VADWAND
By Roger Zel azny

I

| am not certain.

It sonetimes seens as if | have al ways been here, yet | know that there nust
have been a time before ny advent.

And sonetimes it seenms as if | have only just lately arrived. From where

m ght have cone, | have no idea. Recently, | have found this vaguely
troubling, but only recently.

For a long while, | drifted through these halls, across the battlenments, up
and down the towers, expanding or contracting as | chose, to fill a room-or a

dozen--or to snake ny way through the homes of mice, to trace the sparkling
cabl es of the spider's web. Nothing noves in this place but that | am aware of
it.

Yet | was not fully aware of myself until recently, and the acts | have just
recited have the dust of dreans strewn over them nyself the partial self of
the dreamer. Yet--

Yet | do not sleep. | do not dream However, | seem now to know of many things
whi ch | have never experienced.

Perhaps it is that | ama slow | earner, or perhaps sonething has recently
stimul ated ny awareness to the point where all the echoes of thoughts have
brought about sonething new within ne--a sense of self which I did not
formerly possess, a know edge of separateness, of my apartness fromthose

t hi ngs which are not-ne.

If this is the case, | would like to believe that it has to do with nmy reason
for being. | have also recently begun feeling that | should have a reason for
being, that it is inportant that | have a reason for being. | have no idea,

however, as to what this could be.

It has been said--again, recently--that this place is haunted. But a ghost, as
| understand it, is sone non-physical survival of someone or somethi ng which
once existed in a nore solid form | have never encountered such an entity in
my travels through this place, though lately it has occurred to ne that the
reference could be to me in ny nore tangible nonments. Still, | do not believe
that | ama ghost, for | have no recollection of the requisite previous state.
O course, it is difficult to be certain in a matter such as this, for | |ack
know edge concerni ng what ever | aws ni ght govern such situations.

And this is another area of existence of which | have but recently becone
aware: |aws--restrictions, conpul sions, areas of freedom.. They seemto be
everywhere, fromthe dance of the tiniest particles to the turning of the
worl d, which may be the reason | had paid them such small heed before. That
which is ubiquitous is alnmst unnoticed. It is so easy to flow in accordance
with the usual without reflecting upon it. It may well be that it was the
occurrence of the unusual which served to rouse this faculty within nme, and
along with it the realization of my own existence.

Then, too, in accordance with the laws with which | have become aware, | have
observed a phenomenon which | refer to as the persistance of pattern. The two
men who sit talking within the roomwhere | hover like a slowy turning,
totally transparent cloud an arm s distance out fromthe hi ghest bookshel f
nearest the wi ndow-these two men are both patterned upon simlar |ines of
symmetry, though | becone aware of many differences within these limts, and
t he wave di sturbances which they cause within the air when comruni cating with
one anot her are al so patterned things possessing, or possessed by, rules of
their omn. And if | attend very closely, | can even beconme aware of their

t hought s behi nd, and sonetimes even before, these disturbances. These, too,
seemto be patterned, but at a nuch hi gher |evel of conplexity.

It would seemto followthat if I were a ghost sonething of my previous
pattern might have persisted. But | amwi thout particular form capable of
great expansions and contractions, able to perneate anything | have so for



encountered. And there is no special resting state to which | feel constrained
to return.

Along with ny nascent sense of identity and my ignorance as to what it is that
I am | do feel something else: a certainty that | aminconplete. There is a
thing lacking within nme, which, if | were to discover it, mght well provide
me with that reason for being which | so desire. There are tines when | fee
as if | had been, in a way, sleeping for a long while and but recently been
awakened by the commotions in this place--awakened to find nyself robbed of
some essential instruction. (I have only lately | earned the concept "robbed"
because one of the nen | nowregard is a thief.)

If | amto acquire a conpleteness, it would seemthat | rmust pursue it myself,
| suppose that, for now, | ought to make this pursuit ny reason for being.
Yes. Sel f-know edge, the quest after identity... These would seem a good
starting place. | wonder whether anyone el se has ever had such a problen? |
will pay close attention to what the men are saying.

| do not |ike being uncertain.

Pol Detson had arranged the seven figurines into a row on the desk before him
A young nman, despite the white streak through his hair, he | eaned forward and
extended a hand in their direction. For a tine he noved it slowy, passing his
fingertips about the entire group, then in and out, encircling each

gem studded individual. Finally, he sighed and withdrew. He crossed the room
to where the small, black-garbed nan sat, left |eg crooked over the armof his
chair, a wineglass in either hand, the contents of both aswirl. He accepted
one fromhimand raised it to his lips.

"Well?" the smaller man, Musegl ove by name, the thief, asked hi mwhen he
lowered it.

Pol shook his head, noved a chair so that his field of vision took in both
Mousegl ove and the statuettes, seated hinself.

"Peculiar," he said at last. "Al npst everything tosses off a thread, sonething
to give you a hold over it, even if you have to fight for it, even if it only
does it occasionally."

"Perhaps this is not the proper occasion."

Pol | eaned forward, set his glass upon the desk. He flexed his fingers before
hi mand placed their tips together. He began rubbi ng them agai nst one anot her
with small, circular novenments. After perhaps half a minute, he drew them
apart and reached toward the desk

He chose the nearest figure--thin, female, crowned with a red stone, hands

cl asped beneath the breasts--and began naking a w appi ng notion about it,

t hough Mousegl ove coul d detect no substance to be engaged in the process.
Finally, his fingers noved as if he were tying a series of knots in a

nonexi stent string. Then he noved away, seating hinself again, drawi ng his
hands slowy after himas if playing out a line with some tension on it.

He sat unmoving for a long while. Then the figure on the desk jerked slightly
and he | owered his hands.

"No good," he said, rubbing his eyes and reaching to recover his w neglass. "I
can't seemto get a handle on it. They are not |ike anything else | know
about . "

"They're special, all right," Musegl ove observed, "considering the dance they
put me through. And fromthe glinpses they gave you at Anvil Muntain, | have
the feeling they could talk to you right now-if they wanted to."

"Yes. They were hel pful enough--in a way--at the tinme. | wonder why they won't
communi cat e now?"

"Perhaps they have nothing to say."

I found nyself puzzled by the manner in which these men spoke of those seven
smal |l statues on the desk, as if they were alive. | drew nearer and exani ned
them | had noted lines of force going fromthe man Pol's fingertips to them
shortly after he had spoken of "threads" and performed his manipul ati ons.

had al so detected a throbbing of power in the vicinity of his right forearm
where he bore the strangely troubling mark of the dragon--a thing about which
| feel | should know nore than | do--but | had seen no threads. Nor had



noted any sort of reaction fromthe figures, save for the small jerking
nmoverent of the one as the shell of force was repelled.

| settled down about them contracting, feeling the textures of the various
materials of which they had been formed. Cold, lifeless. It was only the words
of the nen which laid any nystery upon them

Continuing this conmerce of surfaces, | grew even smaller, concentrating ny
attention now upon that figure which Pol had nmonentarily bound. My action then
was as pronpt as my decision: | began to pour nyself into it, flow ng through
t he nmini scul e openi ngs- -

The burn! It was indescribable, the searing feeling that passed through ny

bei ng. Expanding, filling the room passing beyond it into the night, | knew
that it rmust be that thing referred to as pain. | had never experienced it
before and | wanted never to feel it again.

| continued to seek greater tenuosness, for in it lay a neasure of

al | evi ati on.

Pol had been correct concerning the figure. It was, sonehow, alive. It did not
wi sh to be disturbed.

Beyond the walls of Rondoval, the pain began to ease. | felt a stirring within
me ... sonething which had al ways been there but was just now beginning to
creep into awareness...

"What was that?" Pol said. "It sounded |like a scream but--"

"I didn't hear anything," Musegl ove answered, straightening. "But | just felt
ajolt--as if I'd been touched by soneone who'd wal ked across a heavy rug,
only stronger, longer ... | don't know It gave nme a chill. Maybe you stirred
somet hing up, playing with that statue.”

"Maybe," Pol said. "For a nonent, it felt as if there were something peculiar
right here in the roomwth us."

"There nust be a lot of unusual things about this old place--with both of your
parents havi ng been practicing sorcerers. Not to nmention your grandparents,
and theirs."”

Pol nodded and si pped his w ne.

"There are times when | feel acutely aware of ny lack of formal training in
the area.”

He raised his right hand slightly above shoul der-Ievel, extended his index
finger and noved it rapidly through a series of small circles. A book bound in
skin of an indeterm nate origin appeared suddenly in his hand, a gray and
white feather bookmark protruding fromit.

"My father's diary," he announced, |owering the volune and opening it to the
feather. "Now here," he said, running his finger down the righthand page,
pausi ng and staring, "he tells how he defeated and destroyed an eneny
sorcerer, capturing his spirit in the formof one of the figures. El sewhere,
he tal ks of some of the others. But all that he says at the end here is, "It
will prove useful in the task to cone. If six will not do to force the wards
shal | have seven, or even eight.' oviously, he had sonething very specific in
m nd. Unfortunately, he did not commit it to paper.”

"Further along perhaps?"

"I"ll be up late again reading. |'ve taken ny tinme with it these past nonths
because it is not a pleasant document. He wasn't a very nice guy."

"I know that. It is good that you learn it fromhis own words, though."

"Hi s words about forcing the wards--do they nean anything at all to you?"

"Not a thing."

"A good sorcerer would find some way to learn it fromthe materials at hand,
["msure."

"I"'mnot. Those things seemextrenely potent. As for your own abilities, you

seemto have come pretty far without training. 1'd give a lot to be able to
pul | that book trick--with, say, someone's jewelry. Where'd you get it from
anyway ?"

Pol smil ed.
"I didn't want to leave it lying around, so | bound it with a golden strand
and ordered it to retreat into one of those placel ess places between the



worlds, as | saw them arrayed on mny journey here. It vanished then, but
whenever | wish to continue reading it | nerely draw upon the thread and
sunmon it."

"Gods! You could do that with a suit of arnor, a rack of weapons, a year's
supply of food, your entire library, for that matter! You can make yoursel f
i nvinci bl e!'"

Pol shook his head.

"Afraid not," he said. "The book and the junble-box are all |'ve been keeping
there, because | wouldn't want either to fall into anyone else's hands. If |
were traveling, | could add my guitar. Mich nore, though, and it woul d becone

too great a burden. Their mass sonehow gets added to my own. It's as if |I'm
carryi ng around whatever | send through.”

"So that's where the box has gotten to. | renenber your locating it, that day
we went back to Anvil Muntain ..."
"Yes. | alnost wish | hadn't."

"You couldn't really hope to recover his body or your scepter fromthat
crater."”

"No, that's not what | neant. It was just seeing all that--waste--that
bot hered ne. [--"

He slammed his fist against the armof his chair.

"Dam those statues! It sonetimes seens they were behind it all! If | could
just get themto--Hell!"

He drained his glass and went to refill it.

The sensation ebbed. | did not |ike that experience. The roomand its

i nhabitants were now tiny within the cloud of myself, and nore uncertainties
were now present: | did not know what it was that had caused me pain, nor how
it produced that effect. | felt that | should I earn these things, so as to
avoid it in the future. I did not know how to proceed.

| also felt that it might be useful for ne to learn how to produce this effect
in others, so that | could cause themto | eave ne alone. How might | do this?
If there were a neans of contact it would seemthat it could go either way,
once the techni que were nastered. ..

Again, the stirring of menory. But | was distracted. Someone approached the
castle. It was a solitary human of male gender. | was aware of the distinction
because of my fanmiliarity with the girl Nora who had dwelled within for a tine
before returning to her own people. This man wore a brown cl oak and dark
clothing. He cane drifting out of the northwest, mounted upon one of the

| esser kin of the dragons who dwell below His hair was yellow, and in pl aces
white. He wore a short blade. He circled. He could not mss the sign of the
one |lighted room He began to descend, silent as a |leaf or an ash across the

air. | believed that he would land at the far end of the courtyard, out of
sight of the library w ndow.
Yes.

Wthin the roomthe nmen were tal king, about the battle at the place called
Anvil Mountain, where Pol destroyed his step-brother, Mark Marakson. Pol,
gather, is a sorcerer and Mark was sonmething else, simlar but opposite. A
sorcerer is one who mani pul ates forces as | saw Pol do with the statue, and

t he book. Now, dimy, | recalled another sorcerer. H s nane was Det.
"...You ve been brooding over those figures too |long," Musegl ove was sayi ng.
"If there were an easy answer, you'd have found it by now "

"I know," Pol replied. "That's why |I'm | ooking for sonething nore
conplicated. "

"I don't have any special know edge of nmgic," Museglove said, "but it |ooks
to me as if the problemdoes not lie conpletely in that area.”

"What do you nean?"

"Facts, man. You haven't enough plain, old-fashioned information to be sure
what you're up against here, what it is that you should be doing. You ve had a
couple of nmonths to ransack this library, to play every magi cal gane you can
think of with the stiff dolls. If the answer were to be found that way, you'd
have turned it up. It's just not here. You are going to have to | ook sonmewhere



el se.™

"Where?' " Pol asked.

"I'f I knew that, I'd have told you before now |'ve been away fromthe world I
knew for over twenty years. It nmust have changed a bit in that tinme. So |I'm
hardly one to be giving directions. But you know |I'd only intended to remain
here until 1'd recovered frommy injury. |'ve been feeling fine for some tine
now. |'ve been |loathe to | eave, though, because of you. | don't |ike seeing
you drive yoursel f against a crazy nystery day after day. There are enough

hal f-nmad wi zards in the world, and | think that's where you may be

headi ng--not to nmention the possibility of your setting off something which
may sinmply destroy you on the spot. | think you ought to get out, get away
fromthe problemfor a tine. You' d said you wanted to see nore of this world.
Do it now Conme with me--tonorrow. Who knows? You nmay even come across sone of
the information you seek in your travels."

"I don't know ..." Pol began. "I do want to go, but--tonorrow?"

"Tonorrow. '

"Where woul d we be headi ng?"

"Over to the coast, | was thinking, and then north along it. You can pick up a

ot of news in port cities--"

Pol raised his hand and cocked his head. Myusegl ove nodded and rose to his
feet.

"Your warning systemstill working?" Musegl ove whi spered.

Pol nodded and turned toward the door.

"Then it can't be any--"

The sound cane again, and with it the formof a light-haired man appeared in
t he doorway, smling.

"Good evening, Pol Detson," he stated, raising his left hand and jerking it

t hrough a series of quick movenents, "and good- bye."

Pol fell to his knees, his face suddenly bright red. Musegl ove rounded the
desk. Picking up one of the statuettes and raising it |like a club, he noved
toward the brown-cl oaked stranger

The man made a sudden novenment with his right hand and the thief was halted,
spun and sl ammed back against the wall to his left. The figurine fell fromhis
grip as he slunped to the floor

As this occurred, Pol raised his hands beside his cheeks and then gestured
outward. Hi s face began returning to its normal color as he clinbed to his
feet.

"I mght ask, 'Wy?' " he said, his own hands noving now, rotating in opposite
directions.

The stranger continued to smle and nade a sweeping novenent with one hand, as
i f brushing away an insect.

"And | m ght answer you," said the other, "but it would take sone coercion."
"Very well,"” said Pol. "I"'mwlling."

He felt his dragonmark throb and the air was alive with strands. Reaching out,
he seized a fistful, shook them and snapped themlike a | ash toward the
other's face.

The man reached out and caught them as they arrived. A nunbing shock travel ed
up Pol's armand it fell linmply to his side. The density of the strands
between themincreased to a | evel he had never before w tnessed, partly
obscuring his view of his opponent.

Pol made a | arge sweeping nmotion with his left hand, gathering in a ball of
them Imrediately, he willed it to fire and cast the blazing orb toward the
ot her.

The man deflected it with the back of his right hand and then flung both arms
upward and outward.

The light in the roombegan to throb. The air becanme so filled with the lines
of power that they seemed to nerge, becom ng huge, swi mm ng, vari col ored
patterns obscuring much of the prospect, including the stranger

As the pulse in his dragonmark overcanme the nunbness in his right arm Po
sent his will through it, seeking a clearer inmage of his adversary.



| mredi ately, the formof the other nman began to glow, as the rai nbow work wove
itself to closure. The room di sappeared, and Pol becane aware that his form
too, had becone | umi niscent.

The two of them faced one another across a private universe built entirely of
novi ng col ors.

Pol saw the man raise his hands, cupping thembefore him |Imrediately, a green
serpent raised its head fromw thin themand slithered forth, noving in Pol's
direction.

Pol could feel a raw creation force moving all about him He reached out and
up, beginning a rapid series of shaping novenents. A huge, gray bird came into
bei ng between his hands. He laid his will upon it and released it. It flashed
forward and dove upon the snake, catching at it with its talons, striking with
its beak. The serpent twisted its body and struck at the bird, m ssing.
Looki ng past this contest, Pol saw that the man was now juggling a nunber of
balls of colored light. Even as the bird rose, bearing the struggling snake in
its talons, to flap upward and nmerge with the kal ei descopic field which
surrounded them Pol saw the man cast the first blazing ball in his direction
Smi ling, Pol shaped a tennis raquet and saw a | ook of puzzlenent cross his
adversary's features as he regarded the unfam liar instrument.

He slammed the first ball back at the nman just as the second was rel eased. The
sorcerer dropped the remaining balls and dove to the side to avoid the return.
Pol batted the second one out-of-court as the nman rolled forward and cane to
his feet, his right hand snappi ng outward, sonething |ong and bl ack movi ng
withit.

He swung the raquet and m ssed as the whi p caught hi mabout the neck and
jerked himforward. He felt hinmself falling. Dropping the raquet, he reached
for the choking thing that held him to seize it, unwind it--

It jerked again and the world began to spin and darken. It continued to

ti ghten, and he heard the sound of |aughter, coning nearer..

"Not much of a contest,"” he heard the other say.

Then there was an expl osion and everything went bl ack.

It was instructive to observe the exchange of forces between Pol and the
visitor. Also, mldly unsettling, as it occurred to me that they m ght be

i nducing pain in each other. Yet, they had wanted to do it or they woul dn't
have. | was nore interested in the manipulations than | was in their
progressive wearing down of each other, because | felt that | mght be able to
engage in that sort of activity myself and | w shed to be further infornmed.

Its abrupt ending came as a surprise to ne. Save for small, |ess conplex
creatures, | had not seen one being end another's existence. Indeed, it had
not occurred to ne that these |arger ones could be ended. | felt as if |
shoul d have taken a part in it, though on which side and in which direction,
could not say. | was also uncertain as to why | felt this way.

Where there had been three there were now two. | did not understand why they

had done it, nor how the [ance of force had cone fromthe statuette to

term nate the stranger before Museglove's projectile reached his head.

Pol shook his head. Hi s neck was sore. He rubbed it and opened his eyes. He
was |lying on the floor beside the desk. Slowy, he pushed hinself into a
seated position.

The stranger lay upon his back near the door, right armoutflung, |eft across
his breast. A piece of his forehead was nissing and his right eye was a
crimson pool

To his left, |eaning agai nst a bookshel f, Musegl ove stood rubbing his eyes.
H's right armhung at his side and in his hand was the pistol he had carried
away from Anvil Mountain. When he saw Pol nove he dropped his left hand and
smled weakly.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"I guess so. Except for a stiff neck. Wiat about yoursel f?"

"I don't know what he hit ne with. It affected ny sight for awhile. When |
cane around, the two of you seened to be pulsing into and out of existence. |
wasn't able to get a shot at himtill the last tine he cane through." He



repl aced the weapon in a hol ster behind his belt and noved forward, extending
hi s hand. "Everything seens normal enough now "

Pol accepted his hand and rose. They both crossed the room and | ooked down at
t he dead nan. Musegl ove i mmedi ately knelt and began searching him After
several minutes, he shook his head, unfastened the brown cloak and covered the
man with it.

"Not hing," he said, "to tell who he is or why he cane. | take it you have no

i dea?"

"None. "

They returned to their seats and the wi ne flask, Myuse-glove restoring the
fallen figurine on the way.

"Ei ther he had sone reason for disliking you and came by to do somethi ng about
it," Musegl ove said, "or sonebody el se who feels that way sent him In the
first case, sone friend of his mght come along later to continue the work. In
t he second, another may be sent as soon as it is known that this one fail ed.
Either way, it would appear that nore trouble will be forthcom ng."

Pol nodded. He rose and renoved a book froma shelf high on the |l efthand wall.
He returned to his seat and began pagi ng through it.

"This one got through all of your alarmspells w thout giving warning,"

Mousegl ove conti nued.

"He was better than | am" Pol said, wthout |ooking up fromthe book

"So what is to be done?"

"Here," Pol said, locating the page he sought and reading silently for a tine.
"I had been wondering about this for sone tine," he went on. "Every four years
there is a gathering of sorcerers at Belken, a nountain to the northwest. Ever
hear of it?"

"Of course--as a good thing to stay away from™

"It will begin in about two weeks. |'ve decided to attend."
"If they're all like this fellow-" Musegl ove nodded toward the form upon the
floor. "--1 don't think it would be a very good idea."

Pol shook his head.

"The description makes it sound rather peaceful. Advanced practicioners

di scuss theory with one another, apprentices are initiated, rites involving
nore than one sorcerer get tried out, exotic articles are traded and sold, new
effects denonstrated ..."

"The person behind this attenpt on your life may be there."

"Exactly. 1'd like to settle this quickly. It may all be sonme sort of
m sunder st andi ng. After all, | haven't been around | ong enough to have made
any real enemes. And if the one | seek isn't there, | may | earn sonething

about him-if there is such a person. Either way, it nakes it seem
wort hwhi l e. "

"And that will be your only reason for goi ng?"

"Well, no. | also feel the need for some formal training in the Art. Perhaps |
can pick up a few pointers at sonmething like that."

"I don't know, Pol ... It sounds kind of risky."

"Not going rmay prove even nore dangerous in the long run."

They heard a scraping noi se and a poppi ng sound fromthe courtyard. Both rose
and noved to the wi ndow. Looking downward, they saw nothing. Pol seened to
stroke the air with his fingertips.

"The man's nmount," he said finally. "It's freed itself of whatever restraints
he'd laid upon it and is preparing to depart.” He nmoved his hand rapidly,
raising the other one as well, "Maybe | can get aline onit, trace it back to
where it came from"

The I esser kin of the dragon rose in the northeast and swept through a w de,
rising arc, |leftward.

"No good," Pol said, lowering his hands. "M ssed him"

Mousegl ove shrugged.

"I guess you won't be going with ne,’
convocation, in the other direction."
Pol nodded.

he said, "if you'll be heading for that



"I'"ll leave tonmorrow, too, though. 1'd rather be noving about than staying in
one pl ace between now and then. So we can take the trail for alittle way

t oget her . "
"You won't be riding Moonbird?"
"No, | want to see sonething of the countryside, too."

"Traveling al one also has its hazards."

"I'"d imagi ne they are fewer for a sorcerer.™

"Perhaps," Mousegl ove replied.

The dark form of the dragon-nount dw ndl ed agai nst the northern sky, vani shed
within a nountain's shadow.

I

That night, as | perneated the dead nan's body, seeking traces within his
brain cells, | learned that his name had been Keth and that he had served one
greater than hinself. Nothing nore. As | slid into and out of higher spaces,
as | terminated a rat in a drainage channel in the manner | had recently

| earned, as | threaded ny way anong noonbeans in the old tower and slid al ong
rafters in search of spiders, | thought upon the evening' s doings and on al
manner of existential questions which had not troubled me previously.

The energies of the creatures which | had taken had a bracing effect upon ny
overall being. | wandered through new areas of thought. O her beings existed
in multitudes, yet | had never encountered another such as nyself. Did this
mean that | was unique? If not, where were the others? If so, why? From whence
did I come? Was there a special reason for ny existence? If yes, what could it
be?

| swirled across the ranparts. | descended to the caverns far bel ow and passed
anong the sl eeping dragons and the other creatures. | felt no kinship with any
of them

It did not occur to me until much later that | nust possess sone particul ar
attachment to Rondoval itself, else | might |ong ago have wandered of f. |
realized that | did prefer it and its environs to those other portions of the
countryside into which I had ventured. Something had kept calling ne back
What ?

| returned to Pol's sleeping formand exam ned himvery carefully, as | had
every night since his arrival. And | found nyself, as always, hovering above

t he dragonmark upon his right forearm 1t, too, attracted ne. For what reason
| could not say. It was at about the tinme of this man's arrival that | had
begun the novement which had culminated in ny present state of self-awareness.
Was it sonehow his doing? O--the place having been deserted for as long as it
had been--woul d the prol onged presence of anyone have worked the sane effect
within ne?

My desire for purpose returned to me strongly. | began to feel that ny
apparent deficiency in this area mght have been accidental, that perhaps I
shoul d possess a conpul sion, that there was sonething |I should be doi ng but
had somehow | ost or never |earned. How significant, | wondered, was this
feeling? Again, | was uncertain. But | began to understand what had produced
nmy present attitude of inquiry.

Pol woul d be departing on the norrow M nenories of a tinme before his tine
had al ready become dim Wuld | return to ny nore selfless state when he left?
| did not believe so, yet | was willing to concede that he had played sone
part in ny awakening into identity.

| realized at that noment that | was trying to make a decision. Should

remai n at Rondoval or should | acconpany Pol ? And in either case, why?

| tried to terminate a bat in flight but it got away from ne.

The two of themtook the northern trail on foot that norning, traveling

t oget her through the pass and downward to the spring-touched green of the

forest to the place of the crossroads Pol had marked upon the map he bore.
They rested their packs against the bole of a |arge oak, still darkly danp



with the nmorning dew, and considered the nmists which dw ndl ed and faded even
as they watched, while the sun became a bright bul ge upon the slope of a
mountain to their right. From sonewhere behind themthe first tentative notes
of birdsong were comrenced and t hen abandoned.

"You will be out of the hills by evening," said Pol, looking to the right. "It
will be a few days before | get down, and then I'Il have to clinb again later.
You' || be basking in the sea breeze while I"mstill shivering ny ass off.
Wl |, good luck to you and thanks again--"

"Save the speech." said Museglove. "I'mconing al ong."

"To Bel ken?"

"Al'l the way."

"\Why 2"

"I allowed nyself to get too curious. Now |l want to see howit all ends."

"I't may well end indeed.”

"You don't really believe that or you wouldn't be going. Come on! Don't try to
talk me out of it. You mght succeed."

Mousegl ove rai sed his pack and noved off to the left. Shortly, Pol joined him
The sun | ooked over the mountain's shoul der and the gates of dawn were opened.
Their shadows ran on before them

That night they canped within a stand of pine trees, and Pol had a dream which
felt like no dream he had ever known before. There was a clarity and a quality
of consci ousness invol ved which spun it past his inner eye with a disturbing
simulation of reality, while in all aspects it was invested with a foreboding
air of nenace and yet possessed himwith a certain dark joy.

Seven pale flames were noving in slow procession wi ddershins about him as if
sumoning him spirit fashion, to appear in their mdst. He rose up slowy out
of his body and stood like a bloodless image of hinself. At this, they halted
and left the ground. He followed themto treetop hei ght and beyond. Then they
escorted himnorthward, noving higher and faster beneath a sky filled with
palely illum nated cl ouds. G otesque shapes seened to fill the trees bel ow,

t he nmount ai ns about him The wi nd made a whi ni ng sound and black fornms flirted
out of his way. The terrain rippled in dark waves as his speed increased. The
wi nd became a how ing thing, though he felt neither cold nor pressure fromit.
At last, a huge, dark form | ooned before him set halfway up a nountai nside,
dotted here and there with small illum nation; walled, turreted, heavy, high
it was a castle at |least the size of Rondoval and in better condition

There followed a break in his dream awareness from which he recovered after an
eon or a nonment to a feeling of cold, of danpness. He stood before a massive
doubl e-door, heavily ironbound and hung with huge rings. It was inscribed with
the figure of a serpent, spikes driven through it; the crucified formof a
great bird hung above it. Were it was |ocated, he had no idea, but it seened
suddenly fam liar--as though he had glinpsed it repeatedly in other dreans,
forgotten until this instant. He swayed slightly forward, realizing as he did
that the chill he experienced hung about the Gate itself |like an invisible
aura, increasing perceptibly with each tiny novenent he made toward it

The flames burned silently, sourcelessly, at either hand. He was overwhel ned
with a desire to pass through the Gate, but he had no idea as to how this

m ght be acconplished. The doors | ooked for too fornmidable to yield to the
strength of any solitary nortal...

He awoke col d and wondering, pulling his covering higher and drawing it nore
tightly about him The next norning he renenbered the dream but did not speak
of it. And that night it was partly repeated...

He stood again before the dusky Gate, with the recalled sensations but few
specific imges of his journey to the place. This tine he stood with his arms
uprai sed, pleading in ancient words for themto open before him Wth a mighty
creaki ng they obeyed, noving outward a short distance, releasing a small
breeze and an icy chill along with tendrils of mst and a sound of distant
wai |l ing. He noved forward to enter....

On each night of that first week on the road, he returned to that dream and
traveled further into it, losing his flame-1ike compani ons when he passed



beyond the Gate. Al one, he drifted across a bl asted | andscape--gray and
bronze, black and unber--beneath a dark, red-streaked sky where a barely
illum nated, coppery orb hung still in what could be the west. It was a pl ace
of shadow and stone, sand and mist, of cold and wailing w nds, sudden fires
and slow, crawing things which refused to register thensel ves upon his
menory. It was a place of sinister, sentient |lights, dark caves and ruined
statues of nonstrous formand men. Sone small part of him seened to regret
that he took such pleasure in the prospect....

And the night that he saw the creatures--scal ed, coarse nonstrosities;

| ong- arnmed, hul ki ng parodi es of the human form-sliding, hopping, lurching in
pursuit of the lone man who fled before them across that |andscape. He | ooked
down with a certain anticipation

The man ran between a pair of high stone pillars, cried out when he found
hinself in a rocky declivity having no other exit. The creatures entered and
laid hold of him They forced himto the ground and began tearing at him They
beat at himand flayed him the ground growi ng even darker about them
Abruptly, one of the creatures shrieked and drew back fromthe ghastly
gathering. Its long, scaly right armhad been changed into sonething short and
pal e. The others uttered nocking noi ses and seized upon it. Holding the
struggling creature, they returned their attention to the thing upon the
ground. Bending forward, they wenched and bit at it. It was no |onger

recogni zabl e as anyt hing human. But it was not unrecognizabl e.

It had altered under their noist invasions, becom ng something |arger
somet hi ng resenbling thensel ves in appearance, while the beast they held to
wi t ness had shrunken, growing softer and |ighter and stranger.

Nor was it unrecognizable. It had becone human in form and whol e.

Those who held the man pushed himand he fell. In the meantine, the denonic
thi ng upon the ground was | eft alone as the others drew back fromit. Its
linbs twitched and it struggled to rise.

The man scranbled to his feet, stumbled, then raced forward, passing between
the pillars, howing. Imediately, the dark creatures emtted sharp cries and,
pushi ng and cl awi ng agai nst one another, noved to pursue the fleeing
changel i ng, the one who had sonmehow been of a substance with himjoining in.
Pol heard | aughter and awoke to find it his own. It ended abruptly, and he |ay
for a long while staring at noonlit clouds through the dark branches of the
trees.

They rode one day in the wagon of a farnmer and his son and acconpani ed a
pedl ar for half a day. Beyond this--and encounters with a nerchant and a
physi ci an headed in the opposite direction--they nmet no one taking the sane
route until the second week. Then, a sunny afternoon, they spied the dust and
dark figures of a small troop before themin the distance.

It was |l ate afternoon when they finally overtook the group of travelers. It
consi sted of an old sorcerer, |bal Shenson, acconpanied by his two
apprentices, Nupf and Sahay, and ten servants--four of whom were engaged in
the transportati on of the sedan chair in which Ibal rode.

It was to Nupf--a short, thin, mustachioed youth with |ong, dark hair--that
Pol first addressed hinself, since this one was wal king at the rear of the
retinue.

"Greetings," he said, and the man noved his right hand al ong an i nconspi cuous
arc as he turned to face him

As had been happening with increasing frequency when confronted with

mani festations of the Art, Pol's second vision canme reflexively into play. He
saw a shinmmering gray strand loop itself and nove as if to settle over his
head. Wth but the faintest throb of the dragonmark he raised his hand and
brushed it aside.

"Here!" he said. "ls that the way to return the greeting of a fellow

travel er?"

A | ook of apprehension wi dened the other's eyes, jerked at his nouth.

"My apol ogies," he said. "One never knows about travelers. | was nmerely acting

to safeguard ny master. | did not realize you were a brother in the Art."



"And now that you do...?"
"You are headed for the neeting at Bel ken?"

"Yes."

"I will speak with nmy master, who no doubt will invite you to acconpany us."
"Co ahead."

"Who shall | tell himsends greetings?"

"Pol Detson--and this is Musegl ove."

"Very well."

He turned and noved to catch up with the bearers. Pol and Musegl ove fol |l owed.
Looki ng over the apprentice's shoulder, Pol glinpsed the old sorcerer hinself
before the man addressed him Swathed in blue garnments, a gray shawl over his
shoul ders, a brown rug upon his lap, it was difficult to estimate his size,

t hough he gave the inpression of smallness and fragility. H s nose was sharp
his eyes pale and cl ose-set; his cheeks and forehead were deeply creased, the
skin nottled; his hair was thick, |ong, very black and | ooked like a w g--for
his beard was sparse and gray. Hi s hands were out of sight beneath the rug,
"Come nearer," he hissed, turning his head toward Pol and squinting.

After he did so, Pol held his breath, becomnming aware of the other's.

"Det son? Detson?" the man asked. "From where have you cone?"

"Castl e Rondoval ," Pol replied.

"I thought the place deserted all these years. Who is lord there now?"

"I am"

There was a stirring beneath the brown coverlet. A big-jointed, dark-veined
hand emerged. It noved slowy toward Pol's right wist and plucked at the

sl eeve.

"Bare your forearm if you please."

Pol reached across and did so.

Two fingers extended, Ibal traced the dragonmark. Then he chuckl ed and rai sed
his eyes, staring at Pol, past him

"It is as you say," he remarked. "I did not know of you--though |I see now that
you are troubled by nore than one lingering thing fromout of Rondoval's
past,"

"That may well be," said Pol. "But how can you tell?"

"They circle you like swarns of bright insects!" Ibal said, still |ooking past
hi m

Pol consciously shifted into his second node of seeing, and while there were
many strands in the vicinity, he detected nothing which resenbled a circling
swar m of insects.

"I fail to observe the phenonenon nyself.
"Most certainly,” the other replied, "for it has doubtless been constantly
with you--and it would of course seemdifferent to you than it does to ne,
anyway, if you could detect it at all. You know how sorcerers' perceptions
vary, and their enphasis upon different things."

Pol frowned.

"Or do you?" Ibal asked.

When Pol did not reply, the old sorcerer continued to stare, narrowing his
eyes to tight slits.

"Now | amnot so certain," he said. "At first | thought that the

di sorgani zati on of your lights was a very cl ever disguise, but now-"

"My lights?" Pol said.

"Wth whom did you serve your apprenticeship--and when di d you undergo
initiation?" the other denanded.

Pol smil ed.

"I grewup far fromhere," he replied, "in a place where things are not done
t hat way, "

"Ah, you are a Madwand! Preserve us from Madwands! Still... You are not
totally disorgani zed--and anyone with that mark--" He nodded again at Pol's

right arm"--nust possess an instinct for the Art. Interesting ... So why do
you travel to Bel ken?"
"To learn... sone things."



The ol d sorcerer chuckl ed.

"And | go for self-indul gence," he said. "Call ne Ibal, and accompany ne. It
will be good to have soneone strange to talk with. Your man is not a brother
of the Art?"

"No, and Mouseglove is not really ny nman--he is ny conpanion."”

"Musegl ove, did you say? | seemto have heard that name before. Something to
do with jewels, perhaps?"

"I amnot a jeweler," Museglove replied hastily.

"No matter. Tonmorrow I will tell you sone things that may be of interest to
you, Detson. But it is still over half a | eague to the place where | intend to
canp. Let us nove on. Upward! Forward!"

The servants raised the litter and noved ahead with it. Pol and Musegl ove
took up positions behind it and foll owed.

That ni ght they canmped amid the ruins of what m ght once have been a small
anphitheatre. Pol lay troubled for a long while, in fear of the dreans that

m ght come to him He still had not spoken of these, for in daytinme the things
of sleep seened far away, but when the stillness descended and the fire

dwi ndl ed the deeper places of shadow seenmed filled with faces, as if sone
ghostly audi ence capabl e of seeing beyond the cow of sleep had cone together
here to watch his journey into the place of baleful lights and scream ng w nds
and cruelty. He shuddered and listened for a long tine, his eyes darting. He
knew of no magic to affect the content of his dreans. And he wondered again as
to their significance, partly with the nmind of one whose culture would have
seen themin psychopat hol ogical terms, partly with the freshly tuned awareness
that in this place another explanation could as readily apply. Then his

t houghts began to drift, back to the encounter with the sorcerer who had tried
to kill himat Rondoval. The dreans had begun al nost i mediately after that,
and he wondered whether there could be a connection. Had the other laid a
spel I upon himbefore he had died, to trouble his sleep thereafter? H's mnd
nmoved away, lulled by the steady creaking of insects in the distant wood. He
wonder ed what Mark woul d have done. Looked for sonme drug to block it all out,
perhaps. His mind drifted again...

The noverent. Now a familiar thing. The fear was gone. There was only
anticipation within the rapid and di sjointed series of inmages by which he
noved. There was the Gate, and..

It stopped. Everything stopped. He was frozen before the image of the partly
opened Gate. It was fading, insubstantial, going away, and there was a hand
upon his shoulder. He wanted to cry out, but only for a nonment.

"It's all right now," came a whisper, and the hand left him

Pol tried to turn his head, to sit up. He found that he could not stir. A

| arge man, his face nore than hal f-hidden in the shadow of his cow, was
rising froma kneeling position beside him passing through his field of

vi sion. Pol thought that he glinpsed part of a pal e noustache

and- - i npossi bl y--a shining, capped tooth.

"Then why can't | nove?" he whispered through cl enched teeth.

"It was far easier for ne to lay a general spell upon this entire canp than to
be selective about it. Then | needed but arouse you and | eave the others
unconsci ous. The paralysis is, unfortunately, a part of it."

Pol suspected that this was a lie but saw no way to test it.

"I saw that your sleep was troubled. | decided to grant you sone relief."

"How can you see that a man's sleep is troubl ed?"

"I am somet hing of a specialist in that matter which confronts you."

"That being...?"

"Did your dream not involve a | arge door?"

Pol was silent for a nmonment. Then, "Yes," he said. "It did. How could you know
this unless you induced it yoursel f?"

"I did not cause your dream | did not even come here for purposes of

rel easing you fromit."

"What, then?"

"You journey to Bel ken."



"You seemto know everyt hing.

"Do not be inpertinent. As our interests may be conjoined, | amtrying to help
you. | understand nore than you do about sone of the forces which are

i nfluencing you. You nake a serious m stake, wandering about the world
announci ng yourself at this point in your career. Now, | have just taken great
pains to renmove the menory of your nane and origin fromthe mnds of Ibal and
everyone in his party. In the norning, he will only recall you as a Madwand
traveling to Bel ken. Even your appearance will be a confusion to him If he

shoul d ask your name again, have anot her one ready, and use it in Bel ken

al so. Rondoval still has its enemes."

"I gathered sonmething of this with the attenpt on ny life."

"When was this? Were?"

"Alittle over a week ago. Back hone."

"I was not aware of this. Then it has begun. You should be safe for a tinme, if
you remain incognito. | amgoing to rinse your hair with a chenical | have
here, to conceal that white streak. It is too distinctive. And then we nust
hi de your dragonmark."

" How?"

"Arelatively sinple matter. How do you see nmnifestations of the Powers when
you are working a spell?"

Pol felt noisture upon his scalp.

"Usual ly as colored strands--threads, strings, cords.”

"Interesting. Very well, then. You can imagi ne ne as wrappi ng your forearm
with flesh-colored strands--so closely as to entirely nmask the mark. It will
inno way interfere with your workings. Wen you wi sh to uncover it you need
but go through an unw apping ritual."

Pol felt his armtaken, raised.

"Who are you?" he asked. "How do you know all these things?"

"I amthe sorcerer who should never have been, and mine is a peculiar |ink
wi th your House."

"W are rel ated?"

"No. Not even friends."

"Then why are you hel pi ng ne?"

"I feel that your continued existence may serve me. There. Your armis nicely
di sgui sed. "

"I'f you really wish to protect ne from sonething, you mght do well to tell ne
sonewhat about it."

"I do not deemthat the nost fitting course of action. First, nothing may
happen to you, in which case | would have exposed you to information I'd
rather not. Second, ignorance on your part nay actually benefit ne."

"M ster, someone's already gotten ny nunber. | don't |like the notion of being
suddenl y engaged i n anot her sorcerous duel."

