, but as he did so the
moti on of a skipping dark shadow caught his eye. His blood chilled. The creature surely neant to
| eap upon his back.

Cugel pretended not to notice, and presently the shadow noved forward again: a deodand, taller and
heavi er than hinmsel f, black as m dnight except for shining white eyes, white teeth and cl aws,
wearing straps of |eather to support a green velvet shirt.

Cugel debated his best course of action. Face to face chest to chest, the deodand would tear him
to pieces. Wth his sword ready, Cugel m ght hack and stab and hold the creature at bay until its
frenzy for blood overcane its fear of pain and it flung itself forward regardl ess of hurt.

Possi bly Cugel was nore fleet, and m ght outdi stance the creature, but only after a | ong and

dogged pursuit. ... It slipped forward again, to stand behind a crunbling outcrop twenty paces
downsl| ope from where
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Cugel sat. As soon as it had di sappeared, Cugel ran to the outcrop and junped to the top. Here he
lifted a heavy stone and, as the deodand cane skul king below, threw it down upon the creature's
back. It toppled and | ay kicking, and Cugel junped down to deliver the death-stroke.

The deodand had pul | ed hi nsel f against the rock and hissed in horror at the sight of Cugel's naked
bl ade. "Hold your stroke," it said. "You gain nothing by ny death."

"Only the satisfaction of killing one who planned to devour ne." e "A sterile pleasurel"

"Few pl easures are otherw se," said CugeL "But while you live, informne regarding the Muntains
of Mag-natz."

"They are as you see: stern nountains of ancient black rock."

"And what of Magnatz?"

"I have no know edge of any such entity."

"What ? The nen to the north shudder at the very word!"

The deodand pulled himself slightly nore erect. "This well may be. | have heard the nane, and
consider it no nore than a | egend of old."

"Way do travel ers go south and none go north?"

"Why shoul d anyone seek to travel north? As for those comi ng south, they have provided food for
.nmyself and nmy fellows." And the deodand inched hinself up. Cugel picked up a great stone, held it
al oft and dashed it down upon the black creature, which fell back, kicking freely. Cugel picked up
anot her stone.

"Hold!" called the deodand in a faint voice. "Spare ne, and | will aid youto life."

"How i s this?" asked Cugel

"You seek to travel south; others |like nme inhabit caves along the way: how can you escape them
unl ess | gui de you by ways they do not frequent?"

"You can do this?"

"I'f you undertake to spare nmy life."

"Excellent. But | nust take safeguards; in your lust for blood you mght ignore the agreenent."”
"You have mai med nme; what further security do you need?" cried the deodand. Cugel neverthel ess
bound t he
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creature's arnms and arranged a halter around the thick black neck

In such fashion they proceeded, the deodand |inping and hopping, and directing Cugel by a
circuitous route above certain caves.

The nmountains lifted higher; w nds booned and echoed down the stone canyons. Cugel continued to
questi on the deodand regardi ng Magnatz, but elicted only the opinion that Magnatz was a creature
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of fable.

At last they cane to a sandy flat high above the | ow ands, which the deodaud decl ared beyond the
zone of bis particular sept.

"What |ies beyond?" asked Cugel. "I have no know edge; this is the limt of ny wandering. Now
rel ease me and go your way, and I will return to ny people.”

Cugel shook his head. "Night is not too far distant. What is to prevent you fromfollowing to

attack ne once "again? Best that | kill you."
The deodand | aughed sadly. "Three others follow us. They have kept their distance only because
waved them back. Kill nme and you will never wake to see the norning sun.”

"W will travel further together," said Cugel. **As you wi sh."
Cugel led the way south, the deodand linping to the boul ders, and | ooki ng back Cugel saw bl ack

shapes novi ng anong the shadows. The deodand grinned neaningfully at Cugel. "You would do well to
halt at once; why wait until dark? Death cones with |l ess horror while the Iight shines."”
Cugel made no response, but pressed forward with all speed. The trail left the valley, clinbing to

a hi gh neadow where the air blew cool. Larch, kaobab and bal mcedar grew to either side, and a
stream ran anong grasses and herbs. The deodand began to evince uneasiness, jerking at its halter
linping with exaggerated debility. Cugel could see no reason for the display: the countryside,
except for the presence of the deodands, seenmed wi thout threat. Cugel becanme inpatient. "Wy do
you delay? | hope to find a nountain hospice before the com ng of dark. Your |agging and |inping
di scommode ne. "

"You shoul d have considered this before you mai ned
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me with a rock," said the deodand. "After all, | do not acconpany you of ny own choice."

Cugel | ooked behind. The three deodands who previously had skul ked anong the rocks now fol | owed
quite casually. "You have no control over the grisly appetites of your fellows?" Cugel denanded.
"I have no control over nmy own," responded the deodand. "Only the fact of my broken |inbs prevents
me fromleaping at your throat."

"Do you wish to live?" asked Cugel, putting his hand significantly to sword-hilt.

"To a certain extent, though with not so fervent a yearning as do true nmen."

"I'f you value life even an iota, order your fellows to turn back, to give over their sinister
pursuit,"

"It would be a futile exercise. And in any event what is |ife to you? Look, before you tower the
Mount ai ns of Magnat z!"

"Ha!" muttered Cugel. "Did you not claimthe repute of the region to be purely fabul ous?"
"Exactly; but | did not enlarge upon the nature of the fable."

As they spoke there catne a swift sigh in the air; |ooking about, Cugel saw that the three
deodands had fallen, transfixed by arrows. From a nearby grove stepped four young men in brown
hunti ng costune. They were of a fair, fresh conpl exion, brown hair, good stature, and seened of
good di sposition.

The forenpst called out, "Howis it that you cone fromthe uninhabited north? And why do you wal k
with this dire creature of the night?"

"There is no nmystery to either of your questions," said Cugel. "First, the north is not

uni nhabi t ed; some hundreds of nen yet remain alive. As to this black hybrid of denon and canni bal
| enployed it to |l ead ne safely through the nountains, but | amdissatisfied with its services."
"l did all expected of ne," declared the deodand. "Rel ease ne in accordance with our pact."

"As you will," said Cugel. He released the halter which secured the creature's throat, and it
Iimped away gl aring over its shoulder. Cugel nmade a sign to the |eader of the
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hunt snen; he spoke a word to his fellows; they raised their bows and shot the deodand with arrows.
Cugel gave a curt nod of approval. "Wat of yourselves? And what of Magnatz who reputedly nmakes

t he mount ai ns unsafe for travel ?"

The huntsnen | aughed. "A legend nerely. At one tine a terrible creature naned Magnatz did i ndeed

exist, and in deference to the tradition we of Vull Village still appoint one of our nunber to
serve as Watchman. But this is all the credit to be given the tale.”
"Strange," said Cugel, "that the tradition wi elds so wi de an influence."

The huntsmen shrugged indifferently. "N ght approaches; it is tine to turn back. You are wel cone
to join us, and at Vull there is a tavern where you may rest the night."

"I gladly avail nyself of your conpany."

The group set off up the trail. As they marched Cugel nmde inquiry regarding the road to the
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sout h, but the huntsnen were of little assistance. "Vull Village is situated on the shores of Lake
Vull, which is unnavigable for its Wirlpools, and a few of us have explored the nountains to the
south. It is said that they are barren and drop off into an inhospitable gray waste."

"Possi bly Magnatz roans the nmountains across the | ake?" inquired Cugel delicately.

"Tradition is silent on this score," replied the huntsnan.

After an hour's march the group reached Vull, a village of an affluence surprising to Cugel. The
dwel lings were solidly constructed of stone and tinber, the streets neatly laid-out and well -
drai ned; there was a public market, a granary, a hall, a repository, several taverns, a nunber of

nmodest |y | uxurious mansions. As the huntsnen marched up the main street, a.man called out to them
"I mportant newsl The Watchnan has perished!"

"I ndeed?" inquired the | eader of the huntsmen with keen interest. "Who serves in the interinP"

"It is Lafel, son to the hetman—who el se?"

"Who el se indeed?" renmarked the huntsman, and the group passed on

"I's the post of Watchman held hi such high- esteemthen?" asked Cugel

78

The Eyes of the Overworld

The huntsnman shrugged. "It is best described as a cerenpni al sinecure. A permanent functionary
will no doubt be chosen tonorrow. But notice in the door of the hall!" And he pointed to a stocky

br oad- shoul dered nan wearing brown fur-trimed robes and a black bifold hat "That is Hyl am

W skode, the hetrman hinmsel f. Ho, Ws-kode! W have encountered a traveler fromthe north!"

Hyl am W skode approached, and saluted Cugel with courtesy. "Welcone! Strangers are a novelty; our
hospitality is yours!"”

"I thank you indeed," said Cuge!. "I had expected no such affability in the Muntai ns of Mgnatz,
which all the world holds in dread.”

The hetman chuckl ed. "M sapprehensi ons are conmon everywhere; you nay well find certain of our
noti ons quaint and archaic, |ike our Watch for Magnatz. But cornel / here is our best
tavern. After you have established yourself we will sup.”

Cugel was taken to a confortabl e chanmber, furnished various conveni ences, and presently, clean and
refreshed, he rejoined Hylam Wskode in the conmon room An appetizing supper was set before him
together with a flagon of w ne.

After the nmeal the hetman conducted Cugel on a tour of the town, which enjoyed a pl easant aspect
above the | ake.

Toni ght seened to be a special occasion: everywhere cressets threw up plunmes of flane, while the
folk of Vull wal ked the streets, pausing to confer in small knots and groups. Cugel inquired the
reason for the obvious perturbation. "Is it because your watchman has di ed?"

"This is the case," said the hetnan. "W treat our traditions with all earnestness, and the

sel ection of a new Watchman is a matter for public debate. But observe: here Is the public
repository, where the conmon wealth is collected. Do you care to | ook within?"

"l abide your pleasure,"” said Cugel. "If you wish to inspect the communal gold, | will be glad to
join you." "\ The hetman threw back the door. "Here is much nore than gold! In this bin are
jewels; that rack holds antique coins. Those bal es contain fine silks and enbroi dered damask; to
the side are cases of precious spice, even nore precious liquors, and subtle pastes w thout val ue.
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But | should not use these terns on you, a traveler and man of experience, who has | ooked upon
real wealth.” Cugel insisted that the riches of Vull were by no neans to be deprecated. The hetnan
bowed appreciatively and they proceeded to an espl anade beside the | ake, now a great dark expanse
illum nated by feeble starlight,

The hetman indicated a cupol a supported five hundred feet in the air by a slender pillar. "Can you
guess the function of that structure?"

"I't would seemto be the post of the Watchman," said Cugel

"Correct! You are a man of discernment A pity you are in such haste and can not linger in Vulll"
Cugel , considering his enpty wallet and the riches of the storehouse, nade a suave gesture. "I

woul d not be averse to such a sojourn, but in all candor, | travel in penury, and would be forced
to seek sonme sort of gainful enploynent. | wonder regarding the office of Watchman, which |
understand to be a post of sone prestige.”

"Indeed it is," said the hetman. "My own son stands watch tonight. Still, there is no reason why

you shoul d not be a suitable candidate for the position. The duties are by no neans arduous;

i ndeed the post is sonething of a sinecure.”

Cugel becane conscious of Firx's fretful stirrings. "And as to the enol unents?"

"They are excellent The Watchnan enjoys great prestige here in Wull, since, in a purely form
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sense, he protects us all fromdanger." 'They are, specifically, what?"
The hetman paused to reflect, and ticked off the points on his fingers. "First, he is provided a
confortable watch-tower, conplete with cushions, an optical device whereby distant objects are
made to seemcl ose at hand, a brazier to provide heat and an ingeni ous comuni cations system

Next, bis food and drink are of the highest quality and provided free of charge, at his pl easure
and to his order. Next, he is generally granted the subsidiary title 'Guardian of the Public
Repository,' and to sinplify matters he is invested with full title to, and powers of di spensation

over, the total wealth of Wull. Fourth, he may select as his spouse that naiden who seens to him
t he nost at -
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tractive. Fifthly, he is accorded the title of 'Baron* and nust be saluted with profound respect"”
"I ndeed, indeed," said Cugel. "The position appears worthy of consideration. What responsibilities
are entail ed?"

"They are as the nonenclature inplies. The Watchman nust keep watch, for this is one of the ol d-
fashi oned custons we observe. The duties are hardly onerous, but they must not be scanped, because
that would signify farce, and we are serious folk, even in connection with our quaint traditions."
Cugel nodded judiciously. "The conditions are strai ghtforward. The Watchman wat ches; not hing could
be nore clearly expressed. But who is Magnate, in what direction should he be apprehended, and how
may he be recogni zed?"

"These questions are of no great application,” said the hetman, "since the creature, in theory,
has no existence."

Cugel glanced up at the tower, across the |ake, back toward the public repository. "I hereby nake
application for the position, providing aUis as you state."

Firx instantly inpinged a series of racking pangs upon Cugel's vitals. Cugel bent double, clasped
hi s abdonen, straightened, and maki ng excuses to the perplexed hetman, noved to the side.
"Patience!" he inmplored Firx. "Tenperance! Have you no concept of realities? My purse is enpty;
there are long | eagues ahead! To travel with any degree of expedition, | mnust restore ny strength
and replenish nmy wallet. | plan to work at this office only | ong enough to do both, then it is
post-haste to Al neryP*

Firx reluctantly dimnished the denpnstrations, and Cugel returned to where the hetnman wait ed.

"All is as before," said Cugel. "I have taken counsel with nyself and believe | can adequately
fulfill the obligations of the job."

The het man nodded. "I am pleased to hear this. You will find ny presentation of the facts to be
accurate in every essential aspect. | |likew se have been reflecting, and | can safely say that no

other person of the town aspires to so august a position, and | hereby pronounce you Wat chman of
the Town!" Cerenoniously the hetman brought forth a gol den collar, which he draped around Cugel's
neck.
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They returned toward the tavern, and as they went, the folk of Vull, noting the golden collar

pressed upon the hetman with eager questions. "Yes," was his answer. "This gentleman has
denmonstrated his capabilities, and | have pronounced hi m Watchnan of the Town!"

At the news the folk of Vull becanme generously expansive, and congratul ated Cugel as if he had
been a resident the whole of his life.

AH repaired to the tavern; w ne and spiced nmeat were set out; pipers appeared and there was
decorous danci ng and nerrynaki ng.

Daring the course of the evening Cugel spied an extrenely beautiful girl dancing with a young nan
who had been part of the hunting party. Cugel nudged the hetrman, directed his attention to the
girl.

"Ah yes: the delightful Marlinka! She dances with the [ ad whom | believe she plans to espouse.”
"Her plans possibly are subject to alteration?" inquired Cugel neaningfully.

The het man wi nked slyly. "You find her attractive?"

t (I ndeed, and since this is a prerequisite of my office, | hereby declare this delightful creature
ny bride-elect Let the cerenonies be perforned at onceP

"So swiftly?" inquired the hetman. "Ah, well, the hot blood of youth brooks no delay." He signal ed
the girl and she danced nerrily over to the table. Cugel arose and performed a deep bow The

het man spoke. "Marlinka, the Watchman of the Town finds you desirable and wi shes you for his
spouse. "

Marl i nka seened first surprised, then anused. She gl anced roguishly at Cugel, and perforned an
arch curtsy. "The Watchman does me great honor."
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"Further," intoned the hetrman, "he requires that the marital cerenonies be perfornmed on the
instant."

Marl i nka | ooked dubi ously at Cugel, then over her shoulder at the young nman with whom she had been
dancing. "Very well," she said. "As you will."

The cerenmony was perforned, and Cugel found hinself espoused to Marlinka, whom on closer

exam nation, he saw to be a creature of delightful anination, charm ng manners and exquisite

appearance. He put his arm around her waist. "Cone," he whispered, "let us slip away for a period
and sol emi ze the connubiality.”

82

The Eyes of the Overworld

"Not so soon," whispered Marlinka. "I must have time to order nyself; | am overexcited!" She

rel eased herself, and danced away.

There was further feasting and nerrynaking, and to his vast displeasure Cugel noted Marlinka again
dancing with the youth to whom she formerly had been betrothed. As he watched she enbraced this
young man with every evidence of ardor. Cugel marched forward, halted the dance, and took his
bride aside. "Such an act is hardly appropriate; you have only been nmarried an hour I|"

Mar |l i nka, both surprised and nonpl used, |aughed, then frowned, then | aughed again and prom sed to
behave with greater decorum Cugel attenpted to lead her to his chanber, but she once again

decl ared the nonent unsuitable.

Cugel drew a deep sigh of vexation, but was consoled by the recollection of his other perquisites:
the freedom of the repository, for instance. He | eaned over to the hetnman. "Since now | amtitular
guardian to the public repository, it is only prudent that | acquaint nyself in detail with the
treasure | amcharged with guarding. If you will be so good as to turn over the keys, | will go to
make a quick inventory."

"Even better," said the hetman, "I wll acconmpany you, and do what | can in the way of

assi stance. "

They crossed to the repository. The hetman unl ocked the door and held a light. Cugel entered and
exanm ned the valuables. "I see that all is in order, and perhaps it is advisable to wait till ny
head is settled before undertaking a detailed inventory. But in the neanti me— Cugel went to the
jewel bin, selected several gens, and began to tuck theminto his pouch

"A monment," said the hetman. "I fear you inconveni ence yourself. Shortly you will be fitted with
garments of rich cloth deserving of your rank. The wealth is nost conveniently kept here in the
treasury; why trouble yourself with the weight, or incur the possibility of |oss?"

"There is sonmething jn what you say," remarked Cugel, "but | wish to order the construction of a
mansi on overl ooking the lake and I will need wealth to pay the costs of construction."

"I'n due tine, in due tine. The actual work can hardly
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comrence until you have exam ned the countryside and chosen the nost felicitous site."

"True," agreed Cugel. "I can see that there are busy tinmes ahead. But nowback to the tavern! M
spouse is overnodest and now | will brook no further delay!"

But upon their return Mrlinka was nowhere to be found. "Doubtless she has gone to array herself
in seductive garnents," suggested the hetnman. "Have patience!"

Cugel conpressed his lips in displeasure, and was further annoyed to find that the young huntsman
had |i kew se departed.

The nerrymaki ng waxed apace, and after many toasts, Cugel becane a trifle fuddl ed, and was carried
up to his chanber.

Early in the norning the hetman rapped at the door, and entered at Cugel's sunmons. "W nust now
visit the watchtower," said the hetman. "My own son guarded Vull this last night, since our
tradi ti on demands incessant vigilance."

Wth poor grace Cugel dressed himself and foll owed the hetman out into the cool air of norning.
They wal ked to the watchtower, and Cugel was astounded both by its height and by the el egant
sinmplicity of its construction, the slender stemrearing five hundred feet into the air to support
t he cupol a.

A rope | adder was the only neans of ascent. The hetnman started up and Cugel cane bel ow, the | adder
swayi ng and jiggling hi such a fashion as to cause Cugel vertigo.

They gained the cupola in safety and the hetman's weary son descended. The cupola was furnished in
rather | ess luxury than Cugel had expected, and indeed seemed al nost austere. He pointed out this
fact to the hetman, who stated that the deficiencies were readily repaired. "Merely state your
requi renents: they shall be net!"

"Well then: | will want a heavy rug for the floor—+tones of green and gold m ght be the nopst
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felicitous. | require a nore el egant couch, of greater scope than that disreputable pallet | see
against the wall, as ny spouse Marlinka will be spending nuch of her tinme here. A cabinet for gens
and val uabl es there, a conpartment for sweetneats there, a tray for perfune essences there. At
this location | will require a taboret with provision for chilling wi nes."
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The hetman assented readily to all. "It shall be as you say. But now we nust discuss your duties,

whi ch are so sinple as alnost to require no el aboration: you nust keep watch for Magnatz."

"This | understand, but as before a corollary thought occurs to nme: in order to work at optimm
efficiency | should know what or whom| amto watch for. Magnatz night stal k unhindered al ong the
espl anade were | unable to recognize him What then is his senbl ance?"

The hetman shook his head. "I cannot say; the information is lost in the fog of ages. The | egend
reports only that he was tricked and baffled by a sorcerer, and taken away." The hetrman went to
the observation post. "Notice: here is an optical device. Wrking by an ingenious principle, it

bl oats and augnents those scenes toward which you direct it. Fromtime to tune you nay choose to
i nspect | andmarks of the area. Yonder is Munt Tenus; below is Lake Vull, where no one can sai

for vortices and whirlpools. In this direction is Padagar Pass, |eading eastward into the |and of
Merce. You can barely discern that commenorative cairn decreed by Guzpah the Great when he brought
eight armies to attack Magnatz. Magnatz erected another cairn-see that great nmound to the
north?—n order to cover their mangl ed corpses. And there is the notch Magnatz broke through the
mount ai ns so that cooling air nmight circulate through the valley. Across the lake lie certain
titanic ruins, where Magnatz had his pal ace.”

Cugel inspected the various |andmarks through the optical device. "Magnatz was by all accounts a
creature of vast potency,”

"So the | egends assert. Now, a final matter. If Magnatz appears—a | aughabl e whi nsy, of course—you
must pull this rod, which rings the great gong. Qur laws stringently forbid ringing the gong,
except at the sight of Magnatz. The penalty for such a crinme is intensely severe; in fact, the

| ast Watchman betrayed his high office by wantonly ringing the gong. Needl ess to say, he was
judged harshly, and after he had been torn to bits by a criss-cross of chains his fragnents were
cast into a whirlpool, k"

"What an idiotic fellowm" remarked Cugel. "Wy forfeit so nmuch weal th, good cheer and honor for a
footling amusenent ?"
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"We are all of like opinion," stated the hetnman. Cugel frowned. "I am puzzled by his act. Was he a

young nman, to yield so readily to a frivol ous whi nP"

"Not even this plea can be made in his behalf. He was a sage of four-score years, three-score of
whi ch he had served the town as Wt chnman, "

"Hi s conduct becomnes all the nore incredible,” was Cugel's wondering conment.

"All of Wull feel the sanme."” The hetrman rubbed his hands briskly. "1 believe that we have

di scussed all the essentials; | will now depart and | eave you to the enjoynment of your duties."
"One .nmoment," said Cugel. "I insist upon certain alterations and inprovenents: the rug, the

cabi net, the cushions, the tray, the couch."”

"Of course,"” said the hetman. He bent his head over the rail, shouted instructions to those bel ow.
There was no instant response, and the hetnan becane exasperated. "Wat a nui sance!" he excl ai ned.
"It appears | nust see to the matter nyself." He began to clinb down the rope | adder.

Cugel called after him "Be good enough to send up ny spouse Marlinka, as there are certain
matters | wish to take up with her."

"I shall seek her out at once," called the hetman over his shoul der

Several minutes later there was a creaking of the great pulley; the | adder was | owered at the end
of the rope which supported it. Looking over the side, Cugel saw that the cushions were about to
be rai sed. The heavy rope supporting the |adder rattled through the pulley, bringing up a |light
line—hardly nore than a stout cord—and on this cord the cushions were rai sed. Cugel inspected them
wi th disapproval; they were old and dusty, and not at all of the quality he had envisioned. Most
certainly he would insist upon furnishings superior to this! Possibly the hetman intended these
nmerely as a stop-gap until cushions of the requisite el egance could be provided. Cugel nodded:
this was obviously the situation.

He | ooked around the horizon. Magnatz was nowhere to be seen. He swung his arnms once or tw ce,
paced back and forth, and went to | ook down at the plaza, where he expected to find artisans
assenbl i ng the appur-

86

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (37 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

The Eyes of the Overworld

tenances he had ordered. But there was no such activity; the townspeople appeared to be going
about their usual affairs. Cugel shrugged, and went to namke anot her inspection of the horizon. As
before, Magnatz was invisible. Once nore he surveyed the plaza. He frowned, squinted: was that his
spouse Marlinka wal ki ng past in the conpany of a young nman? He focused the optical device upon the
suppl e shape: it was Marlinka i ndeed, and the young man who cl asped her el bow with insol ent
intimcy was the huntsman to whom she had at one tine been affianced. Cugel clanped his jaw in
outrage. This sort of behavior could not continue! Wen Marlinfca presented hersel f, he would
speak enphatically upon the subject

The sun reached zenith; the cord quivered. Looking over the side Cugel saw that his noon repast
was being hoisted in a basket, and he clapped his hands in anticipation. But the basket, when he
lifted the cloth, contained only a half-loaf of bread, a chunk of tough neat and a flask of thin
wi ne. Cugel stared at the sorry fare hi shock, and decided to descend on the nmonent to set matters
straight. He cleared his throat and called down for the | adder. No one appeared to hear him He
called nore loudly. One or two of the folk |ooked up in mld curiosity, and passed on about then*
busi ness. Cugel jerked angrily at the cord and hauled it over the pulley, but no heavy rope
appeared nor a rope |ladder. The light Iine was an endl ess | oop, capable of supporting

approxi mately the wei ght of a basket of food.

Thoughtful | y Cugel sat back, and assessed the situation. Then, directing the optical device once
nmore upon the plaza, he searched for the hetman, the one nan to whom he might turn for
satisfaction.

Late in the afternoon, Cugel chanced to observe the door to the tavern, just as the hetrman cane
staggering forth, obviously much el evated by wi ne. Cugel called perenptorily down; the hetnan

st opped short, |ooked about for the source of the voice, shook his head in perplexity and
continued across the plaza.

The sun sl anted across Lake Vull; the whirlpools were spirals of maroon and bl ack. Cugel's supper
arrived: a dish of boiled | eeks and a bowl of porridge. He inspected it with small interest, then
went to the side of
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the cupola. "Send up the |adder!" he called. "Darkness conesl In the absence of light, it is
futile to watch for Magnate or anyone el sel™

As before, his remarks passed unheeded. Pint suddenly seemed to take cogni zance of the situation
and visited several sharp tw nges upon CugeFs vitals.

Cugel passed a fitful night. As nerrymakers left the tavern Cugel called to them and nade
representations regarding his plight, but he might as well have saved his

br eat h.

The sun appeared over the nountains. Cugel's norning neal was of fair quality, but by no neans up
to the standard descri bed by Hyl am W skode, the doubl e* tongued hetnman of VulL In a rage, Cuge
bel l owed orders to those below, but was ignored. He drew a deep breath: it seenmed then that he was
cast upon his own resources. But what of this? Was he Cugel the Cever for nothing? And he

consi dered various neans for descending the

t ower .

The line by which his food ascended was far too light. If doubled and redoubled so that it bore
his weight, it would yield, at nost, a quarter of the distance to the ground. H's clothes and

|l eathers, if torn and knotted, m ght provide another twenty feet, leaving himdangling in md-air.
The stem of the tower provided no foothold. Wth appropriate tools and sufficient tinme he mght be
able to chisel a staircase down the outside of the tower, or even chip away the tower inits
entirety, eventually reducing it to a short stunp fromwhich he mght leap to earth. . . . The
proj ect was not feasible. Cugel slumped on the cushions in despair. Everything was now clear. He
had been fooled. He was a prisoner. How |l ong had the previ ous Watchman remai ned at his post? Sixty
years? The prospect was by no neans cheerful

Firx, of like opinion, jabbed furiously with barb and prong, adding to Cugel's woes.

So passed days and ni ghts. Cugel brooded | ong and darkly, and contenplated the folk of Vull with
great revul sion. On occasion he considered ringing the great gong, as his predecessor had been
driven to do—but, recalling the penalty, he restrained hinself.

Cugel becane familiar with every aspect of town, |ake and | andscape. In the norning heavy msts
covered the
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| ake; after two hours a breeze thrust them aside. The whirl pools sucked and groaned, sw nging here

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (38 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

and there, and the fishernmen of Vull ventured hardly nore than the length of their boats off-
shore. Cugel grew to recognize all the villagers, and | earned the personal habits of each
Marlinka, his perfidious spouse, crossed the plaza often, but seldomif ever thought to turn her
gl ance upward. Cugel narked well the cottage where she lived and gave it constant surveillance
through the optical device. If she dallied with the young huntsman, her discretion was renarkabl e,
and Cugel's dark suspicions were never docunented.

The food failed to inmprove in quality and not infrequently was forgotten altogether. Firx was
persistently acrinmoni ous, and Cugel paced the confines of the cupola with ever nore frantic
strides. Shortly after sundown, after a particularly agonizing adnoni shnent by Firx, Cugel stopped
short in his tracks. To descend the tower was a matter of sinplicityl Wy had he del ayed so | ong?
Cugel the d ever indeed!

He ripped into strips every fragment of cloth the cupola provided, and fromthe yield plaited a
rope twenty feet long. Now he nust wait till the town grew quiet: yet an hour or two.

Firx assailed himonce nore, and Cugel cried out. "Peace, scorpion, tonight we escape this turret!
Your acts are redundant!”

Firx gave over his denonstration, and Cugel went to investigate the plaza. The night was cool and
m sty: ideal for his purposes, and the folk of Vull were early to bed.

Cugel cautiously raised the line on which his food was hoi sted; doubl ed, redoubl ed and redoubl ed
it again and so produced a cable anply strong to support him He tied a | oop on one end, and nade
the other fast to the pulley. After one last | ook around the horizon, he | owered hinmself over the
side. He descended to the end of the cable, thrust hinself into the | oop and sat swayi ng sone four
hundred feet above the plaza. To one end of his twenty-foot rope he tied his shoe for a weight,
and after several casts, flung a | oop around the stem of the columm, and pulled hinself close.
Wth infinite caution he slipped hinself free and, using the |oop around the columm as a brake,
slid slowy to the ground. He took
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hi msel f quickly into the shadows and donned his shoes. Just as he rose to his feet the door to the
tavern swung opea and out reel ed Hyl am W skode, nmuch the worse for drink. Cugel grinned

unpl easantly and foll owed the staggering hetman into a side-street.

A single blow on the back of the head was enough; the hetman toppled into a ditch. Cugel was
instantly upon him and with deft fingers took his keys. Going now to the public repository, he
opened the door, slipped inside and filled a sack with gens, coins, flasks of costly essences,
relics, and the I|iKke.

Returning to the street, Cugel carried the sack to a dock beside the | ake, where he hid it under a

net. Now he proceeded to the cottage of his spouse Marlinka. Prowing beside the wall, he canme to
an open w ndow, and stepping through found hinself in her chanber.

She was awakened by his hands at her throat. Wen she tried to screamhe cut off her wind. "It is
I," he hissed, "Cugel, your spousel Arise and come with me. Your first sound will be your last!"

In great terror, the girl obeyed. At Cugel's order she threw a cl oak about her shoul ders and

cl asped sandal s upon her feet. "Were are we goi ng?" she whispered in a tremnul ous voice.

"No natter. Conme now-+through the wi ndow. Make not a sound!"

St andi ng outside in the dark, Marlinka cast a horror-stricken glance toward the tower. "W is on
wat ch? Who guards Vull from Magnate?"

"No one is on watch," said Cugel, "The tower is

enpty!"”

Her knees gave way; she sagged to the ground. "Up!" said Cugel. "Up! W nust proceed!"

"But no one is on watch! This voids the spell the sorcerer cast upon Magnate, who swore to return
when vigi |l ance ceased!"

Cugel lifted the girl to her feet. "This is no concern of mine; |I disclaimresponsibility. D d you
not seek to fool and victimze nme? Were were ny cushions? Wiere was the fine food? And ny
spouse—where were you?"

The girl wept into her hands, and Cugel led her to the dock. He pulled close a fishernman's boat,
ordered her aboard, threw in his | oot
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Untyi ng the boat, he shipped oars and rowed out upon the |ake. Marlinka was aghast. "The

whirl pools will drown us! Have you | ost your reason?”

"Not at all! | have studied the whirlpools with care and know precisely the range of each.”
Qut upon the face of the | ake noved Cugel, counting each stroke of his oars, and watching the
stars. "Two hundred paces east ... a hundred paces north . . . two hundred paces east... fifty
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paces south ..."
So Cugel rowed while to right and left of them sounded the suck of whirling water. But the mi st
had gathered to blot out the stars and Cugel was forced to throw out the anchor. "This is wel
enough," he said. "W are safe now, and there is nuch that |ies between us."
The girl shrank to her end of the boat. Cugel stepped astern and joined her. "Here | am your
spousel Are you not overjoyed that finally we are alone? My chanber at the inn was far nore
confortable, but this boat will suffice."
"No," she whinpered. "Do not touch ne! The cerenony was meani ngless, a trick to persuade you to
serve as Watchman.”

"For three-score years perhaps, until | rang the gong fromutter desperation?”

"I't is not nmy doing! I amguilty only of nmerriment! But what will becone of Vull? No one watches,
and the spell is broken!"

"So much the worse for the faithless folk of Vull! They have lost their treasure, their nost
beautiful maiden, and when day breaks Magnatz will march upon them"

Marlinka uttered a poignant cry, which was muffled in the nmist. "Never speak the cursed nane!"
"Way not? | shall shout it across the water! | will inform Magnatz that the spell is gone, that

now he may cone for his revenge!"
"No, no, indeed not!"

"Then you nust behave toward me as | expect."
Weepi ng, the girl obeyed, and at last a wan red light filtering through the m st signal ed dawn.
Cugel stood up in the boat, but all |andmarks were yet conceal ed.

Anot her hour passed; the sun was now aloft. The fol k of Vull would discover that their WAtchnan
was gone, and with himtheir treasure, Cugel chuckled, and now a breeze lifted the msts,

reveal ing the | andmarks he had
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menorized. He leapt to the bow and haul ed on the anchor line, but to his annoyance the anchor had
fouled itself.

He jerked, strained, and the line gave a trifle. Cugel pulled with all his strength. From bel ow
came a great bubbling. "A whirlpool!" cried Marlinka in terror

"No whirlpool here," panted Cugel, and jerked once nore. The line seened to relax and Cugel haul ed
in the rope. Looking over the side, he found hinself staring into an enornmous pale face. The
anchor had caught in a nostril. As he | ooked the eyes blinked open.

Cugel threw away the line, leapt for the oars and frantically rowed for the southern shore.”

A hand as large as a house raised fromthe water, groping. Mrlinka screaned. There was a great
turbul ence, a prodigious surge of water which flung the boat toward the shore |ike a chip, and
Magnatz sat up in the center of

Lake Vult.

Fromthe village cane the sound of the warning gong,

a frenzied cl angi ng.

Magnat z heaved hinself to his knees, water and nuck draining fromhis vast body. The anchor which
had pierced his nostril still hung in place, and a thick black fluid issued fromthe wound. He
raised a great arm and sl apped petulantly at the boat. The inpact threw up a wall of foam which
engul fed the boat, spilled treasure, Cugel and the girl toppling through the dark depths of

the | ake.

Cugel kicked and thrust, and propelled hinself to the seething surface. Magnhatz had gai ned his
feet and was | ooking toward Vull.

Cugel swamto the beach and staggered ashore. Marlinka had drowned, and was nowhere to be seen
Across the | ake Magnatz was wading slowy toward the vill age.

Cugel waited no longer. He turned and ran with all speed up the nountainside.
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IV

The Sorcerer Pharesm

THE MOUNTAI NS WERE BEHI ND: the dark defiles, the tarns, the echoing stone heights—all now a sooty
bulk to the north. For a time Cugel wandered a region of |ow rounded hills the color and texture
of old wood, with groves of blue-black trees dense along the ridges, then cane upon a faint trail
whi ch took him south by |Iong swings and slants, and at |ast broke out over a vast dimplain. A
half-mle to the right rose a line of tall cliffs, which instantly attracted his attention
bringi ng hima haunting pang of deja-vu. He stared nystified. At sone tinme in the past he had
known these cliffs: how? when? H's nenory provided no response.

He settled hinself upon a |low |ichen-covered rock to rest, but now Firx becane inpatient and
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inflicted a stinmulating pang. Cugel leapt to his feet, groaning with weariness and shaking his
fist to the southwest, the presumable direction of A nery. "lucounu, lucouuu! If | could repay a
tenth of your offenses, the world would think ne harsh!"”

He set off down the trail, under the cliffs which had affected himw th such poi gnant but

i mpossi bl e recol | ections. Far below spread the plain, filling three-quarters of the horizon with
colors nuch like those of the Uchened rock Cugel had just departed: black patches of woodl and: a
gray crunmble where ruins filled an entire valley; nondescript streaks of gray-green, |avender
gray-brown; the leaden glint of two great rivers disappearing into the haze of distance.
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Cugel's brief rest had only served to stiffen his joints; he linped, and the pouch chafed his hip
Even nore distressing was the hunger gripping his belly. Another tally against |ucounu! True, the
Laughi ng Magi ci an had furnished an amul et converting such nornally inedible substances as grass,
wood, horn, hair, hunus and the like into a nutritious paste. Unfortunately—and this was a neasure
of lucounu's nordant hunor—the paste retained the flavor of the native substance, and during his
passage of the nmountains Cugel bad tasted little better than spurge, cuU on, blackwort, oak-tw gs
and galls, and on one occasion, when all else had failed, certain-refuse discovered in the cave of
a bearded thawn. Cugel had eaten only nmininmally; his long spare frane had become gaunt; his
cheekbones protruded |ike sponsons; the black eyebrows which once had crooked so jauntily now | ay
flat and dispirited. Truly, truly, lucounu had nuch to answer for! And Cugel, as he proceeded,
debated the exact quality of revenge he would take if ever he found his way back to Al nery.

The trail swung down upon a wi de stony flat where the wind had carved a thousand grotesque
figures. Surveying the area, Cugel thought to perceive regularity anong the eroded shapes, and
halted to rub his long chin in appraisal. The pattern displayed an extrenme subtlety —so subtle

i ndeed that Cugel wondered if it had not been projected by his own mnd. Myving closer, he

di scerned further conplexities, and el aborations upon conplexities: tw sts, spires, volutes;

di sks, saddles, wenched spheres; torsons and flexions; spindles, cardioids, |anci-fonn pinnacles:
the nost | aborious, painstaking and intricate rock-carving conceivable, manifestly no random
effort of the elenments. Cugel frowned hi perplexity, unable to imagi ne a notive for so conplex an
undert aki ng.

He went on and a nonent |ater heard voices together with the clank of tools. He stopped short,
listened cautiously, then proceeded to cone upon a gang of about fifty nen ranging in stature from
three niches to well over twelve feet. Cugel approached on tentative feet, but after a glance the
workers paid him no heed, continuing to chisel, grind, scrape, probe and polish w th dedicated
zeal .

Cugel watched for several ninutes, then approached
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the overseer, a man three feet in height who stood at a lectern consulting the plans spread before
him conparing themto the work in progress by neans of an ingenious optical device. He appeared
to note everything at once, calling instructions, chiding, exhorting against error, instructing
the | east deft in the use of their tools. To exenplify his remarks he used a wonderfully
extensi bl e forefinger, which reached forth thirty feet to tap at a section of rock, to scratch a
qui ck diagram then as swiftly retract

The foreman drew back a pace or two, tenporarily satisfied with the work in progress, and Cuge
came forward. "What intricate effort is this and what is its object?"

"The work is as you see,"” replied the foreman hi a voice of penetrating conpass. "From natura

rock we produce specified shapes, at the behest of the sorcerer Pharesm . . . Now then! Now
then!" The cry was addressed to a nan three feet taller than Cugel, who had been striking the
stone with a pointed maul. "I detect Querconfidence!" The forefinger shot forth. "Use great care

at this juncture; note how the rock tends to cleave? Strike here a blow of the sixth intensity at
the vertical, using a sem -clenched grip; at this point a fourth-intensity bl ow groin-w se; then
enpl oy a quarter-gauge bant-iron to renove the swange."

Wth the work once nore going correctly, he fell to studying his plans, shaking his head with a
frown of dissatisfaction. "Mich too slow The craftsmen toil as if in a drugged torpor, or else
display a nmulish stupidity. Only yesterday Dadi o Fessadil, he of three ells with the green
kerchi ef yonder, used a ni neteen-gauge freezing-bar to groove the bead of a small inverted
quatrefoil."

Cugel shook his head in surprise, as if never had he heard of so egregious a blunder. And he
asked: "What pronpts this inordinate rock-hew ng?"

"I cannot say," replied the forenan. "The work has been in progress three hundred and ei ghteen
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years, but during this time Pharesm has never clarified his notives. They nmust be pointed and
definite, for he makes a daily inspection and is quick to indicate errors."” Here he turned aside
to consult with a man as tall as Cugel's knee, who voiced uncertainty as to the pitch of a certain
volute. The foreman, consulting an index, resolved the matter
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then be turned back to Cugel, this tine with an air of frank appraisal

"You appear both astute and deft; would you care to take enpl oynment? We | ack several craftsnmen of
the half-ell category, or, if you prefer nore forceful manifestations, we can nicely use an
apprentice stone-breaker of sixteea-ells. Your stature is adjusted in either direction, and there
is identical scope for advancenent As you see, | ama man of four ells. | reached the position of
Stirker in one year, Mlder of Forns in three, Assistant Chade in ten, and | have now served as
Chi ef Chade for nineteen years. My predecessor was of two ells, and the Chief Chade before himwas
aten-ell man." He went on to enunerate advantages of the work, which included sustenance,

shelter, narcotics of choice, nynphariumprivileges, a stipend starting at ten terces a day,

vari ous ot her benefits including Pharesnis services as diviner and exorciser. "Additionally,
Pharesm nmai ntai ns a conservatory where all may enrich their intellects. | nyself take instruction
in Insect Identification, the Heraldry of the Kings of Add Gomaz, Unison Chanting, Practica
Cat al epsy and Ot hodox Doctrine. You will never find rmaster nore generous than Pharesmthe
Sorcererl"

Cugel restrained a smile for the Chief Chade's enthusiasm still, his stomach was roiling with
hunger and he did not reject the proffer out of hand. "I had never before considered such a
career," he said. "You cite advantages of which | was unaware."

"True; they are not generally known."

"l cannot inmediately say yes or no. It is a decision of consequence which | feel | should
consider in all its aspects.”

The Chi ef Chade gave a nod of profound agreenment "W encourage deliberation hi our craftsnen, when
every stroke nust achieve the desired effect. To repair an inaccuracy of as nmuch as a fingernail's
width the entire bl ock nust be renmoved, a new block fitted into the socket of the old, whereupon
all begins anew. Until the work has reached its previous stage nynpharium privileges are denied to
all. Hence, we wi sh no opportunistic or inpulsive newconers to the group."

Fi ne, suddenly apprehendi ng that Cugel proposed a delay, made representati ons of a nbst agoni zi ng
nat ur e.
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Cl aspi ng his abdonen, Cugel took hinself aside and, while the Chief Chade watched in perplexity,
argued heatedly with Firx. "How may | proceed w thout sustenance?" Firx's response was an incisive
nmoti on of the barbs. "lInpossiblel" exclained Cugel. "The amul et of lucounu theoretically suffices,
but | can stonmach no nore spurge; remenber, if | fall dead in the trail, you will never rejoin
your conrade in |ucounu' s vats!"”

Firx saw the justice of the argument and reluctantly became quiet. Cugel returned to the lectern,
where the Chief Chade had been distracted by the discovery of a |arge tournaline opposing the flow
of a certain conplicated helix. Finally Cugel was able to engage his attention. "Wiile | weigh the
prof fer of enploynent and the conflicting advantages of diminution versus elongation, | wll need
a couch on which to recline. | also wish to test the perquisites you describe, perhaps for the
period of a day or nore.”

"Your prudence is comendabl e,"” declared the Chief Chade. "The folk of today tend to conmit

thensel ves rashly to courses they later regret. It was not so in ny youth, when sobriety and

di scretion prevailed. | will arrange for your adnmission into the conpound, where you may verify
each of mnmy assertions. You will find Pharesmstern but just, and only the man who hacks the rock
willy-nilly has cause to conplain. But observe! here is Pharesmthe Sorcerer on his daily

i nspection!”

Up the trail cane a man of inposing stature wearing a volum nous white robe. H s countenance was
benign; his hair was |ike yellow down; his eyes were turned upward as if rapt in the contenplation
of an ineffable sublinmty. H's arns were sedately fol ded, and he noved wi thout notion of his |egs.
The workers, doffing their caps and bowi ng in unison, chanted a respectful salute, to which
Pharesm returned an inclination of the head. Spying Cugel, he paused, made a swift survey of the
work so far acconplished, then glided without haste to the |l ectern. "Al|l appears reasonably
exact," he told the Chief Chade. "I believe the polish on the underside of Epi-projectioo 56-16 is
uneven and | detect a mnute chip on the secondary cinctor of the nineteenth spire. Neither
circunst ance seens of mgjor inport and | recomend no disciplinary action.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (42 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

97

The Eyes of the Overworld

"The deficiencies shall be repaired and the careless artisans reprinmanded: this at the very

| east!"” exclainmed the Chief Chade hi an angry passion. "Now | wish to introduce a possible recruit
to our work-force. He clains no experience at the trade, and will deliberate before deciding to
join our group. If he so elects, | envision the usual period as rubble-gatherer, before he is
entrusted with tool -sharpening and prelimnary excavation." "Yes; this would accord with our usua
practice. However " Pharesmglided effortlessly forward, took Cu-gel's |left hand and

performed a swift divination upon the fingernails. H s bland countenance becane sober. "I see
contradictions of four varieties. Still it is clear that your optinmum bent lies el sewhere than in
the hewi ng and shaping of rock. | advise that you seek another and nore conpati bl e enpl oynent."

"Wel | spoken!" cried the Chief Chade. "Pharesmthe Sorcerer denonstrates his infallible altruismn
In order that | do not fall short of the mark | hereby withdraw ny proffer of enploynment! Since no
pur pose can now be served by reclining upon a couch or testing the perquisites, you need waste no
nmore irrepl aceabl e tune."” Cugel made a sour face. "So casual a divination m ght

wel | be inaccurate."”

The Chief Chade extended his forefinger thirty feet vertically in outraged renonstrance, but
Pharesm gave a placid nod. "This is quite correct, and | will gladly performa nore conprehensive
di vination, though the process requires six to eight hours."

"So | ong?" asked Cugel in astonishnent,

"This is the barest minimum First you are swathed head to foot in the intestines of fresh-killed
ows, then immersed in a warm bath containing a nunber of secret organi c substances. | nust, of
course, char the snall toe of your left foot, and dilate your nose sufficiently to adnit an

expl orer beetle, that he may study the conduits |eading to and fromyour sensorium But let us
return to ny diviuatory, that we may commence the process in good

time."

Cugel pulled at his chin, torn this way and that. Finally he said, "I ama cautious man, and nust
ponder even the advisability of undertaking such a divination; hence, I will require several days
of calmand meditative som
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nol ence. Your conpound and the adjacent nynpharium appear to afford the conditions requisite to
such a state; hence—*

Pharesm i ndul gently shook his head. "Caution, |ike any other virtue, can be carried to an extrene.
The divination nust proceed at once."

Cugel attenpted to argue further but Pharesm was adanant, and presently glided off down the trail
Cugel , disconsolately went to the side, considering first this stratagem then that. The sun
neared the zenith, and the workmen began to speculate as to the nature of the viands to be served
for then- md-day nmeal. At last the Chief Chade signaled; all put down their tools and gathered
about the cart which contained the repast,

Cugel jocularly called out that he m ght be persuaded to share the neal, but the Chief Chade would
not hear of it. "As in all of Pharesm s activities, an exactitude of consequence nmust prevail. It
i s an unthi nkabl e di screpancy that fifty-four nen should consunme the food intended for fifty-
three."

Cugel could contrive no apposite reply, and sat in silence while the rock-hewers munched at neat
pi es, cheeses and salt fish. Ah" ignored himsave for one, a “quarter-ell man whose generosity far
exceeded his stature, and who undertook to reserve for Cugel a certain portion of his food. Cugel
replied that he was not at all hungry, and rising to his feet wandered off through the project,
hopi ng to di scover sone forgotten cache of food.

He prow ed here and there, but the rubbl e-gatherers —had renoved every trace of substance
extraneous to the pattern. Wth appetite unassuaged Cugel arrived at the center of the work where,
sprawl ed on a carved di sk, he spied a nost peculiar creature: essentially a gelatinous gl obe
swimming with lum nous particles fromwhich a nunber of transparent tubes or tentacles dw ndl ed
away to nothing. Cugel bent to exam ne the creature, which pulsed with a slowinternal rhythm He
prodded it with his finger, and bright little flickers rippled away fromthe point of contact.
Interesting: a creature of unique capabilities!

Removing a pin fromhis garnents, he prodded a tentacle, which enitted a peevish pulse of light,
whil e the gol den”fl ecks hi its substance surged back and forth.
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More intrigued than ever, Cugel hitched hinself close, and gave hinmself to experinmentation
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probing here and . there, watching the angry flickers and sparkles with great anusenent.

A new t hought occurred to Cugel. The creature displayed qualities reminiscent of both coelenterate
and echi-noderm A terrene nudi branch? A nollusc deprived of its shell? Mre inportantly, was the
creature edible?

Cugel brought forth bis anmulet and applied it to the central globe and to each of the tentacles.
He heard neither chime nor buzz: the creature was non-poi sonous. He unsheathed his knife and
sought to excise one of the tentacles, but found the substance too resilient and tough to be cut.
There was a brazier nearby, kept aglow for forging and sharpening the workers' tools. He lifted
the creature by two of its tentacles, carried it to the brazier and arranged it over the fire. He
toasted it carefully and, when he deened it sufficiently cooked, sought to eat it Finally, after
various undignified efforts, he crammed the entire creature down his throat, finding it wthout
taste or sensible nutritive vol une.

The stone-carvers were returning to their work. Wth a significant glance for the foreman Cuge
set off down the trail.

Not far distant was the dwelling of Pharesmthe Sorcerer: a long |low building of nelted rock
surmount ed' by ei ght oddly shaped domes of copper, mica and bright blue glass. Pharesm hinself sat

at leisure before the dwelling, surveying the valley with a serene and all-inclusive magnanimty.
He held up a hand in calmsalute. "I w sh you pleasant travels and success in all future
endeavors. "

"The sentinment is naturally valued," said Cugel with some bitterness. "You m ght however have
rendered a nore neani ngful service by extending a share of your noon neal."

Pharesni s pl acid benevol ence was as before. "This would have been an act of m staken altruism Too
ful some a generosity corrupts the recipient and stultifies his resource.”

Cugel gave a bitter laugh. "I ama man of iron principle, and | will not conplain, even though
| acki ng any better fare, | was forced to devour a great transparent insect which I found at the
heart of your rock-carving."
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Phar esm swung about with a suddenly intent expression. "A great transparent insect, you say?"

"I nsect, epiphyte, nollusc—who knows? It resenbled no creature | have yet seen, and its flavor
even after carefully grilling at the brazier, was not distinctive."

Pharesm fl oated seven feet into the air, to turn the full power of his gaze down at Cugel. He
spoke in a | ow harsh voice: "Describe this creature in detail!"

Wbndering at Pharesm s severity, Cugel obeyed. "It was thus and thus as to dinmension."” He
indicated with his hands. "In color it was a gel ati nous transparency shot w th nunmberl ess gol den
specks. These flickered and pul sed when the creature was di sturbed. The tentacles seenmed to grow
flimsy and di sappear rather than term nate. The creature evinced a certain sullen determnination
and ingestion proved difficult."

Pharesm cl ut ched at his head, hooking his fingers into the yellow down of his hair. He rolled his
eyes upward and uttered a tragic cry. "Ah! Five hundred years | have toiled to entice this
creature, despairing, doubting, brooding by night, yet never abandoni ng hope that ny cal cul ations
were accurate and ny great talisnman cogent. Then, when finally it appears, you fall upon it for no
ot her reaeson than to sate your repul sive gluttony!"

Cugel , somewhat daunted by Pharesmis wath, asserted his absence of malicious intent. Pharesm
woul d not be nollified. He pointed out that Cugel had conmitted trespass and hence had forfeited
the option of pleading innocence. "Your very existence is a m schief, conpounded by bringing the
unpl easant fact to ny notice. Benevol ence pronpted nme to forebearance, which now | perceive for a
grave m stake."

“In this case," stated Cugel with dignity, "I will depart your presence at once. | w sh you good
fortune for the bal ance of the day, and now, farewell."

"Not so fast," said Pharesm hi the col dest of voices. "Exactitude has been disturbed; the wong
whi ch has been committed demands a counter-act to validate the Law of Equi poise. | can define the
gravity of your act hi this manner: should | explode you on this instant into the nobst ninute of
your parts the atonenent would neasure one ten-millionth of your offense. A nore stringent
retribution becones necessary."
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Cugel spoke in great distress. "I understand that an act of consequence was performnmed, but
renenber! ny participation was basically casual. | categorically declare first ny absolute

i nnocence, second ny lack of crimnal intent, and third nmy effusive apol ogi es. And now, since
have nany | eagues to travel, | wll—=
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Pharesm nade a perenptory gesture. Cugel fell silent. Pharesmdrew a deep breath. "You fail to

understand the calanity you have visited upon ne. I will explain, so that you may not be astounded
by the rigors which await you. As | have adunbrated, the arrival of the creature was the
culmnation of ny great effort. | determined its nature through a perusal of forty-two thousand

librans, all witten in cryptic |anguage: a task requiring a hundred years. During a second
hundred years | evolved a pattern to draw it in upon itself and prepared exact specification. Next
| assenbl ed stone-cutters, and across a period of three hundred years gave solid formto ny
pattern. Since |like subsumes like, the variates and intercongeles create a suprapullulation of all
areas, qualities and intervals into a crystorrhoid whorl, eventually exciting the ponentiation of
a pro-ubietal chute. Today occurred the concatenation; the 'creature,' as you call it, pervolved
upon, itself; in your idiotic malice you devoured it."

Cugel, with a trace of haughtiness, pointed out that the "idiotic nalice" to which the distraught

sorcerer referred was In actuality sinple hunger. "In any event, what is so extraordinary about
the 'creature'? Ohers equally ugly may be found in the net of any fisherman."
Pharesm drew hinmself to his full height, glared down at Cugel. "The 'creature,' " he said In a

grating voice, "is TOTALITY. The central globe is all of space, viewed fromthe inverse. The tubes
are vortices into various eras, and what terrible acts you have acconpli shed with your prodding
and poki ng, your boiling and chewi ng, are inpossible to inagine!"

"What of the effects of digestion?" inquired Cugel delicately. "WII| the various conponents of
space, tinme and existence retain their identity after passing the length of ny inner tract?"