"Ch, they're all right if you win. That was the nature of the assassination
attenmpt ?"

"Yes."

"Well, you're still intact."

"Just barely."

"Good enough, mnmy boy. Keeps you alert. Now, perhaps we'd best coarsen your
features a bit and lighten your eyes a trifle. Shall we have a wart beside
your nose? No? An interesting scar on your cheek then? Yes, that should do
it...."

"And you won't give nme your nanme?"

"I't would nean nothing to you, but your know edge of it mght trouble ne
later."

Pol willed the dragonmark to life, hoping his disguised armwould mask this
fromthe other's second sight. The man voiced no reaction as the throbbing
began. Pol sent the force up and down his right arm freeing it fromthe
paral ysis. Then his neck. He had to be able to turn his head a bit. . . Best
to leave the rest as it was for the nonent. Catal epsy, he knew, is hard to

f ake.



The hands continued to nove over his face. The other's face renai ned out of
his field of vision. Pol summned a tough, gray strand and felt its ghostly
presence across his fingertips.

"Now they'Il all think you' ve been to Hei del berg.
"What," Pol asked him "did you say?"

"An obscure reference," the other offered quickly. "A really good sorcerer has
know edge of places beyond this place, you know-"

Pol let the energy pul se through him breaking the paralysis entirely. He
rolled onto his side and directed a flash novenment of the gray strand. It
snaked upward and snared the man's wists. As he tightened it, he began to
rise.

"Now I will ask my questions again," Pol stated.

"Fool of a Madwand!" said the other.

The strand withed in Pol's hand and a feeling |ike an electrical shock
traveled up his arm He could not release the thing and the dragonmark felt as
if it were on fire. He opened his nouth to scream but nothing came out.

"You are very lucky," was the last thing he heard the man say before the storm
reached his brain and he fell

Dawn had just bruised the eastern heaven when he opened his eyes. It was the
voi ces of Ibal's servants whi ch had awakened him as they noved about packing
their gear, making ready to decanp. Pol raised his hands to his tenples,
trying to recall how much he had drunk...

"Who are you? Wiere's Pol ?"

He turned his head, saw Myusegl ove standi ng arns aki nbo, staring at him

"I's there a scar on ny cheek?" he asked, raising his fingertips to search it.
"Yes."

"Listen to ny voice. Don't you recognize it? Is the streak in my hair gone,

t 0o0?"

"Ch ... | see. Yes, it is. Wiy a disguise at this point?"

Pol got up and began gathering his things.

"Il tell you about it while we're wal king al ong."

He searched the ground for signs of his visitor, but it was a rocky place and
there were none. As they followed Ibal's servitors back toward the trail,
Mousegl ove paused and pointed into a clunmp of withered shrubbery.

"What do you make of that?" he asked.

Three nmummi fied rabbits hung anong the tangle of branches.

Shaki ng his head, Pol wal ked on.

11

It was nore than a little traumatic at the beginning: the sights and
sounds--all of the new things we encountered beyond Rondoval. | hovered cl ose
to Pol for the first several days, drifting along, sensing everything within
range, famliarizing nyself with the | aws governi ng new groups of phenonena.
Travel, | discovered, is broadening, for |I found nyself spreading over a
larger area as tinme went on. My little joke. | realized that ny expansion was
at least partly attributable to the increased nunber of things whose essences
| absorbed as we traveled along--plants as well as aninmals, though the latter
were nore to ny liking--and partly in accord with Boyle's and Charles' |aws,
which 1'd picked out of Pol's nmind one evening when he returned in nenory to
his university days. | cannot, in all honesty, consider nyself a gas. Though I
am anchored to the physical plane, | amnot entirely manifested here and can
wi thdraw partly with ease, entirely with nmore difficulty. I confine nmyself to
a given area and nove about by neans of my will. | amnot certain how that
works either. | was aware, however, that my total volune was increasing and
that nmy ability to do physical things was inproving--like the rabbits. | had
decided to | ook upon the entire journey as an educational experience. Any new
thing that | learned might ultimtely have sonme bearing upon ny quest for
identity and purpose.

And | was | earning new things, sonme of them npost peculiar. For instance, when



that cl oaked and nuffled nan entered the conpound, | had felt a rippling as of
a gentle breeze, only it was not physical; | had heard sonmething like a | ow
note and seen a nmass of sw nmm ng col ors.

Then everyone, including the canp watchman, was asl eep. There foll owed nore
nmoverrents and col ors and sounds. Having recently |earned the neani ng of
"subjective," | can safely say that that is what they were, rather than

tangi ble. Then | observed with interest as he altered the sleepers', nmenories
concerning Pol, realizing fromthe sensations | had experienced and from ny
menory of those back at Rondoval during Pol's duel with the sorcerer in brown
that | was extrenely sensitive to magical emanations. | felt as if | could
easily have altered these workings. | saw no reason to do so, however, so
nmerely observed. Frommny small know edge of such affairs, it seened that this
one had an unusual style in the way he shifted forces anbng the pl anes. Yes.
Sudden nenories of a violent occasion reinforced this inpression. He was
peculiar, but | could see how he did everything that he did.

Then he stood beside Pol for a long while and | could not tell what he was
about. He was enpl oyi ng sone power different fromthat which he had used

m nutes before, and | did not understand it. Something within nme jerked
spasnodi cal | y when he reached out and | aid a hand upon Pol's shoul der. Wy, |

did not know, but | noved nearer. | witnessed the entire conversation and the
transformati on of Pol's appearance. Wen the man covered the dragon-nmark |
found nyself wanting to cry out, "No!" But, of course, | had no voice. It
irritated ne considerably to see it done, though | knew that it remai ned

i ntact beneath the spell--and | was aware that Pol could undo the spel
whenever he chose. Wat this reaction told ne about myself, | could not say.
But then, when Pol rose and there was a brief and rapid exchange of forces
between the men, | rushed to settle upon Pol and perneate his form inspecting
it for damage. | could discover nothing which seemed pernmanently debilitating

to his kind, and since they generally render thensel ves unconsci ous during the
night I made no effort to interfere with this state.

Wthdrawing, | then set out to |locate the other man. | was not certain why,
nor what | would do should | succeed in finding him But he had departed

qui ckly and there was no trace of himabout, so the questions remained
academi c.

That was when | cane across the rabbits and terminated them as well as the
bush where they crouched. | felt imrediately stronger. | puzzled over all ny
reactions and the nore basic questions which |ay behind them-wondering, too,
whet her | was really made for such a fruitless function as introspection.

No one in the conpany, |bal included, seenmed to take note of Pol's altered
appear ance. And none addressed himby name. It was as if each of them had
forgotten it and was enbarrassed to reveal the feet to the others. Eventually,
t hose who spoke with him settled upon "Madwand" as a term of address, and Pol
did not even get to use the other nane he had ready. Conceding the possibility
of its protective benefit, he was nevertheless irritated that his new identity
had caused Ibal to forget whatever it was that he had intended telling him
about Rondoval. Not knowi ng how strong the stranger's menory-cl oudi ng spel

m ght be, he was loath to associate hinmself with Rondoval in his conpanions

m nds by broaching the subject hinself.

It was two nights later, as they sat to dinner, that Ibal raised a matter

al nost as interesting.

"So, Madwand, tell me of your plans,"” he said, spooning sonething soft and
nmushy between what renained of his teeth. "Wat do you propose doing at the
fest?"

"Learning," Pol replied. "I would Iike to neet sone fellow practitioners, and
| would like to become nmore proficient in the Art."

| bal chuckl ed noistly.

"Why don't you just come out and say that you're |ooking for a sponsor for
initiation?" he asked.

"Wuld | be eligible?" Pol inquired.

"If a master woul d back you."



"What woul d the benefits be?"

| bal shook his head.

"I find it hard to believe you are that naive. Were did you grow up?"

"In a place where the question never arose."

"I suppose | can believe that if | try, since you are a Madwand. Al right.
occasionally find ignorance very refreshing. Proper experience of the rituals

involved in initiation will result in an ordering of your lights. This wll
all ow you to handl e greater quantities of the energy that noves through al
things. It will permit you to grow in power, a thing which mght not happen

ot herw se. "

"WIIl initiations actually be conducted at Belken this time, during the course
of the gathering?"

"Yes. | plan on having Nupf initiated there--though Sahay, | feel, is not
ready. "

He gestured toward the larger of his apprentices, the youth with dark eyes and
pal e hair. Sahay frowned and | ooked away.

"Once an apprentice has been initiated he is on his own, so to speak?" Pol
asked.

"Yes, though a man will occasionally remain with his master for a period of
time afterwards to learn certain fine points of the Art which m ght have been
negl ected whil e he was studying the basics.”

"Well, if | can't locate a sponsor | guess that 1'll just have to nuddle
through life on ny own."

"I'f you are aware of the dangers of initiation ..
"“I'"'mnot . "

"Death and madness are the main ones. Every now and then they claima few who
were not quite ready."

"Could | get sone coaching so as not to be unready?"

"That could be arranged.”

"Then 1'd be willing."

"In that case, | will sponsor you in return for future goodwill. It's always
nice to have a few friends in the trade."

The dreanms of the Gate and the peculiar |and beyond themdid not return that
ni ght, nor on any succeeding night until their arrival at the festival. The
days passed uneventfully, routinely, as they hiked along, until only the feet
of his changed appearance assured Pol that sonething unusual had actually
occurred. The terrain had altered as they headed upward, though the ascent
here was nore gradual than the descent fromthe nountains about Rondoval .

Bel ken itself was a great, black, fang-like peak, dotted w th nunerous
depressions, bare of trees. The evening they first caught sight of it, it
seened outlined by a faint white |ight. Musegl ove drew Pol aside and they
halted to regard it.

"Are you sure you know what you're getting into?" he asked him

"I bal has outlined the initiation procedures for me," Pol replied, "and he's
given me an idea of what to expect at the various stations."”

"That is not exactly what | had in mnd," Museglove said.

"What, then?"
"A sorcerer tried to kill you back at Rondoval. Another cane by, apparently to
hel p you, last week. | get the inpression that you are in the niddle of

somet hi ng nasty and magi cal --and here you go, wal king right into a den of
magi ci ans and about to attenpt something dangerous w thout the normal
preparations. "

"On the other hand," Pol replied, "it is probably the best place for ne to
di scover what is going on. And I"'msure | will find uses for any additiona
i nsight and strength the initiation provides."

"Do you really trust Ibal?"

Pol shrugged.

"It seens that | have to, up to a point."

"Unl ess you decide to quit the whole gane right now "

"That would put me right back where | started. No thanks."



"I't would give you tinme to think things over nore, perhaps find a different
line of investigation to follow "

"Yes," Pol answered, "I wish that | could. But time, | feel, is sonething
cannot afford to spend so freely."

Mousegl ove sighed and turned away.

"That mountain | ooks sinister,” he said.

"I have to agree with you."

The foll owi ng norni ng, proceeding anong the foothills, they reached the top of
a lowridge and the group halted. Spread out before the eastern base of the
nmount ai n was sonet hing out of dream and or fairy tale: a sparkling collection
of creany towers and gol den spires am d buil di ngs which | ooked as if they had
been carved out of massive genstones; there were bright arches over glistening
roadways, columms of jet, rai nbow hung fountains..

"Gods!" Pol said. "lI'd no idea it was anything like that!"

He heard I bal chuckl e.

"What's funny?" Pol asked.

"One is only young once. Let it be a surprise,"” the old sorcerer replied.

Puzzl ed, Pol continued on. As the day advanced, the dreamcity | ost sone of
its glamour. First went the sparkling and the rainbows; then the col ors began
to fade. A haziness cane over the buildings, and within it a uniform grayness
settled upon the entire prospect. The structures seened to dimnish in size,
and sorme of the spires and higher colums vani shed altogether. d assy walls
grew opaque and took on notion, a gentle, flapping novenent. Then the
fountains and the archways were gone. It was as if he now | ooked upon the

pl ace through a diming and distorting gl ass.

When they sat to lunch, Pol addressed I bal

"Al'l right, I"'msurprised and |'m several hours ol der now. What's becone of
the city?"

| bal nearly choked on his nush.

"No, no," he finally said. "Wait until dinnertine. Watch the show "

And so he did. As the sun noved westward and the shadow of the peak fell over
the hazy outlines of the structures at its base, the flappi ng novenent ceased
and the walls began to acquire sonmething of their fornmer sheen. Pol and
Mousegl ove continued to stare as they approached. As the shadows | engthened,
the place seenmed to grow, slowy at first, nore rapidly as the afternoon faded
toward eveni ng. The haze itself seemed to be dinming and the outline of higher
structures again becane visible within it. Drawing nearer to it, they becane
aware of the spurting of fountains. The colors gradually reappeared within the
still-firm ng outlines of the buildings. The towers, colums and arches took
on a greater solidity.

By dinnertine they were very near, and the city was much closer to its early
nor ni ng appear ance. The haze continued to dissipate as they sat watching it,
taki ng their neal

"Well, have you guessed?" |bal asked, spooning in a dark broth.

"It appears to be different things at different tines," Pol said. "So
obviously it is not what it seens and nust represent sone sort of enchantnent.
I"ve no idea what's really there, or why it changes."

"What is really there is a group of caves, shacks and tents," |bal explained.
"Each time, by lot, various practi-cioners acquire the responsibility for
putting the place into order for the gathering. Wat they nornmally do is send
their apprentices and some servants on ahead. These clean and repair the
structures, raise the tents and set up the various facilities. Then the
apprentices usually vie in working out spells to give it a pleasing

appear ance. However, apprentices vary in ability, and since the thing is only
to be tenmporary first class spells are sel dom enpl oyed. Consequently, it is
beautiful from evening through dawn. As the day progresses, however, it begins
to waver. Things are weakest at noon, and then you catch glinpses of what is
really behind it all."

"Do the spells hold on the inside as well as the outside?"

"I ndeed, Madwand, they do. You shall see for yourself soon."



As they watched, the sparkling began again, faint at first, grow ng.

They reached the foot of Bel ken by evening and entered the bright city which
had grown up there. The first archway through which they passed m ght have
been nade of branches strapped together, but it gave every appearance of

gol d-vei ned marbl e possessed of intricate carvings. Countless lights drifted
through the air at several times the height of a man. Pol kept turning his
head, assessing the wonders. Unlike any city with which he was famliar, this
one seened clean. The way beneath their feet was unnaturally bright. The
bui | di ngs appeared al nbst fragile, with an eggshell translucence to them
Filigreed screens covered fancifully shaped wi ndows in walls sporting designs
of gl owi ng genstones. There were bal coni es and over head wal kways, arcades

t hrough which richly garbed nen and wonen passed. Open-fronted shops displ ayed
magi cal paraphernalia and exotic beasts were penned and tethered throughout
the city--though a few wandered harm essly, as if taking in the sights

thenmsel ves. Thick clouds of red snoke rose froma brazier on a corner where a
t urbanned mage chanted, a denonic face and formtaking shape within it high
above the street. The sounds of flutes, stringed instrunents and drunms cane
fromseveral directions. On an inmpul se, Pol jerked his guitar into existence,
tuned it, slung it and began playing as they wal ked al ong. He felt his
dragonmark throbbing invisibly, as if in response to the magi cal anbi ance they
were entering. Bright birds in cages of silver and gold trilled responses to
his song. A few of the passing faces turned his way. H gh above, the face of
the mountain was glowing softly, as if traversed by swarnms of fireflies. And
even higher, the stars had appeared in a clear sky. Cool breezes noved about
him bringing the odors of exotic incenses, perfunmes, of sweet |ogs burning.
Mousegl ove sniffed and |istened, fingers tw tching, eyes darting.

"I't would be difficult to know what to steal, in a place where nothing is what
it seenms," he remnarked.

"Then you night | ook upon it as a vacation."

"Hardly," Mousegl ove replied, eyeing a denon-face which seenmed to regard him
frombehind a grating high in the wall to his left. "Perhaps as an experience
i n conpul sory educati on. "

I bal, croaking orders to his servants at every turn, seemed to know the way to
his quarters. They were, Pol |ater |earned, the same apartments he had al ways
occupi ed. Their appearance would be radically altered upon each occasi on, one
of the older servants inforned him Oientation here was a nmatter of
famliarity with position rather than appearance.

The apartnents to which they were conducted as Ibal's guests seemed extensive
and el egant, though the eye-sw ndling shimer of glanourie |lay upon everything
and Pol noted that solid-appearing walls seened to yield somewhat if he | eaned
upon them snooth floors were sonetinmes uneven to the feet and chairs were
never as confortable as they | ooked.

| bal had dismissed them saying that he intended to rest and that he woul d
introduce themto the initiation officials on the norrow So, after bathing
and changing their garnments, Pol and Musegl ove went out to see nore of the

t own.

The balls of white light illum nated the najor thoroughfares. d obes of
various colors drifted above the | esser ways. They passed knots of youths
whose overheard conversations were |ike the runm nations of philosophers and
groups of old men who called upon their powers to engage in practica

j okes--such as the tiny cloud hovering just beneath an archway whi ch suddenly
rattl ed and drenched anyone who passed belowit, to the acconpani nent of
uproarious | aughter fromthe gnone-like nmasters lurking in the shadows.
Brushi ng away the noisture, Pol and Mousegl ove continued on to a narrow stair
| eadi ng down to a winding street less well-illum nated than those above--bl ue
and red lights, smaller and di mer than the others, nmoving slowy above it.
"That | ooks to be a possibly interesting way," Muse-glove indicated, |eaning
on a railing above it.

"Let's go down and have a | ook."

It seened a place of refreshment. Establishnents serving food and beverage,



both indoors and out, lined the way. They strolled slowy by all of them then
turned and started back again.

"I like the | ooks of that one," said Musegl ove, gesturing to the right. "One
of the enpty tables under the canopy, perhaps, where we can watch the people
pass. "

"Good idea," said Pol, and they made their way over and sat down.

A small, dark, smling man wearing a green kaftan energed fromthe
establ i shnment's doorway al nost inmedi ately.
"And what will the gentlenmen have?" he inquired.

"I"'d like a glass of red wine," said Pol

"Make mine white and al nost sour," said Musegl ove.

The man turned away and inmedi ately turned back. He held a tray bearing two

gl asses of wi ne, one light, one dark

"Useful trick, that," Musegl ove observed.

"Private spell,"” the other replied.

The man grew al nost apol ogetic then as he asked themto drop their payment
through a small hoop into a basket.

"All the others are starting it, too," he said. "Too many enchant ed pebbl es
goi ng around. You night even have sone w thout knowing it."

But their coins remained coins as they passed through the charned circle.

"We just arrived," Pol told him

"Well, keep an eye out for stones."

He noved off to take another order

The wi ne was extremely good, though Pol suspected that a part of its taste was
enchantnent. Still, he reflected after a tine, what difference should it nake?
Li ke the entire place about them-if it serves its purpose, appearance can be
for nore inportant than content.

"Hardly an original observation," Musegl ove replied when he voiced it. "And
it mant a lot to ne every tine | lifted a bogus jewel | thought was real."

Pol chuckl ed.

"Then it served its purpose.”

Mousegl ove | aughed.

"Al'l right. Al right. But when death gets involved it is better to know which
is the real dagger and which the real hand. After what happened that | ast

night in your library, I would be very careful in a place like this."
"By what means that | am not already enpl oyi ng?"
"Well, that nagical shower we passed through earlier," Myusegl ove began. "I

just noticed--"

He was interrupted by the approach of a blond, well-built young man with
finely chiseled features and a flashing smle. He was extravagantly dressed
and he noved with an extraordi nary grace and poi se.

"Madwand! And Mousegl ove! Strange neeting you here! Waiter! Another of

what ever they're having for my friends! And a glass of your best for ne!"
He drew up a chair and seated hinself at their table.

"It looks as if they did a better than usual job this year,'
gesturing. "How do you |ike your acconmopdati ons?"
"Uh--fine," Pol replied as the waiter arrived and produced their drinks.

The youth gestured and his hand was suddenly filled with coins. They | eapt
upward fromit, arched through the hoop and into the basket with a small

pyr ot echni ¢ di spl ay.

"Colorful," Pol said. "Listen, | hate to seemrude since you' re buying, but I
can't seemto recall "

The yout h | aughed, his handsonme features creasing with nerrinent.

"OfF course not, of course not," he said. "I amlbal, and you are | ooking at
the finest rejuvenation spell ever wought." He brushed a speck of dust from
his bright sleeve. "Not to nmention a few cosnetic workings," he added softly.
"Real | y!'"

" Amazi ng! "

"Yes. | amready to neet once again with ny bel oved Vonnie, for two weeks of
| overraki ng, revelry, good food and drink. It is the only reason | still cone

he said,



to these things."

"How -interesting."

"Yes. W first net here nearly three hundred years ago, and our feelings have
remai ned undi nmi ni shed across the centuries.”

"I npressive," Pol said. "But do you not see one another in between tines?"
"Gods, no! If we had to |live together on a day-to-day basis one of us would
doubtl ess kill the other. Two weeks every four years is just right." He stared
into his drink a noment before raising it to his lips. "Besides," he added,
"we spend a lot of the intervening tine recovering."

He | ooked up again.

"Madwand, what have you done to yoursel f?"

"What do you nean?" Pol asked.

"That white streak in your hair. Wiy is it there?"

Pol ran a hand through his still-npist thatch

"Little joke," he said.

"Not in the best of taste," said Ibal, shaking his head. "You'll have people
associating you with Det's Disaster. Ahh!"

They foll owed a sudden noverment of his gaze out along the street, past a
halted fat man and a pair of strollers, to where a wonan approached under a
swayi ng blue light. She was of medi um height, her hair |ong and dark and

gl ossy, her form superbly nol ded beneath a |ight, clinging costume, her
features delicate, lovely, smling.

Fol  owi ng his sharp intake of breath, Ibal rose to his feet. Pol and

Mousegl ove did the sane.

"CGentlenen, this is Vonnie," he announced as she came up to the table. He
enbraced her, kept his arm about her. "My dear, you are lovelier than ever.
These are my friends, Mad wand and Mousegl ove. Let us have a drink with them
before we go our way."

She nodded to them as he brought her a chair.

"It is good to neet you," she said. "Have you come very far?" and Pol
captivated by the charmof her voice as well as the freshness of her person
felt a sudden and acute |oneliness.

He forgot his reply as soon as he uttered it, and he spent the next severa

m nutes admiring her.

As they rose to | eave, |Ibal |eaned forward and whi spered, "The hair--1'm
serious. You'd best correct it soon, or the initiation officials may think you
flippant. At any other tine, of course, it would not matter. But in one
seeking initiation--well, it is not a tinme for joking, if you catch ny

nmeani ng. "

Pol nodded, wondering at the sinmplest way to deal with it.

"I"ll take care of it this evening."

"Very good. | will see you sone tine tonorrow-not too early."

"Enj oy yoursel ves."

| bal smiled.

“I'"'msure."

Pol wat ched them go, then returned his attention to his drink.

"Don't | ook suddenly," Musegl ove whi spered through unmoving Iips, "but there
is a fat man who has been loitering across the way for some tinme now "

"I"d sort of noticed." Pol replied, sweeping his gaze over the bul ky man's
person as he raised his glass. "What about hinP"

"I know him?" Musegl ove said, "or knew him-professionally. H's nane is Ryle
Merson. "

Pol shook his head.

"The nane neans nothing to ne."

"He is the sorcerer | once nmentioned. It was over twenty years ago that he
hired me to steal those seven statuettes fromyour father."

Pol felt a strong urge to turn and stare at the large nan in gold and gray. He
restrained hinself.

"...And there was no hint fromhimas to what he wanted them for?" he asked
"No. "



"I feel they're very safe--in with nmy guitar,"” Pol said.

When he did | ook again, Ryle Merson was talking with a tall man who wore a

| ong- sl eeved bl ack tunic, red trousers and hi gh bl ack boots, a red bandana
about his head. The man had his back to them but a little later he turned and
his eyes met Pol's in passing, before the two of them nmoved on slowy up the
street.

"What about that one?"

Mousegl ove shook his head.

"For a nonent | thought there was sonething famliar about him but no--I

don't know his name and | can't say where | mght have seen himbefore, if
indeed | did."

"I's this a coincidence, | wonder?"

"Ryle is a sorcerer, and this is a sorcerers' convention."

"Why do you think he chose to stand there for so | ong?"

"It could be that he was sinply waiting for his friend," Musegl ove said,
"though I found mysel f wondering whet her he had recogni zed ne."

"It's been a long tine," Pol said.

"Yes."

"He could sinply have come over and spoken with you if he wanted to be certain
who you were."

"True."

Mousegl ove rai sed his drink.

"Let's finish up and get out of here,’
"Ckay. "

Later, the edge gone fromthe evening, they returned to their apartnents. Not
entirely because Musegl ove had suggested it, Pol wove an el aborate series of
war ni ng spells about the place and slept with a bl ade beside the bed.

he sai d.

IV

Enough of philosophical rumination! | decided. It is all fruitless, for I am
still uncertain as to everything concerning ny existence. A philosopher is a
dead poet and a dying theologian--1 got that fromPol's mnd one night. | am
not certain where Pol got it, but it bore the proper cast of contenpt to match
my feelings. | had grown tired of thinking about my situation. It was tine

that | did sonething.

| found the city at Belken's foot to be unnerving, but stimulating as well.
Rondoval was not without its share of magic--fromutilitarian workings and

m sunder st ood enchantnents to forgotten spells waiting to go off and a | ot of
new stuff Pol had left |ying about. But this place was a veritabl e warehouse
of magic--spell overlying spell, many of themlinked, a fewin conflict, new
ones being laid at every monment and ol d ones dismantl ed. The spells at
Rondoval were old, famliar things which I knew well how to hunor. Here the
power hunmmed or shone all about ne constantly--some of it nobst strange, sone
even threatening--and | never knew but that | might be about to collide with a
deadl y, unsuspected force. This served to heighten my alertness if not ny
awar eness. Then, too, | seened to draw nore power into nyself just by virtue
of nmoving amid such | arge concentrations of it.

The first indication that | nmight be able to question someone concerni ng ny
own status came when we entered the city and | beheld the being in the tower
of red funmes. | watched it until the manifestation dissipated, and then was
pl eased to note that the creature assunmed a formsinilar to nmy own. |
approached the receding thing inmediately and directed an inquiry toward it.

"What are you?" | asked.
"An errand boy," it replied. "I was stupid enough to |l et someone find out ny
name. "

"l do not understand."

"I"'ma denon just like you. Only I"'mdoing tinme. Go ahead and nock ne. But
maybe soneday you'll get yours."

"I really do not understand."



"I haven't the time to explain. | have to fetch enough ice fromthe

mountaintop to fill all the chests in the food | ockers. My accursed master has
one of the concessions here."
"Il help you," | said, "if you'll show nme what to do--and if you will answer

nmy questions as we work."
"Come on, then. To the peak."

I foll owed.

As we passed through the mddl e reaches of the air, | inquired, "I'ma denon,
too, you say?"

"I guess so. | can't think of too many other things that give the sane

i mpression.”

"Name one, if you can."

"Well, an elemental --but they're too stupid to ask questions the way you do.
You' ve got to be a denon."

W got to the top where | |earned how to nanage the ice. It proved to be a

sinmple variation on the term nation/absorption techniques | enployed on living
creat ures.

As we swirled back down toward the | ockers--as two great spinning towers of
glittering crystals--1 asked, "Were do we cone fron? My menory doesn't go
back all that far."

"We are assenbl ed out of the universal energy flux in a variety of fashions.
One of the comonest ways is for a powerful sorcerous agency to call one of us
into being to performsone specific task--tailor-making us, so to speak. In
the process we are naned, and customarily we are rel eased once the job is
finished. Only, if some |esser or |azier nage--such as ny accursed
master--later |earns your name he mght bind you to his service and your
freedom ends again. That is why you will find quite a few of us doing jobs for
which we are not ideally suited. There just aren't that many top-notch
sorcerers around--and sonme of them even grow |lazy, or are often in a hurry.
Ah, if only my accursed nmaster could be induced to nake but the small est

nm stake in one of his charging rituals!”

"What woul d happen t hen?"

"Way, |'d be freed in that nonent to tear the son of a bitch apart and take
of f on ny own, hoping that he had | eft no magi cal document nentioning nmy name
nor passed it along to some snot-nosed apprentice. To be safe, you should

al ways destroy your accursed former nmaster's quarters to take care of any such
paperwork--burning is usually best--and then go after any apprentices who
mght be in the vicinity."

"I'"ll remenber that," | said, as we refornmed our burdens into |arge chunks in
the | ockers and headed back for nore.

"But you've never had this probl en? Not even once?"

"No. Not at all."

"Unusual . Perhaps you had your origin in some massive natural disaster. That
somet i mes happens. "

"I don't remember anything like that. | do seemto recall a lot of fighting,
but that is hardly the same thing."

"Hm Lots of bl ood?"

"I suppose so. WIIl that do it?"

"I don't think so, not just by itself. But it could help if something el se had
started the process.”

"I think there was a bad storm also."

"Storms can help, too. But even so, that's not enough."

"Well, what should |I do?"

"Do? Be thankful that no one knows your nane."

"I don't even know ny name--that is, if | have one at all."

W reached the peak, acquired another |oad, began the return trip.

"You must have a nane. Everything does. One of the old ones told ne that."
"ad ones?"

"You really are naive, aren't you? The old ones are the ancient denons from

t he days that nen have forgotten, ages ago. Fortunately for them their names



have al so been forgotten, so that they dwell largely untroubled by sorcerers,
in distant grottoes, upon far peaks, in the hearts of volcanoes, in places at
the ocean's bottom To hear themtell it, no accursed master could oppress you
like the accursed nmasters of long ago. It is difficult to know whether there
really is any difference, since | know of none so unfortunate as to have
served under both ancient and nodern accursed masters. The old ones are wi se,

t hough, just from having been around for so long. One of them m ght be able to
hel p you."

"You actually know sone of then®?"

"Ch yes! During one of ny intervals of freedom| dwelled anbng them far bel ow,
inthe Gottoes of the Gowing Earth, where the hot nagna surges and

st eans--a nost wondrous and happy place! Wsh that | were there now"

"Way don't you return?"

"Not hi ng woul d pl ease me nmore. But | am bound not to wander too far by ny

accursed master's accursed spell, and he is not in the habit of granting
vacations."

"How unfortunate."

"l ndeed. "

W entered the | ockers again and finished filling the ice chests.

"Now, thanks to you, | am finished ahead of schedule," the denon said, "and ny
accursed master will not sunmon ne to another accursed task until he realizes
that this one is finished. Therefore, | have a few mnutes of freedom If you
would like, we will return to the heights where we can see for a great
distance and | will attenpt to give you directions for reaching the Gottoes
of the Gowing Earth--though their entrance Iies on another continent."
"Show me the way," | said, and he soared upward.

I foll owed.

The instructions were conplicated, but | set out imediately to follow them |
fled far to the northwest until | cane to a great water heaving regularly
toward the stars it inmaged. There, unaccountably, | slowed. | knew that | had
to cross it as the next stage of ny journey, but | was drained of all will to
begin. | drifted northward along the coastline, puzzled. Wat was it that was
hol di ng ne back?

Finally, 1 sought full control of my nebul ous person. | attenpted to consider
the situation in a totally rational manner. | saw no reason for hesitation. |
i gnored the strange |ethargy which had taken hold of ne. Forcing mnyself
forward, | passed over a narrow, pebbly strand of beach and on out above the

spl ashing swel | s.

| felt nmy new resol ve waver alnpost imrediately, yet | struggled to continue,
to break through whatever odd barrier it was that had been rai sed agai nst ne.
It was then that | heard the voice, mxed in with the boom ng of the surf.

"Bell, or," it said. "Bell, or..."
And | |istened and grew afraid.
"Bell, or," it repeated, "bell, or, bell, or, bell, or," over and over again.

| realized that sonme part of me had i medi ately understood somnet hing of what

| ay behind those utterances. And | knew they neant that | was defeated in ny
quest .

| summoned ny last bit of will to oppose the force which held nme, for here at
| ast was sonething | mght query.

"Why?" | hurled at the waves and the sky. "Wy? Wiat is it that you want of
ne?"

There was a nonent of silence, and then the voice returned:

"Bell, or, bell, or..."

| felt defeat wash through ne, a dark, cold thing like the waters bel ow, as |
saw t hat those strange words were to be my only answer.

Turning, | rushed back to the shore then fled southward, knowi ng | would have
to |l ook el sewhere for ny answers. The words faded gradually wtthin nmy being.
My thoughts becanme focussed upon Pol Detson.

Once | reached gl owi ng Bel ken and the magic-infested city at its foot,
proceeded unerringly to the building and the roomwhere Pol |ay sleeping. How



| achieved this with no real effort, | could not say, unless sonme bond had
grown between us as a result of our association

As | inspected the defenses he had reared, | heard himnmpan softly. | entered
his sleeping mnd and saw that he had passed beyond a door in his dreams into
a place which both delighted and repelled him | had never intervened in his

affairs before, but | recalled that he had seened to be relieved when awakened
by the nanel ess sorcerer that last tine he had dreaned such a dream so
caused himto awaken

He lay there for a long while, troubled, then drifted into a nore peaceful
slunber. | departed then to seek ny denon acquai ntance and see whet her there
was anything else | night learn

| drifted over to the accursed master's quarters, but ny friend was neither
there nor in the vicinity. Then, faintly, | detected the glitteing trail such
as had occurred behind us during the ice-hauling expeditions. | hurried to
follow, as it had faded further even as | had considered it.

| sped along the skiey trail as rapidly as |I could conduct nyself. The

di stance proved to be great, but a slight brightening of the way indicated
that | was gai ni ng.

Many | eagues farther to the south and the west, the trail arced downward
toward a riverside town. It ended at a house which was vibrating and from
which a series of crashing noises could be heard. | passed into the place and
noted that bl ood was smeared everywhere--the walls, the floors, even the
ceiling. My friend had hold of a male human whose |inbs were broken and whose
brai ns had been dashed out against the fireplace.

"Greetings! You re back so soon! WAs there sone problemw th ny directions?"
"No, but some force I do not understand prevented ne from departing this
continent."

"Strange."

The human flew across the roomto crash against the far wall.

"Do you know what | think it is?"

"No. What?" | said.

"I believe you are under a spell that you do not even know about--bound in a
particul ar way to some very special duty."”

"l have no idea what it could be."

"Gve me a hand with the entrails, will you? They should be strung about."
"Sure."
"Well, | think that you ought to find out what the thing is and discharge it.

Maybe t he accursed naster who laid it on you is dead now or denented. In

ei ther case, you're very lucky. Once you've done whatever there is to be done,
you'll be free."

"How do | find out what it is?"

"I guess that | amgoing to have to instruct you further in these matters.

Since | amprepared to count you as a friend, | amgoing to tell you sonething
in strictest confidence--my nane. It is Galleran.™
"That's a nice nane,” | said.

"It is nore than just a word. It summarizes me when it is fully understood."

We finished the stringing and Gall eran di smenbered the body, passing nme a leg
and an arm

"Do something artistic with these."

I hung one over a rafter and placed the other in a large kettle.

"Because | know nmy name | know all that there is to know about ne," Galleran

said. "You will, too, as you begin to understand it. Now, what you nmust do is
di scover your own nane. Wen you learn that, it will also bring you know edge
of the task with which you have been charged."”

"Real | y?"

"Certainly. It must follow"

Gal l eran placed the head upon the mantl epi ece.

"How am | to find it out?" | asked.

"You must search your earliest nenories--many tinmes, perhaps. It is there,
somewhere. When you find it you will know it. \Wien you knowit, you will know



yoursel f. Then you can act."

"I will--try," | said.

Gal l eran proceeded to strew enbers fromthe fireplace about the room

"Help me to fen these to flane now, will you? It is always best to | eave the
pl ace burning after your work is done."

"Surely."

As we strove to set the roomto fire, | asked, "Way is it that your accursed
mast er wanted this nan destroyed?”

"One of them owed the other noney, | believe, and did not wish to pay it. |
forget which."

"Oh

W waited about until we saw that we had a good bl aze going. Then we rose into
the night with the snoke and headed back toward Bel ken

"Thank you for all that you have taught me this day," | said as we parted
later, "CGalleran."

"I amglad to be of help. | nmust admt that you have roused ny
curiosity--mghtily. Let nme know when you have | earned your story, wll you?"
"Yes," | said. "I will do that."

Galleran returned to the accursed master's quarters to report the conpletion
of the assigned task. | rose into the air, heading toward a place hi gh upon
the western face of Bel ken. Earlier, on our ice-gathering expedition, | had
noti ced an opening there heading into the heart of the nmountain, strange
lights and vibrations all about it. | had grown very curious as to where it

Il ed and was deternmined to explore there. One never knows where one's nane
mght lie.

\Y

...Pol drifted again through the great Gate and into the | and beyond. Mving
nore rapidly than in the past, he viewed another hunt, transformation and
pursuit with growi ng amusenent. On the second capture, however, the victimwas
canni bal i zed and another had to be sought. Pol experienced a psychic tuggi ng
whi ch drew himaway fromthe scene and on out across the wastel and. For what
seened to be days he traveled, in a dim indetermnate form over the
unchangi ng deadl ands, conming at last to a worn but high range of bl ack
nount ai ns whi ch extended from horizon to horizon. Three tines he assailed its
hei ghts and three times he fell back; on the fourth occasion, the dry, howing
wi nds forced himtoward a gap through which he fled. He energed on the other
side above a terraced city which covered this entire face of the range. This
sl ope, however, continued to a far |lower |evel than that on the opposite side,
dropping at last to the shore of an ancient, wavel ess, tideless sea and
continuing on belowits surface. G rcling, he saw the outlines of buildings
beneath the waters and the dark, nmoving fornms of the beings who dwelled there.
Through the al ways-eveni ng haze, he saw the creatures of the upper terraces,
gray, long-linbed, ogre-like, slightly smaller versions of the things he had
seen in the wastes. Human-appearing beings also were there, noving freely
anong t hem

He descended very slowy, coming to rest atop a high spire, where he perched
and regarded the figures below. A great nunber of these congregated quickly at
the base of the structure. After a time, they built a fire, brought forth a
nunber of bound peopl e, disnenbered them and burned them The snoke rose up
he breathed it, and it was pleasing to him

Finally, he spread his wings and spiralled dowward to where they waited upon
the | owest terrace. They nade obei sance to Hi m and played hi m nusic upon

i nstruments which wailed, thrumed and rattled. He strutted anong them
occasional ly choosing one to rend with his great beak and tal ons. Wenever he
did this, the others watched with awe and obvi ous pl easure. Later, one who
wore a brass collar studded with pale, snoul dering stones approached, hol ding
a three-pronged iron staff surnmounted by a sooty white flane.

He followed the light and the one who bore it into the shadowy interior of one



of the buildings--a | opsided netal structure of tilted floors and sl anted
walI's. It was wi ndowl ess and danp; it snelled of stale perfumes. Deep within
the place, cold and still upon a high marble slab, lay the woman, candl es
burni ng at her head and her feet, her only garnments garland and girdle of red
flower petals already touched with brown. Her hair was a soft yell ow verging
upon white. Her lips, nipples and nails were painted blue. He uttered a soft
trilling note and mounted the stair, the slab and the woman. Raki ng her once
with claw and slashing her twice with his beak, he began to sing. He enfol ded
her then with his wi ngs and began a sl ow novenent. The one who bore the iron
staff struck it in slow, regular rhythmupon the cold stone floor, its flane
maki ng danci ng shadows upon the weepi ng wall s.

After a long while, the woman opened her pate eyes, but they did not focus and
she did not nmove until many minutes had passed. Then she began to smile

When the three of themcane forth, others had assenbl ed and nore were rising
fromthe depths and novi ng downward from the higher |evels. The thrunm ng,
wailing, dry rattling of the rmusic had grown to massive proportions, and a
steady clicking sound which cane fromthe chests of the assenbl ed creatures

t hensel ves rose in counterpoint to it. Then began a sl ow procession, |ed by
the Iight-bearer, which noved over many | evels of the world-circling,

sea-di pped city. They stayed in red chanbers during their journey, and the sea
changed color six tines as they nmoved both above and beneath it. Massive
russet worns swamto acconpany their passage--eyel ess, humm ng, streaked and
rotating--and space was fol ded, that prospects came and went with great
rapidity. The notes of a mightly gong preceded them and signed their

depart ures.

The sky grew even darker on the day of his daughter's birth. Nascae tossed,
nmoaned and cried out, afterwards lying as still and cold as she had that day
upon her slab. The mountains shouted thunder and a red rain fell, flowi ng like
waterfalls of blood down the terraces to the sea. The child was named Nyalith,
to the sounds of tabor and bone flute. Wen she spread her w ngs and soared
above the world there was a sound |ike thunder, and horns of yellow |light
preceded her. She would rule themfor ten thousand years.

He flew to the highest peak of the black range and turned hinmself to stone,
there to await Tal kne, Serpent of the Still Waters, who would conme to contest
the and of Qod with him The people nmade pilgrimges to that place, and
Nyalith offered sacrifices at his feet. Prodronolu, Father of the Age, Opener
of the Way, they called himin tireless chant, bathing himin honey and

spi ces, w ne and bl ood.

He felt his spirit rise, singing, to flash beyond the nountains. Then the
deadl ands tw sted and churned beneath him He dropped through a fadi ng night
toward bri ght ness.

Pol awoke with a feeling of well-being. He opened his eyes and regarded the
wi ndow t hr ough which the norning Iight | eaked. He drew a deep breath and
flexed his nuscles. A cup of steami ng coffee would be delightful, he decided,
knowi ng full well that such was not attainable upon this world. Not yet,
anyway. It was on his list of things to | ook into when he had the chance.
Now. . .

At that instant, his dreamreturned to him and he sawit to be the source of
his pleasure. Wth it canme renenbrance of other dreanms of a simlar nature,
dreans--he realized now-which had come to himevery night since the nanel ess
sorcerer had visited himon the trail and changed his appearance. But these,
unli ke the others, were uniformy pleasant despite a certain grotesqueness.
He rose, to visit the latrine, to wash, to dress, to rinse the streak in his
hair with a jar of liquid he had purchased from an apothecary on the way hone
t he previous evening. Wile he was about these things, he heard Musegl ove
stirring. He dismantled the warning spells while he waited for the man to
ready hinself. Then the two of them stopped by Ibal's quarters but were told
by a servant that the master could not be disturbed.

"Then let's take a wal k and find some breakfast," Musegl ove suggest ed.

Pol nodded, and they made their way back to the small street with the cafes.



The night's sparkle and sheen faded as they dined; and as the sun clinbed

hi gher a certain dinginess appeared here and there in the brighter quarters
about them

"Sleep wel | ?"

"Yes. Yoursel f?"

Pol nodded.

"But I--"

Mousegl ove's eyes shifted sharply to his left and he nodded in that direction
Pol | eaned back in his chair and stretched, rolling his head as he did so.

The man who was approachi ng down the narrow street was clad in black and red
as he had been the previous evening. He was looking in their direction

Pol | eaned forward and raised his nmug of tea.

"You still can't recall... ?" he asked.

Mousegl ove shook his head.

"But he's coming this way," he nuttered w thout moving his |ips.

Pol took a sip and listened for footfalls. The man had a very soft tread and
was al nost beside himbefore he heard a sound.

"Good norning," he said, noving into view. "You are the one call ed Madwand, of
| bal ' s conpany?"

Pol | owered the nmug and rai sed his eyes.

"I am"

"Good." The other smiled. "My name is Larick. | have been appointed to conduct
the candidates for initiation to the entrance on the western hei ght of Bel ken
this afternoon. | will also be your guide through the nountain tonight."

"The initiation is to be tonight? 1'd thought it was not held until near the
end of things?"

"Normally, that is the case,’

Larick replied, "but I had not been reading ny

epheneris recently. | only learned |ast night when | was appointed to this
post that there will be a particularly favorabl e conjunction of planets
toni ght--whereas things will not be nearly so good later on."

"Wuld you care for a cup of tea?"

Larick began to shake his head, then eyed the pot.
"Yes, | amthirsty. Thanks."

He drew up a chair while Pol signaled for a fresh pot.
"My friend' s nane is Musegl ove," Pol said.

The nmen studi ed each other and cl asped hands.

"dad."

"The sane."

Larick produced a piece of parchment and a witing stick

"By the way, | do not really have your name, Madwand, for the list of

candi dates. How are you actually called?"

In instant reaction Pol's mind slid over the present and back to an earlier
tine.

"Dan," he said, "Chain--son."

"Dan Chai nson," Larick repeated, witing it. "You are fourth on ny list. |
still have six to go."

"I take it that the rescheduling is as nuch a surprise to all those invol ved?"
"I"'mafraid so. That's why | have to find everyone in a hurry."

The tea arrived and Pol poured.

"W will neet at the Arch of the Blue Bird," Larick said, gesturing. "It is
the farthest archway to the west. It is somewhat south of here, also.”

Pol nodded.

“"I'Il find it. But when do we neet?"

"I was hoping we could all get together by noon," he answered. "But that seens
unrealistic, the way things are going. Let's say by the tine the sun lies

nm dway between noon and sunset.”

"Al'l right. Anything special | should bring?"

Larick studied himfor a nonent.

"How much preparation have you had for thisP' he asked.

Pol wondered whether the flush he felt in his cheeks was visible through his



magi cal di sgui se, scar and all

"It depends upon what you nean by preparation," he said. "lI've had sone
instruction as to the netaphysical side of things, but | was counting on nore
time here for |earning sonething of the practical aspects.™

"Then you did not--as your nicknane inplies--serve what mght be referred to
as a normal apprenticeship?”

"I did not. I know what | know by neans of aptitude, practice and sone
study--on ny own."

Larick sm | ed.

"I see. In other words, you have had as little preparation as one can have had
and still be said to have had sone preparation.”

"I'"d say you've put it properly.”

Larick took a drink of tea.

"There is sone risk, even for those with full training,'’
"I already know that."

"Well, it is your decision, and I will have time to go over things sonewhat
during the clinmb and while we wait for sundown outside the entrance. To answer
your first question, though, bring nothing but the clothes you wear, one small
| oaf of bread and a flask of water. These may be consumed at any tinme during
the journey, up until the actual entry into the mountain. | woul d suggest you
keep nost of it until near the end, as we maintain a total fast during the

ni ght's progress through Bel ken."

Larick finished his tea and rose.

"I"ll have to be locating the others now," he said. "Thanks for the tea. |l
see you at the Blue Bird Archway."

"A nmonent," sai d Mousegl ove.

he sai d.

"Yes?"

"At what point on the nmountain will you be emerging in the norning?"

"We'll conme out of a cave low on the eastern fece--this side, that is. You
can't see the place fromhere. If you want to walk along with me |'m goi ng up
to a higher level now | night be able to point it out to you fromthere."
"Yes, I'Il cone."

Mousegl ove rose. Pol did also.

A flight of tarnished butterflies swept by as they nounted the stair. Wen Pol
rested his hand agai nst an ornanental colum, it felt nmore like the trunk of a
tree than cold stone. The huge gens set into walls had | ost nuch of their
brilliance in day's hard glare. But Pol sniled, for the inpression of beauty
still held despite all of this.

They clinbed a hill and Larick pointed at the nountain.

"Yes. Over there," he said. "Near the base--that triangular, darkened area.
You can see it if you |l ook closely."

"I see it," Mousegl ove said
"Yes," said Pol
"Very well. Then | rnust be on ny way. | will see you later."

They wat ched hi m head off toward a group of buildings to the south.
"I'"ll be waiting there when you cone out," Mouseglove said. "Don't trust
anybody while you're inside."

"Why not ?"

"I"ve gotten the inpression here and there that Madwands are | ooked down upon
and resented by those who have served regul ar apprenticeships. | don't know
how strong the feelings night be, but there'll be nine of themin there with
you. | wouldn't turn ny back on themin any dark corridors.”

"You m ght have a point there. | won't give them any opportunities."

"Shall we stroll back and see whether Ibal is receiving conpany yet?"

"Cood idea."

But | bal was not yet receiving. Pol left a nessage that the schedul e had been
advanced and that he woul d be | eaving that afternoon. Then he returned to his
own quarters and stretched out upon his bed, to rest and nmeditate. He thought
over the entire story of his life as he now knew it--the story of the son of a
powerful and evil sorcerer, his life preserved in exchange for his heritage as



he was exiled to another world, one which knew no magic. He recalled the day
of his return, his bitter reception in this world when he was recogni zed by
means of the dragon birthmark upon his right wist. He remenbered his escape,
his flight, his discovery of the ruined famly seat at Rondoval and all that
went with it--his identity, his powers, his control over the savage beasts
that slept there. He relived his conflict with his brilliant but warped

st ep-brot her, Mark Marakson, in the anonol ous center of high technol ogy which
that one had resurrected atop Anvil Muntain in the south. He thought of his
brief but dooned affair with the village girl Nora, who had never stopped

| oving Mark. And now...

The Seven. The peculiar manipulation of his Iife by the seven statuettes,

whi ch seemed to have ended that day atop Anvil Muntain, returned to plague
his thoughts. He still had no notion as to their true functions, purposes,
aims. He felt that he would never enjoy full freedom from apprehension unti
he cane to terms with them And then the recent unexpl ai ned attenpt upon his
life, and the m dnight encounter with the sorcerer who seenmed to have answers
but did not care to share them..

About the only personal thing that did not pass through his mnd was a

consi deration of his recurrent dreanms. Soon he fell asleep and had anot her

He took his loaf and his water flask with himto the Arch of the Blue Bird.
Mousegl ove acconpanied himto that point. Larick and six of the others were
al ready present. The westering sun had encountered a cl oudbank and the city
took on its evening sheen prematurely. The other candi dates were unifornly
young and nervous; and Pol forgot their nanes--except for Nupf, with whom he
was al ready acquai nt ed.

The sky continued to darken while they waited for the others, and Pol idly |et
his vision slip into the second seeing. As he cast his gaze about he noted a
bl ue-white pyram d or cone near the center of town, a thing which had not

regi stered itself upon his normal perceptions. Continuing to watch it for a
time, he gained the inpression that it was growi ng. He noved his seeing back
to its normal node and t he phenonmenon faded.

Maki ng his way past the other candi dates, he approached

Larick who stood, obviously inmpatient now, watching the massing clouds.
"Larick?"

"What do you want ?"

"Just curious. Wuld you know what that big cone of blue |light growing up over
there is?"

Larick turned and stared for several noments, then, "Ch," he said. "That is
for our benefit--and it rem nds me again just how |l ate things are getting.
Where the devil are the rest of thenP" He turned, |ooking in severa
directions, and then a certain tension seened to go out of him "Here they
cone," he said, noting three figures on a distant wal kway.

He turned back to Pol

"That cone you see is the force being raised by an entire circle of
sorcerers,"” he explained. "By the tine we enter Belken, it will have reached
the mountain and filled it, attuning all ten stations within to greater cosmc
forces. As you nove fromone to the other, each a synbolic representation of

one of your own lights, the energies will flow through you and you w Il
t hereby be shaped, reshaped and attuned yourself."
"I see.”

"I amnot certain that you do, Dan. The other nine candidates, serving proper
apprenticeshi ps, should have devel oped their lights properly, in the natura
order. For them tonight's experience should only be an intensification with
some mnor bal ancing. Wth you, though--a Madwand may take any path. It could
prove painful, distressing, even maddening or fatal. | do not say this to

di scourage or frighten, nmerely to prepare you. Try not to allow anything that
occurs to cause you undue distress.”

Here Larick bit his Iip and | ooked away.

"\Wher e--where are you fron?" he asked

"A very distant land. |I'm sure you would never have heard of it."



"What did you do there?"

"Many things. | suppose | was best at being a mnusician."

"\What about magi c?"

"I't was not known in that place.”

Lari ck shook his head.

"How coul d that be?"

"It is just the way that things were."

"Then yoursel f? How did you conme to this |and? And how did you becone a
Madwand?"

For a nonent, Pol found hinmself wanting to tell Larick his story. But prudence
put alimt to his desire.

"It is avery long tale," he said, |ooking back over his shoul der, "and the
other three are al nost here."

Larick glanced in that direction

"l suppose that you had sone interesting experiences once you discovered your
abilities?" he said hurriedly.

"Yes, many," Pol replied. "They mght fill a book."

"Do any stand out in your nenory as particularly significant?"

"No. "

"I get the inpression that you do not like to tal k about these things. Al
right. There is no requirenent that you do so. But if you would tell ne, |
woul d i ke to know one thing."

"What is that?"

"A white magi cian may on occasion use what is known as bl ack magic, and
vice-versa. W know that it is all much the sane and that it is intent that
makes the difference--and that it is fromintent alone that the nagician's
path m ght be described. Have you yet chosen one path or the other?"

"l have used what | had to use as | had to use it," Pol said. "I like to think
that nmy intentions were relatively pure, but then npost people so justify
thensel ves in their own eyes. | nmean well, nost of the tine."

Larick smiled and shook his head.

"I wish that | had nore tine to talk with you, for | feel sonething very
pecul i ar behi nd your words. Have you ever used magic with great force against
anot her human bei ng?"

"Yes."

"What becane of that person?”
"He is dead."

"Was he al so a sorcerer?"
"Not exactly."

" "Not exactly'? How can that be? A person either is or is not."

"This was a very special case."

Larick sighed and then smiled again.

"Then you are a black magician."

"You said it. | didn't."

The three final candi dates now approached the group and were introduced.
Larick | ooked themall over and then addressed them

"We are late getting started. W will head along this way i medi ately and then
proceed until we have departed the city. The trail will comence shortly
thereafter and we will begin our clinb. I do not know yet how many--if

any--rest stops we rmay nake along the way. It depends on our progress and the
time." He gestured toward a heap of folded white garnents. "Each of you pick
up a robe on the way by. We'll don themright before we enter."

He turned and passed under the arch, noving away.

Mousegl ove approached Pol

"I"ll be at the exit point in the norning," he said. "Good |uck."

"Thanks. "

Pol hurried after the others, noving toward the head of the group. \Wen he
gl anced back, Mbusegl ove was gone. He continued his pace until he caught up
with Larick, felling into step beside him

"I amcurious," he said, "why you are trying so hard to make ne out a bl ack



magi ci an. "

"It is nothing to me," the other replied. "Those of all persuasions neet and
mx freely in this place."

"But | amnot. At least, | don't think I am"

"It is of no inportance.”

Pol shrugged.

"Have it your way, then."

He sl owed his pace and fell back anong the group of apprentices. Nupf cane up
next to him

"Bit of a surprise here, eh?" the apprentice said.

"What do you nean?"

"The suddenness of it all. Ibal doesn't even know |I'mon ny way. He's still--"
he paused and grinned "--occupied."

"At | east he got ny name onto the list before he turned his attention to other
matters."

"It was not entirely altruistic of him" Nupf replied. "I envy you
consi derably, should you come through this intact."
"How so?"

"You don't know?"

Pol shook his head.

"Madwands--particularly those who make it through initiation," Nupf explai ned
"are, alnost without exception, the nost powerful sorcerers of all. O course,
there aren't that many around. Still, that is why Ibal would like to have you
renmenber himwi th a certain fondness and gratitude."

"I'I'l be damed," Pol said.

"You really didn't know?"

"Not in the |east. Could that have anything to do, | wonder, with Larick's
efforts to find out whether I'm black or white?"

Nupf | aughed.

"l suppose he hates to see the opposite side get a good recruit."

"What do you nean?"

"Ch, | don't really know that much about him but the rumor going around anong
the other candidates has it that Larick is so lily white he spends all of his
free time hating the other side. He is al so supposed to be very good--in a
purely techni cal sense."

"I"'mgetting tired of being m sjudged,"” Pol said. "It's been going on all ny
life."

"I't would be best to put up with alittle nore of it, for now"

"I wasn't thinking of disturbing the initiation."

"I"'msure he'll run it perfectly. Wites are very conscientious."

Pol | aughed. He adjusted his vision and | ooked back at the cone of power. It
had grown noticeably. He turned away and noved on toward the nounting cl ouds.
Bel ken had al ready acquired sonething of radi ance beneath them

Y/

Seat ed upon the w de | edge outside the cavenouth, three-quarters of the way up
the nmountain's western face, Pol finished his bread and drank the rest of his
wat er whil e watching the sun sink beneath the weight of starless night. There
had been only one brief break on the way up and his feet throbbed slightly. He
i magi ned the others were al so sonewhat footsore.

There came a flash of lightning in the southwest. A cold wi nd which had
followed them nore than halfway up made a little whistling noise anong rocky
prom nences overhead. The nobuntain had a faint glowto it, which it seened to
acquire every night, only tonight it continued to brighten even as he wat ched.
And when he shifted over to second seeing it seened as if all of Belken were
afire with a slowmy undul ati ng blue flane. He was about to conment upon it to
Nupf when Larick rose to his feet and cleared his throat.

"Al'l right. Put the robes on over your clothes and line up before the
entrance," he said. "It will be a bit of a walk to the first station. | wll



lead the way. There is to be no tal king unless you are called upon for
responses.”

They unfol ded the coarse white garnments and began donni ng t hem

"...And any visions or transformations you nmay w tness--along with any

al terations of awareness--are occasions neither for distress nor coment.
Accept everything that comes to you, whether it seens good or bad.
Transformations thensel ves may well be transforned before the night is over."
They lined up behind him

"This is your last chance for questions.”

There were none.

"Very well."

Larick proceeded at a deliberate pace into the cave-mouth. Pol found hinself
near the mddle of the line which followed him His vision slipped back into
its natural range. The bl uish gl ow di m ni shed sonewhat but did not depart. The
narrow, high-walled cave into which they entered pulsated in the sanme fashion
as the outer slopes of the nmountain, giving sufficient, if sonmewhat
unsettling, illunmnation to light their progress. As they passed further

al ong, the brightness and novenent intensified to the point where the walls
were subnerged within it, vanishing fromsight, and it was as if they wal ked a
fire-girt avenue out of dream between celestial and infernal abodes, its
direction being a matter of conjecture as well as nood.

A distant rumnble of thunder reached themas the way curved to the left, then
to the right, slanting upward. It steepened rapidly after that, and in a few
step-like places the worn floor seemed to show evi dence of human handi wor k.
Anot her turn and it steepened even nore sharply, and heavy gui de-ropes
appeared at either hand. At first, the candidates were loath to take hold of
them for the action was tantanount to placing one's hands anong | eapi ng
flanmes; but after a tine they had no choice. There was no sensation of warnth
Pol felt only a vague tingling on his palns, though his dragonmark began to
throb beneath its disguise after several nonments. The air grew warner as they
mount ed, and he coul d hear the sounds of his conpanions' |abored breathing as
they hurried to keep up with Larick

Abruptly, they entered a grotto. The gui de-ropes ended. The floor of the

| andi ng on which they halted was nore nearly level. Inmediately before them
lay a large, circular pool blazing with white light as if illumnated from
bel ow. Low di ppi ng stal actites shone like icicles above it. The walls cane
down alnpst to its edges, save for the stony tongue on which they stood.

Al most, for a narrow | edge seened to circle that entire bright |ens of stil
[iquid.

Larick notioned them out upon the | edge i medi ately. They edged their way out
and around, backs brushing agai nst the rough rock. After several m nutes,
Larick began signing themto halt or nmove on, until all of themwere
distributed in accordance with sone plan known only to hinmself. Then he noved
out to the edge of the spit fromwhich he had conducted the arrangenent and
stared down into the radi ant waters. The candi dates did the sane.

The Iight dazzled Pol's eyes at first, but he soon becane aware of his own

bl eached reflection, the irregular scul pture of the roof |ike sone fantastic
| andscape behind it. He | ooked into his own eyes; a stranger, for this was the
face of the disguise he still wore--heavier brow, scar upon the left cheek
Suddenly, his reflection nelted, to be replaced by the image of his true
face--1eaner, thinner of |ip, possessed of a higher hairline--with the white
streak running back through his dark locks. He tried to raise his hand to his
face and di scovered that a strange lethargy with a dull species of

sl uggi shness had cone over him Hi s hand only twitched slightly and he nmade no
further effort to nove it. Then he becanme aware of a voice speaking the words
he had but recently learned. It was Larick's, and when he had fini shed
speaki ng they were repeated by the first candi date upon the far edge of the
pool . They echoed through the chanber and tolled inside his head. A faint,
sweet scent rose to his nostrils. The next candi date began speaki ng the sane
words, and in a part of his mnd Pol knew that when his turn came he woul d be



repeating them Yet, in a way, it seened as if something within himwere

al ready saying them He felt hinself in sone way detached fromtinme. There was
no tine here, only the light and the reflected face. The words rolled toward
hi m awakeni ng things deep within his being. Then he saw that the reflection
was smling. He was not aware of any nmovenent of his own face. As he watched
now, the inmage wavered and divided itself. It was suddenly as if he had two
heads--one which continued smling to the point of a sneer, the other bearing
a massively sad expression. Slowy, they turned to face one another. He was
riven by peculiar enmptions. How | ong these persisted, he could not tell, as he
observed the two who were one in their archetypal debate. It was only slowy
that a vague feeling of wongness began to come over him

Then he realized that he was i ndeed speaking. Hi s turn had come and he had
begun his part in the circle without being aware of it. The words vibrated
within him and the world seened oddly altered--distanced--about him The
light frombelow his feet grew even brighter. The inmages within the pool were
war ped, fol ded back upon thensel ves. The two heads of his reflection nmerged,
to become his solitary, unsmling countenance. A feeling of exhiliration grew
wi thin himnow and the sense of w ongness was swept away. Hi s head seened ful
of light as he uttered the final syllable.

It passed then to the woman to his |left, who began the intonation. Pol | ost
all sense of self now, as well as tinme and place, and nmerely existed within
the sound and the light, feeling changes pass through him until it was over.
Wthout any word or visible sign, he knew when they were finished. The Iight
in the depths coal esced, seenmed to take on the formof a great egg, while the
final speaker went through his part. Then, for a long while they stood in
silence regarding the depths. Wthout cue, Pol suddenly raised his head and

| ooked toward Larick. As his gaze noved across the chanmber, he saw that all of
the others were | ooking up and turning sinultaneously. Slowy then, the

candi dat es noved on al ong the | edge.

When they reached its end and canme onto the pier, Larick raised an arm
gesturing toward his left, then turned and |l ed themthrough a very narrow cut
behi nd a screen of rock which none had noticed before. After several paces,
novi ng sideways, it w dened. Al nost inmmrediately, Larick dropped to his hands
and knees and crawied into a small, black hole. One by one, the others did the
same. The pale, flanme-like |light and the undul ance were present there, also,
but inches away in any direction.

Progress was slow, for they worked their way downward, fighting against
slippage, crawming flat-bellied through particularly |Iow places, tw sting and
scrapi ng thensel ves as they negotiated turns.

The candi date before and bel ow hi m halted suddenly, and Pol did the same. He
heard a grunt fromthe rear as the one behind himwas drawn up short. The
wal I s had pal ed somewhat to a grayish tone with a pink cast to them

The candi date before hi m began inching forward again and Pol did the sane,
slowy. This continued for approxi mately one body-1ength, then was foll owed by
another halt. Pol, still giddy fromthe openi ng experience, felt unable
conpletely to control his thoughts. He alternated between mld distress and
resi gnation over this.

After a brief pause, they advanced again, a sinilar distance. Several nore
such, and Pol saw its cause. There was a circular opening in the floor. The
candi dat es eased thensel ves down through it, hung at armis |l ength and then

dr opped.

He waited for a time after the one before himpassed through, then | owered

hi nsel f, hung a nonment and | et go.

It was not a long drop. He |landed with his knees bent and i medi ately noved to
the side. Shortly, he joined the others, who stood near the center of the
chanmber where the roof was high, arranged in a circle in accordance with
Larick's gesturing, around the nost prom nent object in sight--a pink

stal actite several tinmes his own height, rising froma |arge, bunpy, roughly
rectangul ar pi ece of rock.

When they were all in position about it, Larick notioned them back, spreading



the formation to positions as far away fromthe towering object as the
geonetry of the cavern pernitted. For a nonent, the man's eyes net his own,
and Pol, unaccountably, felt that there was pain within them Then Larick
noved away, to nmount a rock at the for corner of the chanber. Shortly,
everyone's gaze left himand returned to the object before them
Pol rel axed, assumi ng a contenplative state of m nd once again. He | ooked up
and then down the nonolith. He felt the power in the place. He slipped his
vision into the second seeing for a monent, but there was no change ot her than
an increased brightness to the stalactite. There were not even any drifting
strands in the vicinity, a phenomenon which struck himas sonewhat odd when he
t hought about it much later.
At the first slow words fromLarick he returned his sight to normal, feeling
only the physical sensations which the sounds and their echoes stirred within
him The experiences of tinelessness and di stancing came over himnore quickly
than they had on the previous occasion. Now, as he watched, the light on the
surface of the towering formation began shifting. It seemed alnost as if the
thing were nmoving slightly.
Larick grew silent and some nmenber of the circle began the intonation. The
cavern slowy faded about himas this occurred. Pol felt that the huge form
was the only tangible object in existence. The words foll owed him however,
filling this version of the universe which he now occupi ed. Then, suddenly,
the nonolith seemed larger, its shape indefinably altered.
Anot her voice took up the words. Pol watched, fascinated, as the object noved
and shifted its appearance. The |unpy base seened nore and nmore to be the
knuckl es of three folded fingers, the single upright a forefinger extended, a
smal |, | ow prom nence on its other side the joint of a bent thunb. O course
It had been a hand all along. Why hadn't he noticed sooner?
The voi ce noved nearer. The hand was indeed stirring, turning in his
direction. The finger began to dip, slowy.
H s breathing ceased and a sense of awe canme over himas it continued to
descend toward him The narrow ng di stance between themwas filled with power.
Unaccount ably, his right shoul der and arm began to tingle.
The finger, large enough to crush him reached--gently, delicately--and
brushed very lightly against his right shoul der
He al nost col |l apsed, not from any wei ght but fromthe feelings which i nvaded
himat that nonment. He steadied hinmself as the source of the words cane even
nearer. The finger was retreating now, noving back toward its upright
posi tion.
The tingling continued in his armand shoul der, to be succeeded first by a
dull ache and then by a nunbness when it canme his turn to speak the words. The
cavern returned, however, and the hand becane once again a stalactite upon a
rough rock.
The words went full circle, they neditated in silence for a spell and Larick
then notioned themto follow himthrough an opening in the wall behind the
rock upon whi ch he stood.
Pol moved slowy, awkwardly, puzzled by the dead wei ght which hung at his
right side. He reached across and seized his right biceps with his left hand.
H's upper armfelt swollen, imense; it was tight against the cloth of his
sl eeve.
He ran his hand down his arm The entire |inb seened suddenly grown oversi ze.
Also, it was uniformy dimnished in sensitivity. Wth great effort, however,
he found that he could nmove it. Wen he | owered his eyes, he discovered that
his hand--still normal in appearance and feeling--hung far |ower than usual
inthe vicinity of his knee. He felt for the power of his dragonmark, but it,
too, seened to have been nunbed. Then he recalled Larick's words on the matter
of transformations this night--that they should be accepted without distress
and not be permitted to interfere with the business at hand. Neverthel ess, he
gl anced surreptitiously at the others, to see whether he could detect any
mal formati ons. The few he was able to view before entering the tunnel did not
exhibit any gross inpairments. And no one seened to notice his own.



They wal ked. The way was | evel, straight and sufficiently wide. The

illum nation persisted. They passed through an enpty chanber without

halti ng--where it seened that a high-pitched nusical tone was being constantly
sounded, just beyond the bounds of audibility--and they continued unti

anot her grotto opened before them

Here they entered. It was a rounded chanmber with a curved roof, al nost

bubbl e-1i ke in appearance. Larick spaced them about a rock formation
resenbling a cauldron, near its center. Again, a chanting commenced and again
Pol knew the oceanic feeling, the detachnent he had experienced at the other
stations, though here it was m xed with somet hing of depression, sadness. His
left armacquired the tingling sensation at this point, and when his turn had
cone and passed and all was done it resenbled the right exactly inits
transformation

This time he accepted the change with |l ess distress, as part of the total
experi ence. The others nust be undergoing simlar experiences, he decided. He
followed themto a well-1like depression across the way, discovering as he did
that sensation, nmobility and control were returning to his arnmns.

He watched the others. A knotted rope fastened about a nearby rock hung down
into the hole. One by one, the candidates took hold and clinbed down it,

vani shing into the darkness. When his turn came he did |ikewi se, with great
ease, pleased with the enornmous strength which now resided in his arms and
shoul ders.

In the yell ow blue cavern to which they descended the nowfamliar ritua
formati on was established and the rite carried out about a |arge, spherica
crystal set upon a pedestal. Before it was concluded, Pol's left hand felt as
if he had dipped it in boiling water. He gave no outward evidence of this, not
even | ooki ng down upon it, until after this phase, too, was conpleted and
Larick led themout through an opening in the wall to the left.

The hand still throbbed, but the sensation of heat had vani shed. Wen he
viewed it, he saw that it had grown massive, purplish, scaly; the nails were
thi ck, dark, triangular, hooked, at the ends of |ong, powerful-looking digits
whi ch reached al nost to his ankle. The robe he wore conceal ed nuch of the
change within its folds, its long, wide sleeves. Still... He | ooked about
again. None of the other candi dates seened to have noticed his disconfort.
Agai n, he forced the thought of it away. He trekked after the others along a
broad, level tunnel, his gait sonewhat disturbed, as if by overbal anci ng and
conpensati on.

A sword hung froma chain mdway between floor and roof at the near end of the
next chanmber. This, in its turn, becane the object of their nmeditation
swinging and glinting redly as the words circled it. The visions which swam
through his nmind at this, as at the previous station, barely registered

t hensel ves on his consci ousness, as the feeling of the power of his new |linbs
canme to occupy his awareness with the burning pang in his right hand--this
time a thing of masochistic pleasure to him He spoke the words in a ringing
voi ce and did not even | ook down, already knowi ng what he woul d see.

When it was over, he turned and joined the line filing out through another
opening and into a downward-slanting tunnel, noving now as if within a dream
his actions determ ned by some al ogi cal pattern he could feel about him no

| onger wondering whether the others' notions of personal transformation
coincided with his own.

The way was steep; sweet odors rose up it. The walls were a living net of pale
fire. The floor sparkled, alnbst noistly. They continued downward for a | ong
while, comng at last to a small chanber into which they were crowded about a
si mpl e, unadorned cube of stone. The place was strewn with flowers, accounting
for the odor he had detected on the way down. Here he found the snell al nost
sickly sweet in its intensity. Wen the words were spoken in these close
quarters they hurt his ears. He felt excessively warm and becane very

consci ous of the beating of his heart. A wave of dizziness passed over him
but he knew that even if he fainted there was no place to fell, so closely
were they packed together. Later, he believed that he had actually succunbed



to unconsci ousness briefly, for there was a gap in his nmenory up until he
found himsel f speaking. It seened that there had been another vision, one

whi ch had partly nunbed his senses. He could not recall the details. H s heart
was beating rapidly now, with an unusually heavy throbbi ng. He becane

peri pherally aware that the candi dates who stood at either hand were renoved a
greater distance fromhimthan they had been the last time he had been aware
of their presence. The aroma of the flowers had di nm ni shed sharply, or else he
had becone accustoned to it.

He | owered his head as he finished speaking and saw that his robe was torn
Then he becane aware of the enormous breadth of his shoulders, the barrel-like
girth of his chest. No wonder his garnment was rent. How could this be an
illusion? He glanced at the nearest candidates. Wapped in their own

nmedi tati ons, none of them seened to be payi ng hi many heed.

Slowy, he raised his right hand. He reached inside through the torn place,
groped about until he located an opening in his own garnents which |ay
beneath. Hi s heavy fingers explored bel ow them encountering a tough, hard,
bunpy surface. He explored further. Fromnavel to neck, it felt as if he were
covered with scales. He withdrew his hand and let it fell. Wen he | ooked up
again, he saw that Larick was staring at him The nman | ooked away i mmedi ately.
When they departed the room it was as if they followed a continuation of the
tunnel which had brought themto that place, still slanting downward, headed
in the same direction. He controlled his breathing carefully as they wal ked,
for its sounds cane heavy and stertorous when he drew deep breaths.

There came a cooling for which he was grateful, as they continued down the

| ong shaft. The next chanber was rmuch | arger than the one they had quitted,
its floor of a greenish stone. A heavy oil |anp was suspended by chains from
its roof, and its flanes waved as the words were spoken

This time it was his left leg. The nmonment that the tingling began he knew what
was to follow. Wen it finally came, he al nost collapsed. The | eg seened to
have grown much | onger and heavier than the right one. He was al npst

conpl etely unbal anced and had to keep that knee bent and the other straight.
But, if anything, the dreamquality he was experienci ng was enhanced by this
phase of the ritual progress. As they turned and he lurched his way al ong a
mercifully level tunnel, visions, like objectified free associations, were
everywhere. He could not place his hand agai nst the swinmng wall for support
wi t hout seeming to touch sone beast-face or a wonman's breast, a flower or the
feathers of a bird.

In this frame of mind, he was not even certain what he saw in the next
chanmber. That it was | arge and scented, he was aware. The images seened
everywhere dense. Zodi acal beasts noved in procession before him If he fixed
his eyes upon one, it dissolved into an entirely new series of forms. After a
time, he gave up. He al nbst wel coned the tightening and the warnth in his
right leg when it cane, for his balance was finally restored when that one

mat ched the ot her.

Hs mind a chaotic junble now, he departed with the others, noving surely and
swi ftly down another |ong steep way.

They came at last into a very dark chanber where stalactite and stalagmte
were joined to forma towering silver pillar about which Larick |ed and placed
them Pol's nind cleared nomentarily, and he wondered what had actually been
happeni ng and for how |l ong the cerenobny had been going on. The inages were

di spersed. There was only the shining pillar here, lovely and bright. Wth his
el ongated reach, he felt that he could al nost extend his arns and enbrace it.
The thing seenmed to reflect power. He felt some sort of stability returning.
He raised his massive hands and stared at them Were had he seen their Iike
bef ore? He adjusted his vision for the second sight, but they renai ned
unchanged when this occurred.

He et his hands fall as the menory cane to him They were |ike the hands of

t hose denonic creatures he had seen in his dreanms of the | and beyond the Gate.
What could this mean? Wiy were they being objectified in this fashion during
this ritual of a supposedly beneficial nature? Was this truly the sort of



transformati on of which Larick had spoken, or was he undergoi ng sonet hi ng

el se?

He raised a hand to his face, ran his fingertips across his features. They
seened unchanged, yet--

He was seized by an abdom nal cranmp which bent him partway forward.
Involuntarily, he clutched at his mdsection. In that instant, Larick began
speaki ng agai n, yet another sequence of the words. He felt the pressure of his
belt and unfastened it. He heard the sound of cloth tearing beneath his robe.
When t he pains had passed, he was aware of a widening in the pelvic area, a
spreading of his hips. It was difficult when he attenpted to stand fully
upright. H s spine now seened to possess a curvature which bore himforward so
that his hands rested upon the ground. His feet began to ache.

Then it did not matter. The nonent of full rationality passed, and he was
caught up in another sequence of visions and feelings of power. It seened that
a very long time had passed. His mind drifted through the repetitions and his
own part in them Wen they noved again, he followed, slouched far forward,
oblivious and i gnored.

Larick led themto an opening in the floor through which the top of a | adder
protruded. He notioned for themto follow after and proceeded to descend it.
Pol waited until all of the others had gone down before beginning his own
clunmsy descent.

The | adder creaked beneath himand one rung cane | oose. But he clutched its
sides tightly and kept going. It was a | ong descent, finally taking him
directly into the nmidst of the others, who stood within a circle drawn upon
the floor of this chanber. He noted that two of the other candi dates had
col l apsed and that Larick was kneeling, massaging the chest of one of them

He junped down the final few feet and waited. The man on whom Larick had been
wor ki ng noaned after a tinme and sat up. Larick i mediately noved to the
other--a small, red-haired man, whose teeth seened tightly | ocked
together--and listened for a heartbeat. Apparently there was none, for he
abandoned that one inmmediately and returned to the other. After severa

m nutes, he hel ped that other to his feet and checked the red-haired man
again. The second formremained still. Larick shook his head and rose, |eaving
the man where he had fallen. He notioned the others into a formation around

hi msel f, then raised both hands.

Pol's feet began to ache as the power was raised within the circle. The pain
grew so severe that he had to tear off his boots seconds later. He held them
beneath his arminside the robe as the ritual progressed. He dimy recalled
that this was the final stage of the initiation. Everything would be over soon
and he could go sonewhere and sl eep...

He found hinself saying the words, his voice normal, steady. Wen he had
finished, he closed his eyes. An extraordinarily vivid image i mediately
arose. He saw Rondoval beseiged, a stormraging about it. The inage flowed. A
man stood upon the main bal cony, a black scarf about his neck, the scepter of
power in hands. His hair was frostwhite save for a black streak runni ng back
through it. He was singing orders to his unearthly hordes and causing fl anes
to rise before his enemies. But a sorcerer all in white--old Mr!--cane to
duel with him The ol der man prevail ed, the defense slackened, the man on the
bal cony sl unped and wi t hdr ew.

I nside, he raced to a nearby chanber and began mani pul ati ng magi ca

par aphernali a. The action was tel escoped.

Morents later, it seenmed, scepter held high, he stood at the Circle's center
voi ci ng words of power that rang through the room causing a tw sting, snmoky
shape in a corner near the ceiling to vibrate in resonance.

"Bel phani or ned septut!" he cried. "Bel--"

The door burst open and a nmessenger entered and col |l apsed as the forces swept
over him

"The gate has been breeched...", he said, before he expired.

The sorcerer spoke a word of protection, thrust the scepter into his sash and
broke the Circle.



He departed the chanber, raced up the hall and entered another room where he
sei zed and braced a powerful bow which hung there. He chose a single arrow
froma soft l|eather quiver and took it with him

Bel ow, Pol saw hi muse the weapon to slay the | eader of the attacking forces.
Then he fought a duel with old Mor, was bested and died, buried beneath a heap
of rubble.

Thi ngs blurred. The storm had passed. The fighting had ceased. He saw Mor
nmount ed upon the back of a centaur, riding into the west, the dead sorcerer's
body tied across the back of another of the horse-people.

Anot her bl ur.

Wthin a cavern, illumnated by his glowing staff, planted |like some unnatura
tree, Mor was alone with the dead sorcerer. The body was laid on its back upon
a slab of stone, arns fol ded. Leaning above the corpse, Mr was doing
something to the face--rubbing, pressing. At sonme later point he raised his
hands and seened to pull the face away.

No. It was a deathmask that he held upraised, and in that noment Pol noticed
how cl osely the features resenbl ed those of Mr hinself.

He began speaking softly, but Pol could not distinguish the words. The second
seei ng cane over himand he beheld a fine, silver strand attached to the nask.
Everything cane apart and trailed away then, as visions do.

Pol opened his eyes. Everyone was standing in neditation and there was an
echoing sound in the air, Larick's hands were rai sed and he was cl appi ng t hem
toget her slowy, speaking certain final words.

When he had finished, Larick passed anong them stopped and raised the dead
man, positioned himacross his back, noved to its perineter and broke the
Circle. He turned then and gestured for the others to follow him

They exited the chanmber and noved al ong a w deni ng tunnel, passing at |length
into a large, irregularly shaped, unadorned cavern cluttered with rock and
stalagmte, hung with huge stalactites. The air there was cooler still. Pol's
head began to cl ear.

Larick picked his way across the cavern and found a place to deposit the body.
Then he returned, nmounted a small prom nence and addressed his foll owers:
"Krendel was the only candi date who succunbed to the forces," he said. "The
rest of you may be said to have passed, in one fashion or another. It could be
several weeks before the new alignment of your mmgi cal states has stabilized.
Because of this, | caution you agai nst any operations of the Art for a tine.
Thi ngs could go very nmuch awy, with unpredictable results. Wait, rest,
confine your activities to the physical plane. Wen you feel ready, begin your
workings in a very small way--and wait after each step, to be certain that

t hi ngs are proceedi ng properly."

He turned and | ooked back over his shoulder. He gestured in that direction

"That tunnel |eads back into the world," he said. "It is long. | will conduct
each of you up it personally, to neet the dawn."
"You will be first," he told the nearest. "Co and wait for nme over there.

will join you in a nmonment."

He stepped down fromthe nmound and headed toward Pol

"Come over here," he whispered, and he led himinto a side passage behind a
fat stalagmte.

"Something is wong," Pol said. "I've becone a nonster and no one seens to
notice."

"That is true," Larick answered, raising his voice to a normal pitch

"Shoul d this not pass, nowthe initiation is over?"

"Madwand, " he replied, "your transformati on had nothing to do with the
initiation. Can you say you know not hing of the House of Avinconet?"

"Yes. |'ve never heard of it."

"Nor of the great Gate to a dark and sinister world? A Gate you would fling

wi de?"

Pol frowned.

"I see," Larick said, sighing. "What | did to you was i ndeed necessary. | took
the opportunity afforded by your state of mind at each stage of the initiation



to lay powerful spells upon you--exchangi ng your body, piece by piece, for
that of one of the dwellers in that accursed place. Save, of course, for your
head. "

"Why?" Pol asked. "Wat have | done to you?"

"Personal ly, nothing," Larick answered. "But the evil you would work is so
great that everything | have done is warranted. You will |earn nore of what
lies before you by-and-by. Now | nust get back to the other initiates."

Pol extended one massive, taloned hand to seize him Larick gestured briefly
and the entire linmb was instantly paral yzed.

"Wat - - ?"