"Bah. The concept is jejune. Enough to say that you have w eaked damage and created a serious
tension hi the
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ontol ogical fabric. Inexorably you are required to restore equilibrium™"

Cugel held out his hands. "lIs it not possible a m stake has been nade? That the 'creature' was no
nmore t han pseudo- TOTALITY? Or is it conceivable that the 'creature’ nmay by some means be |ured
forth once nore?"

"The first two theories are untenable. As to the last, | must confess that certain frantic

expedi ents have been forming in ny nind." Pharesm nade a sign, and Cugel's feet becane attached to
the soil. "I must go to ny divina-tory and learn the full significance of the distressing events.
In due course | will return,”

"At which tine | will be feeble with hunger,"” said Cugel fretfully. "lIndeed, a crust of bread and
a bite of cheese would have averted all the events for which I am now reproached. "

"Silence!" thundered Pharesm "Do not forget that your penalty renains to be fixed; it is the

hei ght of inpudent reckl essness to hector a person already struggling to maintain his judicious
calm™

"Allow ne to say this nuch," replied CugeL "If you return fromyour divining to find ne dead and
desiccated here on the path, you will have wasted nuch tinme fixing upon a penalty."

"The restoration of vitality is a small task,"” said Pharesm "A variety of deaths by contrasting
processes may well enter into your judgnent," He started toward his divinatory, then turned back
and nade an inpatient gesture. "Cone, it is easier to feed you than return to the road."

Cugel's feet were once nore free and he foll owed Pharesm through a wide arch into the divinatory.
In a broad roomw th splayed gray walls, illuninated by three-col ored polyhedra, Cugel devoured
the food Pharesm caused to appear. Meanwhile Pharesm secluded hinself in his work-room where he
occupied hinself with his divinations. As time passed Cugel grew restless, and on three occasions
approached the arched entrance. On each occasion, a Presentnent cane to deter him first in the
shape of a | eaping ghoul, next as a zig-zag blaze of energy, and finally as a score of glittering
pur pl e wasps

D scouraged, Cugel went to a bench, and sat waiting with el bows on | ong | egs, hands under his

chi n.
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Pharesm at | ast reappeared, his robe winkled, the fine yellow down of his hair disordered into a
mul titude of small spikes. Cugel slowy rose to his feet.

"I have | earned the whereabouts of TOTALITY," said Pharesm in a voice |like the strokes of a great
gong. "In indignation, renoving itself fromyour stomach, it has recoiled a nillion years into the
past."

Cugel gave his head a solem shake. "Allow ne to offer ny synpathy, and ny counsel, which is:
never despair! Perhaps the 'creature' will choose to pass this way again."

"An end to your chatter! TOTALITY nust be recovered. Cone."
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Cugel reluctantly foll owed Pharesminto a snmall roomwalled with blue tile, roofed with a tal
cupol a of blue and orange gl ass. Pharesm pointed to a black disk at the center of the floor
"Stand there."”

Cugel glumy obeyed. "In a certain sense, | feel that—
"Silence!" Pharesmcane forward. "Notice this object!" He displayed an ivory sphere the size of
two fists, carved in exceedingly fine detail. "Here you see the pattern fromwhich nmy great work

is derived. It expresses the synbolic significance of NULLITY to which TOTALITY must necessarily
attach itself, by Kratinjae's Second Law of Cryptorrhoid Affinities, with which you are possibly
famliar."

"Not in every aspect," said Cugel. "But nmay | ask your intentions?"

Pharesm s mouth noved in a cool smle. "I amabout to attenpt one of the nost cogent spells ever
evol ved: a spell so fractious, harsh, and coactive, that Phandaal, Ranking Sorcerer of G and

Mot hol am barred its use. If | amable to control it, you will be propelled one nmllion years into
the past. There you will reside until you have acconplished your m ssion, when you may return.”
Cugel stepped quickly fromthe black disk. "I amnot the man for this mssion, whatever it may be
| fervently urge the use of soneone else!"

Pharesm i gnored the expostul ation. "The nission, of course, is to bring the synbol into contact
with TOTALITY." He brought forth a wad of tangled gray tissue. "In order to facilitate your
search, | endow you with this instrunment which relates all possible vocables to every
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concei vabl e system of neaning." He thrust the net into Cugel's ear, where it swiftly engaged
itself with the nerve of consonant expression. "Now, " said Pharesm "you need listen to a strange
| anguage for but three minutes when you become proficient in its use. And now, another article to
enhance the prospect of success: this ring. Notice the jewel: should you approach to within a

| eague of TOTALITY, darting lights within the gemw Il guide you. Is all clear?"

Cugel gave a reluctant nod. "There is another matter to be considered. Assune that your
calculations are incorrect and that TOTALITY has returned only nine hundred thousand years into
the past: what then? Must | dwell out nmy life in this possibly barbarous era?"

Pharesm frowned i n displ easure. "Such a situation involves an error of ten percent. My system of
reckoni ng sel dom adnits of deviation greater than one percent."

Cugel began to make cal cul ati ons, but now Pharesm signaled to the black disk. "Back! And do not
agai n nmove hence, or you will be the worse for it!"

Sweat oozing from his gl ands, knees quivering and saggi ng, Cugel returned to the place designated.
Pharesmretreated to the far end of the room where he stepped into a coil of gold tubing, which
sprang spiral-ing up to clasp his body. From a desk he took four black disks, which he began to
shuffl e and juggle with such fantastic dexterity that they blurred in Cugel's sight. Pharesm at

| ast flung the disks away; spinning and wheeling, they hung in the air, gradually drifting toward
Cugel

Pharesm next took up a white tube, pressed it tight against his |ips and spoke an incantation. The
tube swelled and bulged into a great globe. Pharesmtw sted the end shut and, shouting a

t hunderous spell, hurled the globe at the spinning disks, and all exploded. Cugel was surrounded,
seized, jerked in all directions outward, conpressed with equal vehenence: the net result, a
thrust in a direction contrary to all, with an inpetus equivalent to the tide of a million years.

Anmong dazzling lights and distorted visions Cugel was transported beyond his consci ousness.

Cugel awoke in a glare of orange-gold sunlight, of a radiance he had never known before. He lay on
hi s back
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| ooking up into a sky of warm blue, of Iighter tone and softer texture than the indigo sky of his
own time.

He tested arns and | egs and, finding no danage, sat upright, then slowy rose to his feet,
blinking in the unfam |iar radiance.

The t opography had changed only slightly. The nountains to the north were taller and of harsher
texture, and Cugel could not identify the way he had come (or, nore properly, the way he would
cone). The site of Phar-esms project was now a | ow forest of feather-light green trees, on which
hung clusters of red berries. The valley was as before, though the rivers flowed by different
courses and three great cities were visible at varying distances. The air drifting up fromthe
valley carried a strange tart fragrance mngled with an antique exhal ati on of nolder and nust, and
it seenmed to Cugel that a peculiar nelancholy hung in the air; in fact, he thought to hear nusic:
a slow plaintive nmelody, so sad as to bring tears to his eyes. He searched for the source of the
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musi c, but it faded and di sappeared even as he sought it, and only when he ceased to listen did it
return.

For the first tinme Cugel |ooked toward the cliffs which rose to the west, and now t he sense of

dej a-vu was stronger than ever. Cugel pulled at his chin in puzzlenment. The time was a mllion
years previous to that other occasion on which he had seen the cliffs, and hence, by definition
nmust be the first. But it was also the second tinme, for he well remenbered his initial experience
of the cliffs. On the other hand, the logic of time could not be contravened, and by such
reckoning this view preceded the other. A paradox, thought Cugel: a puzzle indeed! Which
experience had provi ded the background to the poignant sense of famliarity he had felt on both
occasi ons?

Cugel dismi ssed the subject as unprofitable and was starting to turn away when novenent
caught his eye. He | ooked back up the face of the cliffs, and the air was suddenly full and rich
with the nusic he had heard before, nusic of anguish and exalted despair. Cugel stared in wonder.
A great winged creature wearing white robes flapped on high along the face of the cliff. The w ngs
were long, ribbed with black chitin, sheathed with
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gray nenbrane. Cugel watched in awe as it swooped into a cave high up in the face of the cliS. "-
A gong tolled, froma direction Cugel could not deternine. Overtones shuddered across the air, and
when they di ed the unheard rnusic becane al nost audible. Fromfar over the valley cane one of the
W nged Bei ngs, carrying a human form of what age and sex Cugel could not determine. It hovered
beside the cliff and dropped its burden. Cugel thought to hear a faint cry and the nusic was sad,
stately, sonorous. The body seened to fall slowy down the great height and struck at last at the
base of the cliff. The Wnged Being, after dropping the body, glided to a high | edge, where it
folded its wings and stood |like a man, staring over the valley.

Cugel shrank back behind a rock. Had he been seen? He could not be sure. He heaved a deep sigh.
This sad gol den world of the past was not to his liking; the sooner he could | eave the better. He
exani ned the ring which Pharesm had furni shed, but the gem shone |ike dull glass, with none of the
darting glitters which would point the direction to TOTALITY. It was as Cugel feared. Pharesm had
erred in his calculations and Cugel could never return to his own tine.

The sound of flapping wings caused himto | ook into the sky. He shrank back into such conceal nent
as the rock offered. The rnusic of woe swelled and sighed away, as in the light of the setting sua
the wi nged creature hovered beside the cliff and dropped its victim Then it |anded on a | edge
with a great flapping of wings and entered a cave.

Cugel rose to his feet and ran crouchi ng down the path through the anber dusk

The path presently entered a grove of trees, and here Cugel paused to catch his breath, after

whi ch he proceeded nore circunmspectly. He crossed a path of cultivated ground on which stood a
vacant hut. Cugel considered it as shelter for the night, but thought to see a dark shape watching
fromthe interior and passed it by.

The trail led away fromthe cliffs, across rolling downs, and just before the twilight gave way to
ni ght Cugel canme to a village standing on the banks of a pond.

Cugel approached warily, but was encouraged by the signs of tidiness and good husbandry. In a park
besi de

107

The Eyes of the Overworld

the pond stood a pavilion possibly intended for nusic, mmng or declamation; surrounding the park
were snmall narrow houses with high gabies, the ridges of which were raised in decorative scall ops.
Qpposite the pond was a larger building, with an ornate front of woven wood and enanel ed pl aques
of red, blue and yellow. Three tall gables served as its roof, the central ridge supporting an
intricate carved panel, while those to either side bore a series of small spherical blue |lanps. At
the front was a wi de pergola sheltering benches, tables and an open space, all illum nated by red
and green fire-fans. Here townsfol k took their ease, inhaling incense and drinking wine, while
yout hs and nmai dens cavorted in an eccentric high-kicking dance, to the nusic of pipers and a
concertina

Enbol dened by the placidity of the scene, Cugel approached. The villagers were of a type he had
never before encountered, of no great stature, with generally large heads and |long restless arns.
Their skin was a rich punpkin orange; their eyes and teeth were black; their hair, |ikew se bl ack
hung snmoot hly down beside the faces of the nen to terninate in a fringe of blue beads, while the
wonen wound their hair around white rings-atid pegs, to arrive at a coiffure of no snal

conplexity. The features were heavy at jaw and cheek-bone; the | ong w de-spaced eyes drooped hi a
droll manner at the outer corners. The noses and ears were |ong and were under considerable
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muscul ar control, endowing the faces with great vivacity, The men wore flounced black kirtles,
brown surcoats, headgear consisting of a wi de black disk, a black cylinder, another |esser disk,
surnounted by a gilded ball. The wonen wore bl ack trousers, brown jackets with enam ed di sks at
the navel, and at each buttock a sinulated tail of green or red plunes, possibly an indication as
to marital status.

Cugel stepped into the light of the fire-fans; instantly all talk ceased. Noses becane rigid, eyes
stared, ears twi sted about hi curiosity. Cugel snmled to left and right, waved his hands in a
debonair all-inclusive greeting, and took a seat at an enpty table.

There were nmutters of astonishnent at the various tables, too quiet to reach Cugel's ears.
Presently one of the elders arose and approachi ng Cugel's table spoke a sen-
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tence, which Cugel found unintelligible, for with insufficient scope, Pharesm s nesh as yet failed
to yield neaning. Cugel snmiled politely, held wide his hands in a gesture of well-meaning

hel pl essness. The el der spoke once nore, in a rather sharper voice, and again Cugel indicated his
inability to understand. The el der gave his ears a sharp disapproving jerk and turned away. Cugel
signaled to the proprietor, pointed to the bread and wine on a nearby table and signified his
desire that the same be brought to him

The proprietor voiced a query which, for all its unin-telligibility, Cugel was able to interpret
He brought forth a gold coin, and, satisfied, the proprietor turned away.

Conversation recommenced at the various tables and before | ong the vocabl es conveyed neaning to
Cugel . When he had eaten and drunk, he rose to his feet and wal ked to the table of the elder who
had first spoken to him where he bowed respectfully. "Do | have permission to join you at your

t abl e?"

"Certainly; if you are so inclined. Sit." The elder indicated a seat. "From your behavior |
assuned that you were not only deaf and dunb, but also guilty of nental retardation. It is now
clear, at least, that you hear and speak."

"l profess rationality as well,"” said Cugel. "As a traveler fromafar, ignorant of your custons, |
thought it best to watch quietly a few nonments, lest in error | comit a solecism"”

"I ngeni ous but peculiar," was the elder's coment "Still, your conduct offers no explicit
contradiction to orthodoxy. May | inquire the urgency which brings you to Farwan?"

Cugel glanced at his ring; the crystal was dull and lifeless: TOTALITY was clearly el sewhere. "My
honel and is uncultured; | travel that | may learn the nodes and styles of nore civilized fol k."

"I ndeed!" The elder mulled the nmatter over for a nonent, and nodded in qualified approval. "Your
garments and physi ognony are of a type unfanmilar to nme; where is this honel and of yours?"

"It lies hi aregion so renote,"' said Cugel, "that never till this instant had | know edge of the

| and of Farwan!"

The el der flattened his ears in surprise. "Wiat? dori-
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ous Farwan, unknown? The great cities |Inpergos, Tharawe, Rhaverjand—all unheard of ? Wat of the
illustrious Senbers? Surely the fame of the Senbers has reached you? They expelled the star-
pirates; they brought the sea to the Land of Platforns; the splendor of Padara Pal ace is beyond
description!"

Cugel sadly shook his head. "No runor of this extraordi nary nmagnificence has cone to ny ears."”
The el der gave his nose a saturnine twitch. Cugel was clearly a dolt. 'He said shortly, "Matters
are as | state."

"l doubt nothing," said Cugel. "In fact | adnit to ignorance. But tell me nore, for | may be
forced to abide long in this region. For instance, what of the Wnged Beings that reside in the
cliff? What manner of creature are they?"

The el der pointed toward the sky. "If you had the eyes of a nocturnal titvit you might note a dark
moon which reels around the earth, and which cannot be seen except when it casts its shadow upon
the sun. The Wnged Beings are denizens of this dark world and then* ultimate nature i s unknown.
They serve,the Geat God Yelisea in this fashion: whenever cones the tinme for nan or wonan to die,
the Wnged Beings are informed by a despairing signal fromthe dying person's norn. They thereupon
descend upon the unfortunate and convey himto their caves, which in actuality constitute a magic
opening into the blessed | and Byssom"

Cugel |eaned back, black eyebrows raised in a somewhat quizzical arch. "lndeed, indeed," he said,
in a voice which the elder found insufficiently earnest.

"There can be no doubt as to the truth of the facts as | have stated them Othodoxy derives from
this axi omatic foundation, and the two systenms are nmutually reinforcing: hence each is doubly

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/JackVance-TheEyesofTheOverworldUC.txt (48 of 84) [5/21/03 2:47:13 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Jack%20V ancelJackV ance-TheEyesof TheOverworldUC.txt

val i dat ed. "

Cugel frowned. "The matter undoubtedly goes as you aver—but are the Wnged Beings consistently
accurate in their choice of victinP"

The el der rapped the table in annoyance. "The doctrine is irrefutable, for those whomthe Wnged
Bei ngs take never survive, even when they appear in the best of health. Adnmittedly the fall upon
the rocks conduces toward death, but it is the nmercy of Yelisea which sees fit to grant a speedy
extinction, rather than the duration of a
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possi bly agoni zi ng canker. The systemis wholly beneficent. The Wnged Bei ngs sunmon only the

nmori bund, which are then thrust through the cliff into the blessed | and Byssom Qccasionally a
heretic argues otherwise and in this case—but | amsure that you share the orthodox view?"

"Whol eheartedly," Cugel asserted. "The tenets of your belief are denonstrably accurate." And he
drank deep of his wine. Even as he set down the goblet a nmurmur of nusic whispered through the
air: a concord infinitely sweet, infinitely nmelancholy. Al sitting under the pergola becane

sil ent though Cugel was unsure that he in fact had heard nusic.

The el der huddled forward a trifle, and drank fromhis own goblet. Only then did he glance up
"The W nged Beings are passing over even now. "

Cugel pulled thoughtfully at his chin. "How does one protect hinself fromthe Wnged Bei ngs?"

The question was ill-put; the elder glared, an act which included the curling forward of his ears.
"If a person is about to die, the Wnged Beings appear. If not, he need have no fear."

Cugel nodded several tines. "You have clarified nmy perplexity. Tonorrow-since you and | are

mani festly in the best of health—+tet us walk up the hill and saunter back and forth near the
cliff.”

"No," said the elder, "and for this reason: the atnosphere at such an elevation is insalubrious; a
person is likely to inhale a noxious fume, which entails damage to the health."

"I comprehend perfectly," said Cugel. "Shall we abandon this dismal topic? For the nonce we are
alive and conceal ed to sone extent by the vines which shroud the pergola. Let us eat and drink and
wat ch the nerrymaki ng. The youths of the village dance with great agility."

The el der drained his goblet and rose to his feet. "You nay do as you please; as for ne, it is
time for ny Ritual Abasenent, this act being an integral part of our belief.'*

"I will performsonething of a like nature by and by," said Cugel. "I wi sh you the enjoynent of
your rite."

The el der departed the pergola and Cugel was |left by hinmself. Presently certain youths, attracted
by curiosity, joined him and Cugel explained his presence once again,

111

The Eyes of the Overworld

though with | ess enphasis upon the barbaric crudity of his native |land, for several girls had
joined the group, and Cugel was stinulated by their exotic coloring and the vivacity of their
attitudes. Much wine was served and Cugel was persuaded to attenpt the kicking, junping |oca
dance, which he perfornmed without discredit.

The exercise brought himinto close proxinmty with an especially beguiling girl, who announced her
nane to be zhiam Vraz. At the conclusion of the dance, she put her arm around his waist,
conducted himback to the table, and settled herself upon his lap. This act of famliarity excited
no apparent disapproval among the others of the group, and Cugel was enbol dened further. "I have
not yet arranged for a bed-chanber; perhaps | should do so before the hour grows |ate.”

The girl signaled the i nnkeeper. "Perhaps you have reserved a chanber for this chisel-faced
stranger ?"

"Indeed; | will display it for his approval."

He took Cugel to a pleasant chanber on the ground floor, furnished with couch, conmmode, rug and

I anp. On one wall hung a tapestry woven in purple and bl ack; on another was a representation of a
peculiarly ugly baby which seened trapped or conpressed in a transparent gl obe. The room suited
Cugel ; he announced as much to the innkeeper and returned to the pergola, where now the
merrynakers were conmencing to disperse. The girl Zhiam Vraz yet renained, and she wel coned Cuge
with a warnth which undid the |last vestige of his caution. After another goblet of wi ne, he |Ieaned
close to her ear. "Perhaps | am over-pronpt; perhaps | overindul ge ny vanity; perhaps | contravene
the normal decorum of the village—but is there reason why we should not repair to nmy chanber, and
t here amuse oursel ves?”

"None whatever," the girl said. "I amunwed and until this tinme may conduct nyself as | w sh, for
this is our custom™
"Excellent," said Cugel. "Do you care to precede nme, or walk discreetly to the rear?"
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""We shall go together; there is no need for furtive-ness!"

Toget her they went to the chanmber and performed a nunmber of erotic exercises, after which Cuge
col | apsed
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into a sleep of utter exhaustion, for his day had been taxing.

During the niddle hours he awoke to find zZhiam Vraz departed fromthe chanber, a fact which in
hi s drowsi ness caused himno distress and he once nore returned to sleep

The sound of the door angrily flung ajar aroused him he sat up on the couch to find the sun not
yet arisen, and a deputation |led by the elder regarding himw th horror and di sgust.

The el der pointed a long quivering finger through the gloom "I thought to detect heretica

opi nion; now the fact is known! Notice: he sleeps with neither head-covering nor devotional salve
on his chin. The girl Zhiam Vraz reports that at no time in their congress did the villain cal
out for the approval of Yeliseal"

"Heresy beyond a doubt!" declared the others of the deputation

"What el se could be expected of an outlander?" asked the el der contenptuously. "Look! even now he
refuses to nmake the sacred sign."

"I do not know the sacred sign!" Cugel expostulated. "I know nothing of your rites! This is not
heresy, it is sinple ignorance!"

"I cannot believe this," said the elder. "Only last night | outlined the nature of orthodoxy."
"The situation is grievous," said another in a voice of portentous nelancholy. "Heresy exists only
through putrefaction of the Lobe of Correctitude.”

"This is an incurable and fatal nortification," stated another, no | ess dolefully.

"True! Alas, too true!" sighed one who stood by the door. "Unfortunate man!"

"Cone!" called the elder. "W nust deal with the natter at once."

"Do not trouble yourself," said Cugel. "Allow ne to dress nyself and | will depart the village
never to return.”

"To spread your detestable doctrine el sewhere? By no neans!"

And now Cugel was seized and haul ed naked fromthe chanber. Qut across the park he was marched
and to the pavilion at the center. Several of the group erected an enclosure forned of wooden
posts on the platform of
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the pavilion and into this enclosure Cugel was thrust. "Wat do you do?" he cried out. "I w sh no

part of your rites!"

He was ignored, and stood peering between the interstices of the enclosure while certain of the
villagers sent aloft a large ball oon of green paper buoyed by hot air, carrying three green fire-
fans bel ow

Dawn showed sallow in the west. The villagers, with all arranged to their satisfaction, wthdrew
to the edge of the park. Cugel attenpted to clinmb fromthe enclosure, but the wooden rods were of
such di nensi on and spacing as to allow himno grip.

The sky |ightened; high above burnt the green fire-fans. Cugel, hunched and in goose-flesh from
the nmorning chill, wal ked back and forth the I ength of the enclosure. He stopped short, as from
afar cane the haunting nusic. It grew | ouder, seenming to reach the very threshold of audibility.
H gh in the sky appeared a Wnged Being, white robes trailing and flapping. Down it settled, and
Cugel's joints becane |inp and | oose.

The W nged Bei ng hovered over the enclosure, dropped, enfolded Cugel inits white robe and
endeavored to bear himaloft. But Cugel had seized a bar of the enclosure and the W nged Being
flapped in vain. The bar creaked, groaned, cracked. Cugel fought free of the stifling cloak and
tore at the bar with hysterical strength; it snapped and splintered. Cugel seized a fragnment and
stabbed at the Wnged Being. The sharp stick punctured the white cl oak, and the Wnged Bei ng
buffeted Cugel with a wing. Cugel seized one of the chitin ribs and with a mghty effort tw sted
it around backward, so that the substance cracked and broke and the wi ng hung torn. The W nged
Bei ng, aghast, gave a great bound which carried both it and Cugel out upon the pavilion, and now
it hopped through the village trailing its broken w ng.

Cugel ran behind belaboring it with a cudgel he had seized up. He glinpsed the villagers staring
in awe; their mouths were wide and wet, and they ni ght have been scream ng but he heard nothing.
The W nged Bei ng hopped faster, up the trail toward the cliff, with Cugel wielding the cudgel with
all his strength. The gol den sun rose over the far nountains; the Wnged Bei ng suddenly
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turned to face Cugel, and Cugel felt the glare of its eyes, though the visage, if such there was,
was conceal ed beneath the hood of the cloak. Abashed and panting, Cugel stood back, and now it
occurred to himthat adjust he stood al nbst defensel ess should others drop on himfromon high. So
now he shouted an inprecation at the creature and turned back to the village.

Al'l had fled. The village was deserted. Cugel |aughed aloud. He went to the inn, dressed hinself
in his garnents and buckled on his sword. He went out into the taproomand |ooking into the till,
found a nunber of coins, which he transferred to his pouch, alongside the ivory representation of
NULLI TY. He returned outdoors: best to depart while none were on hand to detain him

A flicker of light attracted his attention: the ring on his finger glinted with dozens of

stream ng sparks, and all pointed up the trail, toward the cliffs.

Cugel shook his head wearily, then checked the darting |ights once again. Wthout anbiguity they
directed himback the way he had conme. Pharesm s cal culations, after all, had been accurate. He
had best act with decision, |est TOTALITY once nore drift beyond his reach

He del ayed only | ong enough to find an axe, and hastened up the trail, following the glittering

sparks of the ring.

Not far fromwhere he had left it, he cane upon the mai ned Wnged Being, now sitting on a rock
besi de the road, the hood drawn over its head. Cugel picked up a stone and heaved it at the
creature, which collapsed into sudden dust, leaving only a tunble of white cloth to signal the
fact of its existence.

Cugel continued up the road, keeping to such cover as offered itself, but to no avail. Overhead
hovered W nged Bei ngs, flapping and swoopi ng. Cugel nade play with the axe, striking at the w ngs,
and the creatures flew high, circling above.

Cugel consulted the ring and was led on up the trail, with the Wnged Bei ngs hovering just above.
The ring coruscated with the intensity of its nessage: there was TOTALITY, resting blandly on a
rock!

Cugel restrained the cry of exultation which rose hi his throat. He brought forth the ivory synbol
of NUL-
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LITY, raji forward and applied it to the gelatinous central gl obe.

As Pharesm had asserted, adherence was instant. Wth the contact Cugel could feel the spell which
bound himto the ol den tinme dissolving.

A swoop, a buffet of great w ngs! Cugel was knocked to the-ground. Wite cloth envel oped him and
wi th one hand hol di ng NULLITY he was unable to swing his axe. This was now wenched fromhis
grasp. He released NULLITY, gripped a rock, kicked, sonehow freed hinself, and sprang for his axe.
The W nged Being seized NULLITY, to which TOTALITY was attached, and bore both aloft and toward a
cave high in the cliffs.

Geat forces were pulling at Cugel, whirling in all directions at once. There was a roaring in his
ears, a flutter of violet lights, and Cugel fell a nmillion years into the future.

He recovered consciousness in the blue-tiled roomwith the sting of an aromatic liquor at his
|ips. Pharesm bending over him patted his face and poured nore of the liquor into his nouth.
"Awake! Whereas TOTALI TY? How are you returned?"

Cugel pushed him aside, and sat up on the couch

"TOTALI TY!" roared Pharesm "Were is it? Were is ny talisnman?"

"I will explain,"” .said Cugel in a thick voice. "I had it in nmy grasp, and it was wenched away by
Wi nged creatures in the service of Great God Yelisea.™

"Tell e, tell ne!"

Cugel recounted the circunstances which had led first to gaining and then |osing that which
Phar esm sought. As he tal ked, Pharesnis face becane danp with grief, and his shoul ders sagged. At
| ast he marched Cugel outside, into the dimred Iight of |ate afternoon. Together they scrutinized
the cliffs which now towered desolate and |ifel ess above them "To which cave did the creature
fly?" asked Pharesm "Point it out, if you are able!"

Cugel pointed. "There, or so it would seem All was confusion, all a tunble of wings and white

r obes. "

"Rermai n here." Pharesm went inside the workroomand presently returned. "I give you light," he
sai d, and handed
116

The Eyes of the Overworld

Cugel a cold white flame tied into a silver chain. "Prepare yourself."

At Cugel's feet he cast a pellet which broke into a vortex, and Cugel was carried dizzily aloft to
that crunbling | edge which he had indicated to Pharesm Nearby was the dark opening into a cave.
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Cugel turned the flame within. He saw a dusty passage, three strides w de and hi gher than he could
reach. It led back into the cliff, twisting slightly to the side. It seemed barren of all life.

Hol ding the | anp before him Cugel slowy noved al ong the passage, his heart thunping for dread of
sonet hing he coul d not define. He stopped short: nusic? The nmenory of nusic? He listened and coul d
hear nothing; but when he tried to step forward fear clanmped bis |legs. He held high the lantern
and peered down the dusty passage. Were did it | ead? Wat |ay beyond? Dusty cave? Denonl and? The
bl essed | and Byssonf? Cugel slowy proceeded, every sense alert. On a | edge he spied ajihriv-eled
brown spheroid: the talisman he had carried into the past. TOTALITY had | ong since di sengaged
itself and departed.

Cugel carefully lifted the object, which" was brittle with the age of a mllion years, and
returned to the | edge. The vortex, at a command from Pharesm conveyed Cugel back to the ground.
Dreadi ng the wath of Pharesm Cuge! tendered the withered talisnan.

Pharesmtook it and held it between thunb and forefinger. "This was all?"

"There was not hing nore."

Pharesm |l et the object fall. It struck and instantly became dust. Pharesm | ooked at Cugel, took a
deep breath, then turned with a gesture of unspeakable frustration and marched back to his

di vinatory.

Cugel gratefully noved off down the trail, past the worknen standing in an anxious group waiting
for orders. They eyed Cugel sullenly and a two-ell man hurled a rock. Cugel shrugged and continued
south along the trail. Presently he passed the site of the village, now a waste overgrown with

gnarled old trees. The pond had di sappeared and the ground was hard and dry. In the valley bel ow
were ruins, but none of these marked the sites
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of the ancient cities |npergos, Tharuwe and Rhaverjand, now gone beyond nenory.

Cugel wal ked sout h. Behi nd him the cliffs merged with haze and presently were | ost
to view
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1. At the Inn

FOR THE BETTER PART of a day Cugel had traveled a dreary waste where nothing grew but salt-grass;
then, only a few m nutes before sunset, he arrived at the bank of a broad slow river, beside which
ran a road. A half-nmile to his right stood a tall structure of tinber and dark brown stucco,
evidently an inn. The sight gave Cugel vast satisfaction, for he had eaten nothing the whol e of
the day, and had spent the previous night in a tree. Ten mnutes |ater he pushed open the heavy

i ron-bound door, and entered the inn

He stood in a vestibule. To either side where dianond-paned casenents, burnt |avender wth age,
where the setting sun scattered a thousand refractions. Fromthe conmon room cane the cheerful hum
of voices, the clank of pottery and glass, the snell of ancient wood, waxed tile, |eather and
simering caul drons. Cugel stepped forward to find a score of nen gathered about the fire,
drinking wine and exchanging the large talk of travelers.

The | andl ord stood behind a counter: a stocky man hardly as tall as Cugel's shoulder, with a high-
doned bal d head and a bl ack beard hanging a foot below his chin. H's eyes were protuberant and
heavy-1idded; his expression was as placid and calmas the flow of the river. At Cugel's request
for accomopdati on he dubiously pulled at his nose. "Already | am over-extended, with pilgrins upon

the route to Erze Damath. Those you see upon the benches are not even half of all | nust |odge
this night.
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I will put down a pallet in the hall, if such will content you; | can do no nore."

Cugel gave a sigh of fretful dissatisfaction. "This fails to nmeet ny expectations. | strongly

desire a private chamber with a couch of good quality, a wi ndow overlooking the river, a heavy
carpet to nuffle the songs and sl ogans of the pot-room"

"I fear that you will be disappointed,” said the | andlord wi thout enotion. "The single chanber of
this description is already occupied, by that man with the yell ow beard sitting yonder: a certain
Lodernul eh, also traveling to Erze Damath."

"Perhaps, on the plea of energency, you m ght persuade himto vacate the chanber and occupy the
pallet in my stead," suggested Cugel

"I doubt if he is capable of such abnegation,"” the innkeeper replied. "But why not put the inquiry
yourself? |, frankly, do not wish to broach the natter."

Cugel , surveying Lodermul ch's strongly-nmarked features, his nuscular arns and the sonewhat
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di sdai nful manner in which he listened to the talk of the pilgrins, was inclined to join the

i nnkeeper in his assessnment of Lodermulch's character, and made no nove to press the request. "It
seens that | nust occupy the pallet. Now, as to nmy supper: | require a fow, suitably stuffed,
trussed, roasted and garni shed, acconpani ed by whatever side-dishes your kitchen affords."

"My kitchen is overtaxed and you nust eat lentils with the pilgrins," said the landlord. "A single
fow is on hand, and this again has been reserved to the order of Loder-mulch, for his evening

repast.”

Cugel shrugged in vexation. "No matter. | will wash the dust of travel fromny face, and then take
a goblet of wne."

"To the rear is flow ng water and a trough occasionally used for this purpose. | furnish unguents,

pungent oils and hot cloths at extra charge."

"The water will suffice." Cugel walked to the rear of the inn, where he found a basin. After
washi ng he | ooked about and noticed at sone snall distance a shed, stoutly constructed of tinber.
He started back into the inn, then halted and once nore exanined the shed. He crossed the

i nterveni ng area, opened the door and | ooked within;
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then, engrossed in thought, he returned to the common room' The | andl ord served hima nug of
mul | ed wi ne, which he took to an inconspi cuous bench

Loder nul eh had been asked his opinion of the so-called Funambul ous Evangel s, who, refusing to

pl ace their feet upon the ground, went about their tasks by tightrope. In a "curt voice Lodernul eh
exposed the fallacies of this particular doctrine. "They reckon the age of the earth at twenty-

ni ne eons, rather than the customary twenty-three. They stipulate that for every square ell of
soil two and one quarter nillion nen have died and laid down their dust, thus creating a dank and
ubi quitous mantle of lich-nmold, upon which it is sacrilege to walk. The argument has a superficia
plausibility, but consider: the dust of one desiccated corpse, spread over a square ell, affords a
| ayer one thirty-third of an inch in depth. The total therefore represents al nost one mle of
conpacted corpse-dust mantling the earth's surface, which is nmanifestly false.”

A nenber of the sect, who, wi thout access to his custonmary ropes, wal ked in cunbersonme cerenonia
shoes, nade an excited expostulation. "You speak with neither |ogic nor conprehension! How can you
be so absol ute?"

Lodernul eh raised his tufted eyebrows in surly displeasure. "Miust | really expatiate? At the
ocean's shore, does a cliff one nmle in altitude follow the denarcati on between | and and sea? No.
Everywhere is inequality. Headl ands extend into the water; nore often beaches of pure white sand
are found. Nowhere are the massive buttresses of gray-white tuff upon which the doctrines of your
sect depend.”

"I'nconsequential claptrap!" sputtered the Funanbul e.

"What is this?" denmanded Loder mul eh, expandi ng his nassive chest. "I amnot accustoned to
derision!"

"No derision, but hard and cold refutal of your dogmatism W claimthat a proportion of the dust
is blown into the ocean, a portion hangs suspended in the air, a portion seeps through crevices

i nto underground caverns, and another portion is absorbed by trees, grasses and certain insects,
so that little nore than a half-nile of ancestral sedinent covers the earth upon which it is
sacrilege to tread. Wiy are not the cliffs you nmention everywhere visible? Because of that
nmoi st ness exhal ed
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and expel l ed by innunerable nen of the past! This has raised the ocean an exact equival ence, so
that no brink or precipice can be noted; and herein lies your fallacy."

"Bah," nuttered Lodernul ch, turning away. "Sonewhere there is a flaw in your concepts."”

"By no neans!" asserted the evangel, with that fervor which distinguished his kind. 'Therefore,
fromrespect to the dead, we talk aloft, on ropes and edges, and when we rnust travel, we use
specially sanctified footgear."

During the conversation Cugel had departed the room Now a nmoon-faced stripling wearing the snmock
of a porter approached the group. "You are the worthy Lodernul ch?" he asked the person so

desi gnat ed.

Lodernul ch squared about in his chair. "I amhe."

"l bear a nmessage, from one who has brought certain sums of noney due you. He waits in a snmal
shed behind the inn."

Lodernul ch frowned increduously. "You are certain that this person required Lodernul ch, Provost of
Barlig Townshi p?"
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"Indeed, sir, the nane was specifically so."

"And what man bore the nessage?”

"He was a tall nman, wearing a vol um nous hood, and described hinself as one of your intimtes,"
"I ndeed, " rum nated Lodermul ch. "Tyzog, perhaps? O conceivably Krednip. . . . Wy would they not
approach ne directly? No doubt there is some good reason." He heaved his bulk erect. "l suppose
nmust investigate."

He stal ked fromthe conmon room circled the inn, and | ooked through the dimlight toward the
shed, "Ho there! he called. 'Tyzog? Kredni p? Conme forth!"

There was no response. Lodernulch went to peer into the shed. As soon as he had stepped within,
Cugel canme around fromthe rear, slamred shut the door, and threw bar and bolts.

I gnoring the muffled pounding and angry calls, Cugel returned into the inn. He sought out the

i nnkeeper. "An alteration in arrangenents: Lodermulch has been called away. He will require

nei ther his chamber nor his roast fow and has kindly urged both upon ne!"

The i nnkeeper pulled at his beard, went to the door, and | ooked up and down the road. Slowy he
returned.
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"Extraordi nary! He has paid for both chanber and fow, and nade no representations regarding
rebate.”

"We arranged a settlenent to our rnutual satisfaction. To reconpense you for extra effort, | now
pay an additional three terces."

The i nnkeeper shrugged and took the coins. "It is all the sane to ne. Cone, | will lead you to the
chamber . "

Cugel inspected the chanber and was well satisfied. Presently his supper was served. The roast
fowl was beyond reproach, as were the additional dishes Lodermulch had ordered and which the

I andl ord included with the neal.

Before retiring Cugel strolled behind the inn and satisfied hinself that the bar at the door of
the shed was in good order and that Lodermul ch's hoarse calls were un-likely«to attract attention

He rapped sharply on the door. "Peace, Lodernmulch!" he called out sternly. "This is I, the

i nnkeeper! Do not bellow so loudly; you will disturb nmy guests at their slunber."

Wthout waiting for reply, Cugel returned to the comon room where he fell into conversation with
the | eader of the pilgrimband. This was Garstang, a nan spare and taut, with a waxen skin, a
fragile skull, hooded eyes and a neticul ous nose so thin as to be translucent when inpinged across

a fight. Addressing himas a nman of experience and erudition, Cugel inquired the route to Al nery,
but Garstang tended to believe the region sheerly inmaginary.

Cugel asserted otherwise. "Alnery is a region distinct; | vouch for this personally."

"Your know edge, then, is nore profound than ny own," stated Garstang. "This river is the Asc; the
land to this side is Sudun, across is Leilas. To the south lies Erze Damath, where you woul d be
wi se to travel, thence perhaps west across the Silver Desert and the Songan Sea, where you m ght
meke new inquiry.”

**| will do as you suggest," said Cugel

"W, devout Glfigites all, are bound for Erze Damath and the Lustral Rite at the Black oelisk,"
said Garstang. "Since the route lies through wastes, we are banded together against the erbs and
the gids. If you wish to join the group, to share both privileges and restrictions, you are

wel come. "
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"The privileges are self-evident," said Cugel. "As to the restrictions?"

"Merely to obey the commands of the |eader, which is to say, nyself, and contribute a share of the
expenses. "

"I agree, without qualification," said Cugel

"Excellent! W nmarch on the norrow at dawn." Gar-stang pointed out certain other nmenbers of the
group, which nunbered fifty-seven. "There is Vitz, locator to our little band, and there sits
Casnyre, the theoretician. The man with iron teeth is Arlo, and he of the blue hat and silver
buckl e is Voynod, a wi zard of no small repute. Absent fromthe roomis the estinable though
agnostic Lodermul ch, as well as the unequivocally devout Subucul e. Perhaps they seek to sway each
other's convictions. The two who ganme with dice are Parso and Sayanave. There is Hant, there
Cray." Garstang named several others, citing their attributes. At |last Cugel, pleading fatigue,
repaired to his chanber. He rel axed upon the couch and at once fell asleep

During the small hours he was subjected to a disturbance. Lodernulch, digging into the floor of
the shed, then burrowi ng under the wall, had secured his freedom and went at once to the inn
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First he tried the door to Cugel's chanber, which Cugel had been at pains to |ock

"Who is there?" called Cugel

"Qpen! It is |, Lodermulch. This is the chanber where | wish to sleep!”

"By no neans," declared Cugel. "I paid a princely sumto secure a bed, and was even forced to wait
while the landlord evicted a previous tenant. Be off with you now, | suspect that you are drunk;
if you wish further revelry, rouse the w ne-steward."

Lodernul ch stanped away. Cugel |ay back once nore

Presently he heard the thud of blows, and the landlord' s cry as Lodernul ch seized his beard.
Loderrmul ch was eventually thrust fromthe inn, by the joint efforts of the innkeeper, his spouse,
the porter, the pot-boy and others; whereupon Cugel gratefully returned to sleep

Before dawn the pilgrins, together with Cugel, arose and took their breakfast. The innkeeper
seermed sonewhat sullen of nood, and displayed bruises, but he put

124

The Eyes of the Overworld

no questions to Cugel, who in his turn initiated no conversation

After breakfast the pilgrins assenbled in the road, where they were joined by Lodermul ch, who had
spent the night pacing up and down the road.

Garstang nmade a count of the group, then blew a great blast on his whistle. The pilgrins narched
forward, across the bridge, and set off along the south bank of the Asc toward Erze Danat h.

2: The Raft on the River

For three days the pilgrins proceeded beside the Asc, at night sleeping behind a barricade evoked
by the wi zard Voynod froma circlet of ivory slivers: a precaution of necessity, for beyond the
bars, barely visible by the rays of the fire, were creatures anxious to joiu the conpany: deodands
softly pleading, erbs shifting posture back and forth fromfour feet to two, confortable in
neither style. Once a gid attenpted to |l eap the barricade; on another occasion three hoons joined
to thrust against the posts—backing off, racing forward, to strike with grunts of effort, while
fromw thin the pilgrim watched in fascination.

Cugel stepped close, to touch a flam ng brand to one of the heaving shapes, and elicited a scream
of fury. A great gray arm snatched through the gap; Cugel junped back for his life. The barricade
hel d and presently the creatures fell to quarreling and departed.

On the evening of the third day the party canme to the confluence of the Asc with a great sl ow
river which Garstang identified as the Scamander. Nearby stood a forest of tall bal damas, pines
and spinth oaks. Wth the help of |ocal woodcutters trees were felled, trimed and conveyed to the
water's edge, where a raft was fabricated. Wth all the pilgrins aboard, the raft was pol ed out
into the current, where it drifted downstreamin ease and sil ence.

For five days the raft nmoved on the broad Scamander, sonetines al nost out of sight of the banks,
sonetimes gliding close beside the reeds which lined the shore. Wth nothing better to do, the
pilgrinms engaged in
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| engt hy di sputatious, and the diversity of opinion upon every issue was renarkable. As often as
not the talk explored metaphysical arcana, or the subtleties of GUfigite principle. '
Subucul e, the nost devout of the pilgrins, stated his credo in detail. Essentially he professed
the orthodox G Ifigite theosophy, in which Zo 2am the eight-headed deity, after creating cosnos,
struck off his toe, which then became GIfig, while the drops of bl ood dispersed to formthe eight
races of mankind. Roremaund, a skeptic, attacked the doctrine: "Wio created this hypothetica
"creator' of yours? Another 'creator'? Far sinpler nerely to presuppose the end product: in this
case, a blinking sun and a dying earth!" To which Subucule cited the GIfigite Text in crushing
ref ut al

One naned Bl uner staunchly propounded his own creed. He believed the sun to be a cell in the
corpus of a great deity, who had created the cosnbs in a process anal ogous to the gromh of a
lichen al ong a rock.

Subucul e consi dered the thesis over-elaborate: "If the sun were a cell, what then becones the
nature of the earth?"

"An ani nal cul e deriving nutrinent,
need not evoke astoni shrment."
"What then attacks the sun?" demanded Vitz in scorn, "Another animalcule simlar to earth?"

Bl uner began a detail ed exposition of his organon, but before long was interrupted by Pralixus, a
tall thin man with piercing green eyes. "Listen to nme; | know all; ny doctrine is sinplicity
itself. A vast nunber of conditions are possible, and there are an even greater nunber of

i mpossibilities. Qur cosnpbs is a possible condition: it exists. Wiy? Tinme is infinite, whichis to

replied Bluner. "Such dependenci es are known el sewhere and
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say that every possible condition nust come to pass. Since we reside in this particular
possibility and know of no other, we arrogate to ourselves the quality of singleness. In truth,
any uni verse which is possible sooner or later, not once but many tinmes, will exist."

"I tend to a simlar doctrine, though a devout Glfigite," stated Casnyre the theoretician. "My
phi | osophy presupposes a succession of creators, each absolute in his own right. To paraphrase the
|l earned Pralixus, if a deity is
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possible, it nust exist! Only inpossible deities will not exist! The eight-headed Zo Zam who
struck off his Divine Toe is possible, and hence exists, as is attested by the Gfigite Texts!"
Subucul e blinked, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it once nore. Roremaund, the skeptic,
turned away to inspect the waters of the Scamander

Garstang, sitting to the side, smled thoughtfully. "And you, Cugel the Cever, for once you are
reticent. What is your belief?"

"It is sonewhat inchoate,"” Cugel admitted. "I have assinilated a variety of viewpoints, each
authoritative inits ow right: fromthe priests at the Tenpl e of Tel eo-1ogues; froma bew tched
bird who plucked nessages froma box; froma fasting anchorite who drank a bottle of pink elixir
which | offered himin jest. The resulting visions were contradictory but of great profundity. My
wor | d- schene, hence, is syncretic."

"Interesting," said Garstang. "Lodermul ch, what of you?"

"Ha," growl ed Lodermulch. "Notice this rent hi nmy garment; | amat a loss to explain its presence!
| am even nore puzzled by the existence of the universe."

O hers spoke. Voynod the wi zard defined the known cosnbs as the shadow of a region rul ed by
ghosts, thensel ves dependent for existence upon the psychic energies of nen. The devout Subucul e
denounced this schene as contrary to the Protocols of Glfig

The argument continued at |ength. Cugel and one or two others including Lodermul ch becane bored
and instituted a game of chance, using dice and cards and counters. The stakes, originally

nom nal, began to grow. Lodernulch at first won scantily, then |ost ever greater suns, while Cuge
won stake after stake. Lodernulch presently flung down the dice and sei zing Cugel's el bow shook
it, to dislodge several additional dice fromthe cuff of his jacket. "Well then!" baw ed
Loder mul ch, "what have we here? | thought to detect knavery, and here is justification! Return ny
nmoney on the instant!"

"How can you say so?" demanded Cugel. "Where have you denonstrated chicanery? | carry di ce—what of
that? Am1 required to throw nmy property into the Scamander
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bef ore engaging in a game? You denmean ny reputation!"

"I care nothing for this,'* retorted Lodermulch. "I merely wish the return of nmy noney.
"I nmpossible,” said Cugel. "For all your bluster you have proved no nul f easance. "
"Proof ?" roared Lodernul ch. "Need there be further? Notice these dice, all askew, sone wth

i dentical markings on three sides, others rolling ouly with great effort, so heavy are they at one

edge. "
"Curios only," explained Cugel. He indicated Voynod the wi zard, who had been watching. "Here is a
man as keen of eye as he is agile of brain; ask if any illicit transaction was evident."

"None was evident,"'
accusation,”
Garstang canme forward, and heard the controversy. He spoke in a voice both judicious and
conciliatory: "Trust is essential in a conpany such as ours, conrades and devout Glfigites all
There can be no question of nalice or deceit! Surely, Lodermulch, you have mi sjudged our friend,
Cugel !'"

Lodernmul ch | aughed harshly. "If this is conduct characteristic of the devout, | amfortunate not
to have fallen in with ordinary folk!"™ Wth this remark, he took hinmself to a corner of the raft,
where he seated hinself and fixed Cugel with a glance of nenace and | oat hi ng.

stated Voynod. "In ny estimation Lodermul ch has nade an over-hasty

Gar stang shook his head in distress. "I fear Lodernul ch has been offended. Perhaps, Cugel, if in a
spirit of amity you were to return his gold—

Cugel made a firmrefusal. "It is a matter of principle. Lodermulch has assailed ny nost val uable
possessi on, which is to say, ny honor."

"Your nicety is comendable," said Garstang, "and Lodermul ch has behaved tactlessly. Still, for
the sake of good-fellowshi p—ao? Wll, | cannot argue the point. Ha hum Al ways small troubles to

fret us." Shaking his head,, he departed.
Cugel gathered his wi nnings, together with the dice which Lodernul ch had dislodged fromhis
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sl eeve. "An unsettling incident," he told Voynod. "A boor, this Lodermulch! He has of fended
everyone; all have quit the game."
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"Per haps because all the noney is in your possession," Voynod suggested.

Cugel examined his winnings with an air of surprise. "I never suspected that they were so
substantial! Perhaps you will accept this sumto spare ne the effort of carrying it?"

Voynod acqui esced and a share of the w nnings changed hands.

Not long after, while the raft floated placidly along the river, the sun gave an alarm ng pulse. A
purple filmformed upon the surface |ike tarnish, then dissolved. Certain of the pilgrinms ran back
and forth in alarm crying, "The sun goes dark! Prepare for the chill!"

Gar st ang, however, held up his hands in reassurance. "Calm all! The quaver has departed, the sun
is as before!™

"Thi nk!" urged Subucule with great earnestness. "Wwuld GIfig allow this cataclysm even while we
travel to worship at the Black Ooelisk?"

The group becane quiet, though each had his personal interpretation of the event. Vitz, the

| ocutor, saw an analogy to the blurring of vision, which m ght be cured by vigorous blinking.
Voynod declared, "If all goes well at Erze Danmath, | plan to dedicate the next four years of life
to a schene for replenishing the vigor of the sun!" Lodermul ch nmerely nmade an of f ensi ve statenent
to the effect that for all of himthe sun could go dark, with the pilgrins forced to grope their
way to the Lustral Rites

But the sun shone on as before. The raft drifted along the great Scamander, where the banks were
now so | ow and devoid of vegetation as to seemdistant dark |ines. The day passed and the sun
seenmed to settle into the river itself, projecting a great maroon glare which gradually went dull
and dark as the sun vani shed.

In the twilight a fire was built around which the pilgrinms gathered to eat their supper. There was
di scussion of the sun's alarming flicker, and much specul ati on al ong eschat ol ogi cal |ines.
Subucul e reli nqui shed all responsibility for life, death, the future and past to GIfig. Haxt,
however, declared that he would feel easier if GI-fig had heretofore displayed a nore expert
control over the affairs of the world. For a period the talk becane intense. Subucul e accused Haxt
of superficiality, while Haxt used such words as "credulity" and "blind abase-
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ment." Garstang intervened to point out that as yet all facts were not known, and that the Lustra
Rites at the Black Obelisk mght clarify the situation

The next norning a great weir was noted ahead: a line of stout poles obstructing navigation of the
river. At one area only was passage possi ble, and even this gap was cl osed by a heavy iron chain.
The pilgrinms allowed the raft to float close to this gap, then dropped the stone which served as
an anchor. From a nearby but appeared a zealot, long of hair and gaunt of linb, wearing tattered
bl ack robes and flourishing an iron staff. He sprang out along the weir to gaze threateningly down
at those aboard the raft. "Go back, go back!" he shouted. "The passage of the river is under ny

control; | permt none to go by!"

Gar stang stepped forward. "I beg your indul gence! W are a group of pilgrins, bound for the
Lustral Rites at Erze Damath. If necessary we will pay a fee to pass the weir, though we trust
that in your generosity you will remit the toll."

The zeal ot gave a cry of harsh laughter and waved his iron staff. "My fee nay not be remtted!
demand the life of the nost evil in your conpany—dnl ess one anpbng you can to ny satisfaction

denonstrate his virtue!" And | egs astraddl e, black robe flapping in the wind, he stood glaring
down at the raft.

Anong the pilgrim was a stir of uneasiness, and all |ooked furtively at one another. There was a
mutter, which presently becanme a confusion of assertions and clains. Casmyre's strident tones at
last rang forth. "It cannot be I who amnost evil! My life has been cl enent and austere and during
the ganbling | ignored an ignoble advantage."

Anot her called out, "I ameven nore virtuous, who eat only dry pulses for fear of taking life."
Anot her: "I am even of greater nicety, for | subsist solely upon the discarded husks of these sane

pul ses, and bark which has fallen fromtrees, for fear of destroying even vegetative vitality.
Anot her: "My stomach refuses vegetable matter, but | uphold the same exalted ideals and allow only
carrion to pass ny lips."

Anot her: "I once swamon a |lake of fire to notify an
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old woman that the calanmity she dreaded was unlikely to occur.”

Cugel declared: "My life is incessant humility, and | amunswerving in ny dedication to justice
and equi val ence, even though | fare the worse for ny pains.”

Voynod was no | ess staunch: "I ama w zard, true, but | devote ny skill only to the anelioration
of public woe."

Now it was Garstang's turn: "My virtue is of the quintessential sort, being distilled fromthe
erudition of the ages. How can | be other than virtuous? |I am di spassionate to the ordinary
nmot i ves of mankind. "

Finally all had spoken save Lodermrul ch, who stood to the side, a sour grin on his face. Voynod
poi nted a finger. "Speak, Lodernulch! Prove your virtue, or else be judged nost evil, with the
consequent forfeit of your lifel™

Lodernmul ch | aughed. He turned and made a great junp which carried himto an outlying nenber of the
weir. He scranpled to the parapet, drew his sword and threatened the zealot "W are all evi
together, you as well as we, for enforcing this absurd condition. Relax the chain, or prepare to
face nmy sword."

The zeal ot flung high his arns. "My condition is fulfilled; you, Lodernulch, have denobnstrated
your virtue. The raft may proceed. In addition, since you enploy your sword in the defense of
honor, | now bestow upon you this salve which when applied to your blade enables it to slice stee
or rock as easily as butter. Away, then, and may all profit by the lustral devotions!"
Lodernul ch accepted the salve and returned to the raft. The chain was rel axed and the raft slid
wi t hout hi ndrance past the weir.

Gar st ang approached Lodernul ch to voi ce neasured approval for his act. He added a caution: "In
this case an inpulsive, indeed al nost insubordinate, act redounded to the general benefit. If a
simlar circunstance arises in the future, it would be well to take counsel with others of proved
sagacity: nyself, Casnyre, Voynod or Subu-cule."

Lodernmul ch grunted indifferently. "As you wish, so long as the delay involves nme in no persona
i nconveni ence."” And Garstang was forced to be content with this. The other pilgrins eyed
Lodernmulch wth dissatis-
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faction, and drew thensel ves apart, so that Lodermul ch sat by hinself at the forward part of the
raft.