"I have conplete control of your new body," the other stated. "I have enfol ded
you in a series of virtually unbreakable spells. See how |l lay my will upon
you, totally imobilizing you now? There is also a nmasking spell. It even
conpensates for your ungainliness. Only you see yourself as you truly are--a
necessary remnder, |'d say. You are now, in all ways, ny creature."

"And you were so concerned about black magic," Pol said. "Perhaps you feared
conpetition?"

Larick wi nced and | ooked away.

"It was necessary, this tine," he said, "to conbat a greater ill."

"Don't preach nme that line. |I've done nothing wong. You have."

Larick turned away. Pol screamed at him

H's cry was cut short as the man turned back and gestured again. Now Pol could
no | onger speak at all

"I"1l come for you last and we will journey to Castle Avinconet,'
and then he sniled. "Don't go away."

He passed the rocky corner and was gone.

Pol heard a drop of water fall froma stalactite into a nearby pool. He heard
t he sounds of his own shall ow breathing. He heard the distant voices of the
other initiates, doubtless discussing the night's experiences.

I f magi ¢ had bound him then magic could free him he decided. But he could
not locate the sources of his own power. It seermed as if that part of himwere
somehow asl eep. He brooded over Larick' s words, over the fact that his dreans
were apparently a nasty reality to soneone el se. He sought through his
menories for sonme clue as to why this should be so. He wondered whet her his
present situation were in any way connected with the attack of the sorcerer
Mousegl ove had di spat ched back at Rondoval. He strained to nove, but no
novenent fol |l owed.

Then there canme the sound of a footstep beyond the passage. It seemed too soon
for Larick to be returning, but--

A large man, as tall but wi der than Larick, turned the corner and advanced.
H s face was a constantly shifting thing, as if seen through a multi-phase
refracti ng medium The eyes drifted, the nose swelled and shrank, the mouth
twi sted through ghastly parodi es of human expressions. But when he opened it
to speak, Pol still saw that there was a shining, capped tooth. He tried the
second seeing but was unable to penetrate the distortion spell the person wore
i ke a mask.

"I see that ny disguise still holds for your features,
voi ce. "But what have you done with the rest?"

Pol found that he could not even snarl

"Actually," the man went on, "that is a terrific body. You could weak all
sorts of havoc with it, if you'd a mind to. | suppose you're rather attached
to your own, though, eh?"

He rai sed his head, one huge eye and one small one focusing upon Pol's own,
shifting relative sizes even as he stared.

"Forgive nme," he said then. "1'd forgotten you can't answer."

He rai sed one hand and sl apped Pol lightly across the nouth. It stung for only
a nonent, and somet hing seenmed to be released with the stinging. Pol found
that his jaws were unl ocked, that he could nove his head.

"What the hell is going on?" he asked.

"I haven't the tinme to tell you, even if | w shed to,

Lari ck said,

cane the famliar

the other replied.



"It's a long story and there are other considerations of much greater nonent
just now. Everything seens to be coming along nicely, though. | wouldn't worry
too much. "

"You call this 'nicely' ?" Pol said, casting his gaze down over his nonstrous
form

"Well, not necessarily froman esthetic standpoint, if you happen to be
human,” the man said. "I was referring to the progression of events. Larick

t hi nks he's got you now. "

"Offhand, 1'd say he's right."

"That mght be renedied, if you're willing to play the gane out."
"l don't even know the stakes, or the rules."
"That will be a part of your reward if all goes well: answers to your

guestions--and answers to sone you haven't even thought of yet."

"Such as who you are, and what you're after?"

"That will al nbst assuredly come out."

"WII | Iike what | discover?"

"In matters of taste, each person is of course the only judge."

"What choi ce have 1?"

"You may act, or be acted upon."

"What do you want nme to do?"

"Go along with things, find out what it is that your captor desires and decide
whet her that is what you al so want. Then you act accordingly. Larick feels
that he has you under conplete control, but in a noment | will break his
infantile spells. I will also reverse the noderately clever body exchange he
has worked upon you, restoring to you your own vigorous, youthful--if
fetigued--carcass. Then will follow the work of a true master. Freed and
restored, | will disguise your body as | disguised your features, giving to it
in every respect the senblance of the nonster you now are. For an encore,

will then cloak you in a masking spell in all ways identical to the one which
now hi des your hi deous appearance from nost nortal eyes--"

"A disguise within a di sguise?"

"Precisely."

"To what end?"

"At some point, those who desire you in the reduced state will be sure to
strip away the outer layer to behold the captive nonster within."

The | arge sorcerer strode forward and cl asped himby the shoulders. Instantly,
Pol felt sonething |ike an electric shock pass through him H's arm dropped.
He sagged forward. H's boots fell to the floor fromwhere he had clutched them
beneath his left armall this |Iong while. The sorcerer seized that arm and an
agoni zing pain ran through it. Before Pol could exanmine it, he had hold of the
other. He was hummi ng as he worked. \Wether or not this was a part of his
procedure, Pol could not tell

As he raised his hands and realized that they were indeed his hands again, the
man struck hima mghty bl ow across the back with his Ieft hand and upon the
chest just above the heart with his right. Even within the well-nuscled and
heavily arnored formthat he wore, Pol could tell that the man was no
weakl i ng.

He felt the air rush out of his lungs as his chest cavity was returned to
normal . He began to straighten and the sorcerer struck hima terrific blowin
t he abdormen, well below the belt. The change continued in that region, and he
strai ghtened fully, massagi ng, slapping hinmself, as nuch for the joy of
feeling his owmn formagain as to ease the omi present aches.

The big sorcerer kicked himin the shins and he felt the aches, straightening
and shrinkage begin in his |egs.

"I must say you have a violent approach to these matters,’
"Perhaps you'd prefer a six-hour incantation with incense?"

"I never argue with success."

"Prudent. | now begin the first masking spell, causing you to | ook as you just
were. "

The illusion began, growing |ike a gray m st about him shaped by the flow ng

he remarked.



gestures of the face-changer's hands.

Pol felt his hidden dragonmark throb in the presence of this magic. Soon it
cl oaked hi m conpl etely, coal escing, sinking through his garments.

The sorcerer sighed and strai ght ened.

"...And that will be all they see, if they pierce your outer guise, soon to be
supplied by nme. | must caution you concerning the obvious, however."

"That bei ng?"

"You must act as if you are still under control. Be standing paralyzed in the

same position in which he left you when Larick returns. Follow all of his
orders as if you had no choice. The noment you deviate, you | ose your chance
to learn anything further. You will probably also have a fight on your hands."
Pol nodded. He | ooked down at hinmself as he did, seeing the nonstrous

appear ance once again but not feeling it.

"I"ll mask this illusion for everyone else now, as Larick had it," the
sorcerer said, "but |eave the appearance for you, as he also had it, as a

rem nder to act in keeping with it--with clunsiness and obedi ence."

Pol wat ched the man's hands as they conmenced an intricate series of gestures.
"Do you see strands when you work?" he asked hi m suddenly.

"Sometines," the sorcerer replied. "But right now | see beanms of col ored
light, which | intercept. Hush. I'mconcentrating."

Pol fixed his eyes on the man's changing face, trying to guess at his true
features. But there was no pattern to the changes.

When the novenents ceased and the man strai ghtened, Pol said, "You told nme on
that night you cane to nme in our canp that our interests mght not be entirely
conj oi ned. "

"Ch, there is a possibility that we m ght wind up at odds," the other replied.
"I hope not, but there you are. It could happen. If so, it won't be because
didn't try, though. And at least for the monment we want the sanme thing: to get
you out of here intact, to deceive your enem es, to position you
strategically."

"Have you any idea what will happen when | |eave here?"

"Ch, yes. You will be spirited away al nost inmmredi ately--to Castle Avinconet."
"Larick did say that much. But who else is involved. And what will | neet at
t hat end?"

"It is for better for you to |l earn these things yourself, to keep your
responses nornmal . "

"Dam it! There's nore to it than that! You're hiding sonething!"

"I'n what way does that nake ne different fromother nen? Play your part, boy.
Pl ay your part."

"Don't patronize ne. | need nore information to carry this thing off."
"Bullshit," the sorcerer replied and turned away. "And strike your pose again.
| believe | hear someone coning."

"But--"

"The rest is silence,"” the changing nan said, as he vani shed around the
corner.

Vi

Mousegl ove hunkered in a rocky recess to the left of the cavenouth, his hood
rai sed and cl oak drawn about hi magainst the norning's chill. To his right,

the fresh-risen sun constructed norning above the foothills, skimmng a |ayer
of glory fromthe magical city he had quitted hours before. Eight of the
initiates had so for passed him each in the conpany of Larick, to salute the
dawn, then make their ways back toward the town, alone, or in the conpany of a
servant or forner master. Wien he heard footsteps once again, Musegl ove
stirred slightly, turning his head toward the openi ng. Wen he saw Pol
approaching with the | eader, he rose, joints creaking, but did not inmrediately
depart his station

Unl i ke those who had preceded him Pol had already renoved his white robe. H's
gait was slower and nore awkward than usual. Larick, too, was dressed only in



his day garments and head cloth. H s face bore a far |ess solemn aspect than
it had when he was bringing the others forth from Bel ken. He was snappi ng
orders at Pol as they energed. The two imediately turned to their left and
began wal ki ng quickly in that direction

Puzzl ed, Mousegl ove stepped out fromhis niche and hurried after them

"Good norning," he said. "How did you fere during the night?"

Larick al most stumbled in halting, and he placed his hand upon Pol's arm By
the tine he turned, his face was conposed. Pol, noving nore slowy, was

wi t hout expression.

"Good nmorning," Larick replied. "Your friend is well enough physically, but
some who go through initiation experience nmental disorganization in varying
degrees. This has occurred with him"

"How serious is this thing?"

"That depends upon a great many factors--but it is generally treatable. | was
hurrying himoff right nowwth that end in mnd."

"That is why you skipped the dawn sal utation?"

Larick's eyes narrowed for the briefest nonment, as if assessing the other's
know edge of the matters invol ved.

"W were not going to dispense with it entirely,"” he said. "But perhaps you
are right, since this is the traditional spot."

He turned toward the place where the others had stood to performthe fina
ritual function.

"Pol! Do you at |east understand ne?" Mousegl ove said.

Larick turned back

"I amcertain that he does," he told him "But, technically, he should not
address anyone until he has finished with this part of things. You can see in
a few mnutes what his response will be."

He | ed Pol over to the place, speaking softly and rapidly to him Musegl ove
shifted about, glancing in every direction. Alittle later, he saw Pol raise
his arms and |ift his face toward the light in the east. As Pol began to
mutter, Larick noved a short distance away from him Musegl ove wat ched
carefully, hands beneath his cloak

When Pol had completed a hurried version of the sun-rite, he turned toward the
smal | er man.

"It may not be all that serious,"” he said then. "But | nust go away with
Larick for a time. | can afford to take no chances in sonething like this."
"How | ong?"

"I do not know. For as long as is necessary."

"It could take a week or two," Larick put in. "Possibly even |onger."

"Where is it that you are taking hin? I'mgoing with you."

"I couldn't tell you that until | have conferred with some experts. Perhaps he
can be treated here. Then again, he may have to go away."

"Wher e?"

"That remains to be determned.”

"Pol ," Musegl ove said, "are you certain that this is what you want to do?"
"Yes," Pol replied

"Very well. W will go and find out. If it is to be here, | will wait. If it
is to be el sewhere, I will acconpany you."

"That will not be necessary," Pol said, and he turned away. "I don't need
you. "

"Neverthel ess ..
"You are an encunbrance!" Larick said, and he raised his hand.

Mousegl ove noved, but not fast enough. Al strength and sensation fled his
linbs. He fell, his hand still gripping the butt of the pistol he had been
unabl e to draw.

For sone tine before he opened his eyes, Museglove was nmarginally aware of a
slow, intermttent, shuffling sound. Wen finally he did open them his field
of vision was occupied by a small, gray, nossy rock and a scattering of
gravel. He noted that the day had grown perceptibly brighter

He noved his left hand slowy, placing its palmflat upon the ground near to



his shoulder. It remained there for |ong seconds before he becanme aware of the
col dness of the stone. The shuffling sound cane again and he raised his head a
few i nches, suddenly aware of a stiffness in his neck. He pushed hard with the
hand, heaving hinself upward, rolling into a seated position, fighting a
tendency to slunmp forward. As his gaze noved across the area, passing the

pl ace where Pol and Larick had stood, his nenory of the norning's events
poured into his mind. He turned his head to the east. The station of the sun
told himthat an hour or nore had passed since that encounter. He rehearsed
the entire exchange, seeking clues as to what had occurred within the nountain
and what m ght now be afoot. He resolved that the next time he argued with a
sorcerer he woul d have the weapon drawn and pointed at its target.

A series of small sounds reached himfromw thin the cave, turning itself into
several rapid footfalls and then halting. He drew one knee beneath hi m and
pushed hinmself up into a crouch. He rose slowy as the footfalls canme again,
nearing the mouth of the cave. He drew the weapon and pointed it at the

openi ng, the hanmer making a clicking sound as he set it.

The steps grew stronger, steadier. A nonent later, a small, red-haired nman
appeared within the opening. He was wearing a dirt-streaked white robe. He

| eaned agai nst the rock, eyes rolling and blinking, head turning. \Wen his
gaze swept over Mouseglove, it did not pause. Hi s conpl exi on was dead white.
He twitched and jerked, as though he were having a mnor seizure.

Mousegl ove watched himclosely for a long while before he spoke.

"What is the matter?" he asked, weapon still steady.

The head rolled again, the eyes passing over him then back agai n, back again,
their orbit narrowing, a rapid scanning notion. At |last, they seened to focus
upon him but the | ook they held caused himto suppress a shudder

"What is the matter?" he repeated.

The man took a step forward, raised a pale hand, opened his nmouth and inserted
the fingers. He made a gargling noise, then withdrew his fingers slightly,

pi nching the tip of his tongue. He took another step, released the tongue,
hel d both hands at shoul der |l evel. He took another step, and another, his
right hand nmoving fromside to side, gradually reaching forward. He continued
to make gasping, rattling noises, and his tread grew nore steady.

"Hold it!" Mousegl ove said. "Wat do you want ?"

The man roared at him and rushed forward.

"Stop!" Musegl ove cried, and when the nan did not he pulled the trigger

The round struck the man in the left arm turning himsideways. He swayed for
a nonent, then dropped to his knees, making no effort to reach for the area of
i npact. He rose again al nost imredi ately, turning back toward Musegl ove,

voi cing a new series of gutturals.

"Don't nake ne shoot again," Musegl ove said, setting the hamrer. "I recognize
you. | know you're one of the candidates. Just tell me what you want."

The man kept comi ng, and Musegl ove fired again.

The man jerked and was turned sideways again, but this tine he did not fell

He straightened and resuned his progress, his steady stream of sounds
acquiring nore and nore inflection.

"Aaall'l riight..."he said.

Mousegl ove licked his |ips as he readi ed the weapon once nore.

"For gods' sakes, stop!" he cried. "I don't want to do this to you!"
"Not im-por--tant. Listenlistenlistenlisten,"” the other said, face totally
devoi d of expression, eyes still rolling, hands still extended and twi tching.

Mousegl ove backed off three paces, but the other hastened once nore,

Mousegl ove hafted then and shot him squarely in the chest.

The man was jolted by the blow He fell backward, caught hinmself in a seated
position and began to rise again.

"No!" Mbousegl ove cried. "Please! Stop!"

"Stop," the man repeated without enotion. "Listen, listen, listen. Pol
Im-por--tant. You."

"Pol ?" Musegl ove said, cocking the weapon again. "Wat about hin®"

"Yes. Pol. Yes. You un-der-stand--me--now. Yes?"



"Then stay put and tell me! Don't come any nearer!”

Slow y, the other rose again, and sonething which had registered w thout
Mousegl ove's realizing it, came into his consciousness at that nonent.

The man was not bl eeding fromany of his wounds. The garment was torn

dar kened, slightly danp-1ooki ng where each round had penetrated--but there
were no bright red splotches.

"Stay--put?" he said. "Stand--here?"

"Yes. You make ne very nervous. | can hear you clearly. Tell ne fromthere.
What about Pol ?"
"Pol ..." said the other, swaying. "In trouble, Muse-glove. Listen."

"I amlistening. What sort of trouble is it?"

"Larick--placed him-under a spell."

"What sort of spell? I'll find someone who can lift it."

"Not necessary. It has been renoved. But Larick--does not--know this."

"Then Pol's mind is all right?"

"As al ways."

"But Larick thinks he is under a spell?"

"Yes. As Pol wi shes."

"Where is he taking hin®"

"Castl e Avinconet"

"That's Ryle Merson's place! | mght have known. | will go there and help him
in whatever he is about. "

"Not yet. You would be of little help and Iikely be destroyed. There is a
better course of action.”

"Nane it."

"G to Pol's patron.™

"That one. Tell himwhat has occurred. Ask him for speedy transportation back
to Rondoval ."

"Say he grants it. Wat then?"

"You can speak with dragons."

"I'"'mafraid so."

"Tell the old one--Mwonbird--to take you to the dead crater on Anvil Mountain
and there help you to recover the magical tool."

"The scepter?"

"Yes."

"Say this can be done."

"Then take it to Pol at Avinconet.
"He will be all right in the neanti ne?"

"They may see fit to destroy himat any tinme. | do not know If they do not,
however, he may well need it soon."

"Who are you?"

"l do not know. "

"How do you know all these things?"

"I was there. '

"Why do you wish to help Pol ?"

"l amuncertain."

"Howis it that | could not kill you?"

"A corpse cannot die."

"Now it is | who do not understand."”

"You know enough. Good-bye."

The red-haired man coll apsed and lay still. Musegl ove approached him
cautiously. There was no sign of breathing, and he considered the man's waxy
pal | or at closer range. He reached out and touched a cheek. It was col d.

He raised the right hand. It was cold, also; and a certain stiffness had
already cone into the linmb. He pressed upon the fingernails one after the
other. They all grew white and remai ned so. Finally, he | eaned forward and | ay
his ear upon the chest near to the bullet hole. He discovered it to be a quiet
pl ace.

He arranged the body, crossing the arnms upon the breast. He drew the white
cow up over the head and down across the face. He rose and noved away.



Crossing to the place where Pol and Larick had stood, he located their tracks
and began following them They di sappeared quickly, however, in the rocky
terrain. He halted there and spent several m nutes pondering. Then he turned
to the city of illusion and began his descent toward its flickering towers.

VI

Wnd whistling past him cloak flapping behind him Pol |eaned forward upon

t he shoul ders of the lesser dragon--a lithe, brown creature of simlar nien
and considerably |l ess mass than the giant beasts of Rondoval --his | egs
gripping the sides of its back-ridge, hands upon a | eather harness it wore.
Twenty meters to his left and a few higher, Larick was simlarly nounted upon
one of the | eathern-wi nged creatures. He gl anced occasionally at Pol, who

mai nt ai ned an inpassive attitude. A number of bright strands, visible at the
second seeing, ran between them Pol wondered how difficult it mght be to
kill the other when the tine finally cane. He decided that magi c was too sl ow
and uncertain a thing when enpl oyed agai nst another sorcerer. He decided to
strike quickly, with full violence and w thout warning once he had | earned
what he needed to know and could afford to di spense with the man. It would be
fool hardy to | eave enemies of his sort alive.

The sun was about to cut the throat of another day in the west and the noon
had |l ong since risen--a pale rag tossed above cl oud-crests, brightening now
over rough and shadowed | and--as north and west they headed, |ong necks of
their dark nounts extended, vanes outstretched and occasionally boom ng

agai nst gusts.

They had changed nounts four tinmes during the day, finding the fresh ones

magi cally tethered at a series of high locales. Pol's shoul der and | eg nuscl es
had | ong before ached thensel ves to the point of nunmbness. He stole a gl ance
at Larick, who seened tireless, bent forward and urging his nmount to greater
efforts. He stared ahead as if trying to burn holes through the darkening air.
Avi nconet, Avinconet...He had repeated the name to hinmself for hours, in tine
with the rhythnms of the flight. He had answered truthfully in telling Larick
he had known nothing of it, yet--

It seened now as if there might be some small familiarity attached. It seened
possi bl e that there had been references in sone of his father's earlier
journals, though he could not recall anything specific.

Avi nconet. Avinconet and Rondoval ... Had there been sone sort of tie?

The sun di pped | ower and the noon grew brighter--and then, splashed wth
daysbl ood, he saw it, spread across the face of one of the nore prom nent
peaks of a distant range. And he knew that he knew it.

Avi nconet was the castle of his dreams, through which he had passed on his way
to the Gate. Somehow, he had known all along that it was a real place. But
seeing it... Seeing it gave rise to a train of disturbing sensations. He found
hi nsel f anxious to enter the place, to locate the Gate. There was sonet hing
that he had to do there, wanted to do, despite a reflex squeam shness at the
very thought of the Gate. Yet, precisely what that action was, he could not
say.

He watched the grimarchitecture grow before him paling to yellow, silver,
gray-white--a huge, central keep, stepped like a terrace, bristling with
towers at many |levels, flanked by | ong ranks of attached

si de-bui | di ngs--surrounded by high, w de ranparts, battlenented, possessed of
nunerous angl es, a squat tower atop each turning. Wndows were |lighted at
several levels toward the right side of the main structure. He shifted to the
second seeing and i medi ately noted a trenendous nassing of strands high in
the air above the rear of the keep. He also noted a small, pale light drifting
along the forward wall fromleft to right, pausing occasionally, wavering.
When they reached a position above the place, Larick swng his nmount into a
huge circle and Pol's foll owed, buffeted by strong wi nds. They commenced a

sl ow, downward spiral.

As they descended toward the |arger of a nunber of courtyards toward the rear



Pol continued to study the small light, visible only with the second seei ng.

It appeared human in formfromthis nearer distance, and there was a | ong,
pal e strand attached to it. Something about its aspect at this |level touched
himw th a vague feeling of mnournful ness.

As they dropped | ower, Pol saw that the rear wall of the enclosed area was
rough rock--a part of the nountainside itself--pierced by a nunber of

i rregul ar dark openings, several of thembarred. It was at about this point
that the |light upon the ranmparts disappeared from sight.

They touched down roughly and Larick alit at once. Monments later, Pol felt his
strings jerked and he followed him Larick unharnessed the beasts, shouted an
order and watched them shuffle off into one of the cave-Ilike openings. He

foll owed them and drew upon sonething in the shadows. A nmetal grillwork
dropped into place with a clang which echoed through the court.

Larick returned to Pol

"We made excellent tinme because of the tailw nds,"” he commented. "I didn't
think we'd be getting in till after mdnight. He m ght be able to see you now.
| don't know. Ill have to check."

"Who is 'he'?" Pol asked.

"Ryl e Merson, the naster of Avinconet."

"What does he want with nme, w zard?"

"That is really for himto tell you. Cone this way."

Pol felt a tugging upon the strands Larick had affixed to his person. He nade
no resistance but followed their |ead toward an open archway to what he judged
the northeast. They passed through into a flagstoned corridor where Larick |ed
hi m about a series of turns.

Left, right, left, left, Pol menorized.

And then they halted before a | ow doorway. Its heavy wooden door stood aj ar
and Larick pushed it the rest of the way open. Pol noted that it could be
secured fromthe outside by neans of a heavy wooden bar

"Inside," Larick said, and power pulsed in the strands.

Pol moved forward, stooped and entered. A bench ran along the righthand wall

of the small, lowceilinged room There were no wi ndows, only a few air-slits
at the upper corners. A ragged bl anket and a heap of sacking lay upon the
bench. There was a chanber pot upon the floor nearby. An enpty candl e-bracket
was affixed to the wall above the bench

Pol turned back after he had passed over the threshold and the conpul sion
ceased.

"What's for dinner?" he asked.

"If he can't see you now, |'ll have sonething sent over,'
"I'"ll study the wine list while | wait."

Larick stared at him shook his head.

"You could use a few nore restraints. | don't want you tearing this place
apart," he said. "Go sit down on the bench."

"Al'l right, wizard. Not nuch to tear, though.”

Pol crossed the room and seated hinmself. He could feel the working of the
strands about him al nost inmedi ately.

Larick replied.

"You do that very well," he said.
"Thanks. "
"...But | don't believe it will save you in the end."

Lari ck chuckl ed.

"...S0 long as the end is a great way off."
"Don't buy any |ong-playing records," Pol said.
"What does that nean?"

"Even if you find out, it will be too late.™
"Have it your way, Chainson."
"I may."

The door cl osed. The room becane very dark. Pol heard the bar slide into

pl ace. He shook off the restraining strands.

He had toyed with the idea of trying to get a strand onto Larick while Larick
was restraining him a thing which would permit himto follow the other's



progress about the place, seeing some of the things which he regarded. He had
di sm ssed the notion as too risky, but now he wondered..

When he switched to the second seeing, the roomwas bathed in a pearly glow A
pal e gol den strand hovered near the door. He raised his right hand and exerted
his will. Beneath nultiple layers of illusion his dragonmark throbbed. The
filament drifted toward him

When it made contact with his fingertips he felt a tiny, near-electrica
tingling. Wien he bl anked his m nd and drew upon it for inpressions, the
sensation spread and he realized quickly that he was indeed reaching the
other, Larick m ght be accused of carel essness, he nused, save that he had no
way of knowi ng that Pol could still function in any magi cal capacity.

He foll owed Larick's progress through several turnings and up a long flight of
stairs. There was a wi de wi ndow at one turning, and he saw stars beyond it.
Larick made his way through progressively nore sunptuous areas of the keep
coming at last to a long gallery leading to a pair of ornate double doors. A
liveried servant sat upon a bench to the right of the entrance. He rose as
Larick approached, his face bearing a smle of recognition

"I's he awake?" Larick inquired.

The man shook his head.

"I doubt it," he replied. "It's been awhile--and he said he did not want to be
di sturbed. "

"Ch. Well, if he should wake up, Mk, tell himthat |'ve brought himthe man
he want ed. "

"If he does, | will. But I don't think he'll be about again tonight."

"Then I'mgoing to see about getting the fellow fed now Do you want anything
sent up?"

"A bit of beef and bread woul d be nice, and maybe sone beer."

"Ryle's turned in a little early. "

"The trip back tired him He cane rather fast."

"Don't tell ne about it. Al right. I'mfor the kitchen. Good night."

" "Night."

Pol followed himaway fromthe place, step slower now, and down a back stair.
He overheard himorder the neals froma tired-Iooking fat woman of nore than

m ddl e age, whom he had interrupted at a nmeal of her own, and then watched him
prepare a light, cold dinner for himself and eat it quickly. Pol rmaintained
the contact, his own hunger growing. On the fringes of things, he could see

t he woman preparing the trays.

Larick lingered over a second glass of wine, then sighed and rose slowy to
his feet. He bade the woman good night, visited the latrine and nade his way
on, and downward, for a |long distance into what must have been the

nort heastern wi ng of the place.

Pol continued his efforts to commt the route to nmenory, thinking that it rnust
lead to Larick's own quarters. But it dropped | ower and | ower and seened to

|l ead farther and farther back toward the nountainside. Al traces of splendor
were gone here, and the area through which he passed bore the dustiness of

di suse and seened in places to have become a repository of damaged furniture.
Beyond this was a zone of dark enptiness where Larick created a |light upon the
tip of his blade and bore it overhead like a torch, comng at length to a bare
and sweating rock wall over which he ran his hand. He followed this for a
time, then turned into an opening in the rock, descending a steep slope into
whi ch rough steps had been hacked.

The way narrowed, grew |l evel, turned. Larick began to slow Tw ce again, it
turned, and by then his steps were faltering. He was approaching a high, nassy
prom nence with sonething possibly |arge and sonmewhat reflective atop it.

H s hand wavered and the bl ade was | owered as he began to clinmb. Pol becane
aware that his breathing had deepened. Just as he reached the top he dropped
to his knees and remained still. Pol could not nmake out what it was that |ay
before him for sonething had suddenly gone wong with the man's eyes.

He waited for a time, but nothing nore happened, and then his food arrived and
he rel eased the contact.



When he finished eating, Pol pushed the tray away and sought the gol den strand
again. But it had either drifted off or dissipated. He realized then that he
shoul d have affixed it to sonething, pending his later attention. Yet, he was
tired, and he knew that he would not be disturbed again till norning. He
assenbl ed a bed of the sacking on the bench and stretched out, covering
hinself with the bl anket. He dozed al nost immedi ately, nyriads of inmages from
t he past several days flashing behind his eyes.

These faded quickly, and that other consci ousness cane over himagain. There
was a nmonent of intense cold, and then he stood before the great Gate. He felt
ot her presences at his back, but he was unable to turn and | ook at them-nor
did he desire to do so. The right half of the Gate swung outward a sufficient
di stance for himto angle through, tiny wi sps of snoke or fog energing from
it. This vision had occurred with a sharpness and a rapidity which surpassed
all earlier versions, and this tinme there was no anbi val ence, no hesitation on
his part. He noved forward i mediately and entered the | and which | ay beyond.
The first thing that he saw, facing him a short distance across the bl asted

| andscape was the head. |npal ed upon a sharpened pole, eyes still open, the
head of one of the denon creatures leered in his direction. He felt that there
was al nost sonething personal in this display, a very specific caution which
he could only at this tine find anusing.

As he felt the transformati on cone over him he wi nked at the grisly visage
and rose, waith-like into the wan air. Wnd-stirred sands shifted snake-like
anong the rocks below him He drifted southward, gaining nmomentumrapidly. As
he did, a sense of jubilation grewwithin himuntil he wanted to proclaimit
in a voice like a thousand trunpets across the land. He spread his dark w ngs,
vast as the sails of sonme mghty vessel, and beat his way over the deadl and,
rising to such an altitude that his nountains finally becane visible.

He, Prodromolu, was filled with the dreamnenory of his other life, and he
forgot the head and the Gate and the small human thi ng naned Pol Detson, of
whom he m ght once have dreanmed. He needed none of these.

When he reached that range, he hurled hinself upon it, fighting the
hurricane-force wi nds that woul d dash himagainst it. Six times he assail ed

t hose hei ghts and was beaten back

On the seventh he prevailed, and his statue--dripping of honey and spices, of
wi ne and of bl ood--was shattered at the Note that he uttered. \Werever his
shadow passed, buil dings toppled and his worshi ppers faded and died. Nyalith
rose like a tower of dark fires before him They nmet over the waters of the
stilled ocean and commenced the dance that would take them around the world.
Stars fell like burning souls about them as the roaring w nds bore them al ong
the jewelled girdle of the planet. Their novenments grew nore savage with the
deaths of kings and the fell of tenples. He spoke again at the Muntains of
Ice, and the Spell of the Gateway was wrought as Tal kne, Serpent of the Stil
Waters, conpleted her journey of ten thousand years and rose fromthe depths
to seek him-

Pol, for a nonent, knew of the Keys and the dark god's promi se as he was

jerked suddenly alert there in his cell. The dreamstill vivid within him he
sat bolt upright and regarded the ghostly i mage of the woman who stood beside
him gesturing, |ips noving, colorless eyes focussed upon his own. He

hal f-rose, putting forth his hand.

She retreated, a |ook of sudden al arm upon her pal e countenance. He wi thdrew,
conposi ng his face and naki ng reassuring gestures. She halted. She appeared to
study him Slowy, she raised her armand pointed at him Then she turned and
pointed toward the rear of the cell, turned back toward hi mand shook her head
in the negative. He furrowed his brow and she repeated the notions. Suddenly
then, she raised all five digits of her left hand and two upon her right. She
shook her head, then went through the first series again. He shrugged and
turned his pal ms upward.

She began to wing her hands. He rose, and she backed away. He took a step
toward her, and she continued to retreat. He watched as she reached the far
wal | and passed through it, |eaving behind perhaps the faintest trace of an



exotic perfume

He returned to his bench and seated hinself, the entire sequence nerging with
his interrupted dreaminto a kind of hallucinatory half-world. Perhaps he had
i magi ned it, he considered. Only her high cheekbones, |arge eyes, small chin
and narrow span of brow beneath w de-swept w ngs of hair made such a strong
such a definite inage. He sought, but she had |eft no strands behind by which
he might test her reality.

He crossed to the door of the cell. For how | ong he had slept, he was not
certain. He was still tired, but felt alittle nore rested than he had
earlier. It seened likely now that nost others in the place would be asl eep
Therefore, the tine seenmed good to depart, to commence investigating. He
shifted to the second seeing to study the area about the door

The response was slow, murky. It was as if he were wearing snoked gl asses on a
foggy day. He concentrated on the bar outside, on |ocating a connecting strand
by which he mght drawit.

SlowWy, very slowy, a greenish strand canme into focus--and passed out of it
again. He called upon his dragonmark for power and willed that it return

But the dragonmark did not throb. There was only a tingling, an itching
sensation upon his forearm The strand swam back into view and he reached for
it. There was no contact. It passed through his fingers as if they were not
present. Then it faded again. Hi s eyes began to ache.

He | owered his hands. What was happeni ng? he wondered. This was the first tine
in all of his experience in this land that the power had failed him Could
Larick have done sonething to block its flow?

Then he renenbered what Larick had said about the initiation rite--that it

m ght have this effect, that one should refrain fromeven the sinplest
wor ki ngs for several weeks. Yet it had worked earlier, when he had foll owed
Larick about Avinconet. It nust be erratic during this period, he decided with
a sigh. Sonehow, he could hardly think of the injunction as applying to
hinself. His initiation had been a sham a trap. O had it? He had gone
through all the notions, had undergone consci ousness-hei ght eni ng experi ences
at the proper times. Could it be that he had actually passed his initiation
whil e being transfornmed into a nonster?

He shook his head and tried again. H's eyes ached nore and his tenpl es began
to throb. There was a burning sensation along his right forearm Once nore, he
saw the strand dimy, but he was unable to influence it.

He returned to the bench and covered hinself. He thought of the woman for a
long while before he slept again. And this tine the only dreaminage that he
could later recall was the denon head on the stick, grinning.

I X

In some ways | suppose that it was illumnating, though I am not actually
certain how It did something for nme or to nme, but | do not know what. It also
served to make my nature nore obscure to ne in certain areas. Yet--

| had entered Bel ken, that great, dark, glittering, stone hul k, noving al ong

the high tunnel | had found within. In the topnost chanber | brooded for a
time, in the place of the waters. | felt a kind of power there, reverberating
all about nme. It was, in sonme ways, very disturbing; yet |I found it soothing
at other levels. | decided then to investigate the entire psychic structure

within the nountain.

The route that the woul d-be sorcerers would take fromstation to station was
clearly marked in non-physical terns. | proceeded to the second area and
meditated for a long while in that place, also. If it did good things for
them charged as it was with a kind of ordering power, | reasoned that it

m ght benefit ne, too.

How long | took at that and the next station, | do not know. A |long while,
believe, for | was lost in long reveries and quickly forgot all about tine as
| regarded their progressions. It only occurred to ne that it m ght be grow ng
late when | felt an increase in the levels of intensity of those forces in



which | was basking. | quickly traced it back to its originin a circle of
sorcerers in the glittering city below. At that time | also |earned that it

had grown dark outside. | knew this nmeant that the initiation was about to
begin and that the power would continue to rise all night long. | noved on to
the next station to maintain my lead. | wanted to conplete the thing now, for

| felt it possible that it m ght shake sonething | oose in ny nmenory, giving ne
what | sought.

Sonet hi ng strange happened at that fourth station, for | heard a

voi ce--tantalizingly famliar--speaking as if addressing ne personally,
intimately even.

"Faney," it said. "Faney."

It was a nmasculine voice, and it seenmed to ne as if | should understand
exactly what it meant by that pronouncenent. It was spoken fairly sternly, as
if sone order were being laid upon nme. Faney. Was this ny name, sumoned from
nmy faded past by the charged ambi ance? No, that did not seemquite right.
Faney. ..

"Faney!"--even stronger tones this time, and with them a roused sense of duty,
a desire to follow the inconprehensible order and a sense of frustration at
not being able to.

| expanded and contracted. | darted fitfully about within the chanber, seeking
some nmeans of discharging the injunction.
"Faney!"

Not hi ng. There was nothing that | could discover to do which would satisfy
what was rapidly becom ng a conpul sion w thout an object.

So | moved on. And the power kept growing within the mountain. But the
pressure was eased a bit in the next place, and | remained there for a |long
while. Again, | lost track of tine and was only roused froma trance-|ike
state into which |I had | apsed by the sounds of the approachi ng candi dates.

Al most sluggishly, | drifted dowmn to the next station so as not to be

di sturbed by them

The sixth seemed nore peaceful than any so far. | spread nyself out and

absor bed the good vi brations.

It did not seemthat |ong before |I heard them approaching again. This time I
did not stir. | had no desire to depart and it occurred to me that it could be
instructive to witness what went on in the course of the rites.

| watched thementer and take their positions. Wen he began speaking, | found
nmysel f peculiarly attracted to the one called Larick. | studied him and then
| realized why. It was an extraordinary discovery and | was still considering
its effects when ny attention was drawn to Pol. | was startled by the change
in his appearance.

He was sl ouched well forward and his hands were enormous and scaly. A quick

i nvestigation beyond his garments showed nme that his arms, though very
attractive in their nassive, dark fashion, were no longer his arnms. Still he
could not be unaware of this, and if it did not bother himl did not see why
it should bother ne.

But it did.

Furt her exam nation showed ne that he was the only one of all those present
whose anatony had been altered. As | puzzled over this, another transformation
began in the area of his shoulders and breast. This time | was able to trace
it toits source, and | saw that Larick was causing it. | was unable to

di scover its motive in his mnd, for a sorcerer's thoughts becone inpenetrable
when he is working with the stuff of his trade. And none of the others' m nds
cont ai ned anything worth knowi ng; they were uniformy rapt in a kind of trance
stat e.

| waited until they were finished there and noved on with themto the next
station. Whether or not the notive would becone clear to nme, | was deterni ned
to investigate the method of the nagical operation being practiced upon Pol

| observed the next transformation very carefully and saw that it m ght nore
truly be considered a transference. As Pol's |leg was replaced by a | arger

nore powerful version, | was able to trace the shifting of materials beyond



the mountain. | followed, speeding and spinning down avenues where space was
wrinkled and time a streamw th many bends and sone few oxbow | akes. |
followed to the place of the Gate--that dream of Pol's which | had glinpsed
And | foll owed beyond, into the deadl ands where |I found a wailing creature
whose body was now hal f - human, dragonmark upon the arm

"Brother," | addressed it, "wear themwell this short while, for it is but
sone human rite."

But it either could not or would not understand ne. It continued its outcry

and began beating at the transformed portions of its own person. So |l laid a
deep sleep upon it, there in the lee of a triangle of standing gray stones,
serving both Pol and itself with little real effort on ny own part. | told

nmysel f at the time that this was a necessary personal involvenent--ny
first--in the affairs of others, for purposes of assuring that things be

pl ayed out snmoothly in their entirety, so as to satisfy a nunmber of purely
intell ectual needs of ny own.

But even then | was begi nning to wonder.

| regarded that fascinating |and for several extra instants before |I swirled
and began the long journey back, bright thunder and |oud |ightning oxynoronic
over oxbows as | passed, passed | negative to reverse point and back, finding
thoughts this time in Larick's head, of Avinconet and those he served. The
first glimrer of understanding canme to ne.

| rotated with a certain satisfaction, then followed themto the next station
There, | saw the transference repeated with Pol's other |eg. This annoyed ne
nore than a little. His nmind was as far asea as any of the others', convincing
me that he was being victimzed. It did not seema very fair thing, judging
fromthe little | knew about humans, especially com ng from Larick the way
that it was.

When we nmoved on to the next one, several things occurred in addition to the
alteration of Pol's abdomen. The one candi date dropped dead. He, of course,
was nothing to nme; but at approximately the sane nonent there cane a

repetition of the word "Faney". | studied the others for reactions to this,
but there were none. O course, they had just acquired a dead man whi ch m ght
have proved distracting; still, it had sounded very loud, and after a few

monents | heard it again.

And t hen agai n.

It becane steady, relentless in repetition. At first | cowered, but then
listened. How silly of nme to have thought that the others could hear it when
it was so obviously addressing ne and me alone. | felt that at sone |evel
was beginning to understand it. And then sonething el se occurred.

The body was noved, the ritual proceeded, Pol was altered. But none of these

seened particularly inportant at just that nonment. | was undergoi ng a change,
far | ess physical in nature than Pol's, a thing which raised fascinating and
i nvol ved specul ations on the subjects of free will and determ nism
Unfortunately, | did not have tine to pursue themjust then, for my ful
attention was required by the change itself: | had changed my nmind. | had
taken an unstated, barely realized position of not interfering in the affairs
of others for as long as |I could renmenber. | suddenly brought it into focus,

examned it and decided that the time had arrived to nmake an exception

| did not like what was being done to Pol, but | did not possess the expertise
necessary to reverse the phenonmenon. | would do sonething, though--what, | was
not certain--sonmething to help himreturn to what was normal for him so that
he could deal with his own enenmies as he saw fit.