Afternoon cane, then sunset, evening and night; when norning arrived it was seen that Lodermul ch
had di sappear ed.

There was general puzzlenent. Garstand nade inquiries, but none could throw |Iight upon the
mystery, and there was no general consensus as to what in fact had occasi oned the di sappearance.
Strangel y enough, the departure of the unpopul ar Lodermulch failed to restore the original cheer
and fellowship to the group. Thereafter each of the pilgrinms sat dourly silent, casting glances to
left and right; there were no further games, nor philosophical discussions, and Gar-stang's
announcenent that Erze Damath lay a single day' s journey ahead aroused no great enthusiasm

5: Erze Damath

On the last night aboard the raft a senmblance of the old canaraderie returned. Vitz the |ocutor
performed a nunmber of vocal exercises and Cugel denonstrated a hi gh- kneed capering dance typica
of the lobster fishermen of Kauchique, where he had passed his youth. Voy-nod in his turn
performed a few sinple nmetanorphoses, and then displayed a small silver ring. He signal ed Haxt.
"Touch this with your tongue, press it to your forehead, then | ook through."

"I see a procession!" exclainmed Haxt. "Men and wonen by the hundreds, and thousands, narching
past. My nother and ny father wal k before, then ny grandparents—but who are the others?"

"Your ancestors," declared Voynod, "each in his characteristic costunme, back to the prinordia
hormuncul e fromwhich all of us are derived." He retrieved the ring, and reaching into his pouch
brought forth a dull blue and green gem

"Watch now, as | fling this jewel into the Scamander!" And he tossed the gemoff to the side. It
flickered through the air and splashed into the dark water. "Now, | nerely fold forth ny palm and
the gemreturns!" And indeed, as the conpany watched there was a wet sparkle
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across the firelight and upon Voynod's palmrested the gem "Wth this gema man need never fear

penury. True, it is of no great value, but he can sell it repeatedly.

"What else shall | show you? This small anul et perhaps. Frankly an erotic appurtenance, it arouses
i ntense enotion in that person toward whomthe potency is directed. One nust be cautious inits
use; and indeed, | have here an indispensable ancillary: a periapt in the shape of a ram s head,
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fashioned to the order of Enperor Dal masmius the Tender, that he might not injure the

sensibilities of any of his ten thousand concubines. . . . \Wat else can | display? Here: ny wand,
which instantly affixes any object to any other. | keep it carefully sheathed so that | do not
i nadvertently weld trouser to buttock or pouch to fingertip. The object has many uses. \Wat el se?
Let us see. . . . Ah, here! A horn of singular quality. Wien thrust into the nouth of a corpse, it
stimul ates the utterance of twenty final words. Inserted into the cadaver's ear it allows the
transm ssion of information into the lifeless brain. . . . Wat have we here? Yes, indeed: a snall

devi ce whi ch has brought much pl easure!" And Voynod di spl ayed a doll which perfornmed a heroic
decl anation, sang a somewhat raffish song and engaged in repartee with Cugel, who squatted cl ose
in front, watching all with great attentiveness.

At |last Voynod tired of his display, and the pilgrins one by one reposed thensel ves to sleep
Cugel lay awake, hands behind his head, staring up at the stars thinking of Voynod's unexpectedly
| arge collection of thaumaturgical instruments and devi ces.

When satisfied that all were asleep, he arose to his feet and inspected the sl eeping form of
Voynod. The pouch was securely | ocked and tucked under Voynod's arm rmuch as Cugel had expect ed.
Going to the little pantry where stores were kept, he secured a quantity of lard, which he m xed
with flour to produce a white salve. Froma fragnent of heavy paper he folded a snmall box, which
he filled with the salve. He then return to to his couch

On the followi ng nmorning he contrived that Voynod, as if by accident, should see him anointing his
sword bl ade with the sal ve.
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Voynod becane instantly horrified. "It cannot bel | am astoundedl Al as, poor Lodernulch!"

Cugel signaled himto silence. "What are you saying?" he nuttered. "I nerely protect ny sword
agai nst rust."

Voynod shook his head with inexorable determ nation. "All is clear! For the sake of gain you have
mur der ed Lodermul ch! | have no choice but to lodge an information with the thief-takers at Erze
Danat h! "

Cugel nmmde an inploring gesture. "Do not be hasty! You have nistaken all; | aminnocent!”
Voynod, a tall saturnine man with purple flush under his eyes, a long chin and a tall pinched
forehead, held up his hand. "I have never, been one to tolerate honicide. The principle of

equi val ence nust hi this case apply, and a rigorous requital is necessary. At mninmm the
evi |l doer may never profit by his act!"
"You refer to the salve?" inquired Cugel delicately.

"Precisely," said Voynod. "Justice demands no |ess."
"You are a stern man," exclained Cugel in distress. "I have no choice but to submit to your
j udgrent . "

Voynod extended his hand. "The salve, then, and since you are obviously overcone by renorse | wll
say no nore of the matter."

Cugel pursed his lips reflectively. "So be it. | have already anointed ny sword. Therefore | will
sacrifice the remmi nder of the salve in exchange for your erotic appurtenance and its ancillary,
together with several |esser talisnmans."

"Do | hear correctly?" stprmed Voynod. "Your arrogance transcends all! Such effectuants are beyond
val ue! "

Cugel shrugged. "This salve is by no nmeans an ordinary article of comerce."”

After dispute Cugel relinquished the salve in return for a tube which projected blue concentrate
to a distance of fifty paces, together with a scroll |isting eighteen phases of the Laganetic
Cycle; and with these itens he was forced to be content.

Not long afterward the outlying ruins of Erze Da-math appeared upon the western banks: ancient
villas now toppled and forlorn anmong overgrown gardens.

The pilgrims plied poles to urge the raft toward the shore. In the di stance appeared the tip of
the Black Obelisk, at which all emtted a glad cry. The raft noved
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sl antwi se across the Scamander and was presently docked at one of the crumbling old jetties.

The pilgrinms scranbl ed ashore, to gather around Gar-stang, who addressed the group: "It is with
vast satisfaction that | find nyself discharged of responsibility. Behold! The holy city where
Glfig issued the Gneustic Dogma! where he scourged Kazue and denounced En-xis the Wtch! Not

i mpossi bly the sacred feet have trod this very soil!" Garstang nade a dramatic gesture toward the
ground, and the pilgrins, |ooking dowmmward, shuffled their feet uneasily. "Be that as it may, we
are here and each of us nust feel relief. The way was tedi ous and not w thout peril. Fifty-nine
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set forth from Phol gus Vall ey, Bami sh and Randol were taken by grues at Sagma Field; by the bridge
across the Asc Cugel joined us; upon the Scamander we | ost Lodernul ch. Now we nuster fifty-seven,
conrades all, tried and true, and it is a sad thing to dissolve our association, which we all will
remenber foreverl

"Two days hence the Lustral Rites begin. We are in good tinme. Those who have not disbursed al
their funds gam ng"—here Garstand turned a sharp gl ance toward Cugel —=nmay seek confortable inns at
whi ch to house thensel ves. The inmpoverished nmust fare as best they can. Now our journey is at its
end; we herew th di sband and go our own ways, though all wll necessarily nmeet two days hence at
the Bl ack Obelisk, Farewell until this tine!"

The pilgrins now di spersed, sonme wal king al ong the banks of the Scanander toward a nearby inn
others turning aside and proceeding into the city proper.

Cugel approached Voynod. "I amstrange to this region, as you are aware; perhaps you can reconmrend
an inn of large confort at small cost"
"I ndeed," said Voynod. "I am bound for just such an inn: the Ad Dastric Enpire Hostelry, which

occupies the precincts of a forner palace. Unless conditions have changed, sunptuous |uxury and
exquisite viands are offered at no great cost"

The prospect net with Cugel's approval; the two set out through the avenues of old Erze Danath,
past clusters of stucco huts, then across a regi on where no buil dings stood and t he avenues
created a vacant checkerboard, then into a district of great mansions still currently in use:
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these set back anong intricate gardens. The fol k of Erze Damath were handsone enough, if somewhat
swarthier than the folk of Alnery. The nmen wore only black: tight trousers and vests with black
ponpons; the wonen were splendid in gowns of yellow, red, orange and nmagenta, and their slippers
gl eaned with orange and bl ack se-quias. Blue and green were rare, being unlucky colors, and purple
signified death.

The wonen di splayed tall plunes in their hair, while the men wore jaunty bl ack di sks, then" scal ps
protrudi ng through a central hole. A resinous bal sam seenmed very nuch the fashion, and everyone
Cugel net exuded a waft of aloes or myrrh or carcynth. All in all the folk of Erze Danath seened
no less cultivated than those of Kauchique, and rather nore vital than the listless citizens of
Azenonei .

Ahead appeared the A d Dastric Enpire Hostelry, not far fromthe Black Cbelisk itself. To the

di ssati sfaction of both Cugel and Voynod, the prem ses were conpletely occupied, and the attendant
refused them adm ttance. 'The Lustra! Rites have attracted all nanner of devout folk," he
explained. "You will be fortunate to secure |odging of any kind."

So it proved: frominn to inn went Cugel and Voynod, to be turned away hi every case. Finally, on
the western outskirts of the city, at the very edge of the Silver Desert, they were received by a
| arge tavern of sonewhat disreputable appearance: the Inn of the G een Lanp.

"Until ten minutes ago | could not have housed you," stated the |andlord, "but the thief-takers
apprehended two persons who | odged here, nam ng them f oot pads and congenital rogues.”

"I trust this is not the general tendency of your clientel e?" inquired Voynod.

"Who is to say?" replied the innkeeper. "It is nmy busij ness to provide food and drink and
| odgi ng, no nore. Ruffians and deviants nust eat, drink, and sleep, no |l ess than savants and
zealots. Al have passed on occasion through ny doors, and, after all, what do I know of you?"

Dusk was falling and without further ado Cugel and Voynod housed thensel ves at the Sign of the
Green Lanmp. After refreshing thenselves they repaired to the comon roomfor their evening neal
ThU was a hall of
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consi derabl e extent, w th age-bl agkened beans, a floor of dark brown tile, and various posts and
col ums of scarred wood, each supporting a lanp. The clientel e was various, as the |landlord had
intimated, displaying a dozen costunes and conpl exi ons. Desert-nen | ean as snakes, wearing | eather
snocks, sat on one hand; on the other were four with white faces and silky red top-knots who
uttered never a word. Along a counter to the back sat a group of bravos in brown trousers, bl ck
rapes and | eather berets, each with a spherical jewel dangling by a gold chain fromhis ear.

Cugel ,and Voynod consurmed a neal of fair quality, though sonewhat rudely served, then sat
drinki ng wi ne and considering how to pass the evening. Voynod decided to rehearse cries of passion
and devotion frenzies to be exhibited at the Lustral Rites. Cugel thereupon besought himto | end
his talisman of erotic stinmulation. "The wonen of Erze Damath show to good advantage, and with the
help of the talisman | will extend ny know edge of their capabilities."

"By no neans," said Voynod, hugging his pouch close to his side. "My reasons need no
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anplification."

Cugel put on a sullen scow . Voynod was a man whose grandi ose personal conceptions seened
particularly farfetched and di stasteful, by reason of his unhealthy, gaunt and saturnine

appear ance.

Voynod drained his mug, with a neticulous frugality Cugel found additionally irritating, and rose
to his feet. "I will nowretire to nmy chanber."

As he turned away a bravo swaggering across the roomjostled him Voynod snapped an acri noni ous

i nstruction, which the bravo did not choose to ignore. "How dare you use such words to nme! Draw
and defend yourself, or | cut your nose fromyour face!" And the bravo snatched forth his bl ade.
"As you will," said Voynod. "One nonent until | find ny sword." Wth a wink at Cugel he annointed
his blade with the salve, then turned to the bravo. "Prepare for death, my good fellow" He |eapt
grandly forward. The bravo, noting Voynod's preparations, and understandi ng that he faced magic,
stood numb with terror. Wth a flourish Voynod ran himthrough, and w ped his blade on the bravo's
hat .
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The dead nan's conpani ons at the counter started to their feet, but halted as Voynod wth great
aplonb turned to face them "Take care, you dunghill cocksl Notice the fate of your fellow He
died by the power of ny magic bl ade, which is of inexorable nmetal and cuts rock and steel I|ike
butter. Behold!" And Voynod struck out at a pillar. The blade, striking an iron bracket, broke
into a dozen pieces. Voynod stood non-plussed, but the bravo's conpani ons surged forward.

"What then of your nagic blade? Qur blades are ordinary steel but bite deep!”™ And in a nonent
Voynod was cut to bits.

The bravos now turned upon Cugel. "Wat of you? Do you wish to share the fate of your conrade?"
"By no neans!" stated Cugel. "This man was but ny servant, carrying ny pouch. | ama magician
observe this tube! I will project blue concentrate at the first man to threaten nmel"

The bravos shrugged and turned away. Cugel secured Voynod's pouch, then gestured to the landlord
"Be so good as to renove these corpses; then bring a further nug of spiced wne."

"What of your conrade's account?" denmanded the landlord testily.

"I will settle it in full, have no fear." The corpses were carried to the rear conpound: Cuge
consuned a last mug of wine, then retired to bis chanber, where he spread the contents of Voynod's
pouch upon the table. The nmoney went into his purse; the talismans, anmulets and instruments he
packed into his own pouch; the salve be tossed aside. Content with the day's work, he reclined
upon the couch, and was soon asl eep. , On the follow ng day Cugel roaned the city, clinbing the
tallest of the eight hills. The vista which spread before himwas both bl eak and nagnificent. To
right and left rolled the great Scamander. The avenues of the city marked off square bl ocks of
ruins, enpty wastes, the stucco huts of the poor and the palaces of the rich. Erze Danmath was the
| argest city of Cugel's experience, far vaster than any of Al nery or Ascolais, though now the
greater part lay tunbled in noldering ruin. Returning to the central section, Cugel sought out the
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booth of a professional geographer, and after paying a fee inquired the nost secure and

expedi tious route to Al mery.

The sage gave no hasty nor ill-considered answer, but brought forth several charts and
directories. After profound deliberation he turned to Cugel. "This is ny counsel. Follow the
Scarnander north to the Asc, proceed along the Asc until you encounter a bridge of six piers. Here
turn your face to the north, proceed across the Muntai ns of Magnatz, whereupon you will find
before you that forest known as the Great Erm Fare westward through this forest and approach the
shore of the Northern Sea. Here you nust build a coracle and entrust yourself to the force of the

wind and current. If by chance you should reach the Land of the Falling Vall, then it is a
conmparatively easy journey south to Al mery."
Cugel made an inpatient gesture. "lIn essence this is the way | cane. Is there no other route?"

"Indeed there is. A rash man m ght choose to risk the Silver Desert, whereupon he would find the
Songan Sea, across which lie the inpassable wastes of a region contiguous to East Al nery,"

"Well then, this seens feasible. How may | cross the Silver Desert? Are there caravans?"

"To what purpose? There are none to buy the goods thus conveyed—enly bandits who prefer to preenpt
the nmerchandise. A mininmnumforce of forty nen is necessary to intimdate the bandits."

Cugel departed the booth. At a nearby tavern he drank a flask of wi ne and consi dered how best to
raise a force of forty nmen. The pilgrins, of course, nunbered fifty-six —mo, fifty-five, what with
the death of Voynod. Still, such a band woul d serve very well....

Cugel drank nore w ne and consi dered further
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At last he paid his score and turned his steps to the Black Ohelisk. "Obelisk" perhaps was a

m snoner, the object being a great fang of solid black stone rearing a hundred feet above the
city. At the base five statues had been carved, each facing a different direction, each the Prine
Adept of sone particular creed. GQUfig faced to the south, his four hands presenting synbols, his
feet resting upon the necks of ecstatic supplicants, with toes el on-
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gated and curled upward, to indicate el egance and delicacy.

Cugel sought information of a nearby attendant. "Who, in regard to the Bl ack Cbelisk, is Chief

Hi erarch, and where may he be found?"

"Precursor Hulmis that individual," said the attendant and indicated a splendid structure nearby.
"Wthin that gemencrusted structure his sanctum may be found."

Cugel proceeded to the building indicated and after many vehenent decl arations was ushered into
the presence of Precursor Hulm a man of middle years, somewhat stocky and round of face. Cuge
gestured to the under-hierophant who so reluctantly had brought himhither. "Go; ny nmessage is for
the Precursor alone."

The Precursor gave a signal; the hierophant departed. Cugel hitched hinself forward. "I nmay talk
wi t hout fear of being overheard?" "Such is the case."

"First of all," said Cugel, "know that | ama powerful w zard. Behold: a tube which projects blue
concentrate! And here, a screed listing eighteen phases of the Laganetic Cycle! And this
instrument: a horn which allows the dead to speak, and used in another fashion, allows information

to be conveyed into the dead brain! | possess other narvels galore!"”
"Interesting indeed," nmurnmured the Precursor. "My second disclosure is this: at one tine | served
as incense-bl ender at the Tenple of Tel eologues in a far land, where | |earned that each of the

sacred i mages was constructed so that the priests, in case of urgency, mght performacts
purporting to be those of the divinity itself.'1

"Why should this not be the case?" inquired the Precursor benignly. "The divinity, controlling
every aspe6bt of existence, persuades the priests to performsuch acts.” Cugel assented to the
proposition. "I therefore assune that the i mages carved into the Black Obelisk are sonewhat
simlar?"

The Precursor sniled. "To which of the five do you specifically refer?"

"Specifically to the representation of GIfig."

The Precursor's eyes went vague; he seened to reflect.

Cugel indicated the various talisnmans and instruments.
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"In return for a service | will donate certain of these contrivances to the care of this office."
"What is the service?"

Cugel explained in detail, and the Precursor nodded thoughtfully. "Once nmore, if you will
denonstrate your nmagi ¢ goods."
Cugel did so.

"These are all of your devices?"

Cugel reluctantly displayed the erotic stinmulator and expl ained the function of the ancillary
talisman. The Precursor nodded his head, briskly this tine. "I believe that we can reach
agreenment; all is as omipotent GIlfig desires."”

"We are agreed, then?"

"W are agreed!"

The foll owing norning the group of fifty-five pilgrinms assenbled at the Black Coelisk. They
prostrated thensel ves before the image of GIfig, and prepared to proceed with their devotions.
Suddenly the eyes of the image flashed fire and the nouth opened. "Pilgrinms!" cane a brazen voi ce.
"Go forth to do my bidding! Across the Silver Desert you must travel, to the shore of the Songan
Seal Here you will find a fane, before which you nust abase yourselves. Go! Across the Silver
Desert, with all despatch!"

The voice quieted. Garstang spoke hi a trenbling voice. "W hear, OGIfig! W obey!"

At this nonent Cugel |eapt forward. "I also have heard this marvel! | too will make the journey!
Come, let us set forth!"

"Not so fast," said Garstang. "W cannot run skipping and bounding |ike dervishes. Supplies wll
be needed, as well as beasts of burden. To this end funds are required. Wio then will subscribe?"
"I offer two hundred terces!" "And |, sixty terces, the sumof nmy wealth!" "I, who | ost ninety
terces gamng with Cugel, possess only forty terces, which | hereby contribute.” So it went, and
even Cugel turned sixty-five terces into the comon fund.
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"CGood," said Garstang. "Tonorrow then | will make arrangenents, and the follow ng day, if all goes
well, we depart Erze Damath by the A d Wst Gate!"
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4: The Silver Desert and the Songan Sea

In the norning Garstang, with the assistance of Cugel and Casnyre, went forth to procure the
necessary equi page. They were directed to an outfitting yard, situated on one of the now vacant
areas bounded by the boul evards of the old city. Awall of nud brick mngled with fragnents of
carved stone surrounded a conmpound, whence issued sounds: crying, calls, deep bellows, throaty
grow s, barks, screans and roars, and a strong mnul ti phase odor, conbi ned of ammoni a, ensilage, a
dozen sorts of dung, the taint of old neat, general acridity.

Passing through a portal, the travelers entered an office overl ooking the central yard, where
pens, cages and stockades held beasts of so great variety as to astound Cugel

The yard- keeper came forward: a tall, yellow skinned nan, much scarred, |acking his nose and one
ear. He wore a gown of gray leather belted at the waist and a tall conical black hat with flaring
ear-fl aps.

Garstang stated the purpose of the visit. "W are pilgrinms who nust journey across the Silver
Desert, and wi sh to hire pack-beasts. W nunber fifty or nore, and anticipate a journey of twenty
days in each direction with perhaps five days spent at our devotions: let this information be a
gui de in your thinking. Naturally we expect only the staunchest, nobst industrious and anenabl e
beasts at your disposal."

"All this is very well," stated the keeper, "but nmy price for hire is identical to my price for
sale, so you mght as well have the full benefit of your nobney, in the formof( title to the
beasts concerned in the transaction."

"And the price?" inquired Casnyre.

"Thi s depends upon your choi ce; each beast commands a different value."

Gar st ang, who had been surveying the compound, shook his head ruefully. "I confess to puzzl enent.
Each beast is of a different sort, and none seemto fit any well-defined categories."

The keeper adnitted that such was the case. "If you care to listen, | can explain all. The tale is
of a continui ng
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fascination, and will assist you in the management of your beasts."

"We will doubly profit to hear you, then," said Garstang gracefully, though Cugel was making
noti ons of inpatience.

The keeper went to a shelf and took forth a | eather-bound folio. "In a past eon Mad King Kutt
ordai ned a nenagerie |ike none before, for his private amazenment and the stupefaction of the
world. Hs wizard, Follinense, therefore produced a group of beasts and teratoids unique,
conmbining the wildest variety of plasns; to the result that you see.™

"The nenagerie has persisted so | ong?" asked Garstang in wonder.

"Indeed not. Nothing of Mad King Kutt is extant save the | egend, and a casebook of the w zard
Fol I i nense"—here he tapped the | eather folio—Vhich describes his bizarre systenol ogy. For

i nstance— He opened the folio. "Well . . . hmmm Here is a statenent, sonewhat |ess explicit than
others, in which he analyzes the half-nmen, little nore than a brief set of notes:

"G d: hybrid of man, gargoyle, whorl, |eaping insect.

Deodand: wol verine, basilisk, nman.

Erb: bear, man, |lank-lizard, denon,

G ue: man, ocul ar bat, the unusual hoon

Leuconor ph: unknown

Bazil: felinodore, man, (wasp?).'"

Casmyra cl apped his hands hi astonishnment. "Did Follinense then create these creatures, to the
subsequent di sadvant age of humanity?"

"Surely not," said Garstang. "It seens nore an exercise in idle nmusing. Twice he adnits to
wonder . "

"Such is ny opinion, hi this present case," stated the keeper, "though el sewhere he is |ess
dubi ous. "

"How are the creatures before us then connected with the nenagerie?" inquired Casnyre.

The keeper shrugged. "Another of the Mad King's jocularities. He | oosed the entire assenbl age upon
the countryside, to the general disturbance. The creatures, endowed with an eclectic fecundity,
becane nore rather
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than | ess bizarre, and now they roamthe Plain of Oparona and Bl anwalt Forest in great nunbers."
"So then, what of us?" demanded Cugel. "W wi sh* pack-aninmals, docile and frugal of habit, rather
than freaks and curiosities, no matter how edifying."
"Certain of ny anple stock are capable of this function," said the keeper with dignity. "These
command the highest prices. On the other hand, for a single terce you may own a | ong-necked bi g-
bellied creature of astounding voracity."
"The price is attractive," said Garstang with regret "Unfortunately, we need beasts to carry food
and water across the Silver Desert”
"In this case we nmust be nore pointed." The keeper fell to studying his charges. '"The tall beast
on two legs is perhaps | ess ferocious than he appears. "

Eventually a selection of beasts nunbering fifteen was nade and a price agreed upon. The keeper
brought themto the gate; Garstang, Cugel and Casnyre took possession and led the fifteen ill-
mat ched creatures at a sedate pace through the streets of Erze Damath, to the West Gate. Here
Cugel was left in charge, while Garstang and Casmyre went to purchase stores and ot her
necessari es.
By nightfall all preparations were made, and on the follow ng norning, when the first naroon ray
of sunlight struck the Black Obelisk, the pilgrins set forth. The beasts carried panniers of food
and bl adders of water; the pilgrins all wore new shoes and broad-bri mred hats. Garstang had been
unable to hire a guide, but had secured a chart fromthe geographer, though it indicated no nore
than a small circle | abeled "Erze Damath" and a | arger area marked "Songan Sea."
Cugel was given one of the beasts to |ead, a twelve-legged creature twenty feet in length, with a
smal | foolishly grinning child' s head and tawny fur covering alL Cugel found the task irking, for
the beast blew a reeking breath upon his neck, and several tines pressed so close as to tread on
hi s heel s.
O the fifty-seven pilgrinms who had di senbarked fromthe raft, forty-nine departed for the fane on
the shores of the Songan Sea, and the nunmber was al nbst at once reduced to forty-eight A certain
Tokharin, stepping off the
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trail to answer a call of nature, was stung by a nonster scorpion, and ran northward in great
| eaps, screaming hoarsely, until presently he di sappeared from vi ew.
The day passed with no further incident The land was a dry gray waste, scattered with flints,
supporting only ironweed. To the south was a range of low hills, and Cugel thought to perceive one
or two shapes standing notionless along the crest At sunset the caravan halted; and Cugel
recalling the bandits who reputedly inhabited the area, persuaded Garstang to post two sentries:
Li ppelt and M rch-Masen
In the norning they were gone, leaving no trace, and the pilgrims were al arned and oppressed. They
stood in a nervous cluster looking in all directions. The desert lay flat and dimin the dark | ow
light of dawn. To the south were a few hills, only their smooth top surfaces illum nated
el sewhere the land lay flat to the horizon
Presently the caravan started off, and now there were but forty-six. Cugel, as before, was put in
charge of the |long many-I| egged beast, who now engaged in the practice of butting its grinning face
into Cugel's shoul der bl ades.
The day passed without incident; mles ahead becane miles behind. First nmarched Garstang, with a
staff, then cane Vitz and Casnyre, followed by several others. Then cane the packbeasts, each with
its particular silhouette: one | ow and sinuous; another tall and bifurcate, alnost of hunman
conformation, except for its head, which was small and squat |ike the shell of a horseshoe crab
Anot her, convex of back, seened to bounce or prance on its six stiff legs; another was like a
horse sheathed in white feathers. Behind the packbeasts straggled the remaining pilgrins, with
Bl uner characteristically walking to the rear, in accordance with the exaggerated humlity to
whi ch he was prone. At the canp that evening Cugel brought forth the expansible fence, once the
property of Voy-nod, and enclosed the group in a stout stockade.
The following day the pilgrins crossed a range of |ow nountains, and here they suffered an attack
by bandits, but it seemed no nore than an exploratory skirm sh, and the sole casualty was Haxt,
who suffered a wound in the heel. But a nore serious affair occurred two hours later. As they
passed bel ow a sl ope a boul der becane
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di sl odged, to roll, through the caravan, killing a pack-beast, as well as Andl e the Funanbul ous

Evangel and Roremaund the Skeptic. During the night Haxt died al so, evidently poisoned by the
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weapon whi ch had wounded hi m

Wth grave faces the pilgrinms set forth, and al nost at once were attacked from anbush by the
bandits. Luckily the pilgrins were alert, and the bandits were routed with a dozen dead, while the
pilgrinms lost only Cray and Magast hen

Now t here was grunbling and | ong | ooks turned eastward toward Erze Danath. Garstang rallied the
flagging spirits: "We are GIfigites; GIfig spoke! On the shores of the Songan Sea we will seek
the sacred fane! GIfigis all-wise and all-nmerciful; those who fall in his service are instantly
transported to paradaisical Gamanmeret Pilgrims! To the westl"

Taki ng heart, the caravan once nore set forth, and the day passed wi thout further incident. During
the night, however, three of the pack-beasts slipped their tethers and decanped, and Garstang was
forced to announce short rations for all

During the seventh day's march, Thilfox ate a handful of poison berries and died in spasns,

wher eupon his brother Vitz, the locutor, went raving nad and ran up the |ine of pack-beasts,

bl aspheming GI1fig and sl ashing water bladders with his knife, until Cugel finally killed him
Two days | ater the haggard band cane upon a spring. In spite of Garstang's warni ng, Sayanave and
Arlo flung thensel ves down and drank in great gulps. Al nost at once they clutched their bellies,
gagged and choked, their lips the color of sand, and presently they were dead.

A week later fifteen nmen and four beasts cane over the rise to | ook out across the placid waters
of the Songan Sea. Cugel had survived,'as well as Garstang, Casmyre and Subucul e. Before them | ay
a marsh, fed by a small stream Cugel tested the water with that amul et bestowed upon hi m by

| ucounu, and pronounced it safe. Al drank to repletion, ate reeds converted to a nutritious if

i nsi pi d substance by the sane anul et, then sl ept.

Cugel , aroused by a sense of peril, junped up, to note a sinister stir anong the reeds. He roused
his fell ows,
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and all readied their weapons; but whatever had caused the notion took alarmand retired. The time
was mddl e afternoon; the pilgrins wal ked down to the bl eak shore to take stock of the situation.
They | ooked north and south but found no trace of the fane. Tenpers flared; there was a quarre

whi ch Garstang was able to quell only by dint of the utnopst persuasiveness.

Then Bal ch, who had wandered up the beach, returned in great excitenent: "A village!"

Al'l set forth in hope and eagerness, but the village, when the pilgrims approached, proved a poor
thing indeed, a huddle of reed huts inhabited by lizard people who bared their teeth and | ashed
sinewy blue tails in defiance. The pilgrins nmoved off down the beach and sat on humbcks wat chi ng
the I ow surf of the Songan Sea.

Garstang, frail and bent with the privations he had suffered, was the first to speak. He attenpted
to infuse his voice with cheer. "W have arrived, we have triunphed over the terrible Silver
Desert! Now we need only locate the fane and perform our devotions; we may then return to Erze
Damath and a future of assured bliss!”

"All very well," grunbled Balch, "but where may the fane be found? To right and left is the sane
bl eak beach!"

"We nust put our trust in the guidance of GIfig!" declared Subucule. He scratched an arrow upon a
bit of wood, and touched it with his holy ribbon. He called, "Glfig, OGIfig! GQuide us to the
fane! | hereby toss high a narked pointerl” And he flung the chip high into the air. Wen it
alighted, the arrow pointed south. "South we nust fare!" cried Garstand. "South to the fane!"

But Bal ch and certain others refused to respond. "Do you not see that we are fatigued to the point
of death? In nmy opinion GIlfig should have guided our steps to the fane, instead of abandoni ng us
to uncertainty!"

"G lfig has guided us indeed!" responded Subucule. "Did you not notice the direction of the
arrow?"

Bal ch gave a croak of sardonic laughter. "Any stick thrown high nust come down, and it wll point
south as easily as north,"

Subucul e drew back in horror. "You bl asphene GIfigl"

"Not at all; | amnot sure that GIfig heard your instruction, or perhaps you gave him
insufficient tinme to
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react. Toss up the stick one hundred tines; if it points south on each occasion, | will march
south in haste."

"Very well," said Subucule. He once again called upon GIfig and threw up the chip, but when it

struck the ground the arrow pointed north.
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Bal ch said nothing- Subucule blinked, then grewred in the face. "G 1fig has no time for ganmes. He
directed us once, and deened it sufficient."
"l am unconvinced," said Bal ch

"And I."

"And I."

Garstang held up his arnms inploringly. "W have conme far; we have toiled together, rejoiced
toget her, fought and suffered together-—+et us not now fall in dissidence!"

Bal ch and the others only shrugged. "W will not plunge blindly south.”

"What will you do, then? Go north? O return to Erze Damat h?"

"Erze Damat h? Wthout food and only four pack-beasts? Bah!"

"Then let us fare south in search of the fane."

Bal ch gave anot her mulish shrug, at which Subucul e became angry. "So be it! Those who fare south
to this side, those who cast in with Balch to that!"

Gar stang, Cugel and Casnyre joined Subucule; the others stayed with Balch, a group nunbering

el even, and now they fell to whispering anong thensel ves, while the four faithful pilgrinms watched
i n appr ehensi on.

The el even junped to their feet. "Farewell."

"Where do you go?" asked Garstang.

"No nmatter. Seek your fane if you nust; we go about our own affairs.” Wth the briefest of
farewells they marched to the village of the lizard folk, where they slaughtered the males, filed
the teeth of the females, dressed themin garnents of reeds, and installed thenselves as |ords of
the vill age.

Gar st ang, Subucul e, Casnyre and Cugel neanwhile travel ed south along the shore. At nightfall they
pi tched canp and di ned upon nolluscs and crabs. In the norning they found that the four renaining
pack- beasts had departed, and now they were al one.

"It is the will of GIfig," said Subucule. "W need only find the fane and diel"
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"Courage!" nuttered Garstang. "Let us not give way to despair!"

"What else is left? WIl we ever see Phol gus Vall ey again?"

"Who knows? Let us first performour devotions at the fane."

Wth that they proceeded, and marched the remai nder of the day. By nightfall they were too tired
to do nore than slunmp to the sand of the beach

The sea spread before them flat as a table, so calmthat the setting sun cast only its exact
imge rather than a trail. Cans and crabs once nore provided a neager supper, after which they
conposed thensel ves to sleep on the beach

Sonewhat after the first hours of night Cugel was awakened by a sound of nusic. Starting up, he

| ooked across the water to find that a ghostly city had come into existence. Slender towers reared
into the sky, lit by glittering notes of white light which drifted slowy up and down, back and
forth. On the pronenades sauntered the gayest of crowds, wearing pale |um nous garnents and

bl owi ng horns of delicate sound. A barge piled with silken cushions, noved by an enornobus sail of
cornflower silk, drifted past Lanps at the bow and stern-post illum nated a deck thronged with
nmerrymakers: some singing and playing lutes, others drinking fromgoblets.

Cugel ached to share their joy. He struggled to his knees, and called out. The nerrymakers put
down their instruments and stared at him but now the barge had drifted past, tugged by the great
blue sail. Presently the city flickered and vani shed, |eaving only the dark night sky.

Cugel stared into the night, his throat aching with a sorrow he had never known before. To his
surprise he found hinself standing at the edge of the water. Nearby were Subucul e, Garstang and
Casmyre. Al gazed at each other through the dark, but exchanged no words. Al returned up the
beach, where presently they fell asleep on the sand.

Thr oughout the next day, there was little conversation, and even a nutual avoidance, as if each of
the four wished to be alone with his thoughts. Fromtine to tine one or the other |ooked half-
heartedly toward the south, but no

149

The Eyes of the Overworld

one seened in a nood to |eave the spot, and no one spoke of departure.

The day passed while the pilgrins rested in a half-torpor. Sunset canme, and night; but none of the
group sought to sleep

During the m ddl e evening the ghost city reappeared, and tonight a fete was in progress. Fireworks
of a wonderful intricacy blooned in the sky: |aces, nets, starbursts of red and green and bl ue and
silver. Along the pronenade cane a parade, w th ghost-nai dens dressed hi iridescent garnents,
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ghost - musi ci ans i n vol um nous garnments of red and orange and caperi ng ghost-harl equins. For hours
the sound of revelry drifted across the water, and Cugel went out to stand knee-deep, and here he
wat ched until the fete quieted and the city dinmed. As he turned away, the others followed him
back up the shore.

On the following day all were weak from hunger and thirst. In a croaking voice Cugel nmuttered that
they must proceed. Garstang nodded and said huskily, "To the fane, the fane of GIfig!"

Subucul e nodded. The cheeks of his once plunp face were haggard; his eyes were filned and cl ouded.
"Yes," he wheezed. "W have rested; we nmust go on."

Casnyre nodded dully. "To the fane!"

But none set forth to the south. Cugel wandered up the fore-shore and seated hinmself to wait for
nightfall. Looking to his right, he saw a human skeleton resting in a posture not dissimlar to
hi s own. Shuddering, Cugel turned to the left, and here was a second skel eton, this one broken by
time and the seasons, and beyond yet another, this a nere heap of bones.

Cugel rose to his feet and ran tottering to the others. "Quickl" he called. "Wile strength yet
remains to us! To the south! Cone, before we die, |ike those others whose bones rest above!™

"Yes, yes," nmunbled Garstang. 'To the fane." And he heaved hinself to his feet. "Cornel" he called
to the others. "W fare south!"

Subucul e rai sed hinself erect, but Casnyre, after a listless attenpt, fell back. "Here | stay,'*
he said. "Wen you reach the fane, intercede for ne with GIfig; explain that the entrancenent
overcame the strength of ny body."

Garstang w shed to remain and pl ead, but Cuge
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pointed to the setting sun. "If we wait till darkness, we are |lostl Tonmorrow our strength will be
gonel "

Subucul e took Garstang's arm "W nust be away, before nightfall."

Garstang nmade a final plea to Casmyre. "My friend and fellow, gather your strength. Together we
have cone, from far Pholgus Valley, by raft down the Scamari der, and across the dreadful desert!
Must we part before attaining the fane?"

"Come to the fane!" croaked Cugel. But Casnyre turned his face away. Cugel and Subucul e |ed
Garstang away, with tears coursing down his wthered cheeks; and they staggered south al ong the
beach, averting their eyes fromthe clear snooth face of the sea.

The old sun set and cast up a fan of color. A high scatter of cloud-flakes gl owed hal cyon yel |l ow
on a strange bronze-brown sky. The city now appeared, and never had it seened nore magnificent,
with spires catching the light of sunset Al ong the promenade wal ked youths and maidens with
flowers in then- hair, and sonetines they paused to stare at the three who wal ked al ong t he beach
Sunset faded; white lights shone fromthe city, and nusic wafted across the water. For a long tine
it followed the three pilgrinms, at last fading into the distance and dying. The sea lay blank to
the west, reflecting a few | ast unber and orange gli mers.

About this tinme the pilgrins found a streamof fresh water, with berries and wild plunms grow ng
near by, and here they rested the night In the norning Cugel trapped a fish and caught crabs al ong
the beach. Strengthened, the three continued south, always seeking ahead for the fane, which now
Cugel had al nost cone to expect, so intense was the feeling of Garstang and Subucul e. |ndeed, as

t he days passed, it was the devout Subucul e who began to despair, to question the sincerity of
GIfig's command, to doubt the essential virtue of GIfig hinself. "Wat is gained by this

agoni zing pilgrimge? Does GI-fig doubt our devotion? Surely we proved ourselves by attendance at
the Lustral Rite; why has he sent us so far?" "The ways of GIlfig are inscrutable," said Garstang.
"We have cone so far; we nust seek on and on and onl"
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Subucul e stopped short, to | ook back the way they had conme. "Here is ny proposal. At this spot |et
us erect an altar of stones, which becones our fane; let us then performa rite. Wth Glfig's
requi renent satisfied, we may turn our faces to the north, to the village where our fellows
reside. Here, happily, we may recapture the pack-beasts, replenish our stores, and set forth
across the desert, perhaps to arrive once nore at Erze Damath."

Garstang hesitated. "There is nuch to recommend your proposal. And yet—

"A boat!" cried Cugel. He pointed to the sea where a half-mle offshore floated a fishing boat
propel l ed by a square sail hanging froma long |inber yard. It passed behind a headl and whi ch rose
a mle south of where the pilgrins stood, and now Cugel indicated a village along the shore.
"Excel lent!" declared Garstang. "These folk may be fellow GIfigites, and this village the site of
the fane! Let us proceed!"
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Subucul e still was reluctant. "Could know edge of the sacred texts have penetrated so far?"
"Caution is the watchword," said Cugel. "W rnust reconnoiter with great care.” And he |l ed the way
through a forest of tamarisk and larch, to where they could | ook down into the village. The huts
were rudely constructed of black stone and housed a "fol k of ferocious aspect. Black hah* in

spi kes surrounded the round clay-col ored faces; coarse black bristles grew off the burly shoul ders
i ke epaul ettes. Fangs protruded fromthe nouths of male and fermale alike and ali spoke in harsh
grow i ng shouts. Cugel, Garstang and Subucul e drew back with the utnost caution, and, hidden anong
the trees, conferred in | ow voi ces.

Garstang at | ast was di scouraged and found nothing nore to hope for. "I am exhausted, spiritually
as well as physically; perhaps here is where | die."
Subucul e 1 ooked to the north. "I return to take ny chances on the Silver Desert. |If all goes well,

I will arrive once nore at Erze D?math, or even Phol gus Valley."
Garstang turned to Cugel. "And what of you, since the fane of GIfis is nowhere to be found?"
Cugel pointed to a dock at which a nunber of boats
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were nmoored. "My destination is Al nery, across the Son-gan Sea. | propose to commandeer a boat and
sail to the west."

"I then bid you farewell," said Subucule. "Garstang, will you cone?"

Gar stang shook his head. "It is too far. | would surely die on the desert. | will cross the sea
with Cugel and take the Wrd of GIfig to the folk of A nery.”

"Farewel |, then, to you as well," said Subucule. Then be turned swiftly, to bide the enotion in

his face, and started north.

Cugel and Garstang watched the sturdy formrecede into the distance and di sappear. Then they
turned to a consideration of the dock. Garstang was dubi ous. "The boats seem seaworthy enough, but
to 'commandeer' is to 'steall: an act specifically discountenanced by GIlfig."

"No difficulty exists," said Cugel. "I will place gold coins upon the dock, to a fair valuation of
t he boat."

Gar st ang gave a dubi ous assent "Wat then of food and water?"

"After securing the boat, we will proceed along the coast until we are able to secure suppli es,
after which we sail due west."

To this Garstang assented and the two fell to examining the boats, conparing one against the
other. The final selection was a staunch craft some ten or twelve paces |long, of ample beam with
a smal | cabin.

At dusk they stole down to the dock. Al was quiet: the fishernmen had returned to the vill age.
Gar st ang boarded the craft and reported all in good order. Cugel began casting off the |ines, when
fromthe end of the dock cane a savage outcry and a dozen of the burly villagers cane |unbering
forth.

"We are lost!" cried Cugel. "Run for your life, or better, swim"

"l npossible,” declared Garstang. "If this is death, | will neet it with what dignity | amable!"
Aad he clinbed up on the dock

In short order they were surrounded by folk of all ages, attracted by the commption. One, an el der
of the village, inquired in a stern voice, "Wat do you here, skulking on our dock, and preparing
to steal a boat?"
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"Qur notive is simplicity itself,"” said CugeL "W wi sh to cross the sea."

"What ?" roared the elder. "How is that possible? The boat carries neither food nor water, and is
poorly equi pped. Wiy did you not approach us and nake your needs known?"

Cugel blinked and exchanged a glance with Garstang. He shrugged. "I will be candid. Your

appear ance caused us such alarmthat we did not dare."

The remark evoked m ngl ed armusement and surprise hi the crowd. The spokesman said, "All of us are
puzzl ed; explain if you will."

"Very well," said Cugel. "May | be absolutely frank?"

"By all means!"

"Certain aspects of your appearance inpress us as feral and barbarous: your protruding fangs, the
bl ack mane whi ch surrounds your faces, the cacophony of your speech —+o0 nane only a fewitens."
The villagers | aughed incredul ously. "Wat nonsense!" they cried. "Qur teeth are |long that we nay
tear the coarse fish on which we subsist W wear our hair thus to repel a certain noxious insect,
and since we are afl rather deaf, we possibly tend to shout Essentially we are a gentle and kindly
fol k."
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"Exactly," said the elder, "and in order to denonstrate this, tonorrow we shall provision our best
boat and send you forth with hopes and good w shes. Tonight there shall be a feast in your honor!"
"Here is a village of true sainttiness," declared Garstang. "Are you by chance worshi ppers of
alfig?"

"No; we prostrate ourselves before the fish-god Yob, who seens as efficacious as any. But coneg,

l et us ascend to the village. W nust nake preparations for the feast."

They clinmbed steps hewn in the rock of the cliff, which gave upon an area illum nated by a dozen
flaring torches. The elder indicated a hut nmore commodi ous than the others: "This is where you
shall rest the night; | will sleep el sewhere."

Gar stang again was noved to conment upon the benevol ence of the fisher-folk, at which the el der
bowed his head. "W try to achieve a spiritual unity. Indeed, we synbolize this ideal in the main
di sh of our cerenonia
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feasts.” He turned, clapping his hands. "Let us prepare!"”

A great cauldron was hung over a tripod; a block and a cleaver were arranged, and now each of the
vill agers, marching past the block, chopped off a finger and cast it into the pot

The el der exxplained, "By this sinmple rite, which naturally you are expected to join, we
denmonstrate our conmon heritage and our nutual dependence. Come, let us step into the line." And
Cugel and Garstang had no choice but to excise fingers and cast theminto the pot with the others.
The feast continued long into the night. In the nmorning the villagers were as good as their word.
An especially seaworthy boat was provided and | oaded with stores, including food I eft over from
the previous night's feast.

The villagers gathered on the dock. Cugel and Garstang voiced their gratitude, then Cugel hoisted
the sail and Garstang threw off the nooring lines. Awind filled the sail and the boat noved out
on the face of the Songan Sea. Gradually the shore becanme one with the nurk of distance, and the
two were alone, with only the black netallic shimrer of the water to all sides.

Noon came, and the boat noved in an el enental enptiness: water below, air above; silence hi al
directions. The afternoon was |ong and torpid, unreal as a dream and the nelancholy grandeur of
sunset was followed by a dusk the color of watered w ne.

The wi nd seened to freshen and all night they steered west. At dawn the wind died and with sails
flapping idly both Cugel and Garstang sl ept

Eight tines the cycle was repeated. On the norning of the ninth day a | ow coastline was sighted
ahead. During the mddle afternoon they drove the prow of then-boat through gentle surf up on a

wi de white beach. "This then is A nery?" asked Garstang.

"So | believe," said Cugel, "but which quarter | amuncertain. Azenoraei nay lie to north, west or
south. If the forest yonder is that which shrouds East Al nery, we would do well to pass to the
side, as it bears an evil reputation.”

Gar stang poi nted down the shore. "Notice: another Tillage. If the folk here are Iike those across
the sea, they
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will help us on our way. Cone, |et us nmake our wants known."

Cugel bung back. "It mght be wise to reconnoiter, as before."

"To what end?" asked Garstang, "On that occasion we were only msled and confused." He | ed the way
down the beach toward the village. As they approached they could see fol k noving across the
central plaza: a graceful gol den-haired people, who spoke to each other hi voices |ike nusic.
Gar st ang advanced joyfully, expecting a wel cone even nore expansive than that they had received on
the other shore; but the villagers ran forward and caught them under nets. "Wy do you do this?"
called Garstang. "W are strangers and intend no harm"

"You are strangers; just so," spoke the tallest of the golden-haired villagers. "W worship that

i nexorabl e god known as Dangott. Strangers are automatically heretics, and so are fed to the
sacred apes.” Wth that they began to drag Cugel and Garstang over the sharp stones of the fore-
shore while the beautiful children of the village danced joyously to either side.

Cugel managed to bring forth the tube he had secured from Voynod and expel |l ed bl ue concentrate at
the villagers. Aghast, they toppled to the ground and Cugel was able to extricate hinself fromthe
net. Drawing his sword, he leapt forward to cut Garstang free, but now the villagers rallied.
Cugel once nore enployed his tube, and the villagers fled in dismal agony.

"Go, Cugel," spoke Garstang. "I aman old man, of little vitality. Take to your heels; seek
safety, with all ny good wi shes."

"This normally would be ny inpulse,"” Cugel conceded. "But these people have stinulated nme to
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qui xotic folly; so clanber fromthe net; we retreat together." Once nore he wought dismay wth
the blue projection, while Garstang freed hinmself, and the two fled al ong the beach. The villagers
pursued with harpoons. Their first cast pierced Garstang through the back. He fell w thout a
sound. Cugel swung about and ai ned the tube, but the spell was exhausted and only a linpid
exudati on appeared. The villagers drew back their arns to hurl a
156
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second vol I ey; Cugel shouted a curse, dodged and ducked, and the harpoons plunged past himinto
the sand of the beach
Cugel shook his fist a final time, then took to his heels and fled into the forest.
157

Vi

The Cave in the Forest

THROUGH THE A d Forest cane Cugel, step by furtive step, pausing often to listen for breaking twig
or quiet footfall or even the exhalation of a breath. Hi s caution, though it nade for sl ow
progress, was neither theoretical nor inpractical; others wandered the forest with anxieties and
yearnings greatly at odds with his own. Ah" one terrible dusk he had fled and finally outdi stanced
a pair of deodands; on another occasion he had stopped short at the very brink of a glade where a
| euconor ph had stood nusi ng: whereupon Cugel had becone nore diffident and furtive than ever
skulking fromtree to tree, peering and |istening, darting across open spaces with an
extravagantly delicate gait, as if contact with the ground pained his feet.

During a mddl e afternoon he canme upon a snmall dank gl ade surrounded by bl ack mandouars, tall and
porten-tuous as hooded nonks. A few red rays slanting into the glade, illunined a single tw sted
qui nce tree, where hung a strip of parchnent Standing back hi the shadows Cugel studied the gl ade
at length, then stepping forward took the parchnent. In crabbed characters a nessage was

i ndi cat ed:

Zar ai des the Sage nakes a generous offer! He who finds this nmessage may request and obtain an hour
of judicious counsel at no charge. Into a nearby hill ock opens a cave; the Sage will be found

wi t hin.

Cugel st udi ed t he par chnent with puzzl ement A 158
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| arge question hung in the air: why should Zaraides give forth his lore with such casual |argesse?
The purportedly free was sel dom as represented; in one guise or another the Law of Equival ence
must prevail. |f Zaraides offered counsel —+-di snmissing the prenise of absolute altrui smhe
"e.expected sonme comodity in return: at mininmuman inflation of self-esteem or know edge
regardi ng di stant events, or polite attention at a recitati on of odes, or sone such service. And
Cugel re-read the nmessage, his skepticism if anything augnmented. He woul d have flung the
parchnent aside had not he felt a real and urgent need for information: specifically know edge
regardi ng the nost secure route to the manse of |ucounu, together with a nethod for rendering the
Laughi ng Magi ci an hel pl ess.

Cugel | ooked all about, seeking the hillock to which Zaraides referred. Across the gl ade the
ground seened to rise, and lifting his eyes Cugel noticed gnarled |linbs and clotted foliage on
high, as if a nunber of daobados grew on |ofty ground.

Wth maxi num vi gi | ance Cugel proceeded through the forest, and presently was halted by a sudden up-
thrust of gray rock crowned with trees and vines: undoubtedly the hillock hi question

Cugel stood pulling at his chin, showing his teeth hi a grinmace of doubt. He Iistened: quiet,
utter and conplete. Keeping to the shadows, he continued around the hillock, and presently cane
upon the cave: an arched opening into the rock as high as a nan, as wi de as bis outstretched arms.
Above hung a placard printed in untidy characters:

ENTER: ALL ARE WELCOVE

Gugel | ooked this way and that No sight nor sound in the forest. He took a few careful steps
forward, peered into the cave, and found only darkness.

Cugel drew back. In spite of the genial urgency of the sign, he felt no inclination to thrust

hi nsel f forward, and squatting on his haunches he watched the cave intently.

Fifteen m nutes passed. 'Cugel shifted his position; and now, to the right, he spied a man
approaching, using a caution hardly |ess elaborate than his own. The newconer was of nmedi um
stature and wore the rude gar-
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ments of a peasant: gray trousers, a rust-colored bl ouse, a cocked brown hat with bill thrust
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forward. He had a round, sonmewhat coarse face, with a stub of a nose, small eyes set far apart, a
heavy chin besrubbled with a fuscous growh. Cutched in his hand was a parchnent |ike that which
Cugel had found.

Cugel rose to his feet The newconer halted, then cane forward. "You are Zaraides? If so, know ne
for Fabeln the herbalist; | seek a rich growmh of wild | eeks. Further, ny daughter noons and

| angui shes, and will no longer carry panniers; therefore—=

Cugel held up his hand. "You err; Zaraides keeps to his cave."

Fabel n narrowed his eyes craftily. "Wo then are you?"

"l am Cugel: |ike yourself, a seeker after enlightennment."

Fabel n nodded in full conprehension. "You have consulted Zaraides? He is accurate and trustworthy?
He demands no fee as his prospectus purports?"

"Correct in every detail," said Cugel. "Zaraides, who is apparently omiscient, speaks fromthe
sheer joy of transmitting information. My perplexities are resolved."

Fabel n i nspected Hi m sidelong. "Wy then do you wait beside the cave?"

"l also ama herbalist, and | fornul ate new questions, specifically in regard to a nearby gl ade
profuse with wild | eeks."

"I ndeed!" ejacul ated Fabeln, snapping his fingers in agitation. "Fornulate with care, and while

you arrange your phrases, | will step within and inquire regarding the |assitude of ny daughter."
"As you will," said Cugel. "Still, if you care to delay, | will be only a short time conposing ny
question.”

Fabel n made a jovial gesture. "In this short period, | will be into the cave, out and away, for
ama nman swift to the point of brusqueness.™

Cugel bowed. "In that case, proceed."

"I will be brief." And Fabeln strode into the cave. "Zaraides?" he called. "Were is Zaraides the
Sage? | am Fabeln; | wish to make certain inquiries. Zaraides? Be so good as to cone forth!" H's
voi ce became nmuffled. Cugel, listening intently, heard the opening and closing of a
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door, and then there was sil ence. Thoughtfully he conposed hinself to wait.

M nutes passed . . . and an hour. The red sun noved down the afternoon sky and passed behind the
hillock. Cugel becane restive. Wiere was Fabel n? He cocked his head: once nore the opening and
cl osing of a door? |Indeed, and here was Fabeln: all then was well!

Fabel n 1 ooked forth fromthe cave. "Were is Cugel the herbalist?" He spoke in a harsh brusque
voi ce. "Zaraides will not sit down to the banquet nor will be discuss | eeks, except in the nost
general terns, until you present yourself."

"A banquet ?" asked Cugel with interest "Does the bounty of Zarai des extend so far?"

"Indeed: did you not notice the tapestried hall, the carved goblets, the silver tureen?" Fabeln
spoke with a certain saturnine enphasis which puzzled Cugel. "But conme; | amin haste, and do not
care to wait. If you already have dined, | will so inform Zaraides."

"By no neans," said Cugel, with dignity. "I would burn with humliation thus to slight Zaraides.
Lead on; | follow"

"Come, then." Fabeln turned; Cugel followed himinto the cave, where his nostrils were assail ed by
a revolting odor. He paused. "|I seemto notice a stench—ene which affects nme unpleasantly."”