I thought about it as we descended to the final station. The voice repeating
"Faney" had faded. Pol predictably lost his feet at the next stop. | studied
Larick in those noments when he was not conducting operations. | saw that he
intended to spirit Pol off to Avinconet, where he would be a prisoner, as soon
as the night's work was concl uded.

When we departed the last station and noved on into the big cavern, | watched
as he laid the paralysis upon Pol and began conducting the others outside. It
seened that | mght be able to Iift the spell which held himthere in the



al cove, but | was uncertain as to what coul d be done next.

| followed the first initiate outside, to witness the |ast phase of things.
Then | saw that a nunber of the masters had conme up to acconpany their people
back into town. Lurking in a secluded spot, Mbusegl ove watched the cavenout h.
O course.

I was already working on my plan as | returned to the cavern. \Wen

di scovered the sorcerer of the m dnight visitation with Pol, however, | halted
and observed. There was a great feeling of power about the man.

He began using that power. | saw that he was enploying it to reverse the
transference. | noved imediately to interfere in a fashion which could not be

detected. It was pure inpulse on ny part, not to see such good materials

wast ed. The creature's head could be mounted upon a stick by its fellows for
all | cared. | nade use of the drawstring space pocket as | had seen Pol do
for storage purposes.

| saw Pol returned to hinself and disguised. It in no way affected ny plan
when | realized what he intended to do. He would still be operating in an area
of consi derabl e danger.

So | sought the body of Krendel, the red-haired man who had died earlier. In
that no one else was using it at the nmonent, | perneated it and set about
studying how it worked, | wanted to have it ready soon to run the errand | had
concei ved of, to Musegl ove, who waited without.

X

The small man slipped through the golden hole in the center of the roomand it
began to cl ose behind him A contracting halo, an optical aberration, the view
t hrough the opening was not that of the far side of the sunptuous apartnent.
Instead, the eye followed the dw ndling form of the dark-clad man who had
passed that way across a high tapestry-hung hall as it approached an arched
gallery past pillars dark and light.

Then the wavering |l ens closed upon itself, flickered and was gone. |ba

sl unped back upon the heap of cushions on which he had been sitting bolt
upright. H s breathing was suddenly deep and rapid; perspiration dotted his
br ow.

Vonni e, kneeling beside him delicately blotted his face with a blue silk

ker chi ef.

"There are not nany," she said, "can do the door spell well."

He smil ed.

"It is a strain,"” he acknow edged, "and, to tell the truth, not sonething I'd
ever intended to work again. This time, though ..."

"...it was different," she finished.

He nodded.

"What are you going to do now?"

"Recover," he answered.

"You know that is not what | nean."

"Al'l right. Recover and forget. |'ve given hima hand. My honor is satisfied."
"I's it? Really?"
He si ghed.

"At ny age, that is all the honor | can afford. The days are | ong gone when I
woul d care to get involved in something like this."

Her hands passed through his hair, dropped to his well-nuscled shoul ders,
rubbed there for a tine, then led himback to a seated position. She raised a
cool drink to his lips.

"How certain are you of your assessment of the case?" she finally inquired.
"The gods know what else it could be!" he said. "Something not at all natura
sends Mouseglove to nme, with the story that the young nman |'d sponsored is old
Det's son and that he's just been kidnaped by Ryle Merson. Honor says that |
shoul d do sonet hi ng because Ryl e has nmade off with the man | sponsored. So
have. Fortunately, all Myusegl ove wanted was a fast trip back to Rondoval --and
|"ve just provided it."



"I's that really enough?"

"It is not as if he were ny apprentice. | was only doing the nan a favor. |
barely know him"

"But--" she began

"That is all," he replied.

"But it was not what | neant."

"What, then?"

"The things you said at first--could they be true?"

"I forget what | said."”

"You said that it is a continuation of sonething that began before Pol was
born ..."

"l suppose that it is."

"...the thing that had led to the wars."

He took the goblet into his hands and drained it.

"Yes, | believe so," he said then
"Somet hing that coul d reopen that whol e busi ness?"
He shrugged.

"Or close it. Yes. | think that m ght be the case--or that Ryle believes it
m ght be the case. Same thing."

He set the goblet aside, raised his hands and | ooked at them

"Pol has apparently aroused the concern of sonething poweful and
supernatural ," he said, "and he al so has the good offices of the friend we
just sent on his way."

"I was not tal king about Pol. | amthinking of the entire situation of which
that is but a part. This place is full of inportant practicioners of the Art.
It is the only occasion in four years when they will all be together |ike

this. I would alnost say that it seens nore than coincidental. Don't you fee

that we ought to bring this to their attention?"

| bal began to | augh

"Stop and think about it for a mnute," he said later. "I think it would be
the worst possible thing to do. There were attractive things about both sides
in that conflict. Sonme stood to benefit, sone did not. Do you really think
we'd get a concensus? W can start the next war right here, if you'd like."
She had stiffened as he spoke and her eyes wi dened slightly.

"CGods!" she said. "You may be right!"

"So why don't we forget about the entire thing?" he finished. He reached out
and took her hand. "And | know exactly how to go about it."

"I believe I'mgetting a headache," she said.

Mousegl ove did not | ook back. He accepted the sorcery which had brought himto
Rondoval as a part of life. If magic were used against him things could be
very bad. If it worked to his benefit, he was grateful. Until he had net Pol
he had generally attenpted to avoid the notice of sorcerers, counting

them -usually correctly--as an untrustworthy lot. He mouthed a few words of
thanks to Dwastir, patron of thieves, that this one had been hel pful, as he
hurried into the great hall and nade his way down the stairway.

He | ocated the bundl e of faggots Pol had charmed for him raised one and spoke
t he necessary words over it. He turned then and headed w thout hesitation

al ong the confusion of tunnels, moving back toward the caverns where he had
obt ai ned nore than one's nornmally allotted span of rest.

For a |l ong while he passed through the cool places of dancing shadows before
he reached the entranceway where the great slab Pol had toppled lay in
shattered ruin all about.

Pi cking his way anong the rubble, he continued into a place where the echoes
died in the distance and the walls and roof were no |longer visible, a place
where the odor of the beasts hung heavy and the torch flickered in vagrant
drafts. Here, too, he knew his way, and he proceeded along it with much | ess
trepidation than he woul d have experienced some nonths earlier

The vast, still mounds of scaled and furred bodies were sprawl ed casual |y
about, many of them sleeping in the depths of magical charges as they had, he
had, before. Sone few others slept out their natural daily, weekly or nmonthly



spans.

He wondered, as he nade his way to the famliar niche, whether the one he
sought woul d i ndeed be resting there. He mi ght be anywhere in the world, his
absence necessitating Musegl ove's rousing another--a thought he did not
relish. Having been trapped for twenty years in the same version of the sleep
spel | as Monbird, he had devel oped a peculiar link--a thing even verging on
friendliness--with the giant dragon. Wth any of the others, he would have to
attenpt a conplicated explanation, possibly beginning with his own identity.
No, he did not |ike that thought at all

As he cane near to the place where Monbird normally rested he grazed his
shoul der agai nst an unremenbered rocky prom nence.

Mousegl ove! It has been | ong!

He stunbl ed back. It was a shoul der of dragon rather than a shoul der of stone
agai nst whi ch he had brushed. He recovered al nost i medi ately and noved to |ay
hi s hands upon the beast.

"Yes, | amback," he replied. "There is trouble. W need your help."

The great bul k shifted beneath his hands, causing themto slide along the
hard, smooth scal es. Monbird began to rise.

What is it? he asked.

"W nust go to Anvil Mountain, find Pol's scepter, take it to him"

He cast it into the fiery hole. He told nme this.

"He told me, also--"

But | have been back, and the fires have died. Al is gray rock now | do not
know how far | could dig init. Get tools.

Mousegl ove thought for a nonent.

"There is a roomoff the main courtyard,” he said, sending along the inmage. "I

will return and | ook over the tools there. Meet me in the yard."
It will be faster for ne to take you there.

"welr ..

Mount !

Mousegl ove scranbled onto his back. Mnutes later, they were gliding through
t he darkness.

X

Pol was awakened by the |ight shining upon his face. He tossed his head
several times to avoid it, then sat suddenly upright, eyes opened.

The door of his cell stood w de.

Had soneone cone for him then met with some nmonmentary di straction? He
listened. There were no sounds fromthe corridor

Cautiously, he rose to his feet. He crossed the cell to the place where he had
stood earlier, conjuring ineffectively, eyes throbbing.

Sone illusion? To tornment hinf

He extended his hand beyond the door franme, touched the door. It noved
slightly. At that nonent, he felt the essence of nocking | aughter, soundl ess.
It was as if sonmething vaguely sinister were anused at his puzzlenent, his
trepi dation--sonething inhabiting a | evel of reality which did not coincide
with his own. He stood frozen, waiting, but it did not occur again.

Finally, he nmoved forward, passing out into the corridor. It was deserted.

What now? he thought. Should he set out upon the route al ong which he had

foll owed Larick? Should he strike out and explore el sewhere within the castle?
O shoul d he head back to the courtyard, take one of the flying beasts and
flee?

The latter course struck himas the nmost sensible: Flee, hide and wait for the
return of his powers. Then he could go back to Rondoval, rouse his bestial

m ni ons and come back here as he had come to Anvil Muntain--to tear the place
apart. It made better sense than remaining, powerless and outnunbered, in the
citadel of an eneny.

He turned in the direction of the courtyard with the cages. Then he stood
still.



H s way was barred by a sheet of pale flane.

"And so my choice is not really a choice," he said softly.

Is it ever? came the famliar, ironic notes in his head.

"I guess that remains to be seen.”

Li ke nost things, came the reply, acconpanied by slightly conciliatory

sensati ons.

"I"ve never been able to figure out whether you' re an eneny or an ally."

W are agents. W ai ded you once.

"And the next tine...?"

Why shoul d you have any reason to doubt those who have hel ped you in the past?
"Because | came away with the feeling that |1'd been pushed into sonething."

| would say, rather, that we pulled you out.

"That is a debatable point. But you say that you are agents. Agents of what?"
Change.

"Much is enconpassed by that word. Could you be nore specific?"

Two of the forces at work upon this world are science and magic. At tines they
are opposed to one another. W are on the side of the magic.

"This place hardly seens a stronghol d of technol ogy."

It is not. There is no direct confrontation involved here.

"God damm you! Getting a straight answer out of you is like mlking a wildcat!
Why can't you just tell me what is involved?"

The truth is such a sacred thing that we guard it well.

"I believe that you want my cooperation.”

That is why we are assisting you again.

Pol tried shifting to the second seeing. This time it seened to work snoothly.
Wth it, he detected the outline of a human formw thin the flame--snall,
mascul i ne, head bowed, hands hidden within the |ong sl eeves which overl apped
near its dark center. An orange strand drifted near Pol's right hand, the far
end of it vanishing within the flane. He caught it with his fingertips and
twirled it. The dragonmark throbbed upon his forearm

"Now you will tell me what | wish to know-" he began

Hs hand felt as if it were on fire. He stifled a scream and dropped to one
knee in his agony. H's second vision departed. His entire arm ached.

W will not be coerced in such a fashion, cane the reply.

"Il find the right way," he said through cl enched teeth.

It woul d be so nmuch easier and would save so nmuch tinme if you would Il et us
show you rather than spend the night telling you what is involved.

Pol rose to his feet, holding his aching right hand in the other.

"I suppose that's the best deal 1'll get fromyou tonight."

It is. Turn and follow the other

Pol turned and behel d anot her tongue of flane. This one was only the size of
his hand, and it hung in the air in the niddle of the corridor about eight
paces before him A noment after his gaze fell upon it, it began to drift away
fromhim He followed.

It led himthrough a hall filled with grotesque statues, both human and

non- hurman, a low, red brilliance, a soft, alnost vibrant glow |ying upon the
whol e setting, cast perhaps by the flane itself, giving the inpression that
all of the stone forns were beginning to stir. The air there was stale in his
| ungs, and he found hinself holding his breath until he had departed the

pl ace. The luster was present in sone of the other chanbers and hal | ways, yet
somehow it | acked the sinister character it had given to that room and those
representations. The dragonmark had begun throbbi ng when they had entered the
pl ace and did not grow still until they were well away.

He noved down a series of stone stairways, each rougher than the precedi ng
one, passing through danp chanbers and | ong passageways, which, judging from
the descent he had made, nust be well beneath the castle itself and hacked
fromthe living stone of the mountainside. At sonme point, Pol ventured a | ook
behi nd hi m and saw that the other flane was nowhere in sight. He al so saw,
however, that the shadows seened to slide in a liquid, alnmost sentient fashion
at his back, in a manner he found nore than a little unsettling. He hurried to



keep pace with his guide.

The rooms and corridors through which he passed bore the dust of disuse in
heavy | ayers, a thing he found mildly heartening when he noved through a
series which could only be torture chanbers--equipped as they were with

chai ns, racks, tongs, pincers, weights, flails, whips, nallets and a great
variety of oddly shaped bl ades. Al of these bore stains, rust marks or both,
along with the conforting coatings of dust. There were bones in odd corners,
all of them gnawed | ong ago by rodents, now dry, brittle, cracked and

di scol ored. Pol brushed a wall with his fingertips and heard the echoes of
screans fromlong ago. Wien he switched to the second vision, he caught
near-sublimnal glinpses of atrocities enacted in times gone by, the traumas
of which had etched thenselves into the setting. Hastily, he reverted to the
normal nmode of seeing.

"Who ..." he whispered, nore to hinself, "was responsible for these things?"
The present lord, Ryle Merson, cane the reply from ahead.

"He must be a nonster!”

Once, such things were routine here. But he ceased all such activities nearly
a quarter of a century ago, claimng that he had repented. It is said that he
has led a relatively bl anel ess, possibly even virtuous life since.

"Is it true?"

Who can say what lies in a persons heart? Perhaps he cannot even say hinself,
for certain.

"You are making this all totally enigmatic to me. | confess to being

prejudi ced, but in no way can | see his treatnent of ne as virtuous or

bl amel ess--and that goes for his |ackey, Larick, as well."

Peopl e have reasons for things that they do. Mtives and objectives are sel dom
of mat chi ng nmoral col or

"And what of yourself, whatever you are?"

We are neither noral nor inmoral now, for our actions contain no el enent of
choi ce.

"Yet sonething set you upon the course you follow. There was a decision
there."”

So it would seem-a touch of irony to these words?

"Still not giving anything away, are you?"

Not hi ng

They noved past a fetid-snelling cistern in which sonething was spl ashing. The
floor of a recess near an adjacent airshaft was heavy with the droppings and
fragile, hieroglyphic skeletons of what m ght have been bats. Indentations in
the floor contained small pools of water. The walls were sliny in this area,
and Pol felt as if a great weight of earth and rock hovered just above his
head, groaning the Iong, slow notes of timneless stresses.

He wondered at the brief conversation, recalling the allegations of the Seven
after the battle at Anvil Muntain, giving the inpression then that their
actions were deternmined. At |east they were consistent in what little they did
say. There was sonething nore about them which he felt that he should
remenber, sonething almost dreamlike in texture...

His efforts at recollection ended as he turned a corner and halted. Wether it
was a corridor or a roomwhich he now faced, he could not tell. The way ahead
was m sty--al nost snoky--though he detected no odors about it. The flane had
halted when he did, and it seemed nuch nearer now, its brightness had

i ncreased, and it had acquired somet hing of a greenish cast.

"What the hell,"” Pol asked, "is that?"

Just a heal etheric disturbance.

"l don't believe in ether."

Then call it something el se. Perhaps you will be footnoted by some future

| exi cographer. We know that things were different where you grew up

"I"ll be damed. That's the closest |I've conme to getting a rise out of you. So
you know ny history?"

W were present when you departed this world. W were present when you
ret ur ned.



"Interesting. Your remarks alnpst |ead ne to believe that you do not know what
things were like in the place where | was raised."

True, though we are able to conclude a nunber of things about it from
exam ni ng your actions and reactions

since your return. For exanmple, the famliarity with technol ogy which you
denonstrat ed- -

The I'ight before himwas extinguished. Pol stood still in the sem -darkness,
staring into the faintly lumnous mst. He listened to his heartbeat and
consi dered cal ling upon the dragonlight.

An instant later a blue |eaf of flane appeared in the air before him near to
t he place where the ot her had been.

Cone now

The tone was feninine, inperious.

"What becane of my other gui de?" he asked.

He tal ked too nuch. Cone!

Pol wondered at this. Had he finally glinpsed a chink in their arnor?
"Cetting near sonething you don't want me to know, eh?"

There was no reply. The blue flame began drifting slowy away fromhim Po
did not nove to followit.

"Do you know what | think?" he said. "I think that you' ve got to use ne
because | amny father's son and he created you. You have sone speci al
connection with Rondoval, and only | can serve your purpose."”

The flame hal ted and hovered.

You are w ong.

"I do not believe that you like this,"” he went on, ignoring the response,
"because, for all your talk of determinism | was raised on another world
about which you know little or nothing, and you cannot account for nme as you
m ght soneone who' d spent his life in this land. | amnore of a random factor
than you would Iike nme to be, but you have to deal with me anyway. Toni ght you
will attenmpt to inpress ne in sone fashion so that | will be nore anenable to
your purposes. | tell you now that | have seen things beside which the display
at Anvil Muntain was very snall beer. | am prepared to be uni npressed by any
efforts on your part."

You have fi ni shed?

"For now."

Then | et us continue this journey.

The flame drifted on, slowly. Pol followed. It seemed to be bearing to the
left, but there were no other objects in his field of vision against which he
mght track its notion. He plodded along, and the palely illum nated m st

roll ed and boil ed about him Unaccountabl e shadows began to nove within it.
He kept changing direction. Echoes were nuffled. Pol could not tell for
certai n whether he was noving through a long, twi sting corridor or whether he
was backtracki ng, turning, wandering within one |arge room As he was unable
to locate any walls, he suspected the latter. But there seened no way to tel
for certain.

The shadows which tracked himgrew darker, their outlines becom ng nore
distinct. Sone were definitely human in form others were not. The sil houette
of a dragon flickered overhead as if passing at a great height. It seened as
if a great nunber of people were now noving, silently, at various distances,
about him He tried turning to the second seeing, but there was no change in
t he prospect.

Suddenly, a figure loomed directly before him-big, ruddy, balding, with

| arge, capable hands. The flane darted past, and perhaps it took up a station
somewher e near by.

"Dad!" Pol said, halting.

Hs step-father's nmouth twisted into a hal f-grin.

"What the hell do you think you' re doing in this backward place?" he said. "I
really need you at hone, in the business, right now "

"You're not real ..." Pol said

But M chael Chain |ooked solid. H s facial expressions--his speech



infl ections--were exactly those of Mchael Chain with a few drinks under his
belt and a | oad of inpatience about to break | oose.

"You're a disappointnent to me. Al ways were."

"Dad...?"

"Go on with your silly games then. Break your mother's heart."

A gesture of dismi ssal. The large man turned away.

"Dad! Wait!"
He vani shed into the mst.
"It's atrick!" Pol said, glaring at the flane. "I don't know how you did that

or what it's all about, but it's a trick!"

Life is full of tricks. Life itself may be a trick

He turned away.

"Why are we standing here in the gloonf? | thought you were taking ne sonepl ace
i mport ant ?"

You are the one who halted.

"COkay! Let's get going!"

He turned back

Betty Lewis, wearing a tight, lowcut dress, stood frowning at himoff to the
left. The texture of her familiar flesh | ooked so real...

"You could have called," she said. "Maybe it wasn't that big a thing between
us, but you might at |east have said good-bye."

"I couldn't,"” he answered. "There was no way."
"Just like all the others," she said, and the mi sts noved between them and she
was gone

"I see what you are doing," Pol said to the flane. "But it won't work."

Is is the condition of this place. You are doing it to yourself.

Pol took a step forward.

"You brought ne here!"

"Pol ?" cane a famliar voice fromhis right, sending a shiver along his arns.
"The hell with you!" he said, not turning. "Let's go, flane!"

oediently, the bluish |ight noved away, and he followed it. The shadow
remained to his right, drew nearer

“Pol ! "

He did not |ook. But an armwas extended into his field of vision--nuscular
covered with heavy, rust-colored hair, a thick, w de bracelet at the wist,
studded with control buttons, indicators, lights--and even when he sawit, he
did not believe that it was real

Until the hand fell upon his arm gripping it, halting him turning him

"I feel your hand,"” he said slowy.

"I felt your wath," said the other

Pol raised his eyes to regard the once handsone, rugged features of Mark

Mar akson, marred by the eyepiece to the left, its lens a deep, glittering

bl ue.

"You gave ne no choice," Pol replied.

"You had ny nane, ny parents. You took mny girl
"This can't be!" Pol said.

"...ny life," Mark finished, and then the I ens went black and his flesh
reddened and charred and began to peel away.

Pol screaned.

The hand, through which the bones were now visible, fell away fromhis arm
The figure backed off into the mist--the black-Iensed prosthetic now affixed
to a skull--and then it was gone.

Pol began to shake. He raised his hands to his face and | owered t hem agai n.
Nora now stood where Mark had been. Her face was expressionless.

"It is true," she said. "You killed the man | |oved."

She turned and wal ked away.

"Vait!"

He ran, reaching for her, but her shadow was |ost anong others. Still he

groped, turned, moving in one direction and then another
"Cone back!"



Pol! Stand still! Do not |ose yourself in this place

He turned again, and old Mor stood before him |eaning upon his staff.

"For that which | see before you, | wish that | had never brought you back,"
the sorcerer said. "Better Mark had prevailed than that you do the thing you
woul d do. "

"I don't know what you're tal king about." Pol said. "Tell ne, if there is
somet hing | should know "

Mor vani shed in a burst of fire.

Stay with nme! came the words out of the flame. This could get out of control
"Whose control ?" Pol asked, turning away.

Stel, the centaur, stood |ooking into his eyes.

"You woul d break faith with us," she said, "though you swore by your scepter

not to."
"I have not broken faith with you," he replied.
"...And the doom whi ch wal ks al ways at your back will rnove forward."

"I have not broken faith," he repeated.

"Evil son of an evil father!"

Pol turned and strode away.

Cone back!--al nost, a pl eadi ng note now.

The gi ant dog- headed figure he had faced beneath the pyram d rose suddenly
before him

Thi ef! Breaker of the Triangle of Int! cane its mental nessage.

"I stole nothing. | took what was mne," Pol said.

|"ve curses for thieves, to hound themto the ends of the earthl!

"Piss on your curses!" Pol replied. "I beat you once. I'mnot afraid of you
now "

He took a step toward the menacing figure.

Stop! They're gaining power! It really can hurt you! cane the words out of the
flame which had just appeared between them sounding frantic now.

The dog- headed one raised his right arm Pol wheel ed and ran

St op!

A smal |l shape rushed into view It was white, had |long ears, was wearing a

wai stcoat. It's nose twtched.

"Late again!" it said. "It'll be ny head, sure as hell!"
It | ooked up at Pol

"Yours, too," it said, before it scurried off.

Pol kept noving.

Stand still! In this place--

He al nost bumped into the man. It was the namel ess sorcerer he had fought back
at Rondoval . Pol backed away from him

The sorcerer raised his right hand and a fiery knife appeared within it. He
cast it directly at Pol's breast.

Pol threw hinmself to the side and hit the ground rolling. He continued the
nmoverrent until he was well away fromthe place.

He lay panting for several noments, then noved to regain his feet. Another man
approached as he did so, moving quickly, halting before him It was a tall,
regal figure, with a single black streak running back through a nane of white
hair. Pol realized i mediately that the features were very simlar to his own.
"You are... ?" Pol said

"Det Morson, your father," cane the reply.

"Well curse ne and be on your way," Pol said, standing. "That's the gane here,
isn't it?"

"I amnot a part of the gane here. | ammerely taking advantage of it." Hs

ri ght hand rose and brushed Pol's cheek lightly. "Whichever way you turn, no
matter what your decision, no matter how things break," he said, "your rea
eneny will be the Madwand."

"What Madwand? | thought that was a general termfor--"

"Henry Spier is the greatest of the Madwands, and he is known only as that."
"What kind of name is Henry Spier? In this place--"

The tongue of flane flared into being between them



Back, Det! Back to your special hells! came the voice out of fire. Tour power
over us has passed!

Det raised his hands, crossing his arms upon his breast. As if by contagi on
flames violated his outline. Suddenly, however, he raised his head and stared
at Pol .

"Bel phani or,"” he said. "'Remenber that in time of need."

Pol opened his nmouth to question him but Det was gone in a rush of fire and
wi nd.

The flame which hung before himbegan to contract, resunmng its fornmer,
smal | er size and shape.

What did he nean by that? it asked him

"l have no idea," Pol answered.

What el se did he tell you?

"Not hi ng. There wasn't tinme."

You are |ying.

"The truth is such a sacred thing that | guard it well."

The flame did not nmove. He felt sensations of puzzlenent and of anger, but no
words cane with them Long nonments passed.

Finally, with a novenment alnost |like a shrug, the flame drifted | eftward. Pol
foll owed. There were still shadows in the mist, but they did not draw near
The flame moved qui ckly now, and Pol increased his pace.

The mi st began to thin. Pol saw a wall to his left, nothing to his right.
Shortly, an archway appeared before him He followed the light through it and
felt as if he had returned to nornmal space. There was no mi st on this side,
only dimess and a feint odor of mldewed tapestry.

"W were really just nmoving around inside one big room weren't we?" Po
asked.

There was no reply.

"It was a | and of downbeat Rorschach-thing, wasn't it?" he said. "Everything
in there came fromne, one way or another. Didn't it?"

Si | ence agai n.

"Ckay," he said, as they approached a stairway |eadi ng upward. "If whatever
you want from nme requires nmy cooperation, just renmenber that you haven't been
keepi ng the customner happy."

He reached the stair and began to mount it.

A ripple of amusenent passed back down over him H s dragonmark throbbed
intermttently. They reached the top of the stair and passed through a
better-furni shed, though apparently |ong-unused room After exiting, they cane
upon anot her stair, again | eading upward. As he clinbed it, Pol reflected that
t hey had probably cone into that eastern or northeastern wi ng of the place
into which he had foll owed Larick's progress earlier

"We've taken a kind of roundabout course, haven't we?" he said.

It was necessary.

" \Npy 2"

To avoid the inhabited sections.

"I's that the only reason?"

Wiy el se?

"Not to condition ne or inpress nme in any fashion?"

You flatter yourself.

"Have it your way."

Ve will.

He took a lefthand turning and headed al ong a narrow corridor. Then a right
into aroomwith a single, |arge w ndow which faced out across the ranparts
onto a bleak, starlit |landscape. The roomitself contained old and danaged
furniture not arranged as if for use. He exited at its farther end and entered
anot her room al so obvi ously being used for storage. Pol brushed away the
strands of a spider-web as he passed. A rat dashed across his path and
crouched, staring, beneath an arnthair.

Two roons later, in a place with several doors, a feeling of fanmliarity cane
over him He felt certain that Larick had passed this way earlier



H s feelings of fatigue were rising again as they headed | eftward and back
fromcorridor to tunnel to a place where rough-cut steps | ed downward. The
flame noved faster, grew brighter now He increased his pace to match it,
reachi ng out as he passed to touch the rock wall, discovering it to be as
nmoi st as it appeared. Yes, this was the way that Larick had cone.

He hurried about the turnings and there, finally, before him was the dark
stony rise with the shining thing atop it. The flame rose toward it. Pol
clinbed after.

"What is it?" he said under his breath.

Sonet hing we' | | need.

"You' re so dammed hel pful ."

Far more than you seemto realize

Alittle later, he sawthat it was a casket with a bul ging, transparent cover.
And when he came up beside it, he drew in his breath sharply, for he saw that
it held the body of a woman, perfectly preserved. Her high cheekbones, snall
chin and wings of hair he now saw to be of a Iight brown color in the gl ow
shed by his guide, were not unfamliar to him

"The ghost..."he breat hed.

Her spirit is said to wander these halls. It is of no inmportance. Renpve the
lid.

There are fasteners along the sides and at either end.

Pol continued to regard the pale features.

"Why the Snow Wiite bit?" he finally asked

Pardon? | do not understand the reference.

"Why is she on display?"

Her father, Ryle Merson, w shes to view her upon occasion

"Morbid son of a bitch, isn't he? | suppose he's laid a preserving spell on
her--if she's been dead very long."

It has been a long while. Renove the |id.

"\Why 2"

In order to nove her.

"Why nove her?"

Her presence is required el sewhere. Do as we say!

"All right. It was a pretty steep clinb, though.”

You will bring her this way.

The flame brightened and Pol could see a | evel |edge beyond the casket,

| eadi ng back toward a tunnel. He |l eaned forward and sought the fastenings. One
by one, he undid them and slipped them He seized hold of the Iid' s frame then
and strained toraise it. For atinme, it resisted his efforts. Then, with a
creaking sound, it slid slowy upward.

He eased the transparent cover back and lowered it to the ground. Only then,
did he pause to scrutinize the woman with nore than clinical concern

"What' s her nanme?" he asked.

Tai sa. Pick her up. Bring her this way.

The flame advanced along the |l evel route beyond the casket. Pol stooped,

rai sed the woman in his arns. The feint, famliar aroma of a delicate perfune
reached his nostrils.

"How did she cone to this end?" Pol asked, as he noved around the catafal que
and fol |l owed.

A victimof circunstance, in a long and involved struggle.

He crossed the | edge and entered the tunnel behind the nmoving |ight.

It turned abruptly to the left after a few paces, and Pol found hinself
traveling upsl ope. The feeling of anticipation which had been his conpani on
since he had awakened, was hei ghtened now. He felt that he was nearing the
heart of a mystery, a nmystery made very personal, a nmystery in which he would
be playing a significant role.

Anoter turn, and he was in a wide, high, partly furnished roomcarved out of
stone. A large rectangul ar opening in the |l efthand wall showed stars in a now
pal e sky, and the upper slopes of the mountain. There were heavy chairs and a
long table toward the front of the place. To the rear...



He halted and stared.

Bring her over here.

Slow y, al nbost nechanically, his |linbs noved to obey. He was barely aware of
the notion, his eyes |ocked upon the revelation set into the far wall.

Set her down there. No. The head at the other end.

Pol placed Taisa's body atop a slanting stone slab, her feet at the higher
end. Her head fell into place within a wi de channel which had been cut into
the hard, gray surface. Automatically, he adjusted her |ong, sinple, blue
garment about her. As he did, he noticed a w de, shall ow basin bel ow the end
of the groove. A dagger of black stone lay upon its rim These things

regi stered but made no real inpression upon him for his attention was
focussed el sewhere.

He stared at the wall before him at the great double doors set within it.
Perspirati on danpened his brow, and his hands possessed a slight trenor as he
noved away fromthe woman and the stone, staring.

They were the Gate of all the forgotten dreans which fell 1ike bright cloaks
upon hi m now.

He drew nearer. The doors were solid, nassive, iron-bound, and of a dark
nmetal | i c-1ooki ng wood. There seened to be no | ocki ng nechani sm no handl es,
only the intermttently spaced rings.

Carved and burned into the Gate in an el aborate coiled pattern, rising from
the base to the midpoint, was the formof an enornous serpent, drawing itself
hi gh above a stylized |line of waves. Three heavy spi kes had been driven into
it--one at the neck, one at the tail and one at the body's m ddle.

Then, raising his gaze to the top of the frane and above it, he beheld the
famliar formof a great, black bird-1ike thing, w ngs outspread, carved into
the rock. And into this figure, also, spikes had been driven--one into either
Wi ng.

Pol took another step and halted, breathing heavily. He was agai n Prodronol u,
Opener of the WAy, coursing the heavens of Qod, while below him nounting
steadily upward fromthe depths, the serpent Tal kne noved upon the fina
circuit of her eons-long journey in search of him Nyalith shrieked a warning
whi ch shattered nountains and reveal ed the secrets at their hearts. Weeling,
he dove toward cal m sea-surface...

He cane to hinself once nore, renenbering the Keys and the dark god's pronise
to lead the people fromthe devastated |and, to nerge that place with another
by opening the way between the worlds. And the Keys..

The Keys!

The statuettes were the Keys. Strangely living Keys... And--

He | owered his eyes.

Yes ...

Incised into the floor and painted in fading yellow, red and blue was a | arge,
irregul arly shaped diagram A section of it swept back to encompass the slab
upon whi ch Taisa lay; another portion projected far forward, touching the
Gates' heavy frame at the left. A nunber of sharp, near-triangul ar segnents
were extended, thorn-like, fromthe main body of the design. Suddenly aware
that his dragonmark was throbbing slowmy and heavily, Pol counted them
"...Five, six, seven."

Exactly.

He barely gl anced at the flame, which hovered now above Tai sa.

Bri ng our physical representations into being upon this plane now, and pl ace
each of us at one of the points. You know the order

"Yes."

Pol shifted his vision, raised his right hand, caught one of the seven ebon
strands | eadi ng back over his right shoulder. He rotated his hand, wi nding the
filament about it until he felt a tension upon it. The power flashed fromhis
dragonmark back along the line and he jerked upon it.

He held one of the statuettes in his hand--tall, slim fem nine,
sharp-featured and inperious. Its cloak bore a patina of beaten gold and it
was girdled with orange, red and yell ow stones. A single green gemwas set



into its forehead.

It felt warmand grew warnmer yet as Pol held it, turning his head.

Yes ...

He noved to his right, setting it at the tip of the second peak fromthe end,
facing toward the Gate.

As he straightened, he saw that the stars were fading, the sky grow ng
brighter.

He rai sed his hand, seeking the strands again. They were not apparent. He
realized then that his vision had slipped out of the second seeing. He strove
to shift it back, but to no avail.

H s dragonmark, he noted then, had lost its recent throbs of power. He
massaged his forearm He tried again to recall his vision

Wiat is the matter?

"I don't know. | can't doit."

What do you nean you can't do it? You just did.

"I know. But sonething's slipped again. The power has been coning and goi ng
since | went through Bel ken. Right nowit's gone,"

The flame nmoved toward him hovered directly before his eyes. He closed them
agai nst the brightness.

Keep your eyes open.

He obeyed, squinting. He saw that the flanme was grow ng, was beconi ng a vast
sheet of fire, now his own size, now | arger

It advanced and he drew back.

Stand still. We nust investigate.

It wapped himlike a cloak, it settled upon him He felt that it was
penetrating his body, his very being. There was no sensation of heat, only an
odd, vibrating feeling, as when one steps ashore after several days at sea.
Abruptly, it was gone and a shrinking flane swayed before him

It is true. You are not at the nonment capable of functioning at a nmagica

| evel. There is no way of telling howlong this will last, and the night is
al nrost ended. Ryle Merson may send for you in the norning. W nust abandon the
project for now and secure you once nore within your cell. Return the

statuette and--

Pol shook his head slowy.

O course. In your condition, you cannot return it; and we are barred from
exercising any direct control over our analogues. Pick it up. W passed a

nunber of rocks and niches on the way in here. You will have to hide it.
"What about Taisa?"
Leave her.

"What if soneone finds her here?"

Not i nmportant. Cone.

The flame nmoved past him He picked up the statuette and followed it. Back in
the tunnel, he found a place to cache it in a cleft in the rocky wall.

They made their way out of the cave and back into the pal ace proper. After a
few turnings, Pol realized that they were noving along a different route than
they had taken earlier. Their progress was nuch nmore rapid this time, avoiding
the mi sty chanber and the dark tunnels entirely.

In a short while, he found hinself back at his cell and he entered there,
drawi ng the door cl osed behind him

"The journey over was just for show, wasn't it?" he said.

Go back to sleep now

The flame wi nked out. He heard the bar slide into place. Suddenly overwhel ned
with fatigue, his head spinning, he staggered to his bench and col | apsed upon
it. There was no tinme to think before the dark waves took him

X1

Henry Spi er disguised hinself anew as he departed the caves of Bel ken and
returned to the enchanted city at its foot. There he spent the day in
celebration among his fell ow sorcerers, none of whom knew his true identity.



He delighted in wal king anong them bearing a great, dark secret none of them
shared. He drank wine spiced with delicate narcotics and he worked wonders and
avoi ded only the greatest anong his coll eagues. There were none that he feared
inaconflict of wills, but he did not wish to come under the scrutiny of any
mast er great enough to pierce his disguise. No, that would be a prenmature
revel ation.

He wal ked, scattering curses and dooms upon those of whom he di sapproved,
tossing in an occasi onal boon for one who had won his respect. It pleased him
no end to play this secret, god-like role. He had refrained for so | ong. But
now - now he saw the future | oosening upon its branch above his outstretched
hand. He felt a strange, overwhel mi ng kinship for those who were about to
benefit fromhis |abors, all unknow ng.

The city expanded in nmagnificence as the day waned. He had not felt this fine
in years. H's powers reached an incredible pitch, but he restrained hinself
fromdenmonstrating nore than a fraction of their potency to new conrades

gat hered round for ganes and trials.

He humed and danced as the night descended. He | abored over an enornous and
el aborate dinner until well past mdnight. He brushed sl eep away and renewed
his vigor with a spell of high order, realized sinply and quickly. He drifted
upon a silver barge on the town's circular canal, taking with hima courtesan
a catamite, a succubus, a bow of snoul dering dream|eaf and a jug of his
favorite wine, which renewed itself as rapidly as its master. After all these
years of obscurity and disguise, there was call for celebration, for the

Bal ance was about to tip.

The night wore on, and the city becane a fantasia of |ight and col or, sound
and senses-dazzling magic. He continued his revels until the sky paled in the
east and a nomentary hush fled |i ke a phantom wave across the shapes-shifting
jewel of the city to break at the foot of Belken. The night's activities
conmenced again imedi ately thereafter, but a certain spirit had gone out of

t hem

Shaki ng the dust of dream and passion from his person, he rose fromhis
scent ed cushions and put aside the lighter pastimes of the night. Shedding al
frivolity and growing in size as well as regality of men as he wal ked, he
departed the livelier precincts of the city, heading northward. Wen he
reached the fringe of the city's charned circle he passed on, clinbing a | ow
hill. At its sumit, he paused, head | owered, turning.

Finally, he stooped and picked up a dry stick with a nunmber of small tw gs
still attached. He caressed it and began speaking softly, introducing it to
the four corners of the world. Then he stared at it in silence for a |ong
while, still stroking it slowmy. The nmorning grew brighter as he did this, and
when he knelt to place the stick upon the ground, it appeared that it had
altered its shape, comng nowto resenble the formof a small animal. He
commenced a | ow chant.

" Eohi ppus, Mesohi ppus, Protohi ppus, Hipparion ..." it began

Dust and sand rose fromthe ground to swirl about the small figure in a
count ercl ockwi se direction, obscuring it conpletely. As he continued, the
spinning tower rose and widened into a dark vortex far larger than hinself. It
produced a | ow npani ng sound which rapidly became a roaring. Materials from
greater and greater distances were sucked into it--shrubs, gravel, bones,

['i chen.

He stepped back away fromits tugging force, arnms raised to shoul der |evel,
hands rising and falling. A long, wavering cry cane fromits center, and he
noved hi s hands downward

The roaring ceased with a blurt. The swirling curtain began to fall away,
revealing a | arge, dark, quadrapedal outline, head high and tossing.

He noved forward and placed his hand upon the neck of the creature, unfamliar
to the inhabitants of this world. It whinnied.

A moment later, it grew calm and his hand slid back to the ponmel of the
saddl e with which it had come equi pped. He mounted and took up the reins.
They were at the center of a crater which had not been present when he had



begun his spell. He spoke to the sand-col ored beast, rubbing its neck and its
ears. Then he shook the reins gently.

It clinbed slowy out of the depression and he turned its head northward. He
smled as they began noving in that direction. Scarlet fingers reached above
them fromout of the east as they made their way down to a nore |level area and
| ocated a trail. He squeezed with his knees and rustled the reins again.

"Hi -yo, Dust!" he shouted. "Away!"

Hs tireless mount shot forward across the dawn, quickly achieving a blinding,
unnat ural pace.

Xl

They had arrived in the afternoon, Musegl ove and Monbird, circling above the
wr eckage atop Anvil Mountain. Looking downward, Musegl ove, who had spent so
much tinme there, found it difficult to recognize those features he had known.
But he saw the one huge crater, still now, beside the weckage of a tal
bui I di ng.

"That has to be it," he stated, "the place where Pol said he cast the rod."

It is, Moonbird replied.

"It is said that the eye of a dragon sees nore than the eye of a man."

It is said correctly.

"Any of the machines or the dwarves still active down there?"

| see no novenents of either sort.

"Then let us go down."

To the crater?

"Yes. Land beside the cone. I'Il clinb it and have a | ook."

It is quiet withinit. And | do not see excessive heat.

"You can see heat?"

I ride on towers of heat when | soar. Yes. | amable to see it

"Then take us down inside, if you knowit is safe.”