"I noticed the same," said Febeln. "But through the door and the foul odor is no nore!"

"I trust as nuch," said Cugel peevishly. "It would destroy ny appetite. \Where then—=

As he spoke he was swarmed upon by small quick bodies, clamry of skin and tainted with the odor he
found so detestable. There was a clanor of high-pitched voices; his sword and pouch were snatched;
a door was opened; Cugel was pitched into a low burrow. In the light of a flickering yellow flame
he saw his captors: creatures half his height, pallid of skin, pointed of face, with ears on the
tops of their heads. They wal ked with a slight forward hunch, and their knees seemed pointed
opposite to those of true nen, and their feet, in sandals, seened very soft and supple.

Cugel 1 ooked about in bew | dernment. Nearby crouched Fabeln, regarding himw th | oathing mngled
with mali-
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cious satisfaction. Cugel saw now that a nmetal band encircled Fabeln's neck, to which was
connected a long nmetal chain. At the far end of the burrow huddled an old man with long white
hair, likewise fitted with collar and chain. Even as Cugel |ooked about him the rat-people
clanmped a collar to his own neck. "Hold off!" exclainmed Cugel in consternation. "Wat does this
mean? | deplore such treatnent!"

The rat-folk gave hima shove and ran away. Cugel saw that |ong squanous tails depended fromtheh'
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poi nted runps, which protruded peculiarly fromthe black snmocks which they wore.
The door closed; the three nmen were al one.

Cugel turned angrily upon Fabehi. "You tricked ne; you led ne to capture! This is a serious

of fense! "

Fabehi gave a bitter laugh. "No | ess serious than the deceit you practiced upon ne! By your
knavish trick, | was taken; | therefore ensured that you should not escape."

"This is inhuman malice!" roared Cugel. "I shall see to it that you receive your just desserts!"”
"Bah," said Fabeln. "Do not anaoy ne with your conplaints. In any event, | did not lure you into

the cave fromnalice al one.”

"No? You have a further perverse notive?"

"It is sinple: the rat-folk are nothing if not clever! Woever entices two others into the cave
wins his own freedom You represent one itemto nmy account; | need furnish a second and | go free.
Is this not correct, Zar-aides?"

"Only in a broad sense,” replied the old man. "You nmay not tally this man to your account; if
justice were absolute you and he would fulfill ny score; did not ny parchnents bring you to the
cave?"

"But not within!" declared Fabeln. "Here lies the careful distinction which nust be made! The rat-
fol k concur, and hence you have not been rel eased."

"In this case," said Cugel, "I hereby claimyou as an itemupon ny score, since | sent you into
the cave to test the circunstances to be encountered.”

Fabel n shrugged. "This is a matter you nmust take up with the rat-folk." He frowned and blinked his
smal | eyes.
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"Way should I not claimmnyself as a credit to my own account? It is a point worth asserting."

"Not so, not so," canme a shrill voice frombehind a grate. "W tally only those itens provided
after inpoundnment. Fabeln is tallied to no one's account. He however is adjudged one item nanely,
the person of Cugel. Zaraides has a score of null."

Cugel felt the collar at bis neck. "Wat if we fail to provide two itens?"

"A nmonth is your tune; no nore. If you fail in this nonth, you are devoured."

Fabel n spoke in a voice of sober calculation. "I believe that | amas good as free. At no great

di stance ny daughter waits. She is suddenly inpatient with wild | eeks and hence redundant to mny
househol d. It is fitting that by her agency | amrel eased.” And Fabehi nodded with ponderous
satisfaction.

"I't will be interesting to watch your nethods," Cugel remarked. "Precisely where is she to be
found and how will she be sunmoned?"

Fabel n' s expressi on becanme both cunning and rancorous. "I tell you nothing! If you wish to tally
items, devise the neans yourself!"

Zar ai des gestured to a board where lay strips of parchnent. "I tie persuasive nessages to w nged
seeds, which are then liberated into the forest. The nethod is of questionable utility, luring
passersby to the nouth of the cave, but enticing themno further. | fear that | have only five
days to live. If only | had ny Hbranms, ny folios, nmy work-books! Wat spells, what spells! | would
rive this warren end to end; | would convert each of these man-rodents into a blaze of green fire.
I woul d punish Fabeln for cheating ne. . . . Hmm The Gyrator? Lug-wiler's Dismal Itch?"

"The Spell of Forlorn Encystment has its advocates," Cugel suggested.

Zar ai des nodded. "The idea has nmuch to reconmmend it ... But this is an idle dream ny spells were
snat ched away and conveyed to sone secret place.”

Fabeln snorted and turned aside. From behind the grate cane a shrill adnonition: "Regrets

and excuses are poor substitutes for itens upon your score. Emulate Fa-163
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bel n! Already he boasts one itemand plans a second on the nmorrom This is the sort we capture by
choi ce! "

"I captured him" asserted Cugel. "Have you no probity? | sent himinto the cave; he should be
credited to ny account!"”

Zaraides cried out in vehenent protest. "By ho neans! Cugel distorts the case! |£ pure justice
were done, both Cugel and Fabeln should be tallied to nmy score!”

"All is as before!" called out the shrill voice

Zarai des threw up his hands and went to witing parchnents with furious zeal, Fabeln hunched
hinself on a stool and sat in placid reflection. Cugel, in crawling past, kicked a leg fromthe
stool and Fabeln fell to the floor. He rose and sprang at Cugel, who threw the stool at him
"Order!" called the shrill voice. "Order or penalties will be inflicted!"
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"Cugel dislodged the stool, to send nme sprawling,"” conplained Fabeln. "Wiy is he not puni shed?"

"The sheerest mischance." stated Cueel. "In my opinion the irascible Fabeln should be placed

i ncommuni cado, for at |east two, or nore properly, three weeks."

Fabel n began to sputter, but the shrill voice behind the grate enjoined an inpartial silence upon
all.

Food was presently brought, a coarse porridge of offensive odor. After the neal all were forced to
crawl to a constricted burrow on a sonewhat |ower |evel, where they were chained to the wall.
Cugel fell into a troubled sleep, to be awakened by a call through the door to Fabeln: "The
message has been delivered—+t was read with great attention."”

"Good news!" cane Fabeln's voice. "Tonorrow | shall walk the forest a free man!"

"Silence," croaked Zaraides fromthe dark. "Must | daily wite parchnments for everyone's benefit
but ny own, only to |lie awake by night to your vile gloating?"

"Ha ha!" chortl ed Fabeln. "Hear the voice of the ineffectual w zard!"

"Alas for ny lost librans!" groaned Zaraides. "You would sing a vastly different tune!"

"I'n what quarter are they to be found?" inquired Cugel cautiously.
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"As to that, you nmust ask these foul nurids; they seized ne unawares."

Fabel n raised his head to conplain. "Do you intend to exchange remi niscences the whol e ni ght
through? I wish to sleep.”

Zar ai des, infuriated, began to upbraid Fabeln in so violent a manner that the rat-folk ran into
the burrow and dragged hi m away, |eaving Cugel and Fabel n al one.

In the norning Fabeln ate his porridge with great rapidity. "Now then," he called to the grating,
"detach this collar, that | may go forth to summon the second of my tallies, Cugel being the
first."

"Bah," nuttered Cugel. "Infamous!"

The rat-fol k, paying no heed to Fabeln's protests, adjusted the collar even nore tightly around
his neck, affixed the chain and pulled himforth on hands and knees, and Cugel was |eft al one.
He tried to sit erect, but the danp dirt pressed on his neck, and he slunped back down on his

el bows. "Cursed rat-creatures! Sonehow | nust evade theml Unlike Fabeln, | have no household to
draw from and the efficacy of Zaraides' parchnents is questionable. . . . Conceivably, however
others may wander close, in the fashion, of Fabeln and nmyself." He turned to the gate, behind
whi ch sat the sharp-eyed nonitor. "In order to recruit the required two itens, | wish to wait

out si de the cave."

"This is permtted,"” announced the nonitor. "Supervision nust of course be rigid."

"Supervision is understandable," agreed Cugel. "I request however that the chain and collar be
removed fromny neck. Wth a constraint so evident, even the nmost credulous will turn away."
"There is sonmething in what you say," admitted the nonitor. "But what is there to prevent you from
taking to your heel s?"

Cugel gave a sonewhat | abored laugh. "Do | seemone to betray a trust? Further, why should I do
so, when | can easily procure tally after tally for ny score?"

"We shall nake certain adjustnents."” A nmonent |ater a nunber of the rat-folk swarned into the
burrow. The collar was | oosened from Cugel's neck, his right Ieg was seized and a silver pin
driven through his ankle, to which, while Cugel called out in anguish, a chain was secured.

165

The Eyes of the Overworld

'The chain is now inconspicuous," stated one of his captors. "You may now stand before the cave
and attract passers-by as best you may."

Still groaning in pain, Cugel crawl ed up through the burrow and into the cave-nouth, where Fabeln
sat, a chain about his neck, awaiting the arrival of his daughter. "Were do you go?" he asked
suspi ci ousl y.

"l go to pace before the cave, to attract passers-by and direct themwthin!"

Fabel n gave a sour grunt, and peered off through the trees.

Cugel went to stand before the cave-nouth. He |ooked in all directions, then gave a nel odi ous
call. "Does anyone wal k near?"

He received no reply, and began to pace back and forth, the chain jingling along the ground.
Movenent through the trees: the flutter of yellow and green cloth, and here canme Fabeln's
daughter, carrying a basket and an axe. At the sight of Cugel she paused, then hesitantly
approached. "I seek Fabeln, who has requested certain articles."”

"I will take them" said Cugel, reaching for the axe, but the rat-folk were alert and haul ed hi m
qui ckly back into the cave. "She nust place the axe on that far rock," they hissed into Cugel's
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ear. "Go forth and so inform her."

Cugel linped forth once nore. The girl | ooked at himin puzzlement. "Wiy did you | eap back in that
fashi on?"

"I will tell you," said Cugel, "and it is an odd matter, but first you nust place your basket and
axe on that rock yonder, where the true Fabeln will presently arrive."

Fromwi thin the cave came a nutter of angry protest, quickly stifled.

"What was that sound?" inquired the girl.

"Do with the axe as | require, and I will make all known."

The girl, puzzled, took axe and basket to the designated spot, then returned. "Now, where Js

Fabel n?"

"Fabeln is dead," said Cugel. "Hi s body is currently possessed by a malicious spirit; do not on
any grounds heed it: this is ny warning."

At this Fabeln gave a great groan, and called fromthe cave. "He lies, he lies. Cone hither, into
t he cavel "
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Cugel held up a hand in restraint. "By no neans. Be cautious!"

The girl peered in wonder and fear toward the cave, where now Fabel n appeared, making the nopst
earnest gesticulations. The girl drew back. "Conme, cone!" cried Fabeln. "Enter the cave!"

The girl shook her head, and Fabeln in a fury attenpted to tear | oose his chain. The rat-folk
dragged himhastily back into the shadows, where Fabel n fought so vigorously the rat-folk were
obliged to kill himand drag his body back into the burrow

Cugel listened attentively, then turned to the girl and nodded. "All is now well. Fabeln |eft
certain valuables in ny care; if you will step within the cave, | will relinquish themto you."
The girl shook her head in bew | dernent "Fabeln owned nothing of value!"

"Be good enough to inspect the objects.” Cugel courteously notioned her to the cave. She stepped
forward, peered within, and instantly the rat-fol k seized her and dragged her down into the
bur r ow.

"This is itemone on ny score,” called Cugel within. "Do not neglect to record it!"

"The tally is duly noted," cane a voice fromwi thin. "One nore such and you go free."

The renmai nder of the day Cugei paced back and forth before the cave, |ooking this way and that
through the trees, but saw no one. At nightfall he was drawn back into the cave and pent hi the

| ow| evel burrow where he had passed the previous night. Now it was occupi ed by Fabel n's daughter
Naked, bruised, vacant-eyed, she stared at himfixedly. Cugel attenpted an exchange of
conversation, but she seened bereft of speech

The eveni ng porridge was served. Wiile Cugel ate, he watched the girl surreptitiously. She was by
no nmeans unconely, though now bedraggl ed and soiled. Cugel craw ed closer, but the odor of the rat-
folk was so strong that his lust dininished, and he drew back.

During the night there was furtive sound in the burrow a scraping, scratching, grating sound.
Cugel, blinking sleepily, raised on an el bow, to see a section of the floor tilt stealthily ajar
all owi ng a seep of snoky yellow light to play on the girl. Cugel cried out; into the burrow
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rushed rat-folk carrying tridents, but it was too late: the girl had been stolen

The rat-folk were intensely angry. They raised the stone, screaned curses and abuse into the gap
Q hers poured into the hole, with further vituperation. One aggrievedly explained the situation to
Cugel . "Other beings live below, they cheat us at every turn. Soneday we will exact revenge; our
pati ence is not inexhaustible! This night you nust sleep el sewhere |est they nake anot her sortie."
He | oosened Cugel's chain, but now was call ed by those who cenented the hole in the floor

Cugel nmoved quietly to the entrance, and when the attention of all were distracted he slipped out
into the passage. Gathering up the chain, he crawed in that direction which he thought Ied to the
surface, but encountering a side-passage becane confused. The tunnel turned downward and, becom ng
narrow, constricted his shoulders; then it dimnished in height, pressing down on himfrom above,
so that he was forced to withe forward, jerking hinself by his el bows.

H s absence was discovered; from behind caine squeals of rage, as the rat-folk rushed this way and
t hat .

The passage nade a sharp twist, at an angle into which Cugel found it inmpossible to twist his
body. Withing and jerking, he squeezed hinself into a new posture, and now could no. |onger nove.
He exhal ed and with eyes starting fromhis head, |unged about and up, and drew hinself into a
passage nore open. In a niche he cane upon a fire-ball, which he carried with him

The rat-fol k were approachi ng, scream ng injunctions. Cugel thrust hinself into a side-passage
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whi ch opened into a store-room The first objects to neet his eye were his sword and pouch

The rat-folk rushed into the roomw th tridents. Cugel hacked and sl ashed and drove them squeal i ng
back into the corridor. Here they gathered, darting back and forth, calling shrill threats in at
Cugel . Cccasionally one would rush forward to gnash its teeth and flourish its trident, but when
Cugel killed two of these, they drew back to confer in | ow tones.

Cugel took occasion to thrust certain heavy cases against the entrance, thus affording hinself a
nonment's respite.

The rat-folk pressed forward, kicking and shoving. Cu-
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gel thrust his blade through a chink, eliciting a wail of intense distress.

One spoke: "Cugel, cone forth! W are a kindly folk and bear no malice. You have one item upon
your score, and shortly no doubt will secure another, and thus go free. Wy di scommode us all?
There is no reason why, in an essentially inconvenient relationship, we should not adopt an
attitude of camaraderie. Cone forth, then, and we will provide neat for your norning porridge.”
Cugel spoke politely. "At the nonent | amtoo distraught to think clearly. Did | hear you say that
you planned to set nme free without further charge or difficulty?"

There was a whi spered conversation in the corridor, then came the response. "There was indeed a
statenment to that effect. You are hereby declared free, to come and go as you wi sh. Unbl ock the
entrance, cast down your sword, and conme forth!"

"What guarantee can you offer me?" asked Cugel, listening intently at the bl ocked entrance.

There were shrill chattering whispers, then the reply: "No guarantee is necessary. W now retire.
Cone forth, walk along the corridor to your freedom"

Cugel nmamde no response. Holding aloft the fire-ball, he turned to inspect the store-room which

contai ned a great store of articles of clothing, weapons and tools. In that bin which he had
pushed agai nst the entrance he noticed a group of |eather-bound librams. On the face of the first
was printed:

ZARAI DES THE W ZARD

Hi si Wbrk-book: Beware!

The rat-folk called once nore, in gentle voices: "Cugel, dear Cugel, why have you not cone forth?"

"I rest; | recover ny strength," said Cugel. He took forth the libram turned the pages, and found
an i ndex.
"Conme forth, Cugel!" cane a command, sonmewhat sterner. "W have here a pot of noxious vapor which

we propose to discharge into the chanber where you so obdurately seclude yourself. Come forth, or
it shall be the worse for~you!"
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"Patience," called Cugel. "Allow ne tine to collect nmy wits!"

"While you collect your wits we ready the pot of acid in which we plan to i merse your head."
"Just so, just so," said Cugel absently, engrossed in the work-book. There was a scrapi ng sound
and a tube was thrust into the chanber. Cugel took hold of the tube and twisted it so that it
poi nted back into the corridor.

"Speak, Cugel!" cane the portentous order. "WIIl you cone forth or shall we send a great gust of
vile gas into the chanber?"
"You |l ack that capability," said Cugel. "I refuse to come forth."

"You shall see! Let the gas exude!"”

The tube pul sed and hissed; fromthe corridor came a cry of vast dismay. The hissing ceased.

Cugel , not finding what he sought in the work-book, drew forth a tonme. This bore the title:
ZARAEDES THE W ZARD

Hi s Compendi um of Spel s Beware!

Cugel opened and read; finding an appropriate spell, he held the fire-ball close the better to
enconpass the activating syllables. There were four lines of words, thirty-one syllables in all
Cugel forced theminto his brain, where they lay |ike stones.

A sound behind hin? Into the chanber from another portal cane the rat-folk. Crouching |low, white
faces twitching, ears down, they crept forward, tridents |evel ed.

Cugel nmenaced themw th his sword, then chanted that spell known as the Inside Qut and Over, while
the rat-fol k stared aghast. There cane a great tearing sound: a convulsive lift and tw st as the
passages everted, spewing all through the forest. Rat-folk ran squealing back and forth, and there
were al so running white things whose nature Cugel could not distinguish by starlight. Rat-fol k and
the white creatures grappled and tore ferociously at each other, and the forest was filled with
snarling and gnashing, shrill screans and snall voices raised in outcry.
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Cugel moved quietly away, and in a bilberry thicket waited out the night.

When dawn arrived he returned cautiously to the hillock, hoping to possess hinself of Zaraides
conpendi um and wor k- book. There was great litter, and nany small corpses, but the articles he
sought were not to be found. Regretfully Cugel turned away and presently came upon Fabeln's
daughter sitting anong the ferns. Wen he approached, she squeaked at him Cugel pursed his lips
and shook his head in disapproval. He led her to a nearby stream and attenpted to wash her, but at
the first opportunity she di sengaged herself and hid under a rock
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THE SPELL known as the Inside Qut and Over was of derivation so rempte as to be forgotten. An
unknown C oud-rider of the Twenty-first Eon had construed an archaic version; the hal f-|egendary
Basil e Bl ackweb had refined its contours, a process continued by Veronifer the Bland, who had
added a reinforcing resonance. Arche-mand of d aere had annotated fourteen of its pervul-sions:
Phandaal had listed it in the "A ' or 'Perfected,* category of his nonunental catalogue. In this
fashion it had reached t he workbook of Zarai des the Sage, where Cugel, imrured under a hill ock
had found it and spoken it forth.

Now, once nore searching through the nmultifarious litter of the spell's aftermath, Cugel found
articles of every description: garnents new and ol d; jerkins, vests and cl oaks; antique tabards;
breeches flared after the new taste of Kauchique, or fringed and tasseled in the style of Ad
Romarth, or pied and gored in the extravagant An-dronmach node. There were boots and sandal s and
hats of every description; plunes, panaches, enblens and crests; old tools and broken weapons;
bangl es and trinkets; tarnished filigrees, crusted canmeos; genstones which Cugel could not refrain
from gat heri ng and whi ch perhaps delayed him from finding that which he sought: the work-books of
Zar ai des, which had been scattered with the rest.

Cugel searched at length. He found silver bow s, ivory spoons, porcelain vases, gnhawed bones and
shining teeth
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of many sorts, these glittering |ike pearls anong the | eaves—but nowhere the tones and folios

whi ch m ght have hel ped hi m overcone Jucounu the Laughi ng Magi ci an. Even now | ucounu's creature of
coercion, Firx, clanped serrated nenbers upon Cugel's liver. Cugel finally called out: "I nerely
seek the nost direct route to Azenonei; you will soon rejoin your conrade in lucounu's vat!
Meanwhi | e take your ease; are you in such an agony of haste?" At which Firx sullenly relaxed his
pressure.

Cugel wandered disconsol ately back and forth, |ooking anong branches and under roots, squinting up
the forest aisles, kicking anong the ferns and nosses. Then at the base of a stunmp he saw t hat
whi ch he sought: a number of folios and |ibranms, gathered into a neat stack. Upon the stunp sat
Zar ai des.

Cugel stepped forward, pinch-muthed with di sappointnent. Zaraides surveyed himwith a serene
count enance. "You appear to seek some mnisplaced object. The loss, | trust, is not serious?"

Cugel gave his head a terse shake. "A few trifles have gone astray. Let them nol der anong the

| eaves. "

"By no neans!" declared Zaraides. "Describe the loss; | will send forth a searching oscillation
You will have -your property within nmonents!"

Cugel demurred. "I would not inpose such a trivial business upon you. Let us consider other
matters." He indicated the stack of tones, upon which Zaraides had now placed his feet. "Happily

your own property is secure."”

Zar ai des nodded with placid satisfaction. "All is now well; | amconcerned only with that

i mhal ance which distorts our relationship.” He held up his hand as Cugel stood back. "There is no
cause for alarm in fact, quite the reverse. Your acts averted ny death; the Law of Equival ences
has been disturbed and | nust contrive a reciprocity." He conbed his beard with his fingers. "The
requital unfortunately nust be largely synbolic, |I could well fulfill the totality of your desires
and still not nudge the scal e against the weight of the service you have performed, even if

unwi ttingly, for me."

Cugel became sonewhat nore cheerful, but now Firx, once again inpatient, nade a new denonstration.
Cl aspi ng his abdonen, Cugel cried out, "Prelimnary to all, be
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good enough to extract the creature which |acerates ny vitals, a certain Firs."

Zar ai des raised his eyebrows. "What manner of creature is this?"

"A detestable object froma far star. It resenbles a tangle, a thicket, a web of white spines,
barbs and cl aws."

"A matter of no great difficulty," said Zarai des. "These creatures are susceptible to a rather
primtive nethod of extirpation. Cone; nmy dwelling lies at no great distance."

Zar ai des stepped down fromthe stunp, gathered his conpendia and flung theminto the air; al
lofted high to float swiftly over the treetops and out of sight. Cugel watched themgo with
sadness.

"You marvel ?" inquired Zaraides. "It is nothing: the sinplest of procedures and a curb on the zea
of thieves and footpads. Let us set forth; we nust expel this creature which causes you such
distress."

He I ed the way through the trees. Cugel cane after, but now Firx, belatedly sensing that all was
not to his advantage, made a furious protest. Cugel, bending double, junping stdew se, forced
hinmself to totter and run after Zarai des, who marched w thout so nuch as a backward gl ance.

In the branches of an enornous daobado Zaraides had his dwelling. Stairs rose to a heavy drooping
bough which led to a rustic portico. Cugel crawl ed up the staircase, along the bough, and into a
great square room The furnishings were at once sinple and | uxurious. Wndows | ooked in al
directions over the forest; a thick rug patterned in black, brown and yellow covered the floor
Zar ai des beckoned Cugel into his workroom "W will abate this nuisance at once."

Cugel stunbled after himand at a gesture settled upon a gl ass pedestal

Zar ai des brought a screen of zinc strips which he placed at Cugel's back. "This is to informFirx
that a trained wizard is at hand: creatures of his sort are highly antipathetic to zinc. Now then
a sinmple potion: sul fur, aquastel, tincture of zyche; certain herbs: bournade, hilp, cassas,

though these latter are perhaps not essential. Drink, if youwll. . . . Firx, come forth! Hence
you extraterrestrial pestl Rembve! O | dust Cugel's entire ulterior
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with sul fur and pierce himwi th zinc rods! Cone forth! What? Miust | flush you forth with aquastel?
Come forth; return to Achernar as best you mayl"
At this Firx angrily relinquished his grip and issued from Cugel's chest: a tangle of white nerves
and tendrils, each with its claw or barb. Zarai des captured the creature in a zinc basin which he
covered with a nesh of zinc.
Cugel, who had | ost consci ousness, awoke to find Zarai des serenely affable, awaiting his recovery.
"You are a lucky man," Zaraides told him 'The treatnent was only barely intine. It is the
tendency of this maleficent incubus to extend its prongs everywhere through the body, until it
cl anmps upon the brain; then you and Firx are one and the sane. How did you beconme infected with
the creature?"

Cugel gave a small grimace of distaste. "It was at the hands of |ucounu the Laughi ng Magi ci an.
You know hi n?" For Zarai des had all owed his eyebrows to arch high
"Mainly by his reputation for hunor and grotesquerie," replied the sage.
"He is nothing | ess than a buffoon!" exclained Cugel. "For a fancied slight he threwnme to the
north of the world, where the sun wheels | ow and casts no nore heat than a lanp. |ucounu nust have
his joke, but now!l will have a joke of my own! You have announced your effusive gratitude, and

so, before proceeding to the main body of ny desires, we will take a suitable revenge upon
| ucounu. "
Zar ai des nodded thoughtfully and ran his fingers through his beard. "I wll advise you. lucounu is

a vain and sensitive man. H's nost vulnerable spot is his self-esteem Turn your back on him take
yourself to another quarter! This act of proud disdain will strike a pang nore exquisite than any
ot her disconfort you might devise.

Cugel frowned. "The reprisal seens rather too abstract. If you will be good enough to sunmon a
dermon, | will give himhis instructions in regard to |ucounu. The business will then be at an end,
and we can discuss other matters."

Zar ai des shook his head. "All is not so sinple. lucounu, hinself devious, is not apt to be taken
unawares. He would instantly |learn who instigated the assault, and the
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relations of distant cordiality we have enjoyed would be at an end.”

"Pah!" scoffed Cugel. "Does Zaraides the Sage fear to identify hinself with the cause of justice?
Does he blink and draw aside fromone so tinmd and vacillating as | ucounu?”
"In a word-yes," said Zaraides. "At any instant the sun may go dark; | do not care to pass these
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| ast hours exchanging jests with | ucounu, whose hunmor is nuch nore el aborate than ny own. So now,
attend. In one mnute | nmust concern nyself with certain inmportant duties. As a final signal of

gratitude | will transfer you to whatever |ocale you choose. Were shall it be?"

"If this is your best, take me then to Azenonei, at the juncture of the Xzan with the Scaum"

"As you wi sh. Be so good as to step upon this stage. Hold out your hands thus. . . . Draw your
breath deep, and during the passage neither inhale nor exhale. . . . Are you ready?"

Cugel assented. Zaraides drew back and called a spell. Cugel was jerked up and away. An instant

| ater the ground touched his feet and he found hinself wal king the mai n concourse of Azenonei.

He drew a deep breath. "After all the trials, all the vicissitudes, | amonce again in Azenonei!"

And, shaking his head in wonder, he | ooked about him The ancient structures, the terraces
overlooking the river, the market: all were as before. Not far distant was the booth of Fian-
osther. Turning his back to avoid recognition, he sauntered away.

"Now what ?" he rum nated. "First, new garnents, then the conforts of an inn, where | may wei gh
every aspect of my present condition. When one wishes to laugh with [ucounu, he should enbark upon
the project with all caution.™

Two hours |l ater, bathed, shorn, refreshed, and wearing new garnents of black, green and red, Cuge
sat in the common roomof the River Inn with a plate of spiced sausages and a flask of green w ne.
"This matter of a just settlenent poses problens of extrene delicacy," he nmused. "I nust nove with
caret™

He poured wine fromthe flagon, and ate several of the sausages. Then he opened his pouch and

wi t hdrew a
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smal | object wapped carefully in soft cloth- the violet cusp which [ucounu wi shed as a match for
the one" already in his possession. He raised the cusp to his eye but stopped short: it would

di splay the surroundings in an illusion so favorable that he mi ght never wish to renmove it. And
now, as he contenplated the gl ossy surface, there entered his mind a program so ingenious, so
theoretically effective and yet of such small hazard, that he instantly abandoned the search for a
better.

Essentially, the scheme was sinple. He woul d present hinself to | ucounu and tender the cusp, or
nmore accurately, a cusp of simlar appearance. |ucounu would conpare it with that which he already
owned, in order to test the efficacy of the coupled pair, and inevitably | ook through both. The

di scord between the real and the false would jar his brain and render him hel pl ess, whereupon
Cugel could take such nmeasures as seened profitable.

Where was the flaw in the plan? Cugel could see none. |If lucounu discovered the substitution

Cugel need only utter an apol ogy and produce the real cusp, and so lull lucounu's suspicions. All
inall, the probabilities of success seened excellent.

Cugel finished his sausages in leisure, ordered a second flagon of w ne, and observed with

pl easure the view across the Xzan. There was no need for haste; indeed, while dealing with

| ucounu, impul siveness was a serious m stake, as he had al ready | earned.

On the following day, still finding no fault in his plan, he visited a gl ass-bl ower whose workroom
was established on the banks of the Scauma nile to the east of Azenonei, in a copse of fluttering
yel | ow bili bobs.

The gl ass-bl ower exam ned the cusp. "An exact duplicate, of identical shape and col or? No smal
task, with a violet so pure and rich. Such a color is nost difficult to work into glass; there is
no specific stain; all nust be a matter of guess and hazard. Still—+ will pepare a nelt. W shal
see, we shall see."

After several trials he produced a glass of the requisite hue, fromwhich he fashioned a cusp
superficially indistinguishable fromthe magic |ens.
"Excel lent!" declared CugeL "And now, as to your fee?"
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"Such a cusp of violet glass | value at a hundred ter-ces,
manner .

"What ?" cried Cugel in outrage. "Do | appear so gullible? The charge is excessive."

The gl ass-bl ower replaced his tools, swages and cruci bl es, showing no concern for Cugel's

i ndi gnation. "The universe evinces no true stability. Al fluctuates, cycles, ebbs and flows; all
is pervaded with nutability. My fees, which are i mmanent with the cosnos, obey the sane |aws and
vary according to the anxiety of the custoner."”

Cugel drew back in displeasure, at which the gl ass-blower reached forth and possessed hi nsel f of
bot h cusps. Cugel exclained: "Wat do you intend?"

replied the glass-blower in a casua
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"I return the glass to the crucible; what el se?"

"And what of that cusp which is ny property?"

"I retain it as a nenmento of our conversation,"

"Hol d!'" Cugel drew a deep breath. "I mght pay your exorbitant fee if the new cusp were as clear
and perfect as the old."

The gl ass- bl ower inspected first one, then the other. "To ny eye they are identical."

"What of focus?" Cugel challenged. "Hold both to your vision, |ook through both, then say as
muchl "

The gl ass-bl ower raised both cusps to his eyes. One allowed a view into the Overworld, the other
transmtted a view of Reality. Stunned by the discord, the glass-bl ower swayed and woul d have
fallen had not Cugel, in an effort to protect the cusps, supported him and guided himto a bench
Taki ng the cusps, Cugel tossed three terces to the work-table. "All is nutability, and thus your
hundred terces has fluctuated to three."

The gl ass-bl ower, too dazed to nake sensible reply, munbled and struggled to raise his hand, but
Cugel strode fromthe studio and away.

He returned to the inn. Here he donned his old garnents, stained and torn by nuch harsh treatnent,
and set forth along the banks of the Xzan.

As he wal ked he rehearsed the approaching confrontation, trying to anticipate every possible
contingency. Ahead, the sunlight glinted through spiral green glass towers: the nmanse of |ucounu
Cugel baited to gaze up at the eccentric structure.
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How nmany tines during his journey had he envisioned hinself standing here, with |ucounu the
Laughi ng Magi ci an cl ose at hand!

He clinbed the wi nding way of dark brown tile, and every step increased the tautness of his
nerves. He approached the front door, and saw on the heavy panel an object which he had failed to
noti ce previously: a visage carved in ancient wod, a gaunt face pinched of cheek and jaw, the
eyes aghast, the lips drawn back, the nmouth wide in a yell of despair or perhaps defiance.

Wth his hand raised to rap at the door, Cugel felt a chill settle on his soul. He drew back from
t he haggard wooden countenance, turning to foll ow the gaze of the blind eyes—across the Xzan and
away over the dimbare hills, rolling and heaving as far as vision could reach. He Reviewed his
pl an of operations. Was there a flaw? Danger to hinsel f? None was apparent. |If |ucounu discovered
the substitution Cugel could always plead error and produce the genui ne cusp. Geat advantage was
to be gained at small risk! Cugel turned back and rapped on the heavy panel

A mnute passed. Slowy the portal swung open. A flow of cool air issued forth, carrying a bitter
odor which Cugel could not identify. The sunlight slanting across his shoul der passed through the
portal and fell upon the stone floor. Cugel peered uncertainly into the vestibule, reluctant to
enter without an express invitation. "lucounu!" he called. "Cone forth, that | may enter your
manse! | w sh no further unjust accusations!"”

Wthin was a stir, a slow sound of feet. Froma roomto the side canme |ucounu, and Cugel thought
to detect a change in his countenance. The great soft yell ow head seened | ooser than before: the
jow s sagged, the nose hung like a stalactite, the chin was little nmore than a pinple bel ow the
great twi tching nouth.

| ucounu wore a square brown hat with each of the corners tipped up, a blouse of brown and bl ack
di aper, | oose pantal oons of a heavy dark brown stuff with black enbroi dery—a handsonme set of
garnents which [ucounu wore without grace, as if they were strange to him and unconfortable; and
i ndeed, he gave Cugel a greeting which Cugel found odd. "Well, fellow, what is your purpose? You
will never learn to wal k ceilings standing on
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your hands." And lucounu hid his mouth with his hands to conceal a snicker.

Cugel raised his eyebrows in surprise and doubt, "This is not my purpose. | have cone on an errand
of vast inport: nanely to report that the mssion 1 undertook on your behalf is satisfactorily
term nated. "

"Excellent!" cried lucounu. "You may now tender ne the keys to the bread | ocker."

" 'Bread | ocker'7" Cugel stared in surprise. Was |lucounu nmad? "I am Cugel, whom you sent north on
a mssion. | have returned with the magic cusp affording a viewinto the Overworld!"

"Of course, of course!" cried lucounu. " 'Brzmszzst,' | fear | amvague, anbng sSo nany
contrasting situations; nothing is quite as before. But now | welcone you. Cugel, of course! A

is clear. You have gone forth, you have returned! Howis friend Firx? Wll, | trust? | have | onged

for his conpani onship. An excellent fellow, Firx!"
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Cugel acquiesced with no great fervor. "Yes, Firx has been a friend indeed, au unflaggi ng source
of encour agenent”

"Excellent! Step within! | nust provide refreshnent! Wat is your preference: 'sz-nmesmi or *szk-
zsm ?"
Cugel eyed | ucounu askance. Hi s denmeanor was nore than peculiar, "I amfamliar with neither of

the itenms you nention, and hence will decline both with gratitude. But observe! The magic viol et
cusp!" And Cugel displayed the glass fabrication which he had procured only a few hours
previously.

"Excellent!" declared |ucounu. "You have done well, and your transgressions—ow | recall all,
havi ng sorted anong the various circunstances—are hereby declared nullified. But give ne the cusp
| nmust put it to trial!"

"OfF course," said Cugel. "I respectfully suggest, that in order to conprehend the full spendor of
the Over-world, you bring forth your own cusp and | ook through both simultaneously. This is the
only appropriate method."

"True, how true! My cusp; now where did that stubborn rascal conceal iit?"

" '"Stubborn rascal ?'" inquired Cugel. "Has sonmeone been m sarrangi ng your val uabl es?"

"I'n a manner of speaking." lucounu gave a wild titter,
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and ki cked up both feet far to the side, falling heavily to the floor, fromwhere he addressed the
astounded Cugel. "It is all one, and no |onger of consequence, since al! nust now transpire in the
"muz' pattern. Yes, | will shortly consult with Firx."

"On a previous occasion," said Cugel patiently, "you procured your cusp froma cabinet in that
chanber yonder."

"Silence!" comranded | ucounu in sudden annoyance. He haul ed hinself to his feet. " 'SzszM | am
well aware as to where the cusp is stored. Al is conpletely coordi nated! Follow ne. W shal

| earn the essence of the Overworld at once!” He enitted a bray of imoderate |aughter, at which
Cugel stared in new astoni shrment.

| ucounu shuffled into the side-chanber and returned with the case containing his magic cusp. He
made an inperious gesture to Cugel. "Stand exactly at this spot. Do not nove, as you value Firx!"
Cugel bowed obediently. lucounu took forth his cusp. "Now-the new object!"

Cugel tendered the glass cusp. "To your eyes, both together, that you may enjoy the full glory of
the Over-world!™"

"Yes! This is as it shall be!"™ lucounu lifted the two cusps and applied themto his eyes. Cugel
expecting himto fall paralyzed by the discord, reached for the cord he had brought to tie the

i nsensi bl e savant; but |ucounu showed no signs of hel pl essness. He peered this way and that,
chortling in a peculiar fashion. "Splendid! Superb! A vista of pure pleasure!l" He renoved the
cusps and placed themcarefully in the case. Cugel watched glumy

"I am much pl eased,"” said |ucounu, making a sinuous gesture of hands and arns, which further
bewi | dered Cugel. "Yes," lucounu continued, "you have done well, and the insensate w ckedness of
your offense is hereby remitted. Now all that remains is the delivery of ny indispensable Firx,
and to this end | nust place you in a vat. You will be subnmerged in an appropriate liquid for
approxi mately twenty-six hours, which may well suffice to tenmpt Firx forth."

Cugel grimaced. How was one to reason with a magician not only droll and irascible, but also
bereft? "Such an imersion night well affect me adversely,” he pointed
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out cautiously. "Far wiser to allow Firx a period of further peranbul ation."

| ucounu seened favorably inpressed by the suggestion, and expressed his delight by nmeans of an
extremely intricate jig, which he performed with agility remarkable t in a man of |ucounu's short
i nbs and sonmewhat corpu-lent body. He concluded the denpbnstration with a great leap into the air,
alighting on his neck and shoul ders, arns and | egs waving |like those of an overturned beetle.
Cugel watched in fascination, wondering whether |ucounu was alive or dead.

But | ucounu, blinking sonewhat, ninbly gained an upright posture. "I nust perfect the exact
pressures and thrusts," he ruminated. "Qtherwi se there is inpingenment. The el uctauce here is of a
different order than of "ssz-pntz.'" He emtted another great chortle, throw ng back his head, and

| ooking into the open nmouth Cugel saw, rather than a tongue, a white claw. Instantly he
apprehended the reason for lucounu's bizarre conduct In sonme fashion a creature like Firx had
inserted itself into lucounu's body, and had taken possession of his brain.

Cugel rubbed his chin with interest. A situation of nmarvel! He applied hinself to concentrated
t hought. Essential to know was whether the creature retained |ucounu's nmastery of magic. Cuge
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sai d, "Your wisdomastounds nel | amfilled with adnmiration! Have you added to your collection of
t haumat ur gi cal curi os?"

"No; there is anple at hand," declared the creature, speaking through |ucounu's nmouth. "But now
feel the need for relaxation. The evolution | perfornmed a nonent or so ago has nmde qui et ude
necessary."

"A sinple matter," said Cugel. "The nost effective neans to this end is to clanp with extreme
intensity upon the Lobe of Directive Volition."

"I ndeed?" inquired the creature. "I will attenpt as nuch; let ne see: this is the Lobe of
Antithesis and here, the Convol vemrent of Sublimnal Configuration. . . . '"Szzm' Mich here puzzles

me; it was never thus on Achernar." The creature gave Cugel a sharp |look to see if the slip had
been noticed. But Cugel put on an attitude of |ackadaisical boredom and the creature continued to
sort through the various elenments of |ucounu's brain, "Ah
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yes, here: the Lobe of Directive Volition. Now, a sudden vigorous pressure.”

| ucounu's face becane taut, the nuscles sagged, and the corpul ent body crunpled to the floor

Cugel leapt forward and in a trice bound lucounu's arns and | egs and affi xed an adhesi ve pad
across the big nouth.

Now Cugel performed a joyful caper of his own. Al was well! lucounu, his nmanse and his great

coll ection of magical adjuncts were at his disposal! Cugel considered the hel pl ess hul k and
started to drag it outside where he might conveniently strike off the great yellow head, but the
recoll ection of the numerous indignities, disconforts and hum liations he had suffered at

| ucounu' s hands gave hi m pause. Should lucounu attain oblivion so swiftly, with neither cognition
nor renorse? By no neans

Cugel pulled the still body out into the hall, and sat on a nearby bench to consi der.

Presently the body stirred, opened its eyes, made an effort to arise, and, finding this

i mpossi bl e, turned to exam ne Cugel first in surprise, then outrage. Fromthe nouth came
perenptory sounds whi ch Cugel acknow edged with a nonconmttal sign

Presently he arose to his feet, exami ned the bonds and the nouth-plaster, nade all doubly secure,
then set about a cautious inspection of the manse, alert for traps, lures or deadfalls which the
whi msi cal | ucounu mi ght have established hi order to outwit or beguile intruders. He was
especially vigilant during his inspection of |ucounu's workroom probing everywhere with a |ong
rod, but if lucounu had set forth snares or beguil enents, none were evident.

Looki ng al ong lucounu's shel ves, Cugel found sulfur, aquastel, tincture of zyche and herbs from
whi ch he prepared a viscous yellow elixir. He draggged the flaccid body into the workroom
adm ni stered the potion, called orders and persuasions and finally, with |ucounu an even nore

i ntense yellow fromingested sulfur, with aquastel steanming fromhis ears, with Cugel panting and
perspiring fromhis own exertions, the creature from Achernar clawed free of the heaving body.
Cugel caught it in a great stone nortar, crushed it to a paste with an iron pestle, dissolved al
with spirits of vitriol, added aromatic ner-naunce and poured the resultant slinme down a dram
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| ucounu, presently returning to consciousness, fixed Cugel with a glare of disturbing intensity.
Cugel adm nistered an exhal ati on of raptogen and the Laughi ng Magician, rolling his eyes upward,
returned to a state of apathy.

Cugel sat back to rest A problemexisted: how best to restrain |ucounu while he nmade his
representations. Finally, after |ooking through one or two manuals, be sealed lucounu's nouth with
a daub of juncturing conpound, secured his vitality with an unconplicated spell, then pent himin
a tall glass tube, which he suspended froma chain in the vestibule.

Thi s acconplished, and | ucounu once nore consci ous, Cugel stood back with an affable grin. "At

| ast, lucounu, matters begin to right thenselves. Do you recall the indignities you visited upon
me? How gross they werel | vowed that you would regret the circunstance! | now begin to validate
the vow Do | nake nyself clear?"

The expression distorting lucounu's face was an adequate response.

Cugel seated hinself with a goblet of lucounu's best yellow wine. "I intend to pursue the natter
inthis wise: | shall calculate the sumof those hardships | have endured, including such al nost

i ncommensurable qualities as chills, cold draughts, insults, pangs of apprehension, uncertainties,
bl eak despairs, horrors and di sgusts, and other indescribable mseries, not the | east of which
were the mnistrations of the unspeakable Firx. Fromthis total | will subtract for ny initial

i ndi scretion, and possibly one or two further ameliorations, |eaving an inposing bal ance of
retribution. Luckily, you are lucounu the Laughing Mgician: you will certainly derive a wy
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i mper sonal armusenent fromthe situation.” Cugel turned an inquiring glance up at |ucounu, but the
returni ng gaze was anything but jocul ar.
"A final question,"” said Cugel. "Have you arranged any traps or lures in which | mght be

destroyed or imobilized? One blink will express 'no*; two, 'yes.

| ucounu nerely gazed contenptuously fromthe tube.

Cugel sighed. "I see that | must conduct nyself warily."

Taking his wine into the great hall, he began to faniliarize hinmself with the collection of

magi cal instruments, artifacts, talismans and eurios: now, for all practical pur-
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poses, his own property. lucounu's gaze followed himeverywhere with an anxi ous hope that was by
no neans reassuring.

Days went by and lucounu's trap, if such existed, renained unsprung, and Cugel at |ast canme to
bel i eve that none existed. During this tine he applied hinself to [ucouuu's tonmes and folios, but
with disappointing results. Certain of the tomes were witten in archaic tongues, indecipherable
script or arcane term nol ogy; others described phenonmena beyond his conprehension; others exuded a
waft of such urgent danger that Cugel instantly clanped shut the covers.

One or two of the work-books he found susceptible to his understanding. These he studied with
great diligence, cranm ng syllable after wenching syllable into his mind, where they rolled and
pressed and distended his tenples. Presently he was able to enconpass a few of the npost sinple and
primtive spells, certain of which be tested upon lucounu: notably Lugwiler's Dismal Itch. But by
and | arge Cugel was di sappoi nted by what seenmed a | ack of innate conpetence. Acconplished
magi ci ans coul d enconpass three or even four of the nost powerful effectuants; for Cugel
attaining even a single spell was a task of extraordinary difficulty. One day, while applying a
spatial transposition upon a satin cushion, he inverted certain of the pervul sions and was hinself
hurl ed backward into the vestibule. Annoyed by lucounu's smrk, Cugel carried the tube to the
front of the manse and affixed a pair of brackets upon which he hung | anps, which thereafter
illum nated the area before the manse during the hours of night.

A nonth passed, and Cugel becane sonewhat nore confident in his occupancy of the manse. Peasants
of a nearby village brought himproduce, and in return Cugel perforned what small services he was
abl e. On one occasion the father of Jince, the nai den who served as arranger of his bed-chanber

| ost a valuable buckle in a deep cistern, and inplored Cugel to bring it forth. Cugel readily
agreed, and | owered the tube containing |ucounu into the cistern. lucounu finally indicated the

| ocati on of the buckle, which was then recovered with a grapple.

The epi sode set Cugel to devising other uses for lucounu. At the Azenonmei Fair a 'Contest of

G ot esques*
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had been arranged. Cugel entered |ucounu in the conpetition, and while he failed to win the prine
award, his grimaces were unforgettable and attracted nmuch comrent.

At the fair Cugel encountered Fianosther, the dealer hi talismans and nagi cal adjuncts who had
originally sent Cugel to lucounu's manse. Fianosther |ooked in jocular surprise from Cugel to the
tube contai ni ng lucounu, which Cugel was transporting back to the manse in a cart "Cugel! Cuge
the Cever!" exclaimed Fianosther. "Runor then speaks accurately! You are now lord of lucounu's
manse, and of his great collection of instruments and curios!"”

Cugel at first pretended not to recogni ze Fi anosther, then spoke in the cool est of voices. "Qite
true," he said, "lucounu has chosen to participate less actively in the affairs of the world, as
you see. Nonetheless, the manse is a warren of traps and deadfalls; several fani shed beasts stal k
the grounds by night, and | have established a spell of intense violence to guard each entrance."
Fi anost her seened not to notice Cugel's distant manner. Rubbing his plunp hands, he inquired,

"Since you now control a vast collection of curios, will you sell certain of the |ess choice
items?"

"I have neither need nor inch'nation to do so," said Cugel. "lucounu's coffers contain gold to
last till the sun goes dark." And both nen, after the habit of tune, |ooked up to gauge the col or
of the noribund star.

Fi anost her nade a gracious sign. "In this case, | wish you a good day, and you as well." The | ast

was addressed to |ucounu, who returned only a surly glare.

Returning to the manse, Cugel brought lucounu into the vestibule; then, naking his way to the
roof, he leaned on a parapet and gazed over the expanse of hills which rolled away |ike swells on
a sea. For the hundredth tinme he pondered | ucounu's peculiar failure of foresight; by no neans
nmust he, Cugel, fall into simlar error. And he | ooked about with an eye to defense.
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Above rose the spiral green glass towers; below slanted the steep ridges and gabl es which | ucounu
had deened esthetically correct. Only the face of the ancient keep offered an easy method of
access to the manse. Along the slanting outer abutments Cugel arranged sheets of soap-stone in
such a nanner than anyone clinbing to the
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parapets nmust step on these and slide to his doom Had | ucounu taken a simlar precaution—so Cuge
refl ected—instead of arranging the oversubtle crystal maze, he would not now be | ooking forth
fromthe tall glass tube

O her defenses nust also be perfected: nanely those resources to be derived from |l ucounu's

shel ves.

Returning to the great hall, he consuned the repast set forth by Jince and Skivvee, his two conely
st ewar desses, then imediately applied hinmself to his studies. Toni ght they concerned thensel ves
with the Spell of Forlorn Encystment, a reprisal perhaps nore favored in earlier eons than the
present, and the Agency of Far Despatch, by which | ucounu had transported himto the northern
wastes. Both spells were of no snmall power; both required a bold and absolutely precise control
which Cu-'gel at first feared he woul d never be able to supply. Neverthel ess he persisted, and at
last felt able to enconpass either the one or the other, at need.

Two days later it was as Cugel had expected: a rap at the front door which, when Cugel flung w de

the portal, indicated the unwel cone presence of Fianosther

"Good day," said Cugel cheerlessly. "I amindi sposed, and nust request that you instantly depart."”
Fi anost her made a bl and gesture. "A report of your distressing illness reached nme, and such was ny
concern that | hastened here with an opiate. Allow ne to step within"—so saying he thrust his
portly figure past Cugel —and | will decant the specific dose."

"I suffer froma spiritual malaise," said Cugel meaningfully, "which manifests itself in outbursts
of vicious rage. | inplore you to depart, lest, in an uncontrollable spasm | cut you in three
pieces with ny sword, or worse, invoke magic."

Fi anost her wi nced uneasily, but continued in a voice of unquenchable optimsm "I |ikewi se carry a

poti on against this disorder.” He brought forth a black flask. "Take a single swallow and your
anxieties will be no nore."

Cugel grasped the pommel of his sword. "It seens that | nust speak wi thout anbiguity. |-conmmand
you: depart, and never return! | understand your purpose and | warn you that you will find ne a
| ess indul gent eneny than was |[ucounu! So now, be off! O | inflict upon you
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the Spell of the Macroid Toe, whereupon the signalized menber swells to the proportions of a
house. "

"Thus and so," cried Fianosther in a fury. "The mask is torn aside! Cugel the C ever stands
reveal ed as an in-grate! Ask yourself: who urged you to pillage the nanse of |ucounu? It was I,
and by every standard of honest conduct | should be entitled to a share of |ucounu's wealth!"

Cugel snatched forth his blade. "I have heard enough; now | act."”

"Hol d!" And Fi anosther raised high the black flask. "I need only hurl this bottle to the floor to
unl oose a puru-lence, to which | amimune. Stand back, then!"

But Cugel, infuriated, lunged, to thrust his blade through the upraised arm Fianosther called out

in woe, and flung the black bottle into the air. Cugel leapt to catch it with great dexterity; but
meanwhi | e, Fi anosther, junping forward, struck hima blow, so that Cugel staggered back and
collided with the glass tube containing lucounu. It toppled to the stone and shattered; |ucounu
crept painfully away fromthe fragnents

"Ha ha!" | aughed Fi anosther. "Matters now nove in a different direction!"

"By no neans!" called Cugel, bringing forth a tube of blue concentrate which he had found anpbng

| ucounu' s instrunents.

I ucounu strove with a sliver of glass to cut the seal on his lips. Cugel projected a waft of blue
concentrate and | ucounu gave a great tight-Iipped noan of distress. "Drop the glass!" ordered
Cugel . "Turn about to the wall." He threatened Fianosthcr. "You as well!"

Wth great care he bound the arns of his enemies, then stepping into the great hall possessed

hi msel f of the workbook which he had been studying.

"And now-both outside!" he ordered. "Move with alacrity! Events will now proceed to a definite
condition!"

He forced the two to walk to a flat area behind the manse, and stood t hem sonewhat apart.

"Fi anost her, your doomis well-nerited. For your deceit, avarice and odi ous nannerisns | now visit
upon you the Spell of Forlorn Encystnent!"”
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Fi anost her wail ed piteously, and collapsed to his knees. Cugel took no heed. Consulting the work-
book, he en-
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conpassed the spell; then, poi nti ng and nami ng Fi anost her, he spoke the dreadfu
syl | abl es.

But Fi anosther, rather than sinking into the earth, crouched as before. Cugel hastily consulted

t he workbook and saw that in error he had transposed a pair of pervulsions, thereby reversing the
quality of the spell. Indeed, even as he understood the mstake, to all sides there were snal
sounds, and previous victins across the eons were now erupted froma depth of forty-five mles,
and di scharged upon the surface. Here they lay, blinking in glazed astoni shnent; though a few | ay
rigid, too sluggish to react. Their garnments had fallen to dust, though the nore recently encysted

still wore a rag or two. Presently all but the nost dazed and rigid nmade tentative notions,
feeling the air, groping at the sky, marveling at .the sun.
Cugel uttered a harsh laugh. "I seemto have perforned incorrectly. But no matter. | shall not do

so a second tinme. lucounu, your penalty shall be commensurate with your offense, no nore, no |ess!
You flung me willy-nilly to the northern wastes, to a | and where the sun slants | ow across the
south. | shall do the sane for you. You inflicted ne with Firx; | will inflict you with

Fi anost her. Together you may plod the tundras, penetrate the Geat Erm w n past the Muntains of
Magnatz. Do not plead; put forward no excuses: in this case | amobdurate. Stand quietly unless
you-wi sh a further infliction of blue ruin!"

So now Cugel applied hinself to the Agency of Far Despatch, and established the activating sounds
carefully within his mnd. "Prepare yourselves," he called, "and farewel | !"

Wth that he sang forth the spell, hesitating at only one pervul sion where uncertainty overcane
him But all was well. Fromon high carne a thud and a guttural outcry, as a coursing denon was
halted in md-flight. 1 "Appear, appear!" called Cugel. "The destination is as before: to the
shore of the northern sea, where the cargo nust be delivered alive and secure! Appear! Seize the
desi gnat ed persons and carry themin accordance with the command!"

A great flapping buffeted the air; a black shape with a hi deous vi sage peered down. It |lowered a
tal on; Cuge
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was lifted and carried off to the north, betrayed a second tine by a m splaced pervul sion

For a day and a night the denon dew, grunbling and noani ng. Sonewhat after dawn Cugel was cast
down on a beach and the denon thundered off through the sky.

There was silence. To right and |l eft spread the gray beach. Behind rose the foreshore with a few
clunmps of salt-grass and spinifex. A few yards up the beach lay the splintered cage in which once
bef ore Cugel had been delivered to this same spot. Wth head bowed and arnms cl asped around his
knees, Cugel sat | ooking out across the sea.
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