Moonbi rd began a downward spiral toward the flared opening. He tightened his
turnings as they drew nearer, then drew in his w ngs and dropped, spreading
them at the last nonent to ease the landing slightly. Gitting his teeth,
Mousegl ove had wat ched the rough gray walls rush by. He was jolted forward and
to the side when they struck the irregular surface. Cutching at Monbird, he
turned a fall into a disnmounting novement, then stood upon the slag heap

| eani ng agai nst the dragon's swelling rib cage. There was a great silence, and
shadows al ready cl oaked the declivity.

Moonbird turned his head fromside to side, then | ooked up, then down.

| mght have made a small miscal cul ation, the dragon confessed.

"What do you nean?"

The size of this place. | may not have sufficient roomto clinb into the air.
"Ch. Then what are we to do?"

Cinb out when the tine cones.

Mousegl ove cursed softly.

There is a brighter side to the matter

"Tell me."

The scepter is definitely here. The massive head turned. Over that way.

"How do you know?"

Dragons can al so sense the presence of magic, of magical items. | know that it
is below the ground. Over there.

Mousegl ove turned and stared.

"Show ne. "

Moonbi rd moved with a slithering sound across the gray roughness, the rubble.
Finally, he halted, extended his left forelinb and with an enornous bl ack cl aw
scored an X upon the dark surface.

You nust dig here.

Mousegl ove unl oaded the digging inplenments, selected the pickax and attacked
the spot indicated. Chips flewin all directions, and he coughed occasionally
fromthe dust he raised. He renoved his cloak and finally his shirt, as the



perspiration flowed freely. After a time, he assumed a statue-like aspect as
| ayer of gray dust clung to his body. H's shoul ders began to ache and his
hands grew sore, as he drove the pit to a shin-deep |evel

"Does your dragon-sense," he asked then, "tell you how deeply it is buried?"
It Iies somewhere between two and three tinmes your height in depth.

The crater returned ringing echoes as Musegl ove threw down the pickax.

"Way didn't you tell ne that sooner?"

| did not realize it was inportant. A pause. Then, Is it?

"Yes! There is no way | can dig down that far in any reasonable period of
tinme."

He seated hinmself on a mass of rubble and wiped his brow with the heel of his
hand. H s nouth tasted of ashes. Everything snelled of ashes. Moonbird nmoved
nearer and stared into the shallow pit.

M ght there not still be strong tools about? Or weapons? Fromthe tinme when
Red Mark rul ed here?

Mousegl ove rai sed his eyes slowmy until he was staring directly overhead.

"I suppose | could clinmb out and go | ooking," he said. "But supposing | found
some expl osi ves--or one of those throwers of |ight beans which cut through
things? It mght destroy what | am seeking."

Moonbi rd snorted and his spittle flew about. Wherever it struck it began to
boil and snoul der. After several seconds, each noist spot burst into flane.
The thing was once hidden because no one knew how to destroy it.

"That is true... And I'mcertainly not nmaking rmuch progress this way."

He picked up his cloak and began wi ping the dust fromhinself on its inner
surface. When he had finished, he donned his shirt again.

"All right. I think I remenber where sone of the things were stored. If they
are still there. If I can still find ny way--in all this nmess."

He noved to what appeared to be the nmpst negotiable face of the crater wall.
Moonbird foll owed him wth rough sliding sounds.

| had better begin clinbing out nyself.

"It looks pretty steep, for one of your bulk."

You go now. | will come up innmy time. | wish to be away fromthe disturbance.
"Good idea. I'mon ny way."

Mousegl ove found a handhol d, a foothold, conrenced his clinb. Later, when he
paused to rest upon the rimand | ooked back down, he saw that Mdonbird had
made scant progress in his attenpt to scale the wall. He groped slowy and
carefully for the perfect hold, then dug in with his powerful talons,

i mprovi ng each niche or shelf with deep gouges before trusting his weight to
it.

Mousegl ove turned away, surveying the area once again. Yes, he decided. Over
there to the southeast... One of the places where | hid was beneath that

| eani ng nonolith. And ..

He gl anced at the sinking sun to take the nmeasure of remining daylight. Then
he moved with speed and grace, descending, circling, every step of his route
al ready in nmnd.

He noved anong twi sted girders and bl ocks of stone, craters and smashed war
machi nes, heaps of rubble, shards of glass, the skel etons of dragons and nen.
The ruined city was very dry. Nothing grew. Nothing noved but shadows. He
renenbered his days as a fugitive in this place, still reflexively casting an
eye skyward for signs of the birdlike mechanical flyers, still sliding about
corners and automatically checking for spy devices. For him the giant figure
of Mark Marakson still stal ked the broken | andscape, his one eye clicking and
flashing through all the colors of the rainbow as he nmoved from darkness to
light to shadow and back again into darkness.

Crossing the fire-scored pavenment beside one of the fallen bridges, he ducked
through a twi sted door frame into a roofless building. Wthin, he passed the
shrivel ed bodi es of hal f-a-dozen of Mark's dim nutive subjects. (He resented
the term"dwarf" by which the others referred to them since he was

approxi mately the sane height hinmself.) He wondered as he went by what it

m ght be like for any survivors of that engagenment--to be raised from



barbarismto a highly organi zed | evel of existence and then to be cast back
down again to subsisting as in days gone by, all the machi nes stopped. Perhaps
it had been too brief an interlude, he told hinmself. They would not yet have
lost their primtive skills. This entire experience mght nerely turn to the
stuff of |egend anong them one day.

But from sonmewhere--he was never to be certain where--he seemed to hear the
sound of hammering; and tw ce, he heard the chuffing noises which made him
think of attenpts to start one of the great nachines.

He |ocated the stairwell he had been seeking and spent ten mnutes clearing it
for his descent. Below, he followed a series of twisting tunnels down into the
mountain itself, the turnings as fresh in his menory as if he had traversed

t hem but yesterday, despite the fact that he noved now t hrough regi ons of
absol ute bl ackness--the generators which had provided their mnimal |ighting
havi ng 1l ong since failed. He noved with a certain deliberation, his pistol in
hi s hand. But nothing threatened himhere.

The door to the arsenal was |ocked, but he was able to pick it in the dark
his sensitive fingers faultlessly manipulating the small pieces of netal he
had al ways with him They had a nenory of their own, his fingers, and he had
opened this | ock before.

I nside, then. And he crossed the room and sought the racks. He filled a
grenade belt and slung it, pausing only to acquire an extra supply of
cartridges for his pistol after this was done

Departing the place, he halted, and for reasons not conpletely clear to

hi nsel f, | ocked the door. Then he hurried back along the tunnels, gripping the
pi stol once agai n.

As he nmounted the stair, a touch of panic--inmredi ately suppressed--foll owed by
a full neasure of heightened alertness, canme to him Wat sublimnal cues

m ght have triggered this response, he did not know, but he trusted it fully
because it had served himwell in the past. He halted, pressed against the
wal I, then comenced nmoving slowy up the stairway, his footsteps grown

soundl ess through deliberate placenent.

When his head cleared fl oor level, he halted again and studied the interior of
the wrecked room Nothing stirred. The place seenmed unchanged since his
earlier passage.

He drew a deep breath, nounted the remaining steps quickly and headed toward

t he doorway.

There was a rapid noverment to his right.

He halted when he saw that it was one of the short, heavily mnuscl ed
abori gi nal s who had manned this place, emerged from behind a slanting piece of
cracked ceiling material, noving so as to bar his way. The man had on the
tattered remains of the uniformthose in Mark's service had worn.

Mousegl ove rai sed the pistol and hesitated.

The dwarf was armed with a long, curved blade. But it was not the inequality
of arms which stayed Musegl ove's trigger finger. The man appeared to be
unaccomnpani ed, but if there were others about the sounds of gunfire m ght
sunmon t hem

"No problem" Musegl ove ventured, |owering his weapon and thrusting it away.
"I"mjust |eaving."

Even before the other's wi de mouth shaped a grin, he'd a feeling that he would
not be able to talk his way out of this one.

"You were one of them" the man said, noving toward him bl ade tw tching.
"Friend of the sorcerer . . ,"

Mousegl ove dropped into a crouch, his right hand falling upon the hilt of the
dagger which protruded from his boot-sheath, his thunb unfastening the small
strap which held it in place.

Still bent far forward, he took the weapon into his hand and began a sidewi se,
shuffling nmovenent toward his right. The ot her advanced and sl ashed at his
head with the curving bl ade. Musegl ove avoided it and rai sed his own weapon
quickly, to nick the man's forearm He sidled faster and feinted tw ce toward
the man's chest, dodged a thrust he knew he woul d be unable to parry and



produced a small laceration in the other's brow above the right eye with the
crosspi ece of his own blade. It should have been a neat slash, but he had
underestimated the man's speed. The sudden contact with the horny browridge
threw himslightly off-bal ance and he retreated, stunbling.

He recovered his bal ance, but continued the stunbling noverment to scoop up a
handf ul of broken masonry.

Strai ghteni ng, he cast the pieces at the other's head, danced to the right and
thrust. He attenpted to twist the blade as it entered the man's |left side but
found that he was unable to withdraw it.

The man pushed hi m away and swung his own bl ade. Myusegl ove darted out of
range, snatched up another piece of masonry, hurled it and m ssed. The man
nmoved toward him the dagger protruding fromhis side, his blade still raised,
his face expressionl ess. Musegl ove could not tell how rmuch strength remai ned
with him Another rush, perhaps... ? It would be too risky to turn his back on
himnow, or attenpt to dart by--and he still effectively barred his way to the
door. He considered sinply attenpting to avoid himuntil the injury took its
toll. The man had not raised an outcry, and Musegl ove was still determ ned
not to use the pistol unless all else failed or an al arm was given.

The other seermed to smile, tight-lipped, as he cane toward him and Musegl ove
realized that he was bei ng backed toward an out house-sized sl ab of roofing

mat eri al .

"I will live," the dwarf said. "I will recover fromthis. But you--"

He rushed, bl ade raised high, careless of any openi ngs now.

Mousegl ove gripped the heavy grenade belt which hung from his shoul ders,
dropped |l ow and swung it with all of his strength toward the other's | egs.

The man toppl ed and Musegl ove nmoved. He did not spring, because the other had
managed to raise his blade. But he seized the extended wist and threw his

wei ght upon it, covering the fallen man with his own body, pushing downward.
Wth his other hand he caught hold of the other half of the blade and tw sted,
so that the cutting edge was turned.

As he | eaned, pushing it toward the other's throat, the man's |eft hand cl awed
upward toward his face. He ducked his head and drew back; as he did this, he
felt the other's legs |ocking about him They tightened al nost i mediately,
achieving a painful pressure. As this occurred, the left hand assailed his
face again, fingers raking toward his eyes.

He renmoved his right hand fromthe blade and raised it to fend off the
attacki ng hand. As he did so, the right hand began to nove upward agai nst his
pressure, the blade slowy turning. The other's |legs continued to tighten
until he felt that his pelvis would surely crack. Now, slowy, teeth clenched,
the man began to raise his wi de shoulders fromthe ground.

Mousegl ove dropped his defending right armand drove the el bow down and back
agai nst the haft of his blade which protruded fromthe other's side.

The man shuddered and fell back, the grip of his | egs | oosening. Museglove
repeated the bl ow and a nopan escaped the man's |ips.

Then Mousegl ove's right hand was upon the other's bl ade again, as he dragged
hinself free and threw his weight forward. The bl ade sank rapidly, its cutting
edge touching the other's w ndpi pe and conti nui ng downwar d.

As the blood spurted, he dragged the weapon across the throat and still held
tightly toit, afraid to et go until long after a series of spasns had shaken
the man, to be followed by a stillness, despite the fact that his hands, arms
and shirtfront were spattered and in places soaked by the other's bl ood.

He wrenched the bl ade away then and cast it aside. He rose, and placing his
foot upon the body, drew his dagger fromit and wiped it upon the man's
garments. He sheathed it, picked up the grenade belt and slung it over his
shoul der, drew his pistol again and departed the w ecked buil di ng.

Not hi ng barred his way as he headed for the crater, and he began feeling that
his assailant had been a solitary survivor, half-crazed perhaps, scratching
out a living and leading a reclusive life anong the remai ns of the previous
year's debacle. But then he began hearing noises--a falling stone, a netallic
creaking, a scratching, a shuffling sound--any one of which mght, by itself,



be taken as the action of settling, or wind, or rodents. Together, however,
and com ng upon the heels of his struggle, they acquired a nore sinister
aspect .

Mousegl ove hurried, and the sounds seened to follow him He scrutinized every
bit of cover as he went, but detected no one--nothing--of a threatening
nature. The sounds, however, increased in frequency behind him

He was running, however, by the time he reached the base of the cone, and he
commenced clinbing i medi ately, not even | ooking back. And though he scanned
the rimof the crater, there was no sign of Monbird at the top.

As he clinbed, he heard the footfalls bel ow, behind him A backward gl ance
took in six or eight of the small people, emerging fromthe ruins, running
after himnow. Wile they bore clubs, spears and bl ades, he was slightly
relieved to see that none of Mark's advanced weapons appeared to have survived
for their use. Several of them he noted, wore bits of machined netal, |ike
amul ets, about their necks. At that nonment, he wondered how nmuch they had
really understood of the technology into and out of which they had been so
qui ckly propelled. The speculation was only a fleeting thing, however,
acconpanied as it was by the acknow edgenment that primtive weapons render one
just as dead as the nore sophisticated variety.

d i mbi ng, he wondered then concerning the ghostly bond which pernmitted himto
conmuni cate with Moonbird. Their proximty and spell-invol vement in the caves
of Rondoval during the two decades of the spell's effect had worked that

I i nkage. He had never conmunicated with the dragon except at close range,
though it occurred to himthat now only a thin layer of rock might be all that
separated them

Moonbi rd! Do you hear ne? he cried out in his mnd.

Yes, cane a distant-seemng reply.

Where are you?

Ainmbing. Still clinbing.

["min trouble.

What kind of trouble?

' m bei ng pursued, Museglove told him by those people who worked for Mark.
How many?

Si x. Eight. Maybe nore.

How unf ortunate.

There is nothing that you can do?

Not from here.

What shall | do?

Cinb fast.

Mousegl ove cursed and | ooked back. All of his pursuers were nearing the cone's
base--and one heavily muscl ed man was draw ng back his spear for a cast.
Mousegl ove drew his pistol and fired it at him He m ssed, but apparently
spoiled the other's aim The spear flew wi de, clattering against the cone far
off to his right.

He fired again, and this tine the nearest of his pursuers dropped his club and
clutched at his right shoul der.

What was that?

| had to shoot at a couple, Mouseglove replied, remaining |low, continuing up
t he sl ope.

Did you find what you sought?

Yes. | have explosives. But ny pursuers are too scattered to nake them an

ef fective weapon.

But you can use themfrom a di stance?

Yes.

When you reach the top throw them down to the place you dug.

How far up are you?

That is not inportant.

They nmeke quite a bl ast.

It should be anusing. Not worry.

Mousegl ove | ooked back again. Three of his pursuers had reached the base of



the cone and were beginning to clinmb. Halting, he took careful aimand fired
at the forenost. The nman fell.

He did not pause to assess the effect of this upon the others, but turned and
put his full strength into his ascent. He was nearing the top now Hi s
pursuers were strong and agile, but so was he. He al so wei ghed | ess and was
fester, so he had managed to acquire a good | ead.

Finally, he reached the rimand nounted it, passing over its lip imediately,
for cover. Only then did he | ook down. He made a soft noise at the back of his
t hr oat .

Moonbi rd, dragging his ponderous bulk slowmy up the steep wall, had only
succeeded in clinbing about a quarter of the distance to the top

I can't throw these things, he told the dragon. You're too near

| have flown through thunderstorns, cane the reply, when the heavens cane
apart all around. Yet | lived. Throw t hem

| can't.

W die if you do not. And Pol ..

Mousegl ove thought of his pursuers, primed one of the grenades and hurled it
down toward the now darkened area where he had been digging earlier. He
covered his ears. He heard the blast and felt the vibration. Afterward, he
heard the sounds of falling and shifting rocks.

Moonbird! Are you all right?

Yes. Throw another. Hurry!

Mousegl ove conplied and braced hinsel f again. After the second expl osion, he
i nqui red: Mbonbird?

Yes. Anot her.

The reply seened slightly weaker, or could it but have been the roaring in his
head, submerging it? He threw the third expl osive, pressing hinself back

agai nst the stone until the detonation occurred and the force of the
aftershock had abat ed.

Moonbi r d?

There was no answer. He peered downward, through the clouds of dust and the
shadows. The area where Monbird had clung was now totally obscured.

Answer e, Moonbi rd!

Not hi ng

As the ringing in his ears subsided, he thought that he heard scraping noises
of ascent fromthe outer surface of the cone, though they coul d possibly have
been the sounds of falling rocks. He dared not cast a grenade back over the
lip of the crater because of its possible effects upon hinself, there on the
i nsi de.

Qui ckly, he began his descent.

The dust irritated his eyes and nose, though he was able to refrain from
sneezing. He tasted it and he felt particles of grit when he clenched his
teeth. He spat several tines but could not rid hinself of it conpletely. H's
way dar kened perceptibly with every noverment of descent.

H s eyes turned regularly in the direction of the area Monbird had occupi ed,
but he could detect no sign of the great dragon in the darkness bel ow.

Mousegl ove continued his descent, w shing, as he groped after a new foothold,
that there were some manner in which he could manage to nove nore rapidly. For
now t he forenost of the small men was | owering hinmself over the edge above and
two others were nmoving to follow Just as he was about to | ook away, he saw a
fourth figure come up and join them

Cursing, he reached for the next |lower hold. Before his hand located it,
however, the rest of his body detected a faint, general vibration in the rock
to which he clung. A runbling sound foll owed.

Bel ow him waxi ng and wani ng but brightening in the overall process, an orange
gl ow had begun in the heart of the crater. The growl i ng noi se cane again,
acconpani ed by a wave of heat.

There was a shout above him H's pursuers--five now-had halted. They began
clinmbi ng upward as he watched, their novenments touched with panic.

My bonbs tore sonething | oose, he decided. It's starting again. Can't go up



Can't go down. WAit and die.

Cone down. You will not be harned.
It's going to erupt!
No. Cone down. You will be safe.

What - -what i s happeni ng?

Can't talk. You cone.

Mousegl ove's hand continued its long-interrupted notion, comng to rest upon a
stony knob to which he transferred his weight.

As he descended, the light grew brighter. The vibrations continued, but they
were extrermely mld, alnost an effect of the echoes which bounced about him
Suddenly, with a roar, a bright fragnent of sonething shot upward past him
foll owed al nost inmediately by another, tracing glowing trails through the
twilight high above

Are you sure it is safe? he asked, pressed tightly against the rock wall.

But there was no reply.

Conti nui ng downward, he realized that the tenperature had not risen
excessively, as mght be expected this near the point of an eruption. Could
Moonbi rd be playing ganes with his own flanmes, to frighten off the eneny?

No, he decided, |ooking down into the glow. It covers too |large an area and
burns too regularly to be dragonfire.

He reached the floor of the crater unharmed. Clots of fire continued to flee
upward, but none rose frompoints near him Wills and pillars of flanme came up
in great number here, though what it was they fed upon, he could not discern
There was a clear aisle through their m dst, however, heading in the direction
he intended to take. He followed it.

The floor of the crater was even nore ravaged than he remenbered it, as a
result of his bonbing. He picked his way through heavy rubble toward the heart
of a |l arge depression as he headed for the site of his earlier digging. After
several nore steps, he realized that a vast shadow | ooned at its center, bel ow
hi m

He took anot her step

Moonbird... ?

It swayed in his direction, and he saw the great head of the dragon noddi ng
toward him an ornate rod hel d between the enornous teeth.

The scepter! You've found it!

Mousegl ove extended his hand.

Get onto ny back.

| do not understand.

Talk later. Munt!

Mousegl ove advanced and clinbed upon Moonbird, scranbling toward his

shoul ders. Immedi ately, the dragon began to nove, clinbing out of the pit,

headi ng toward the northern wall, al nost exactly opposite the place he had
clinbed earlier.
When they reached the crater wall, Musegl ove suddenly caught hold nore

tightly as Moonbird reared and comenced cli mbi ng.
Moonbi rd! You can't get to the top fromhere! It gets al nost vertical about

hal f way up.

I know.

Then why are we clinbing?

It is easier here. Till then
But - -

Wait till we reach the | edge

Mousegl ove recall ed the rocky shelf to which he referred. It had | ooked wi de
enough to support Moonbird--barely--but it was, in effect, a dead end.
Moonbi rd was clinbing nuch nore rapidly here than he had up the other wall.
The way was | ess steep, nore rugged. As they nounted hi gher, Musegl ove

gl anced back down. The glow fromthe fires bel ow seened to be spreadi ng,
intensifying. He felt a wave of heat upon his fece. It was foll owed al nost

i medi ately by anot her, nuch warner.

At | ast, Moonbird reached the rocky shelf, hauled hinmself onto it, turned and



| ooked downward. As he did so, the brightness and the heat increased again.
"What is happeni ng?" Musegl ove asked al oud.

The | ast expl osi on shook ne fromthe wall, Monbird replied. After | fell
sensed the rod nearby.

"And the fires started about that tine?"

| started the fires. To drive off your pursuers.

"How did you do that?"

| used the bottom segnment of the rod. It is for fire magic.

"You can use the rod? | had no idea--"

Only the bottom segnment. Dragons understand the secrets of fire.

"Well, we seemto be safe now, but the fires keep getting stronger. You m ght
turn themoff now-if you can.”

No.

"Why not ?"

I will need a tower of heat. To rise out of here.

"l do not understand."

I will dive fromhere toward the fires. It is easier to ride the warmair
upwar d.

Shadows were dancing all about them now. Museglove felt a fresh wave of heat.
"I't's not all that far to the bottom.."he said. "Are you sure you can get

yoursel f airborne in that distance?"
Life is uncertain, Monbird replied. Hold tightly.
He spread his wings and plunged into the blazing crater.

XV

The depth of ny phil osophical speculations as to the nature of ny own being
and that of the universe only increases the nore | see of the world. And no
real answers seemto occur, either practically or on a nore general |evel.

now find nyself wondering whether a state of uncertainty mght not be the | ot
of all sentient beings. Still, it strikes ne that there are reasons | do not
fully conmprehend underlying the actions of others. Their activities seem
directed toward creating certain situations, whereas | have no

real --objectives. |I circulate. | obtain information. But | have no idea what

it all nmeans. | do not have an objective, only its nysterious ghost--sonething
whi ch keeps haunting me with the notion that | should have nore.

Despite ny perplexity in the face of existence, | continued to obey the snall

i nperative which had acconpani ed me since ny departure from Rondoval. | saw
Mousegl ove off on his errand and watched to see that |bal did indeed possess
the neans to deliver himto his destination expeditiously--not to nention the
will to doit. | observed Musegl ove's departure and then returned to the

pl ace at the foot of Bel ken where | had obtained nmy first |essons in aninmating
a body. | tried it again with the spare, with good results, frightening a
group of hikers made up of a nunber of the younger apprentices.

Then | hovered undecided. Should | follow the still discernable emanation
trail of that strange sorcerer back into the city, to discover what he was
about? O should | undertake the pursuit of Pol and Larick toward Avinconet in

the north? Al nost imediately, that small inperative resolved the matter
| rose, achieving some altitude, resolved nyself into a tighter form then
headed approximately northward. | overtook themin their flight and sinply

paced themthen, drifting, for the rest of the day. Nothing was answered for
me by this, but I no longer felt the pressures | had experienced earlier. For
this time, | was as content as | had been in the old days, noving ainmessly
about the ruins of Rondoval

O course it could not last. | realized this as the day wore on and the I|ight
was squeezed fromit and the great castle, Avinconet, |ooned before us in the
dar keni ng distance. In that nonment, | learned the feeling of fear

A strange foreboding came over me--a dark prenonition, if you

| i ke--acconpani ed by the seem ng sourcel ess know edge that | could die, that
nmy existence could be termnated and that this thing could occur within that



pl ace. It was sonething which had never occurred to me before, and it cane as
an awful revelation--for even as | considered it along with what | knew of

nmyself, | saw that it could well be true. It would seemthat a life as ainless
as mine, nore filled with questions than anything el se, mght not be worth
much. | realized in that same nonent that this was not the case. Mre than
anything else, | felt, | wanted to continue it, as purposel ess and puzzling as
it seened.

| drew nearer to Pol. | wapped nyself about the warnth of his being. Wy the
t hought of flight did not even occur to ne at that time, | had no idea. |
clung to himas a child to a parent as we rushed nearer that dark citadel

| remained with himafter we | anded, acconpanying himto the cell in which he
was confined. | remained there with himfor sone time--until his food arrived

and | realized that it was unlikely he would be disturbed for the rest of the
night. While ny earlier fears had not been abated, they had receded
sufficiently by this tinme to permt nore rational considerations to come to
the fore. Now, while all was still and nothing seemed afoot, would actually be
the best time for me to survey the place, to | ocate whatever menaces m ght be
[ urking and consider the best nmeans to nullify them

Accordingly, | drifted away, leaving Pol in his safe and uninteresting
quarters. | noved about various chanbers, term nating rats and m ce, observing
sl eepers, seeking signs of dark magi cs or dangerous forces.

| moved very slowy, not wishing to be surprised. The night wore on, and

cane gradually to feel that | had suffered a fal se augury. Nothing threatened,
nothing | oomed. It seemed just another pile of rocks nade suitable for human
habi tation by the application of a few sinple construction principles and the
installation of sinple plunbing, sone rude pieces of furniture and garish
hangi ngs of a nonfunctional nature. The only traces of magical doings seened
pai nful Iy i nnocuous.

Yet, feeling what | had felt, | was not to be so sinply discouraged. The

m ddl e of the night drew on and passed. | explored each high tower. 1I--

An indescribabl e pang passed through ny being. It was |ike nothing I had ever
experi enced before, unless it be the unremenbered shock of my own birth.
Sonet hi ng had suddenly changed, sonething affecting me to the depths of ny
personality. But even as it occurred, | grew doubtful that it was the fearful
thing I'd sought. No tone of dark magic acconpanied it. Its ultimte result
was a sense of sonething having been settled in ny own case. If | could but

di scover what it was, | felt that a part of ny personal mystery mght be
solved. | drifted for a long while, neditating, but no illumnation ensued and
| could not determine the source of whatever it was that had cone over ne. It
was al nost as if, somewhere, ny name had been spoken, just out of ny hearing.
| settled, descending fromfloor to floor. |I had investigated nost of what |ay
above the ground and | decided to regard the areas below the castle, within

t he nount ai nsi de. There were a nunber of openings, both natural and
artificial, and one by one | invaded them and expl ored.

It was in one of these recesses that | canme upon the sleeping woman. She |ay
unnoving within a container, her spirit wandering, a very pale light of life
still visible about her. |I noved nearer, to inspect her further, and a trap
was sprung. It was a subtle spell, designed to ensnare any |ess than materi al
bei ng such as nysel f who mi ght venture too near the |ady--presumably to
protect her agai nst possession.

So | was caught, several body-lengths fromher, in what mght best be
described as a gigantic, invisible spiderweb. | struggled briefly and saw that
it was to no avail. | relaxed against my bonds and tried altering ny shape.
This did not work either, nor did my attenpts to shift away to another plane.
The web of forces held ne tightly.

| hung, spread out there, trying to analyze it. It had a certain aura of
venerability about it, of the sort humans ascribe to vintage wines. | was
famliar with this effect frommy experience with certain old spells which
remai ned about Rondoval. The good ones, such as this, unfortunately grow
better with age, because of the counter-current entropy on the plane where



magi ¢ operates. This spell, as nearly as | could judge, went back fifteen or

twenty years. | tried sending charges of energy through it, a small segnent at
atine, hoping to locate a weakness at which | mght work, fromwhich | m ght
unravel the thing like a stocking. All to no avail. It was of a piece, and it
had me.

| remained there for a long while, recalling everything I knew that m ght be
applied against it. Wien |I tried themall and nothing worked, | decided that

it mght be time to cultivate phil osophy to a greater extent. | began mnusing
upon exi stence and non-exi stence, | reexanmined ny prenonition, | reconsidered
ny pang....

| heard footsteps.

It is generally easy to remai n i nconspi cuous when you are invisible and
soundl ess, but | made extra efforts to achieve stillness on all [|evels,

i ncluding the mental, when | saw Pol approaching |led by a peculiar pal mof
light as immaterial as myself.

There was sonething fam liar about the flame-1like thing, something | did not

like at all. | felt, without knowi ng why, that it had the power to harm ne.
| sensed sone exchange goi ng on between Pol and the brightness. | heard only
Pol's half of it, not willing to try attuning nyself to listen in fully,

fearing that this m ght somehow make ny presence known to the fiery one
Finally, Pol unfastened the lid of the container, renmpved it and set it aside.
There was anot her | ong pause, and then he renoved the woman, crossed a | edge
and entered a tunnel, follow ng the flane.

Suddenly, | was free. The spell must have been centered upon the woman, not
the | ocale, not the container
| hung back. | wanted to see where they were going but | did not wish to get

too near, lest | be trapped again. | drifted slowy behind them |eaving
nmysel f anple | eeway, well aware now of the effective range of the spell.
| recogni zed the big chanber as soon as | entered it. The last tinme | had

passed this way, | had been noving at mnetaphysical speeds and follow ng a
magi cal trail, so there had been no need for noting | andmarks. Consequently,
I"d had no idea that this was where the Gate was | ocat ed.

The Gate..

Just as | renenbered it, fromPol's dreans and fromny own fast passage, the
Gate | oomed huge, threatening and fortunately, closed. It had never been
opened upon this plane, | guessed, though its ghostly version had been ajar
many tinmes, permtting the passage of sendings, essences, spirits. Had its
physi cal self stood so, it mght not be possible to close it again, for

could see how an interpenetration of the worlds would begin, the strangely
structured, nore ancient fornms of that other with its vastly stronger nagics
flowi ng through to dominate this younger, magically weaker |and, changing it
into sonething of its own inmage, revivified by the raw, natural forns of this
newer place. Stronger in magic, weaker in general vitality. The magi ¢ woul d
dominate, | was certain..

Pol deposited his burden upon the stone with the aura of death about it. H's
nmoverments were slow, irresolute, as if he were walking in his sleep. |I reached
out carefully then, nore carefully than anything I had ever done before, and
touched his mind, just skimmng his surface thoughts.

He was bew tched. He was not aware of it, but the flame had himin thrall

| saw no way that | might interfere successfully. | knew w thout know ng how
knew that the thing was stronger than me. | felt totally helpless as it led
Pol about, as it directed himto produce the statuette. | was nore than a

little pleased when Pol's power failed and the project had to be abandoned.
The flame's frustration gave rise to the closest thing to joy that | had ever
known.

| watched them depart. | doubted that Pol was in any inmedi ate danger, and
wanted to explore the chanber a little further. A large, rectangul ar piece of
nmorni ng decorated the wall to my left. | began to feel a fresh prenonition

concerning this room



XV

Pol was awakened from a dream ess sleep by the sound of his cell door being
unbarred. At first he felt |eaden-1linbed, hung over, ragged about the edges of
his mnd, alnmost as if he had been drugged. But then, wthin noments, before
Larick had even set foot in his cell, the dragonmark began to throb w ldly,
heavily, in a way it had never done before, sending an adrenalin-like shock
through his entire system clearing his head instantly, informng himwith a
sense of wild power unlike anything he had known previously.

"CGet up," Larick said, approaching him

Pol felt that he could strike the man dead with a single gesture. |Instead, he
conpl i ed.

"Cone with nme."

Pol followed himout of the cell, adopting the cunbersome, |unbering gait
suitable, he'd judged, for a disguised nonster. Through the first w ndow they
passed, Pol saw that full daylight now |lay upon the world, though he could not
see the sun to judge the hour. They took a different route than that upon

whi ch he had magically followed Larick the previous evening--different, too,
than the way upon which the flanme had | ed him

"I'f you cooperate," Larick said alnpst casually, "it is possible that you will
be rel eased unharned. "

"I do not consider nyself unharned,” Pol said, nounting a stair.

"Your present situation mght be remedied.”

"What's in this for you?" he asked.

The other was silent for a long while. Then, "You would not understand,"
Larick said.

"Try nme."

"No. It's not for me to explain things to you,'
have your expl anations shortly."

"What is the price for betraying the trust of the initiation conmttee?"
"Some things are nore inportant than others. You'll see.”

Pol chuckl ed softly. The power continued to spiral within him He was amazed
that the other could not feel its presence. He had to restrain hinself from
tasking out with it.

They traversed a lengthy corridor, nounted another stair, crossed a wide hall.
"I would like to have met you under different circunmstances,” Larick said
then, as they reached a downward stair.

"I"'ve a feeling that you will," Pol replied

He recogni zed an area through which he had passed during the night. He
realized then that they had come into the northeastern wing of the building.
They approached a dark, heavily carved door. Larick noved ahead and knocked
upon it.

"Come in," came a voice slightly higher in pitch than Pol had expect ed.
Larick opened the door and stepped across the threshold. He turned.

"Come al ong."

Pol followed himinto the room It was a study in rough tinbers and stone,
with four red and bl ack rugs upon the floor. There were no wi ndows. Ryle
Merson was seated at a large table, the remains of his breakfast before him
He did not rise.

"Here is that Madwand we discussed,"” Larick said. "He is conpletely docile in
all but spirit.”

"Then you've got the part that counts," Ryle replied. "Leave himto ne."
"Yes."

"I mean it literally."

Pol saw the | ook of surprise which wi dened Larick's eyes and parted his lips.
"You want me to go?"

Ryl e's broad face was expressionl ess.

"I'f you pl ease. "

Larick stiffened.

"Very well," he said

he finally answered. "You will



He turned toward the door

"But stay within hailing distance."

Larick | ooked back, nodded curtly and departed the room closing the door
behi nd hi m

Ryl e studi ed Pol .

"I saw you at Bel ken," he said at |ength.

"And | saw you," Pol said, returning the older man's stare. "On the street,
talking with Larick, in front of the cafe where | sat."

"You have a good nenory."

Pol shook his head.

"I can't recall giving you cause for abduction and abuse."

"I suppose it mnust | ook that way to you."

"I suppose it would | ook that way to anybody"

"I don't want to start off with you on the wong foot--"

"I didn't want to start off with you on any foot. Wat do you want ?"

Ryl e si ghed.

"Al'l right. If that is the way it nust be. You are my prisoner. You are in
jeopardy. | amin a position to grant you any di sconfort, up to and including
deat h. "

The fat sorcerer rose, nmoving around the table to stand before Pol. He nade a
sinmple gesture and followed it with another, his novements simlar to those
Larick had used. Pol felt nothing, though he realized what was occurring and
he wondered whet her the di sguise within the disguise would hol d.

It did.

"Per haps you have grown fond of your present condition?"

"Not really."
"Your face is masked by your own spell. | will leave it in place, since
al ready know what you |l ook like. | suppose we could start with that."

"You' ve a captive audi ence. Go ahead."

"Last year | heard a runor that Rondoval was inhabited again. Alittle later
| heard of the battle at Anvil Muntain. By magi cal nmeans, | summoned up your
i keness. Your hair, your birthmark, your resenblance to Det--it was obvious
that you were a menber of that House, and one of whom | had never heard."
"And of course you had to do sonething about it, since nobody |ikes Rondoval."
Ryl e turned away, padded across the room turned back

"You tenpt me to agree and let it go at that," he said. "But | have reasons
for the things that | do. Wuld you care to hear thenP"

"Of course.”

"There was a tine when Det was a very good friend of mne. He was your father
wasn't he?"

"Yes."

"Where did he have you hidden, anyway?"

Pol shook his head.

"He didn't. As | understand the story, | was present at the fell of Rondoval.
Rat her than slay a baby, old Mr took ne to another world, where | grew up."
"Yes, | can see that. Interesting. For whom did he exchange you?"

"Mark Marakson, the man | killed at Anvil Muntain."

"Fasci nating. A changeling. How did you get back here?"

"Mor returned me. To deal with Mark. So you knew ny father?"

"Yes. W engaged in a number of enterprises together. He was a very
acconpl i shed sorcerer."

"You speak as if there was a point where you ceased being friends."

"True. We finally disagreed on a very fundanental issue concerning our | ast
great project. | broke the fellowship at that time and sent hi mpacking. It
was then that he initiated the actions which led to the conflict and the
destruction of Rondoval. The third party to our enterprise |left himwhen

t hi ngs began | ooking bad on that front."

"Who was that?"

"A strange Madwand of great power. | don't really know where Det found him A
man named Henry Spier. Qdd nane, that."



"Do you mean that if you both hadn't deserted hi m Rondoval m ght have stood?"
"I amsure that it would have, in a cruelly changed world. | prefer thinking
that Det and Spier deserted ne."

"OfF course. And now you want sone extra revenge on the famly, for old tinmes
sake. "

"Hardly. But nowit is your turn to answer a few You say that Mr brought you
back?"

" "Returned ne' is what | said. He did not acconpany ne. He seened ill. |
bel i eve that he went back to the place where | had been.”

"The exchange... Yes. Were you returned directly to Rondoval ?"

"No. | found ny own way there, later."

"And your heritage? Al the things that you know of the Art? How did you cone
by this?"

"I just sort of picked it up."

"That makes you a Madwand."

"So I've heard. You still haven't told ne what you want."

"Blood tells, though, doesn't it?" Ryle said sharply.

Pol studied the man's face. Gone now was the bland expressi on which had
acconpani ed nost of their earlier exchanges. Pol read nmenace in the
narr ow eyed | ook now focused upon him in the rising color and the tightness
about the nmouth. He noted, too, that one pudgy hand was cl enched so tightly
that its rings cut deeply into the flesh

"I don't know what you nean," Pol said.

"I think you do," Ryle replied. "Your father tipped the Bal ance which
prevailed in this world, but did not succeed in his attenpt. | stopped him
here and Klaithe's forces finished himat Rondoval. There had to be a reaction
sooner or later. Mark Marakson brought it into the world at Anvil Mountain,
where you stopped him Now it nmust tip in the other direction again--your
father's way--toward total sorcerous dom nation of the world. It can be
stopped for good at this point, or it can go all the way--your father's dream

realized. | have been waiting all these years to stop it again, to end it, to
see that it does not cone to pass.”
"I repeat. | don't know what--"

Ryl e canme forward and sl apped him Pol fought down an inmpulse to strike back
as he felt a ring cut his cheek

"Son of a black magician! You are one yourself!" he cried. "It can't be

hel ped! It's in your blood! Even--" He grew silent. He stepped back. Then
"You woul d open the Gate," he said. "You would conplete your father's great
work for this world."

Pol suddenly felt that this was true. The Gate... O course. He had forgotten
Al'l those dreans... They began phasing now into his consciousness. Wth this,
a certain wliness cane over him

"You say that you were party to the entire business, at its beginning?" he
asked softly.

"Yes, that is true," Ryle admtted

"And you were tal king about black nmagic ..
Ryl e | ooked away, wal ked back to the table, drew the chair farther back and
| owered hinself onto it.

"Yes," he said, his eyes directed toward the remains of his breakfast, "in
both senses, too, | suppose. Black because it was being used for sonething
that was norally objectionable, and black in the nore subtle sense of its
deepest meani ng--the use of forces which nmust warp the character of the

magi ci an hinmself. The first is always arguable, but the second is not. | admt
that I was once a black magician, but I amno longer. | reformed nyself |ong
ago. "

"Enpl oying Larick to performthe actual spells for you hardly seens to avoid
the spirit of black magic. As in ny case ..."

Hs words trailed off as Ryle raised his eyes and fixed himw th them

"I'n your case," he said, "I would--and will, if necessary--do it nyself. It
woul d at worst be an instance of the first sort--enployed to prevent a greater



evil."

"On the general theory of norals--that others need then®"

"I amthinking of nore than the two of us. | amthinking of what you woul d do
to the entire world."

"By opening the Gate?"

"Exactly."

"Excuse my ignorance, but what will happen if the Gate is opened?"

"This world woul d be flooded, subrerged, by the forces of a far ol der
world--in our terms it is an evil place. W would becone an extension of that
land. Its nore powerful, ancient magic would conpletely overwhel mthe natura

| aws which hold here. This woul d becone a real mof dark enchantnent."”

"The evil may well be relative then. Tell me what objection a sorcerer could
have to sonet hi ng which woul d make sorcery nore inportant."

"You use the argunent by which your father first swayed me. But then | | earned
that the forces rel eased woul d be so strong that no ordinary sorcerer could
control them W would all be at the nmercy of those others from beyond the
Gate and those few of our own kind to whomit would not matter, in |league wth
t hose others."

"And who m ght those few of our own kind be?"

"Your father was one, Henry Spier another; yourself, and those others |ike
you- - Madwands al | . "

Pol repressed a snmile.

"I take it that you are not a Madwand?"

"No, | had to learn ny skills the hard way."

"I begin to understand your conversion," Pol said, instantly regretting the
words as he saw Ryl e's expression change agai n.

"No, | do not believe that you do," he answered, glaring, "not having a
daught er bound by the curse of Henry Spier."

"The ghost of this place... ?" Pol said.

"Her body lies in a hidden spot, neither dead nor alive. Spier did that when |
broke the fell owship. Even so, | was willing to fight them"

Pol wanted to | ook away, to shift his weight, to pace, to depart.

I nst ead, "What exactly do you nean when you say Madwand?" he asked.

"Those |ike yourself with a natural aptitude for the Art," Ryle said, "those
possessed of a closer, nore personal relationship with its forces--its artists
rather than its technicians, | suppose.”

"I appreciate your explaining all these matters,"” Pol told him "and | realize
you are not going to believe any denials | m ght nmake concerning ny
intentions, so | won't nmake any. Wiy not just tell me what it is that you

want ?"

"You have had dreans," Ryle said flatly.

"Well, yes ..."

"Dreans," he continued, "which | sent to you, wherein your spirit travel ed
beyond the Gate to witness the starkness and desol ation of that evil place,
wherein you saw the creatures who dwell there, engaged in depravities.”

Pol recalled his earlier dreams, but he thought too of the |ater ones, show ng
himthe cities beyond the nountains, neither stark nor desolate, but holding a
culture so conplex as to surpass his understandi ng.

"That is all that you showed ne?" he asked, puzzled.

"All? Is that not enough? Enough to persuade any decent man that the Gate nust
not be opened?"

"l suppose you nade a good case then," Pol said. "But tell me, are dreans al
that you sent to nme?"

Ryl e cocked his head to one side, frowning. Then he smil ed.

"Ch. That," he said. "Keth..."

"Keth? He was the sorcerer who attacked ne in my own |ibrary?"

Ryl e nodded.

"The sane. Yes, | sent him A good man. | thought he'd best you and settle
things then and there.”

"What things? For all your tal k about the Gate and ny father and Madwands and



bl ack magic, | still do not know what it is that you want of ne."

The fat sorcerer sighed

"I thought that by sending you the dreans--showi ng you the nmenace of the

t hi ng--and then by explaining the situation carefully, as | have just done,
that | mght--just possibly might--win you over to nmy way of thinking and
persuade you to cooperate with me. It would rmake life so nmuch easier.”

"You didn't exactly start off on the right foot by playing nonster ganmes with

my anatony."

"I't was al so necessary to show you the extent to which I will go if you do not
choose to help ne."

"I"'mstill not sure of that. Wat's |eft--besides death?"

Ryl e rubbed his hands together and sniled.

"Your head, of course," He said. "I have begun in the easiest manner possible.
But if, after suitable painful practices upon the body you are now weari ng,
you refuse to give ne what | want, then | will conplete the transfer. | will
send your head to join the rest of you in exile beyond the Gate. | will be
left with a somewhat nai ned denmon servant, and you--you have seen t hat

pl ace--you wi Il have an unfortunate exi stence before you for all your

remai ni ng days."

"It sounds very persuasive," Pol observed. "Now, of what might it be the
consequence?"

"You know where the Keys are--the Keys that can open the Gate or |ock them
forever. | want them"

"Presumably to do the latter?"

"Certainly."

"I"'msorry, but | don't have any such Keys. | wouldn't even know where to | ook
for them™

"How can you say that when | saw themon the table in your study numnerous

ti mes--and even as | watched your struggle with Keth?"

Pol ' s thoughts went back, both to that scene and to one of his dreans. He felt
the resistance building within him

"You can't have them" he said.

"I"'d a feeling this was not going to be easy," Ryle remarked, rising. "If
opening the Gate neans that nuch to you, it just shows how far gone you really
are."

"It is not opening the Gate," Pol replied. "It is having something taken from
me in this fashion that rankles. You are going to have to work for anything
you get out of ne."

Ryl e rai sed his hands.

"It may be easier than you think," he said. "Painless, in feet--if you're
lucky. W'll learn in a nonment how far-sighted you m ght have been."

As Ryl e's hands began noving, Pol fought down the desire to strike back. A
smal | voice seenmed to be saying, "Not yet." Perhaps it was hinself. He shifted
his vision to the second seeing and saw a great orange wave rolling toward
hi m

When it struck, he felt a certain slowng and then a rigidity of his thought
processes. A genuine stiflhess came over his body. Gone was any certainty as
to what he wanted or did not want.

Ryl e was speaking and his voi ce seened sonehow nore distant than their
proximty indicated:

"What is your nane?"

It was with a peculiar fascination that he felt his |ips nove, heard his own
voi ce reply, "Pol Detson."

"By what nanme were you known in the world where you grew up?"

"Dani el Chain."

"Do you possess the seven statuettes that are the Keys to the Gate?"

Suddenly, a sheet of flame hung between them Ryle did not seemaware of its
presence.

"No," Pol heard hinself reply.

The fat sorcerer |ooked puzzled. Then he snil ed.



"That was awkwardly phrased," he said, al nost apologetically. "Can you tell ne
the I ocation or locations of the seven magi cal statuettes which once bel onged
to your father?"

"No, " Pol answered.

"Why not?" Ryl e asked.

"I do not know where they are," Pol said.

"But you have seen them handled them had themin your possession?"

"Yes."

"What becane of then®"

"They were stolen fromne, on the way to Bel ken."

"l do not believe that."

Pol remained silent.

"...But you are to be congratulated for your foresight," Ryle continued. "You
have guarded agai nst self-betrayal with a very powerful spell. It would take
me a long time to ascertain its exact nature and to break it. Unfortunately
for you, | have neither the tine nor inclination, and you nmust be forced to
speak. | have already nentioned the neans which will be enployed."

The man began anot her series of gestures, and Pol felt a certain clarity
return to his consciousness. As this feeling grew, the inage of the flane

f aded.

"I have al so restored your appearance, for esthetic purposes,” Ryle said. "Now
that you are yourself again, is there anything that you would care to add to
what you sai d?"

"No. "

"I didn't think so."

The fat sorcerer turned away, crossed the room opened the door

"Larick?" he call ed.

"Yes?" came a distant voice.

"Take this man back to his cell,"” he said. "I'Il send for himwhen the

i nterrogati on room has been made ready."

"You tried a coercion spell?"

"Yes. A good one. He's protected. W'll have to go the other route."
"Apity."
"Yes."

Ryl e turned back

"Pol, go along with him"

Pol moved, turning, advancing slowy toward the doorway. He wondered as he
did... He would be passing very close to Ryle. If he were to turn suddenly and
attack the man, he felt that he could deal with himfairly quickly, before the
other could bring any magic into play. Then, of course, he would have to fight
Larick, and he wondered whether he could di spatch Ryle before the younger
sorcerer was upon him For that matter..

A vision of the flane flashed before himagain.

"Not yet," came the voice in his mnd. "Wait. Soon. Restrain yourself."
Noddi ng nentally, he passed Ryle and stepped out into the corridor where
Larick waited.

"A'l right," Larick said, and he commenced wal ki ng, heading in the opposite
direction fromwhich they had cone.

Pol heard the door of the roomhe had quitted cl ose behind him One quick
rabbit punch, he decided, just below that kerchief he always wears, and Larick
will be out of the picture..

Al most predictably, the image of the flane passed before his eyes once again.
"Turn here."

He turned, then said, "This isn't the way we cane."

"I know that, you son of a bitch. | want to show you what your Kkind have
done. ™

Suddenly, they passed into a fam liar area, and with a touch of panic Pol
realized where they were headed and what it was that he was being taken to
see. He slowed his pace.

"Come al ong. Cone al ong."



No plan presented itself to him but the pulse of power still throbbed in his
di sgui sed arm He decided to rely upon the guidance of the invisible flane.
Sonet hi ng woul d provide himw th an opportunity, very soon, he felt, an
opportunity to smash Larick and--

O course. His future actions came into perfect focus. He was suddenly certain
as to what was going to occur, knew exactly what he was going to do when it

di d.

They entered the cavern. Larick produced a magical |ight which travel ed on
before them illum nating their advance. Pol readied hinmself as they made
their way around to the place where the opened, enpty casket lay. Just a few
nore steps..

He heard Larick cry out. The sounds echoed fromthe rocky walls. Hi s vision
swam t hr ough the second seeing. Bands of bright, colored |ight noved
everywhere. Wen he tried, he was able to resolve theminto strands, but the
nmonent he relaxed this effort they became bands agai n--horizontal, not
drifting, but nmoving slowy upward, of various widths. After a nonment, he saw
that they overlay a field of vertical bands, and beyond them diagonals. The
worl d had acquired a peculiarly cubist structure. And he realized in that
instant that he had but shifted to another node of seeing the sane thing which
had al ways been presented to himas the strands--and he knew that there were
others beyond it and that, sonehow, in the future, he would al ways view the
magi cal world in the nbde npst appropriate to his needs of the nonment rather
than the nore restricted vision his power had brought himin the past. And he
knew, intuitively, how to use these bands just as he had known in the past
what the strands were for. It took a great effort to restrain hinself from
reaching out to mani pul ate themas Larick turned toward him teeth bared.
"She's gone!" he said. "Stol en! How -?"

Then his eyes took on a strange cast and his head slowy turned to his right.
Pol was certain that he, too, was now into the second seeing and sonething in
his version of it was indicating to himthe direction in which Tai sa had been
t aken.

Larick turned suddenly and noved rapidly, heading off along the | edge. The
[ight which had guided them remai ned stationary, sonewhere behind Pol
spilling its pale light into the enpty casket.

Pol advanced, noving onto the | edge, holding his second sight in focus, ready
to utilize his new understandi ng of nagical processes. He hurried toward the
natural light at the end of the tunnel, rushing past the place where he had
hi dden the statuette.

When he came into the chanber, a chorus of voices burst upon his

consci ousness: "Now Nowi Nowl Nowi Now! Nowi Nowi "

Larick, his back to him was bent over Taisa's still formupon the sacrificial
stone, perhaps ten paces before him Pol reached up with both hands and seized
upon an orange band, feeling his will go forth through the dragonmark.

In a nonment, it was | oose and swinging freely, like a long, bright pole,

sweepi ng toward Lari ck.

Even as he nade the gesture, however, Pol saw Larick stiffen and begin to
turn, knowi ng that the other sorcerer had heard the sounds of his entrance. He
saw t he | ook of astoni shment upon his face, succeeded i nmedi ately by one of
appr ehensi on.

But Larick nanaged to nove, and he noved quickly. His left hand shot upward
fingers knotting. He seized upon a red diagonal and jerked it into the path of
Pol ' s attack.

The force of the bl ow knocked himsprawl i ng upon the floor, but he had managed
to keep it fromstriking him Pol turned the |Iong shaft which he still held,
and with a chopping notion of his left hand shortened it to a javelin. Larick
shook his head and began pushing himself up fromthe floor. H's gaze | ocked
with Pol's as Pol was drawi ng back his right armto hurl the gl eaning shaft.
Larick pushed hinself back onto his heels and rai sed both arms high up over
his head. Pol cast the spear of light directly toward himand Larick dropped
his arms. The bright bands which |lay before him junped and seemed to turn on



their | ongitudi nal axes.

It was |ike the sudden snappi ng shut of a Venetian blind. Larick was
nmonentarily invisible behind a rainbow wall. Pol's [ ance struck against it and
both the shaft and the wall seenmed to shatter in a fountain of sparks. As
these fell away, he saw Larick standing, noving his hands crossbody.

H s peripheral vision warned him barely in tine. Larick was operating two

| ateral diagonals like a bright pair of scissors. Pol extended both hands

bef ore hi mand rushed forward.

He seized upon a vertical and thrust it before himinto the jaws of the
light-spell. The diagonals closed upon it, their edges halting inches fromhis
wai st. He saw a slight sign of strain upon Larick's face as the man's hands
tightened further. The di agonals jerked nearer. He pushed even harder hinself,
hol di ng t hem back. Larick | eaned forward, straining against the pressure.
Abruptly, Pol heaved forward with all of his strength, throw ng hinself
backward, dropping to the floor and rolling to the side as Larick staggered
back and the bands cl osed above him

Regai ning his feet, he faced Larick again, watching his hands. He began
circling the other at a distance of about fifteen feet and Larick turned
slowl y, accommodating his position to the nmovenent. Slowy, the other
sorcerer's hands began to nove in an el aborate pattern. Pol followed them as
closely as he could but was unable to detect any mani pul ati on of the magica
materi als as he now perceived them

Suddenl y, Larick's foot passed through a wi de, sweeping gesture and one of the
| ower bands took Pol across the ankles and he pitched sideways to the floor
Cursing hinself for being nmisdirected so easily, he struggled to rise.

But the floor seenmed to ripple and heave, preventing his recovery. As he
fought against it, he realized that his weight no | onger rested upon the
floor, but that he now rode upon a rippling wave of the bands several inches
above it. It was then that he began to realize that technique in these matters
could be nore inportant than raw energy. He could not regain his footing, but
supported hinself on his knees and |l eft hand. He saw Larick's right foot
nmovi ng rapidly up and down as if punping a piano pedal, keeping the surface in
agitation beneath him It seemed that Larick's facility so far exceeded his
that effective counterneasures were a matter of reflex to him whereas Pol had
to think for several nonents to deci de upon each attack and def ense.

He wondered then whether a nagical attack was the ultinmate answer in dealing
with the man. If he could only get near enough to |l and a bl ow capabl e of

di stracting Larick from magi cal mani pul ations, he felt confident that his own
boxer's refl exes would be sufficient to deal with himin hand-to-hand
fighting. If they were not, then he'd a feeling that he'd sinply net a better
man. . .

The bands! They coul d obvi ously be enpl oyed to support one's weight. So ..
Reachi ng upward, he took hold of the higher, rising bands and drew hi nsel f
upright, continuing the notion until he swung free above the heaving | ayer.
Larick's right hand was al ready noving, out to the side, at shoul der |evel.

Pol reached far forward, took hold of another horizontal, swung upon it,
directly toward Lari ck.

He was able to twi st his body aside at the |ast possible nonent, rel ease

hi nsel f and drop.

Larick had held a three-foot blade of green light, sword-Iike, swung ready to
i mpal e him

He felt the normal floor beneath himagain, and he snatched at a di agonal band
of yellowlight, willing it into blade-form dragging it into an en garde
position as he struggled for footing. It was the first time in this world that
he had held anything like a blade in his hands--and also the first tine since
the end of the previous fencing season at the university.

He parried a head cut and | eaped backward, not having sufficient footing and
bal ance to venture a riposte. As he recovered and Larick advanced, he becane
aware of two things simultaneously: Larick was facing himfull-body rather
than sidewi se, and a dark oblong several feet in |length had taken form upon



his left arm

He backed away as Larick cane on. Bl ade and shield was not nornmal collegiate
fencing. It was sonethi ng nmedi eval --sl ower, nore ponderous, entailing
different footwork. He was not about to materialize a shield of his own and
face Larick on terns with which the other man had to be nore familiar

Larick swung his blade through a chest cut and Pol | eaped backward, entirely
avoi di ng any engagenent. Larick continued his advance, Pol his retreat.

Qui ckly, he reviewed everything he knew concerning the other's techni ques.
Larick should be unfamliar with the lunge; also, nost of his bladework shoul d
i nvol ve the edge rather than the point of the weapon. Pol naintained a saber
en garde, but began thinking in ternms of the ep6e.

He halted his retreat and feinted a chest cut. Larick raised his shield
slightly and noved to ready his blade for a slashing riposte. Pol did not
foll ow t hrough, and he saw that Larick was beginning to smle

He adopted a | ow stance and beat once upon the other's blade. The attack
fol | oned.

The nonent Larick's bl ade noved, Pol was back and up, very straight and high
hi s weapon describing a clockw se semcircle into an overhand position, from
whi ch he executed a stop-thrust to the other's forearm Larick made a small
noise in his throat as Pol then continued the nmovenent through a full bind in
anticipation of going in for the body past the edge of the shield.

But the weapon spun out of Larick's hand, and he stepped backward, covering
hinself nore fully. Pol smiled, stanped his foot and rushed him

Larick raised his right arm but Pol ignored it and threw a head-cut. The
green bl ade canme flying back fromthe floor into Larick's hand, and he parried
it. Pol could not check his momentum so he increased it, crashing into
Larick's shield before he could riposte.

As Larick staggered back, Pol chopped heavily at his weapon, knocking it

aside, then | acked as hard as he could squarely against the center of the
shield. Larick stunmbled and Pol chopped again, knocking the blade fromhis
hand once nore. The shield swung aside and Pol was no | onger in any orthodox
fenci ng posture, but was near enough to drive his left fist into the other's

m dsecti on.

The shield fell away as he struck, and he cast his own weapon aside to throw a
right at Larick's jaw

Larick recovered, and raising his hands before his face, his el bows together
over his mdsection, rushed directly toward him Pol stepped to the side and
threw a left toward his head but did not connect.

Larick dropped and seized himabout the knees. Pol felt hinmself go off

bal ance; grabbed for Larick's shoul der, caught only a handful of his shirt and
fell backward to the acconpani ment of a tearing sound.

"Kill him Hurry!" the voice came into his head.

As Pol fell, Larick attenpted to hurl hinself upon himbut was met with a
crosscut that knocked himoff to the side. At that instant, Pol knew exactly
what he nust do.

He rai sed his right hand to shoul der |evel, pal mupward, as he rolled to
straddl e Larick's supine form H's dragonmark throbbed as the bl ackness of the
i nes which separated the bands about himfled toward his hand and coal esced
into a dark ball of negation, cancellation, death.

As he swung the ball downward toward Larick's face, his eyes jerked once and
he barely had tinme to twi st his body and hurl the death-sphere across the
room away

Larick struggled to rise, and he clipped himonce, hard, on the point of the
chin and felt himgrow slack. Then he rocked back onto his heels, brushed his
hair out of his eyes and stared.

He reached slowy forward. There, where he had torn away the sl eeve..

Larick's right armlay bare.

H s hand trembled slightly as he touched the exposed dragonmark above Larick's
right wist.



XVl

Ryle Merson's voice filled the chamber:

"I's he still alive?"

Pol ignored it, reached up and renoved the bandana from Larick's head. A
single streak of white ran through his dark hair, front to back

Only then did Pol turn his head and regard the heavy figure which had just
cone into the chanber.

"Have you sl ain hinP" Ryle asked.

Pol stood and took a step toward the man.

"I haven't killed anyone here, yet," he said. "Wo is Larick, anyway? And what
is he to you?"

"How did you cone free of the spell which bound you?"

"No. You answer ne. | want to know about Larick."

"How qui ckly you forget your position," Ryle said softly. "You nay have freed
yourself fromdirect control, but your leash is short."

He spoke then the words which dissolved the spell of illusion, and the human
gui se slipped fromPol to reveal the nonster body.

"The spell stands ready for the final transfer of which | spoke,"’
"requiring but the proper guide-word."

"I think not," Pol replied, and his will flowed forth through the dragonmark,
shattering the i mage of the nonstrous form which hung over him his features
flowed back into their normal pattern, and his hair was stirred as by an
invisible wind, its natural color returning, the white streak reappearing.

H s garments hung in rags upon himand he breathed heavily for severa

nonments, but he smil ed.

"Answer me now," he said. "Wo is Larick?"

Ryle's face grew pal e.

"Back when your father and | were still on friendly terns," he said, "he gave
his young son into ny care, as an apprentice."

"Larick is my brother?"

Ryl e nodded.

"He is about five years older than you."

"What have you done to hin®"

"I taught himthe Art and | raised himto be a good man, to respect the decent
t hi ngs--"

Pol did a quick cal cul ation.

"He was perfect insurance, too--when you broke with ny father--wasn't he? You
had a hostage then, against the wath of your former friend."

"I amnot ashamed to adnmit it," Ryle replied. "You never knew your father. The
man was a devil. And he was one of the best sorcerers around. | had to have
some protection.”

A sudden flash of inspiration possessed himand Pol asked, "Could it be that
Spier, who was still on good terms with my father, did what he did to your
daughter in order to assure Larick's safety?"

The color returned heavily to Ryle's face.

"You think just like them don't you?" he said. "Yes. Even your father hadn't
pi erced ny defenses, but that bastard got through and did that thing to her
Larick has felt guilty about it all his life."

he said,

"Wth no small help fromyou, |'d guess. That's how you keep himin |ine, huh?
The old guilt trip?"
"Somet hi ng you' ve never felt, I'msure. You're ready to cut a helpless girl's

throat. You'd have done it by nowif | hadn't heard Larick's cry."

"I"d rather cut yours," Pol said, noving forward. "You' re a damed hypocrite.
You're no better than ny father or Spier. Maybe you' re worse. You were ready
to go along with their plan when you thought there was sonething in it for
you. When you saw you had something to | ose you becanme a white nmagician and a
def ender of righteousness. It's a lot of bullshit! You haven't changed. Now
you make my brother do your dirty work, to keep your own hands cl ean. But
they're not. You're not a big enough fool to believe they are, are you?"



Ryl e nmoved his hands into the begi nning of a warding gesture, and Pol slipped
i mediately into the second seeing, dragonmark still pounding with his

pul sebeat .

"You talk to me of norality when you hold the Keys to the Gate and ny daughter
lies ready for your blade? Wo is the hypocrite, Detson?"

An arc of fire passed between the man's fingertips, and Pol | ooked about for
strands or bands, in vain.

But then, suddenly, it seemed as if great clouds of colored fog were drifting
into the chanber.

Pol extended his hand and a blue mi st was there when he needed it. He felt the
condensi ng noi sture upon his fingers. A nonent |ater, he passed a gl obe of
water the size of a basketball, dripping, fromhand to hand. Fire. Water. It
seened he had the | ogical renedy ready for whatever Ryle had in mnd

As he waited for the older sorcerer to nmake the first nove, he thought back
over his battles with Keth and with Larick, wondering again why his perception
of the magical world had altered in each instance. Then it occurred to him
that on each occasion his vision could have been colored by the other's

magi cal worl d-view. Perhaps, now, Ryle's world was sonewhat nore cloudy than
nost .

"We change each other's way of seeing, don't we?" he said, half-aloud.

"I amhere to kill you, not to instruct you," Ryle replied, and the fires he
hel d becane a curved dagger which he cast toward Pol's breast.

Pol willed coldness and felt it flow through his fingertips. The watery sphere
cl ouded and grew solid, covered with frost. The bl ade gouged ice chips fromit
when it struck, and then fell to the floor. Pol hurled the ice ball at Ryle,
but the sorcerer stepped aside and it shattered agai nst the wall behind him
Ryl e raised both arns and | owered them suddenly. The room vani shed. They

i nhabited a regi on conposed entirely of thenselves and the col ored cl ouds. Pol
t ook another step forward. As before, he reasoned that if he could get within
striking distance with his fists he could becone a sufficient distraction to
di spense with the nagic and then, of course, with Ryle.

He noved to take another step forward and his way was bl ocked by the abrupt

appearance of a lowwall. He began to step over it and its top was suddenly
studded with tall shards of glass. He withdrew and bunped agai nst sonet hi ng.
@ ancing quickly to the rear, he beheld another wall. And then there was one

to his right, and his left. Al npst sinmultaneous with his awareness of their
exi stence, they began to nmove nearer. Ryle was staring intently toward him
the pal ms of his hands faci ng one another and noving slowy together

But there was no up, no down here. He willed the fogs to boil beneath him to
levitate himas the bands had done earlier

He rose out of his prison then and passed over its forward wall. It seened

al nost too easy..

Studyi ng Ryle then, he saw traces of concern about those probing eyes. The man
did not know his strengths or his weaknesses yet, knew only what he had
acconpl i shed thus for. And so there was fear. So he was fighting a very
conservative duel at this point, testing him watching him keeping his

di stance. Such seening the case, Pol was suddenly apprehensive hinself. Ryle
was doubtl ess very good at this sort of thing. Inalittle while he would
realize the limts of Pol's experience and would |ikely unleash a devastating
attack. Pol was not at all certain that he could survive it. Therefore, he
ought to act quickly and decisively. But how? He could not think of an
appropriate offense in this silent, dreamike place of deadly cotton candy.
Unl ess. ..

Per haps he mi ght change the rules, change the nilieu. Perhaps he had, in sone
fashion, been guilty of letting the other man choose his own battl eground.
There was so nuch that he still did not know. ..

He felt that he had to finish with Ryle as quickly as possible. Beyond the
possibility of Larick's recovering at any tinme and coming to the aid of his
adversary, Pol feared a recurrence of the effect he had al ready experienced
several times--that unpredictable, intermttent foiling of his powers.



He had wondered several times since he had fought Keth whether all of the
synmbolic byplay was truly necessary in a nagical encounter. Since it was wll
against will, force manipul ati on agai nst force nanipul ati on, and perhaps,
personal energy agai nst personal energy, it would seemthat it mght be
stripped to its barest essentials and Devil take the hindnost. It occurred to
himinmediately that this was an untutored, Madwand way of thinking. But he
was sl owed whenever he tried to imtate the refinenments the others had

devel oped in the long courses of their studies, and he knew that he was

handi capped when he was forced to play their games. There were obvious

advant ages in doing things that nore subtle way, but he had no tine to learn
it at the noment. Therefore, he deternmined to attenpt the alternative as he
tried to nove nearer.

Wth some trepidation, he blanked the second seeing. The fogs vani shed. The
roomreturned to normal, Ryle standing near its entrance, a faraway | ook in
his eyes.

Pol raised his right hand, directing it toward Ryle, and willed that the other
fall down, shrivel and die. The dra-gonmark seemed suddenly icy and he felt
the power leap forth. He continued to focus his will and a steady fl ow ng
sensation noved, wavelike, down his arm

Ryl e swayed for a noment, then steadi ed hinsel f. Suddenly, Pol found hinself
standing on a spit of land, his stance unaltered, a nmighty torrent of water
rushing past himat either hand. Ryle stood upon a small island downstream
Even as he watched, the nearer edge of Ryle's islet was being eroded away and
the man was forced to draw back upon it.

But Ryl e raised both hands, a | ook of intense concentration upon his face. The
nmoverent of the water began to slow. A trenor shook the | and upon whi ch Pol
stood. The water |ashed about for several nonents, then grew still. This did
not |ast |long, however. Shortly, it began noving again. But this tine it was
flowi ng toward Pol. He watched, fascinated, as its velocity increased and the
| and began to wear away before him

He shook his head as if to clear it. Ryle had drawn himback into a synbolic
situation. He dismissed the waters for a nonent and bent his efforts toward
reestablishing his presence in the chanber.

The river vani shed. They were back in the room agai n. Nothi ng had changed.
Only now Pol felt a pressure, a pronounced squeezing sensation all over his
body. It was increasing by the nmonent.

He refocused his energies.
"Burn, nelt, fall down...'
The pressure vani shed and Ryl e staggered, as froma sudden bl ow. Po

mai nt ai ned his own pressure now, his entire will behind it. Ryle began to
sway, as if caught in a heavy w nd.

Then, suddenly, there were flanes between them fanned as if by a great gale
blowing in Ryle's direction. They rose froma w de chasm which divided a rocky
| andscape between them

Even as he watched, the wi nds died down and the flanes becane vertical. Then
he felt the warmtouch of a breeze upon his face. The tongues of fire began to
bend toward him..

"No!" Pol cried, and the vista was swept away.

The breeze and the heat remmined until he gained control of his forces once
again. Then they fell, and he hurled his energies at the other with renewed
vehenence.

...He stood upon a nountain peak, Ryle atop another. A stormwas raging
between them Bolts of lightning fell upon both sl opes--

"No," he said softly, "not this tinme," and he stood again in the chanber and
continued the pressure.

... Each of them stood upon a floe of ice, tossed by a gray choppy sea--

"No. "

They were in the chanber and Ryle was glaring at him H's armwas beginning to
ache, but the wavelike sensation continued to pulse through it.

... There was darkness all about them and the neteor shower began--



"No. "
He mai ntai ned the focus of his concentration, ready to dism ss any new

distraction. It had to be will against wll.

The room began to fade and he restored it imediately.
"No. "

He smil ed.

For half-a-mnute he maintained his assault, and then he felt the pressure
begi nning to nount agai nst him He drew upon his reserves of determ nation
but it continued to build.

Even this way, he realized then, Ryle had the edge. The man had played a
careful ganme but it had not really been necessary. He knew that he could not
hol d hi m back much I onger. Ryle really was stronger. O course, he had no way
of know ng that.

Pol took another step forward. If he could just reach him could just use his
fists again...

But the pressure grew excruciating with the next step. He knew that he woul d
never make it across the chanmber. And now the fat sorcerer was beginning to
smile...

" Fat her ?"

Ryl e turned his head and the pressure was gone. Of to his left, Pol could see
that Tai sa was sitting up upon the slab of stone.

"Taisa... ?"

The man took a step forward.

Pol gathered his forces and struck. Ryle fell like a poled ox.

"Fat her!"

Tai sa sl unped back upon the stone. Larick, who had been stirring, grew still.
Gar gantuan peal s of |aughter shook the room

XV

The wol f paced and turned in the great cavern, bel ow the Face, before the
frozen forms of the other beasts and the nen. He slipped out only briefly to
find something to eat, unable to go too great a distance fromthe lair, and a
part of his mind al ways kept watch upon the entrance. He made his kill quickly
and took it back with himinto the grotto. He lay before the shadowy forns of
t he other hosts, crunching bones. Beyond this, there was only silence.

When he rose again, his novenents were | ess rapid and they continued to sl ow,
as did his heartbeat and his breathing.

Finally, he was barely stirring, and at |last he came to a halt. H s eyes grew
gl azed. He becane totally inmobile.

SlowWy then, a serpent uncoiled itself upon a | edge near the place of the
Face. It twisted its way down the rough, rocky wall, tongue darting, eyes
bright. It slithered across the floor. It fell upon the remains of the wolf's
nmeal and consuned them

It nounted the wall again, exploring |l edge after |edge, entering each cranny
and crack, eating any insects it came upon. Tongue darting, it tested every
stirring of the air.

Hours passed, its novenents slowed. At length, it stopped within a night-dark
Crevice.

The big cat awakened and stretched. She went to regard the still and
expressionl ess Face high upon the wall. She patrolled the cavern. She |eft
briefly to feed, as the wolf had done, returned and grew stiff as she |licked
her rectum one | eg high overhead.

A man awakened. He cursed, drew his blade and inspected it, sheathed it. He
began to pace. After a tinme, he spoke to the Face. It never replied, but he
was not msled. He could feel the intelligence, the power within it. The
sightl ess eyes seenmed to foll ow hi mwherever he went.

At last his words trailed off and he becanme a part of the scenery.

The Harpy awakened and uttered a cry and a curse. She flapped in quick patro
about the cavern, defecating profusely, imaginatively.



Then she considered the Face and grew silent. She went to feed at the remnains
of the cat's neal.
Al were as one before the Face.

XVI T

Pol turned toward the doorway. An unnaturally-cast shadow covered the |arge
figure of the man who stood there. As soon as Pol's gaze fell upon him that
one noved forward and entered the chanber. The shadow went away.

Pol stared. The man wore a yel |l ow cl oak, darker garnents beneath it. He was

bl ue-eyed, with sandy hair white at the tenples. Hi s features were rugged, his
expression al nost open, al nbst honest. He smiled. He had a shiny, capped

t oot h.

"There is a lesson there for you, lad," he said, and Pol recognized the voice.
"He had you, but he allowed hinmself to be distracted. | lifted an old spell

to give you an opening, to see what you would do." He shook his head. "You
shoul dn't have all owed yourself to be distracted, also. You should have struck
instantly, not stood gawki ng. A better man could have killed you in that

i nterval --woul d have."

"But the distraction itself mght have represented a threat," Pol replied.

"If a building is falling on you, you don't concern yourself with the horn of
an approaching car. You deal with the nost i mediate peril first. That's
survival. You were good, but you hesitated. That can be fetal ."

"Car? Who the hell are you, anyway?"

"You know ny nane."

"Henry Spier?"

The man smil ed again.

"So much for introductions."”

From somewhere, he produced a black cigarette hol der, screwed a cigarette into
it and raised it to his lips. Snmoke drifted upward fromit before it reached
his mouth. He puffed upon it and | ooked about the chanber.

"Things seemto have worked thensel ves out just about as |I'd calculated them™
he observed.

He reached beneath his cl oak and produced the statuette Pol had hidden in the
tunnel .

"You found it.
"Of course.”
Henry Spi er wal ked past him and placed the figure at the second point fromthe
right in the di agram upon the fl oor

"Six to go," he commented as he strai ghtened and turned.

"That is the first cigarette |I've seen in this world," Pol said.

"A man of perception may choose his pleasures from many pl aces," Spier
replied. "I'lIl be happy to teach you all about themlater. But now we have
some inportant business to conclude."

"My dreams,"” Pol said. "You released ne fromwhat | mght call the first
series, that night on the trail "

Spi er nodded.

"...But then there were nore--set in the same world, but very different."
Agai n Spi er nodded, and the snoke curl ed above his head.

"Since you were being propagandi zed in the first instance," he stated, "I felt
it only fair that you should be granted a sonmewhat fuller picture when the
opposition had its opportunity.”

"I must confess that the fuller picture was not entirely conprehensible to
ne."

"I't would be surprising if it were," said Spier, "since it was an alien and
vastly older civilization that you viewed. Wat is far nore inportant, though
i s whether or not you found it attractive."

Spier's eyes suddenly met with his own and Pol | ooked away.

"I found it--fascinating," he said, and when he | ooked back he saw that Spier
was smling again.



"Excellent,"” the man replied. "I believe that finds us in basic agreenent as
to val ues. What say you produce the other six Keys now and we be about our
busi ness?"

Pol | ooked about the chamber. He gestured.

"You cautioned ne against inattention and distraction. \Wat of these?"

"My power would have to be broken for these three to awaken," he said. "It
would require a faltering of my will, and | doubt the sufficiency of anything
| propose doing nowto work that end.”

Pol shook his head and turned away. He regarded the still form of Taisa upon
the bl ock of dark stone.

"Your gaze follows the direction of your thoughts, | see."

"Does this thing really require a human sacrifice?"

"Yes. So be of good cheer that you now have a choice. W can save the girl for
your |ater pleasure and use Ryle, who would be nost happy to kill you if it
woul d serve his ends."

"What of --ny brother?"

"He would not go along with our plans. Ryle has warped his thinking. | suggest
you permit ne to banish him perhaps to the world where you yourself grew up."
"He is a sorcerer. He may find his way back."

"I't will be a sinple enough matter to inflict a | oss of menory."

"That could be | and of rough."

"His treatnent of you was sonmewhat |ess than exenplary."

"But as you said, Ryle influenced him™"

"Who cares what the reason may be? | amonly willing to spare himat al
because he is your brother."

"Say that | give you what you want. \What assurance have | that | will be of
any use to you afterwards?"

"There will be nassive changes, and | cannot control an entire world by
nmysel f. There are not that many Mad-wands about. | woul d not di spense with any
of them unnecessarily. And you, of course, will always hold a special place,

because of this assistance.”

"l see," Pol said.

"Do you really? Are you aware what will cone to pass in this world when the
Gate is opened?"

"I think so. O at least | have ny suspicions."

"It will become our plum Wth the power at our disposal, we will be gods of
the new world."

Pol's eyes noved toward the Gate, where sone trick of the light rmade the
figure of the nailed bird seemto jerk forward.

"Supposing | said 'no'?" he asked.

"That coul d cause us both considerabl e i nconveni ence. But what possible reason
could you have for not agreeing?"

"I don't like being pressured into things, whether it's by you or Ryle or the

statuettes thenselves. |'ve been nanipul ated ever since | set foot in this
world, and I'mtired of it."
"Well, as in nmost major matters there is only a linited nunber of choices. In

this case, you are with nme, you are against ne or you want to wal k away from
me. Two of those responses are unacceptable and would require action on ny
part."

"I wouldn't like that," said Pol. "But then, you mght not either."

"Are you threatening ne, |ad?" Spier asked.

"Just stating a possible consequence," Pol replied.

The bi g man si ghed.

"You're strong, Pol," he said, "stronger today than you ever were before in
your life. You' ve passed your initiation, and your lights are all shining as
pretty as can be--for the noment. No telling howlong it will last, of course.
But be that as it may, | amstronger still. There would be no contest

what soever between us. You would be as a candle's flanme before the hurricane
of my will. Now, | could force you to produce the Keys. But | would far rather
you did it willingly, for I want you alive and on nmy side and wearing no



speci al enchant nent."

"\Why 2"
"I"'ve nmy reasons. 1'IIl tell you later, after |I'msure of you."

"You foresaw a possible conflict between us. Sonething you'd said ..."

"Yes, | did. But it need not be. If you' re squeam sh, I'll even do the
sacrificing nyself."

Pol | aughed.

"That's not it. 1'd have killed Ryle only a little while ago if | could have

As | said, you're pressing ne, you're nanipulating ne."
"l have no choice."

"The hell you don't."

Spi er turned away, staring for a noment at the Gate.

"I wonder... ?" he began.
"By the way," Pol said, "if you were to kill nme, how would you get at the
Keys?"

"Only with great difficulty, if at all." Spier said, "since you are carrying
them around in what is practically a private universe. If you die, it would be
a hell of a problempiercing it.”

"Then your 'candle in the wind' metaphor isn't quite apt, is it? You' d have to
pul I your punches if it came to throwi ng any."

"Perhaps. Perhaps not. | wouldn't count on it, though. The Gate could be
opened with just one Key--but it mght take ne a couple of years and an awf ul
ot of trouble. Good thing we're just speaking hypothetically, isn't it?"

Pol crossed the chanber and touched the Gate for the first time. It felt cold.
The eyes of the nailed serpent seenmed to be fixed upon him

"What woul d happen if the statuettes were destroyed?" he asked.

"That would be a very difficult thing to acconplish,” Spier replied, "even if
one knew how. "

"But we're being hypothetical, aren't we?"

"True. The Gate woul d fade away fromthis plane, and you woul d be standi ng
there | ooking at a raw piece of mountain."

"But it is open now-or can be opened w thout the Keys--on another plane?"
"Yes. But only tenuous things can take that route, as you did in your dreans."
"What brought it here in the first place?"

"Your father, Ryle and nyself--with great exertions."

"How? And how are the statuettes involved?"

"That's enough for being hypothetical--or anything else of an interrogatory

nature," Spier said. "There were three choi ces--one good one and two bad ones.
Do you recal | ?"
"Yes."

Pol turned toward him |eaned back against the door and fol ded his arms across
his breast. Inmediately, he felt the col dness along his spine, but he did not
nmove. The power was still there, nmoving within his right forearm

Spier's eyes w dened, slightly and but for an instant. He glanced upward and

t hen back down at Pol again.

"I know your answer," he said, "but | have to hear you say it."

"You ran out on ny father and left himto face an arny."

Spi er frowned, |ooked puzzl ed.

"He acted against ny advice," he said. "The arny was there because of his
actions, not mne. There was no sense in ny dying with him But what is all of
this to you? You never even knew him™"

"Just curious," Pol said. "I wanted to hear your side of it."
"Surely you are not going to use that as a basis for refusing me? You were
only a baby."

Pot nodded. He was thinking of the thing that nmight have been his father's
ghost wal ki ng beside himin the nmisty chamnber.

"You're right. But humor nme with one nmore question, if you will. Wuld the two
of you have fought one another eventually, for hegenmony in this new | and?"
Spier's face reddened.

"I don't know," he said. "Perhaps..."



"Had it already begun? Were you on the threshold and was this your way--"
"Enough!" Spier cried. "I take it that your answer is 'no'. Wuld you care to
tell me which is your real reason for denying ne?"

Pol shrugged.

"Choose any of the above,’
there is a sufficiency. "
The col dness had invaded his entire body now, but he nmade no nove to w thdraw
fromthe serpent figure of the Gate agai nst which he |leaned. It was al nost as
if it had invited himto position hinmself just there..

"It's a shanme," Spier said, "because | was beginning to Iike you....'
Pol hit him He sumoned up every bit of the power he could nmuster, backed it
with all of his will and hurled it at the nan.

Very slowy, Henry Spier unscrewed the cigarette fromits holder, dropped it
upon the floor and stepped on it. He replaced the holder in sonme hidden pocket
beneath his cloak. It had to be sheer bravado. Pol knew that the man nust be
feeling the force of his attack. But the display was effective. Pol felt a
trenor of fear at Spier's power, but he naintained the siege and reached for
even nore force to back it. He was committed now, and he felt as if he were
sliding dowmn a | ong tunnel which ended in bl ackness.

Spier raised his eyes and they bored into his own. Pol suddenly felt a

resi stance ri sing.

Spier took a step toward him

It was as if he suddenly faced a heat backlash, as if the target of his
exertions stood directly before himrather than sone di stance away.
Frantically, he switched to the second seeing. H s vision focused upon Spier
advanci ng upon him fists raised. The inmage of Spier, still standing in the

di stance, faded. The man's face was twisted into a smrk and perspiration
dotted his brow His fist was al ready movi ng.

Pol's concentrati on was broken. He ducked forward, raising his hands to
protect his face. He heard a solid thunk, followed by a brief cry and realized
i mediately that Spier's blow had fallen upon the Gate.

He dropped his hands and drove his left fist, followed by his right, into

Spi er's abdonen. The blows had surprisingly little effect. The nan was solid.
Even as he swng a left uppercut and felt it connect, he realized that the
mai n pain the man seened to have felt was in the bl oodi ed knuckl es of his

ri ght hand, which he now held in an awkward position. Pol inmediately threw a
right toward his face, but this bl ow was bl ocked. Then Spi er rushed him
Spier's bulk crashed into him driving himback against the Gate. Pol was
dazed as his head struck upon it. Then Spier stepped back and their eyes met
agai n.

He cal l ed upon the dragonmark to raise a defense as a shock ran through his
entire systemlike a jolt of electricity. He struck out with the power he had
wi el ded earlier, but it barely seemed to shield himagainst the forces the
other was turning against him He felt a pressure beginning to build, not

unli ke that which Ryle had turned upon him Both he and Spier stood absolutely
still now, and though he threw everything he had into the defense, the
pressure continued to nount.

A t hrobbing began in his tenples and his breathing became | abored. He grew
danp with perspiration, though he still felt abnormally cold. A wave of

di zzi ness cane and went, canme again. He felt that he nmight only be able to
hold Spier off for a few nore seconds. Hi s defenses would crunble, the man
woul d pl ace hi munder control, force himto produce the statuettes and then
possi bly use himfor the sacrifice. Wiere was the flane which had gui ded him
protected hin?

He seened to hear faint, nocking laughter. In that instant he realized that
this was the end toward whi ch they had guided him They wanted the Gate
opened. If he were not willing, then they would not protect him against the
one who woul d.

H s vision began to fade as the vertigo retuned. If this were to be the end,
then at | east he ought to try inflicting a final hurt upon his eneny.

he said. "Maybe |I'mnot certain nyself. But | know



He placed his right foot flat upon the door behind himand thrust hinself
forward toward Spier, striking outward and upward with both fists.

He was surprised that his blow actually |anded. The last thing that he saw
before he fell was the | ook of astonishment on Spier's face as the man toppl ed
over backwards.

A wave of darkness rushed through Pol's head. He felt nothing as he hit the

fl oor.

Xl X

Drifting. He was drifting through bl ackness and silence. His only other
sensation was a feeling of intense cold, but after a tine this passed.

For how |l ong he drifted, he could not tell--nmonents, ages... The sensation was
not unpl easant, now that the col dness had passed. Menory required too nuch
effort. He only knew that it was good to know sonething of rest, of an end to
all exertion.

A gentle rocking notion began. Even so ... It was hardly disturbing. But then
noti on commenced in a single direction. He rode with it, still feeling the
rocki ng as he was drawn al ong.

He perceived a feint light. It seemed to be conming fromall directions, but he
did not wonder at the variety of sensory apparatus the sensation m ght

require. Hi s consciousness was grow ng, but portions of his mnd were nunb.
The Iight grew and the norion continued. \Watever was bel ow seened a pal e

yel l ow wi t h snmoky pat ches.

Now t he prospect grew clearer, but his sense of perspective was warped. The
light values were strange, and there was no way of determnining his distance
fromthe slowy resolving objects below It was a broken | and, rocky, sandy,
shadowed, with w nd-borne clouds of dust and | owlying, snaky m sts. But there
was not hing recogni zabl e for contrast, nothing to provide a scale. Yet the

pl ace was famliar. Were? Wen?

He dropped | ower. Were they mountain peaks or |ow ridges above which he noved?
And where was he going? Was he controlling his own novenments, only drifting,
or both? O neither? It al nost seened--

He was novi ng al ongsi de one of the |arger stone prom nences. Suddenly, he
rounded it and the matter of relative proportions was resol ved.

About ten feet below him high on a stake, a denmoni c head was i npal ed.
Sonet hi ng which might be classifiable as a grin drew the dark, scaly face
tight. The eyes were ftilly opened, very black and appeared to be staring
directly at him

He felt something akin to a shudder as he was swept on past the grisly thing,
with the distinct inpression that it had winked at him The wastel and fel
farther bel ow himas he soared into a twilit area of pale stars in a pale sky
above the level of blow ng dust. Here the wind still blew, cold, with a
nmoani ng sound, enpty of everything.

Far bel ow now, the features of the | andscape fled backward. A fountain of
sparks rose as if to intercept him but he veered far wide of it. Shortly
afterwards, a crashing netallic note filled the air, as of the striking of a
great gong, the reverberations of which seemed to remain with himfor many

| ong m nutes.

A bright meteor cut a long, slowtrail above and before him and he heard a
sound |i ke thunder though there were no clouds in the sky. Hi s velocity seened
to increase, and the noaning of the wind rose in pitch. Far below him the
dark and light patches of the land noved in a sea of distortions, rendering

t hensel ves into nonmentary faces--elongate, tw sted, beautiful, alien, angry,
conposed, bereft. He passed over a shattered city above which dark fornmns
hovered and turned. Snall blue lights darted anmid the ruins. Cccasionally, the
dark things fell upon one and extinguished it. He passed above a bl ack tower
fromwhence a lovely, |iquid-voiced singing enmerged. A squat, nmany-I|egged
creature with a juicy, cracked skin, lay like a rotten plumatop it. A brazen
chariot passed silently through the mddle air, driven by a dead-white being



muf fled in saffron, drawn by long-tailed creatures whose breath energed in
white clouds to congeal and fell as crystals upon the winds. In a nonent, the
apparition was gone, and he began to doubt whether he had actually seen it.

A tinkling, as of hundreds of tiny bells, acconpanied his passage above a gray
pl ain where arm es of humans and denons stood frozen in martial attitudes
beneat h sone anci ent enchant ment whose fringes he had touched. Ahead of him
then, the horizon was broken along its entire length--a thin, irregular edge
of the world, rising. He focused his attention upon it.

It grewinto a sawtoothed band and then a ranpart--nighty, towering and

bl ack. For a long while it seemed that at any nmonent he m ght be dashed

agai nst the great range. And then a shifting of light lay a new perspective
across the land, and he realized that it was incredibly distant, incredibly
huge. Sonething tightened within the cloud of his being as he realized
intuitively that he nmust pass over it.

Bel ow, the hidden features of the land were still revealed in fragnmentary
flashes. He no | onger had vision to the rear, but he felt, vaguely, that

somet hing was following him Briefly, he assaulted the frozen part of his own
mnd, with inquiry as to what he was, where he had cone from Nothing yielded,
the brief frenzy passed and forgetful ness of its occurrence ensued. He
continued his contenplation of the world before him realizing that he had
cone this way before, knowing that this tinme it was different, knowi ng that he
had a mssion to fulfill.

The nount ai ns | ooned even | arger, and he knew that--no natter what the nature
of his form-their traversal would not be easy. He began studying their

sil houette, looking for a | ow area, a gap--anything that m ght ease his
passage. He thought that he detected such a place off to the left, and he made
an effort to direct his course toward it

He was surprised when this actually occurred. It was his first voluntary act
that he could recall since comng into consciousness, and it pleased himto
see it prove fruitful. Imediately, however, he wondered what had been
directing himup until this tine.

He becanme aware then of a kind of tugging, of the sensation of being drawn
onward by sonet hi ng beyond the nountains, sonething which was willing to give
hima little | eeway, that he come nore rapidly and safely into its | ands. He
exerted hinself again, and his velocity increased.

As he drew nearer to the mountains it seenmed that he grew nore tangi ble than
he had been earlier. For now he began to nmeet with resistance, to feel the

buf feting of the w nds.

The nount ai ns towered above him their peaks vanishing in the darkness
overhead. He rose to an even greater altitude as he came nearer, approaching
the gap. The w nds caught hi mand cast hi m back down, screaming nowin their
passage.

He stabilized hinself and nmounted again, noving even nearer to the rocky face
as he ascended. This tine he rose higher before the scream ng wi nds forced him
back.

On his third attenpt, he nmoved nore rapidly, driving hinself upward with great
force, the slope of the nmountain becomng a dark blur before him Wen the
winds finally took hold of him he fought them al nost reaching the | evel of
the bright gap before he was forced downward yet again.

The fourth time he tried a different angle of attack and was beaten back

al nost i nmedi at el y.

He hovered at a |lower altitude, recovering orientation and stability,
mustering fortitude. He massed his energies once nore. Then he began to rise.
This time he followed the best course he had taken earlier, close to the face
of the nountain. He hurled hinself upward, attenpting to exceed all earlier
vel ociti es.

The wi nd curled about himand played upon himas on the string of sone nusica
instrument. He throbbed to its vibrations as he fought it. He continued to
rise against its pressures, but he felt the rapid dissipation of the energies
whi ch conposed his being. A feeling cane over himthat if he did not nmake it



up and through this time, he would be swept away to drift for perhaps half of
an age before he recovered sufficient strength to try again.

As the battering increased and he felt hinmself slowi ng he invested all of his
remai ning strength in an attenpt to continue the upward drive. A nonentary
lull permitted hima great gain, but the assault began again just as he neared
t he gap.

"Whoever you are that calls,” he cried wordlessly toward the gap, "if you
really want me, then lend a hand!"

Al nmost inmmredi ately, he felt the tugging--and for the first time it seened a
physi cal sensation rather than a psychical |eading-on. He added his own
energies to it and felt hinself rising at a nore rapid rate. He swept past the
hi ghest point he had achieved with his earlier efforts. The gap was before him
if he could but bend his course and strike a proper passage now.

He exerted hinsel f again, and the steady pull--from ahead now -assisted him
He came into the gap.

He had hoped for sone sheltering fromthe wi nds once he achieved the cleft in
t he nmount ai ns, but now he faced a gale blowing through it. Fighting his way to
the shelter of an opening in the righthand wall, he gathered his forces and
consi dered the way ahead. He had seen prom nences before himand ot her
openings in the walls.

Bravi ng the wi nds, he advanced and took shelter in the lee of a rocky rib to
the left. The wind whistled by himand icy crystals sparkled in |ong streaks
wi thin dark grooves am d the stone. He nmade another effort, advancing a small
di stance and sheltering again. The tuggi ng had subsided--or, rather, reverted
to the nmental l|evel, as a sumoni ng.

When he felt that he had regai ned sufficient strength, he entered the bl ast
and noved forward once nore. In such fashion, he traversed the long defile,
finding hinmself at last in the final protected area, adjacent to the forward
openi ng of the pass. As he waited there, he considered his course of action
upon emergi ng. He decided to nove imediately to the nearer side--this being
the I eft--upon departing the gap to prevent his being swept back into it.

As he traveled that final distance, he caught a glinpse of a dark and anci ent
sea, far ahead, before he slipped to the side, was taken by the winds and felt
hi nsel f hurl ed skyward.

He rose at a rapid rate, and the world spun kal ei descopi cally through what ever
senses he possessed. He was tossed upward and outward away from the nountain
and then found hinself falling, to be caught and dragged through a
washboard-1i ke trough of turbul ence. When this ended, he fell again, his
senses in total disarray.

After a time, he slowed, and he became aware of the tuggi ng once again. He
drifted away fromthe region of high winds, continuing to | ose altitude.
Gradual |y, what passed for vision reasserted itself.

Bel ow him sweeping down to the still sea and seeming to continue beneath its
surface, was a fantastic, terraced city of asymetrical buildings, many of
them of a darkly burnished metal, extending on to the right and the left to
vani sh at the horizon. He was drawn nearer to this place. Towers of colored
snoke redol ent with heavy perfunmes drifted by him Hi s vision was constantly
tricked by the unusual perspectives, the pale light. He drifted | ower and saw
where denons wal ked with their human | overs; he heard the strange, slow nusic
fromthe revol ving pentagons. He noved above an avenue |ined wth grotesque
statues, all of themturning slowy in a centuries-long figure-dance. An

enor nous bei ng, chai ned among russet pillars, wept continually into a stone
basin fromwhich green chalices were filled by the passersby. Faint flashes
like heat |ightning colored the sonber sky far out over the sea. He grew dizzy
at the prospect; there was sonething new and not quite conprehensible in every
direction that he | ooked. Such as the high, yellow tower near the seaside with
the statue of the dark wonman-like bird-thing crouched atop it

Then it stirred and he knew that it was no statue.

Nyalith's voice went forth |ike trunpets across the I and and the sea.

Al'l norion bel ow hi mwas frozen for an instant.



And he knew.

He turned toward the waters and directed his course out over them his
velocity mounting steadily, the world becoming a gray, tunnel-Ilike blur about
him He noved along that line of force which had drawn hi macross the world.
He felt, for the first time, the presence toward which his flight was bearing
hi m

Before him there occurred a darkness at the end of the tunnel. Then, for one
flashi ng nonent, he caught sight of the great black-wi nged form |imed
against a violet sky, lightnings flickering about it. A monent only, and then
he was swept to that destined rendezvous, his newly awakened consci ousness
shifting and breaki ng apart, merging.

He opened his beak and sent forth his answering cry across the still waters, a
cry of exultation in the know edge that he, Henry Spier, had been joined with
t he anci ent consci ousness of Prodronolu, Opener of the \Vay.

He rode the winds to a great height, then dived down to regard his own
reflection in the waters--shadow birdform hal oed in baleful light. Here was

t he power, he knew. He woul d sunmmon his people and | ead them across the |and
to the place of the Gate. There he woul d arouse his human body on the ot her
side. It mattered not that but one Key was in place. This would prove
sufficient with the Opener of the Way as aid, once the blood of any of the
fallen was added to the spell. There was nothing now to stay the nerger of the
pl anes, the salvation of his world. He beat downward once with his w ngs,
feeling their strength, grazing the surface of the water beneath which bright
t hi ngs noved.

Then, sea-splitting tower of scale and nud, it rose before him red eyes

unwi nki ng, wack of the depths adorning its horns, upon whose back the
rock-shel l ed scavengers danced anong skel etons of ships and shards of dead

t hi ngs' bones. And even as it reared, it swayed, the dragger-back-into-the-nud
of prinordial creation, Tal kne, Serpent of the Still Waters, who had for eons
awai ted this passage and the renewal of their eternal conflict.

Prodronol u's wi ngs went wi de, scooping at the air, slowing his forward
progress. In that instant before recovery, Tal kne struck

Hamerli ke, the head of the serpent fell against the fluttering bird, driving
it down anong the waves anmid a flurry of feathers. Tal kne plunged after him
Prodronmol u's tal ons extended |ike switchblade scimtars, to gouge |long furrows
in the serpent's side. Hi s beak slashed as Tal kne threw a coil over his back
Then they were rolling over and over in the water, sending up m ghty showers
of spray, their blood darkening the foamas it billowed in all directions. H's
tal ons continued to slash against the side of the snake, seeking purchase
there, as the coil tightened across his back and Tal kne's head darted from
side to side, noved forward, noved backward, seeking an opening for a deadly
strike. Above them the skies darkened and |ightened again. Far across the
water, the cry of Nyalith was repeated.

"It is a sutmons you will never answer, Bird," hissed Tal kne.

"We've had this conversation before, Snake," Prodronolu answered.

For the first tine, their eyes met, and both stared for a |ong, peculiar
nonent .

"Pol ?" the bird croaked.

"Henry... ?"

And then Prodronolu struck, overwhel mi ng the slower, human personality wthin.
Tal kne withed in the sudden spasm of his talons, but the dark w ngs were

al ready shruggi ng water as they beat with a sound |ike wet sails aluff, and
the serpent was rolled onto her back, tail thrashing, as Prodronolu nounted
the air and strove to raise the other into his own el enment.

Tal kne fought back, heaving coil after coil toward the bird. But Prodronolu
avoi ded them or slashed with his beak, never nissing a beat with his pinions
as he commenced a sl ow novenent in the direction of the Iand, dragging the
serpent after him half-in, half-out of the water

The bird uttered a triunphant cry as his velocity increased and nore and nore
of Tal kne's bulk was drawn into the air, dangling and withing. After a tine,



the nmountains came into view, and the world-city upon their slopes. It was
then that the serpent struck again.

Tal kne's head fl ashed upward, nmouth wi de. But the fangs closed only on
feathers. The tail swung then |like a great club, battering the bird.
Prodronol u reeled and jerked at the blow but did not |lose altitude. Three
times the serpent attenpted to catch himin a coil and three tines foil ed.
Agai n, the head came up and back, but Prodronolu parried the strike with his
beak and strove for a greater altitude.

They nount ed higher into the streak-shot air. The | and was nearer now, and
Tal kne' s wei ght hung linp and heavy in the dark bird' s claws. The w ng- beat
tenmpo increased and a steady wi nd fanned the snake.

"Qut of the water," Prodronolu said, "you are nothing but a stuffed skin, a
sausage. "

Tal kne did not reply.

"I am Opener of the Way," he said after atine. "I go to throw wi de the Gate,
to bring the breath of fresh life."
"You will not depart this world," Tal kne hissed.

Prodronol u swept on toward the land, its music and incense now reachi ng him
across the water, a crowd of its orange-robed inhabitants waiting near the
shoreline to be slain, singing and swayi ng as his shadow drew near. He opened
his beak again and cried out to them

As he approached the |and he chose the spot with care, fled across the | ower
terraces and opened his claws as he banked and conmenced a wide circle.

The serpent body withed, twisting as it descended upon the city. Were it
struck, buildings collapsed and peopl e and denons were crushed, fountains were
broken and fires sprang forth fromthe rubble. Prodronolu' s head dropped and
his wi ngs swept back. He plunged toward his fallen adversary.

As he struck with his talons, Talkne's still body suddenly responded like a
broken spring. A coil fell across his back and tightened i mediately. Of

bal anced, one w ng pinned, feathers flying, Prodronmolu was wenched to one
side and then over, and over again. Mre of the buildings collapsed, statues
toppled, as they turned, rolled, fell. They descended the terraces, the ground
shaki ng beneath them The singing grew | ouder as they dropped toward the | owest
I evel .

As the constriction of Tal kne's body increased, Prodronolu tightened his own
grip upon it and continued to strike and tear with his beak. Their bl ood

m ngl ed and spread in a series of coin-like pools. Oange-clad bodies |ay al
about themas the bird continued to hammer at the scaly form which inprisoned
himin massive bands. At last there came a slight |oosening of the serpent's
coils, and the bird struck with renewed energy, tearing out chunks of flesh
and dashing themaside into a small ornamental garden of silver-I|eafed shrubs.
He felt the serpent go linp. Dragging hinself free, he struck once again, then
t hrew back his head and uttered a piercing shriek. Then he spread his wi ngs
slowy, painfully, and lifted hinself into the air.

The head of the serpent flashed upward and the nouth snapped shut upon his
right leg. Wth a whiplike nmovenent, Tal kne cast Prodronolu through the air
and into the water, not letting go the leg, slithering imedi ately after to

wi nd about the dark bird again.

"You will not depart this world," Tal kne repeated, driving themout into
deeper water.
"Pol!" said the other, suddenly. "You don't know what you're doing. "

There was a | ong pause, as the serpent dragged himeven farther away fromthe
shore. Then, "I know, " cane the reply.

Tal kne dove, bearing Prodronolu along with him

The bird tore partway free for an instant and drove his beak down upon the
back of the serpent's head a bare instant before the fangs found the side of
hi s neck and cl osed there.

As the waters roiled about himand the blow fromthat great beak fell upon the
head of the serpent, Pol felt his consciousness fading and then everything
seened distant. Even as he | ocked his fangs nore tightly upon the other, he



felt insulated fromthe event, as if it really involved two other parties...
Thrashing frantically, he could not free hinmself fromthe grip upon his neck
As he was drawn ever nore deeply beneath the water, Henry Spier felt the

bl ackness rising and covering himover. He wanted to cry out. He reached to
sumon his powers, but he was gone before the necessary novenent of Art could
be conpl et ed.

XX

He was wal king. The mists were rolling all about himand the figures came and
went. There was one very fam liar one, with a nessage..

It was cold, very cold. He wanted a bl anket, but sonething el se was thrust
into his hands. A warnth seermed to flow fromit, however, and that was good.
The npani ng sounds ceased. He had barely been aware of themuntil then. He
clutched nore tightly at the object he held and sonething of strength cane
into himfromit.

"Pol! Come on! Wake up! Hurry!"

The nessage. .

He was aware that his face was being sl apped. Face?

Yes, he had a face.

"Wake up!"

"No," he said, his grip continuing to tighten upon the staff.

Staff?

He opened his eyes. The face before himwas out of focus, but there was
something fanmiliar about it even then. It noved nearer to his own and the
blurring vani shed fromits features.

"Mousegl ove. .. "

"CGet up! Hurry!" the small man enjoined him "The others are stirring!"
"Cthers? | don't... Ch!"

Pol struggled to sit up and Musegl ove assisted him As he did so, he saw t hat
it was his father's scepter which he held clutched in his hands.

"How di d you cone by this?" he asked.

"Later! Take it and use it!"

Pol | ooked about the chanber. Larick had rolled onto his side, facing him Hi s
eyes were open, though his expression was not one of conprehension. Across the
chanmber, near the door, Ryle Merson was noani ng and begi nning to nove. From
the corner of his eye, Pol saw that Taisa's armwas rising. He renenbered
Spier's words concerning a lapse of will, and he stared at the nan, just as
Spi er began to sit up.

"Are they all enem es?" Mousegl ove asked. "You' d better do sonething to the
ones who are--fast!"

"Cet out of here," Pol said. "Hurry!"

"Il not |eave you now "

"You mustl However you came in--"

"Thr ough the w ndow. "

"Back out it then. Co!"

Pol got up onto one knee and raised the scepter before him staring at Henry
Spi er across it. Musegl ove noved out of sight, but Pol could not tell whether
he had fled or only retreated. From somewhere, the snmell of dragons came to
his nostrils.

H s armwas al ready throbbing, and he gave a grateful shudder that the power
had not again deserted him The statuette still stood in position upon the
diagram facing the Gate. He rose to his feet and sent his will into the
scepter. There was an answering tingle in the palns of his hands. A sensation
as of a protracted, subauditory organ note passed through him

He felt no doubt whatsoever that Spier must die. If he let himlive, he
decided that he would be guilty of a greater offense than if he killed him
becom ng hinself responsible for any evil the man woul d work.

Wth a sound like a thunderclap, a sheet of alnobst liquid flame |eapt fromthe
scepter's tip to fall upon Henry Spier. The chanber was brilliantly



illum nated and shadows ran rel ay races about the uneven walls.

Then the flanme parted |like a forked tongue, to reveal Spier standing beyond
the bifurcation, right arm upraised.

"How d you manage to get your hands on that thing?" he said, above the fire's
roar.

Pol did not reply but bent all of his efforts to closing the fiery gap. Like a
bl oody pair of scissors in a shaky hand, it commenced swayi ng toward, then
away fromthe man in its mdst. Pol felt the counterpressure growi ng and then
wani ng, as Spier mustered his forces with occasi onal |apses.

"Your dragon outside the wi ndow, eh?" Spier said. "Mist have himwell-trained.
Can't stand dragons nyself. Snell |ike stale beer and rotten eggs."

The flames suddenly flew wi de apart, like a letter Y, then a T. They began
retreating toward Pol, the arns of the T slowy curving back around in his
direction.

Pol gritted his teeth, and the flames' progress toward himwas halted. He was
seized with the sickening realization that even with his powers augnented by
the scepter, Spier seened to hold the edge. And Spier's strength was
continuing to grow as he recovered, whereas his own appeared to have reached
its limt. The flanes began to sway again, but they were edging closer toward
him He knew that it was too late to shift to a different node of attack, and
he knew also that it would not make any difference if he could.

"It is a powerful tool that you hold," Spier stated slowy, as if reading his
mnd. "But a tool, of course, is only as good as the nan who uses it. You are
young, and but recently come into your powers. You are not sufficient to the
task you have set yourself." He took a step forward and the flanmes roared

om nously. "But then, | doubt that any man in this world is."

"Shut up!" Pol cried, and he tried to banish the flames, but they remained.
Spi er took another step and halted as a surge of effort acconpanying Pol's
anger flicked them back a span in his direction

"There can be only one outcone if you persist," Spier went on," and | do not
want that. Listen to me, boy. If you are good enough to give nme as nuch
trouble as you have, you are very good. | would regret very nuch having to
destroy you, especially when there is no reason for it."

There came a loud report fromthe direction of the wi ndow, and a bull et

ri chochet ed about the chanber. Spier glanced in that direction at the sane
tinme Pol did.

Mousegl ove, standing outside, had rested his el bows upon the wi de, stony sill.
The pistol, pointed toward Spier, still snoked in his hand. He seened to
stiffen, and he slid away out of sight, the weapon clattering agai nst stone as
it fell.

Pol turned back in tine to see Spier conpleting an al nost casual gesture.

"Had | a nonment or so nore, | would have made himturn it against hinself," he
said. "But | can do that afterwards. Firearns are such a barbaric intrusion in
this idyllic place, don't you think? | approve of your actions at Anvil
Mount ai n, by the way. The Bal ance nust be tipped toward nore magi c, where we
will be supreme.”

Panting now, Pol fended off the return of the flanmes, his dragonmark feeling
as if it were itself afire. He knew that without the scepter he would be dead
in the face of the present onslaught. Spier seened to be increasing even in
stature now, as he recovered, an aura of poise and comand grow ng about him
"As | said, there is no reason for this," Spier continued. "I amwlling to
forgive our archetypal struggle beyond the Gate and what passed between us
here before then, |I feel that you still do not understand. | am al so nore
convinced than ever of your suitability as an ally." He took a step backward
and the pressure dimnished. "A sign of my good faith," he said. "I have made
the first nove toward our easing away fromthis in stages. Let us call a halt
and work together to our mutual benefit. Ill even teach you some unusua

t hi ngs about that staff you hold. I--"

Pol screaned and fell to his knees as his entire left side was seized and

twi sted by a hideous series of spasms. He thought that he felt his |lower ribs



gi ve way.

Sunmoni ng all of his remaining energy, he drove it toward Spier in a gigantic
psychi c wedge, powered by fear, hate, a sense of betrayal, shame at his own
gullibility..

"I't wasn't nme!" Spier cried--half in anger, half in surprise--as he was
driven, tripping, back against the wall.

"Larick! Stop it..." cane a weak voice fromoff to the right, as Ryle Merson
struggled to his feet.

Instantly, the seizure halted, though its aftereffects left Pol kneeling,

achi ng, shaki ng.

"Help him Damm you!" Ryle cried, advancing. "That's Spier he's got against
the wal | 1"

The fat man suddenly noved qui ckly and placed his hand upon the scepter bel ow
Pol's own. Imedi ately, Pol felt a partial easing of the tension which had
held himfor so |ong.

Spier's eyes, which had been w de, suddenly narrowed. Larick cane up beside
Pol on the left, his hand, also, comng to rest upon the scepter.

"You say | would use you," Spier said, "and this is true. But they are also
guilty--of the same thing."

Pol bore down with his will, augnented by the others'. The flane | eaped
forward again--and halted, as if it had nmet an invisible wall.

He strove to increase his efforts and felt the others doing |ikew se, yet the
situation remai ned unchanged. In fact, Spier was smling--a small, al nost sad
smile.

"What' s happeni ng?" Pol said in a hoarse whisper

"He's holding us," Ryle replied.

"Al'l three of us?" Pol asked. "I alnmost had himnyself beforel™

"My little serpent,"” Spier said fromacross the chanmber. "Although you
surprised me several tinmes, | was but testing your strength and letting things
run |l ong enough to give ne the opportunity to speak with you. | see now that

have failed, and |I must conclude things, though it really does ny heart sore
to see you put to waste. Good-bye--until some nore agreeable life, perhaps.”
He began to walk toward them |mediately, the scepter becane burning hot in
Pol's grip. He clung to it despite this, however, and directed all of their
energies toward halting the nan, who now seened the enbodi nent of strength and
assurance. He felt some resistance, but Spier did not stop, and the snell of
burning flesh cane to his nostrils. H s head swam and for an instant the
msts seemed to roil about himand the figure to his right was no | onger Ryle
Merson. What was he sayi ng?

Spi er doubled forward as if experiencing a sudden stomach cranp. He waved both
his hands in small circles, frantically, the right before him the left far
out to the side

After a noment, he straightened, the hand novenents continuing but becomn ng
nore regular now, the circles grow ng. He | ooked ahead and then to the left.
"They're conming out of the woodwork now," he said ruefully.

Pol , who could no longer tell whether the scepter was hot, cold or |ukewarm
turned his head toward the chanber's entrance.

I bal and Vonnie stood there. He bore a white wand. She held what appeared to
be a brass hand mirror, crosswi se and close to her breast.

"You' ve roused the bl oody geriatrics ward," Spier added, glaring now and
appearing fully recovered. "Well just have to retire them again."

H s left hand changed its pattern, altered its rhythm The netal nmirror

fl ashed as Vonni e swayed. |bal |aid a hand upon her shoul der and di spl ayed his
wand |i ke an orchestra conductor at the opening of Brahms' Second Synphony.
"There was a tine when you were good, old nman," Spier said. "But you should
have stayed retired..."

He flicked his right hand suddenly and Ryle Merson cried out and fell
"Alittle misdirection never hurts,"” he said. "And then there were four

But his face showed signs of strain, and the mrror flashed again.

"Damed witch!" he nmuttered, retreating a step



A needle-tine line of white light fled fromthe tip of Ibal's wand and pierced
Spier's right shoulder. Spier bellowed as the armfell to his side and a wave
of fire and force fromthe scepter swept over him

C ot hi ng snoul dering, he gestured wildly and the scepter was torn fromPol"'s
and Larick's grip, spinning across the roomand striking |bal about the chest
and shoulders as it turned. The white wand dropped to the floor as the
sorcerer fell, his face already twenty years ol der

The mirror flashed again and Spier seened to catch its light with his left
hand, from whence it was reflected upon Pol and Larick

Pol felt it as a blow and was nonentarily blinded. Falling, he struck agai nst
Larick, who was not strong enough to hold him Both of them went down as
Spier, his armdripping blood, hair and eyebrows singed, face bright red,

cl oak snoking, turned toward the woman. He was nuttering--whether profanity or

t he begi nning of a spell, she was not certain.
"My dear |ady," Spier said, advancing upon Her, swaying. "It is all over."
Distantly, Pol heard her reply: "In that case, behold yourself."

He heard Spier's scream and thought that she had finished him But then, at an
even greater distance, he heard the man's weak answer: "Good. But not good
enough. "

But Pol was al ready wal ki ng through the place of nmists, the formof the man so
like hinself at his side, telling himsonething, sonething to renenber,
somet hi ng i nportant..

"Bel phani or!" he said aloud, hal f-raising his head.

And then he slunped and the nmists rolled over him

XX

My world was torn apart and reassenbled in an instant. Possibly I, too, was
subj ected to the sane process. My existential yearnings were redefined and
satisfied by that single gesture. The perturbations of ny spirit subsided.
Everything--for the first time in ny existence--was nmade clear to nme. |
reveled in the nonent.

"Bel phani or!"

Bel phani or. Yes, Belphanior. It fit so beautifully, |ike an exquisite garnent
tailored just for me. | turned before the mrrors of my spirit, adnmiring the
cut and the naterial.

| had been hurriedly assenbled fromthe raw stuff of creation in this world by
the sorcerer Det Morson on the day of his death--alnost within mnutes of it,
actually. So rushed had he been by the unusually speedy advance of his enem es
that he had been unable properly to conclude the work, to charge ne in ful
with all of the necessary restrictions, conpul sions and pronptings. He rushed
off to tend to his death without quite conpleting his spell and setting into
motion all of those reflexes he had instilled. O telling me who | was.
Conscientious in the extrene, | realized, | had been trying to figure these
matters out for nyself.

It is very pleasing to learn of one's inportance in the scheme of things.

And it is a good thing, in a very real sense, to have nade one's own way in
the world, unlike those others who canme full-furnished with stocks of

intell ectual and enotional equi pnent suiting themfor their confortable niches
inlife and requiring never a second thought. Consider..

Det rushed off. | see now why he did not rel ease ne.

Not only was | inconplete, without that final pronunciation of my name, but ny
i nfant strength woul d have been of small use against that arny of besiegers
and their w zard woul d doubtl ess have put ne aside, likely rendering ne

usel ess for ny true purposes. For how |l ong after the fell of Rondoval

remai ned, trapped by the paraphernalia of the spell in that snmall chanber, |
do not really know. Years, perhaps; until the natural erosions of time wore
away the designs which barred ny exit fromthat room No true hardship this;
for nmy existence at that time was next to vegetable in character, not at al
the inquiring and highly sophisticated state of mind | now enjoy. In the years



which followed, | |earned the geography of the place thoroughly, though I
never questioned the nature of the force which kept me anchored to it--not
even when | found that ny nodest forays into the countryside were invariably
acconpani ed by an apprehensi on which was only allayed when | returned to the
castle's confines. But | was young and naive. There were so nany questions |
did not yet ask. | slithered along rafters. | danced anong moonbeans. Life was
idyllic.

It was not until Pol's arrival and all of the activities which ensued that
anything like a true curiosity was aroused in me. Beyond the verm n and sone
t hen i nconprehensi bl e dwel | ers upon ot her planes, my only experience with
sentients had come fromthe nminds of the sleeping dragons and their

conpani ons--hardly the nost stinulating intellectual fere. But | was suddenly
del uged with thoughts and words, and the ideas which [ay behind them It was
then that | cane into self-consciousness and first began to explore the

eni gmas of my own condition

I know now that | was drawn to Pol because of his dragonmark, and any of the
horde of other cues which served to identify himto nme at sonme prinmal |evel
with ny first accursed master. | did not know, however, that this was a part
of the design of ny existence. In light of it, certain of ny other actions
became even nore intelligible. Such as ny animation of the corpse for purposes
of conveying a nessage to Musegl ove. Such as ny decision to depart Rondoval
and foll ow Pol .

"Bel phani or." Delicious word.

As Pol |ay sem conscious, gasping, aching, suffering froma nunber of burns,
br oken bones, sprains, abrasions., contusions and near-total fatigue, |
realized that an inportant part of my mission in life involved his protection
and | was pleased to have succeeded as well as | had, considering the handicap
under which | was working. It gratified me that | had occasionally relieved
the pressure of some of his nore distressing dreans, not to nention sending
Mousegl ove after the scepter, w thout which he would al nost certainly by now
have been dead.

Yes, it pleased me that | had done the right things when | had acted, had
reached so many proper conclusions by virtue of ny own initiative rather than
because of any standing order | was obliged to follow. As | considered the
fallen form of Larick--also under my protection--as well as those of Ryle,
Ibal and the rapidly tailing lady Vonnie, | was happy to know that by
extension, as allies, | could also count themas being in ny care. The

phi | osophi cal vistas now opened to ne seenmed al nost limtless.

Yes.

Wth the pronunciation of my name | was inmmedi ately aware of who and what |
was:

I amthe Curse of Rondoval (a technical term that), existing to defend both
the prem ses and the nmenbers of the House, and failing that, to avenge them

I look upon it as a chall enging, exciting and wonderful occupation

It is with extrene gratitude that | now consider the fact that Det Mrson

har d- pressed as he was there at the end, yet nmanaged to find time for the
creation of a good Curse.

As | watched Henry Spier and Vonni e swayi ng and staggering back and forth,
hurling their remaining energies through intricate and deceptive patterns at
one another in a conflict to deternine the fate of nmy charges, not to mention
that of the world, | realized that, despite the forces which had been thrown
against him the man had the edge and woul d doubtless in a few nonents energe
victorious. It was instructive to follow his magi cal manipul ati ons. There was
genuine artistry there, as | understood it. The man had, after all, once been
a peer and close friend of nmy accursed naster. It was, in this sense,
unfortunate that he had become an eneny of Rondoval and, hence, the designated
reci pient of nmy wath.

VWhich led me to another inportant train of considerations: Wth Det Mrson
dead these two decades and two heirs of Rondoval visible on the floor, who was
hi s proper successor as ny accursed master? Larick was Pol's senior, yet he



had forsaken the famly precincts to dwell at Avinconet. Pol, on the other
hand, maintained his residence at the fanmily seat and thus was nore sensitive
to the needs of Rondoval itself. Wtness, his ongoing programof repair and
renovati on. The matter could, over the years, becone very inportant when it
cane to the assigning of priorities in ny work-schedul e.

| resolved it finally in Pol's favor. Possibly, ultimately, a sentinental
choice. Wiile | allowed nmyself to be swayed by the argunent from residence,
was not unaware that ny decision could easily have been col ored by the fact
that | knew Pol better than | did his brother and that | had not approved of
Larick's earlier actions against him O, to put it nmore sinply, | |iked Po
better.

| drifted near his twi tching, recunbent form and for the first time attenpted
direct communi cation with him

Everything is all right now, accursed naster, | reported, except for a few
detail s.

He began coughi ng just as Vonnie screaned, interfering with his

acknow edgenent .

| regarded Henry Spier once nore, his face tw sted and bl ackened, as he tied
the final knots of his spell. |I noted, too, that Ryle Merson was awake and
struggling to raise one arm Larick and Ibal were likely to remain unconsci ous
for sone tine |longer. Taisa was sitting up and | ooki ng very bewi | dered.

I reviewed a nunber of possible actions | might take against Spier, rejecting
many- - even the one which involved fl ooding the chanber by diverting a nearby
underground stream a course which possessed a great esthetic appeal for ne.
Finally, the choices were narrowed to one and the only renai ni ng detai

i nvol ved ny decision as to the proper col or schene.

Avocado, ranging to a very pale green, | finally decided.

XXl
When Pol heard the voice in his head, he rolled onto his side and opened his
eyes. He |l acked the strength to do anything nore. The situation appeared

virtual ly unchanged so for as he could tell. Vonnie seemed no | onger a young
woran, but mi ddl e-aged and tired-1ooking. Spier also | ooked worn, but there
was still some vitality in his gestures. A noment nore and it appeared that

the man woul d w n.

There came a | oud hissing sound fromthe back of the chanmber. Spier glanced in
that direction and his face froze. Hi s hands halted in nid-gesture. Vonnie

al so | ooked that way, with identical results.

Pol struggled to turn his head, and when he succeeded he beheld a particularly
ghastly materialization. It appeared to be the denon body he hinself had
briefly worn, taking rapid shape beside the table--headl ess. In place of a
head, it wore a crown of flames--avocado, ranging to a very pale green

Pol heard Taisa shriek. And fromtheir changi ng expressions, it appeared that
Spi er and Vonni e each thought the other responsible for the phenonenon

In that noment, a bit of light fled from between Ryle Merson's cupped hands to
fall upon Spier's breast. Spier staggered back, gesturing as if to brush it
away and casting a quick glance in Ryle's direction.

Pol raised his hand and noved it as if engaged in a sorcerous nanipul ati on,

t hough the power was gone, the dragonmark still once again. Spier nmade a
war di ng novenent just as the voi ce booned out:

"The Curse of Rondoval is upon you, Henry Spier!"

The fl ame-headed denon-form lurched forward, and Spier--all color fled from
his [ ace--turned and seized the statuette, which he raised before him

"I have served you!" he cried. "Nowit's your turn! Now, or never!"

There came a flash of light fromVonnie's mrror, directed toward Spier

si mul taneous with a heavy scraping sound fromthe direction of the table.

The light fromthe mirror did not reach Spier. Sonewhere in the vicinity of
the figurine--at arms length before him-it appeared to be absorbed. The
jewels in the statuette suddenly shone like tiny, colored fires.



A dark shape rushed forward, racing the denon-formtoward Spier. It passed the
creature--a heavy wooden arnchair from beside the tabl e--passed Spier also,
pivoted in mdair, dropped and pushed forward, striking Spier behind the
knees.

The sorcerer collapsed into the chair, still clutching the blazing icon

The chair tilted backward and levitated rapidly, just as the Curse of Rondoval
sprang toward it. It swng in a wide arc about the roomand the fire-crowned
avenger bounded after it.

It rushed at the wall, banked suddenly, then shot directly toward the wi ndow.
Bel phani or recovered his bal ance, turned, and sprang after it, tal ons

ext ended. He caught the edge of Spier's long yellow cloak which trailed

behi nd.

The chair jerked and Spier made a gaggi ng sound, clawing at his throat with
one hand. Then its clasp tore |loose and the cloak fell away. The chair resuned
its forward notion, picking up speed, and passed out through the w ndow.

Pol heard a startled cry followed by a dragon's roar. A nonent later, there
were gunshots. Then he heard Muse-gl ove cursing. He propped hinmself with one
stiff armand started to sway. He felt Ryle's hand upon his shoul der

steadyi ng him

"BEasy ..." Ryle said. "He's been checked. W're safe.”

Ryl e helped himinto a sitting position, then | ooked toward Taisa, Larick
Vonni e.

The old woman was sitting upon the floor, the mirror at her side. She held
Ibal's head in her lap and was speaking softly, al nost crooning, above him
When she felt Ryle's gaze, she raised one hand to cover her face. Ryle quickly
| ooked away.

Larick was stirring again. Ryle rose slowy, ponderously, to his feet and nmade
his way toward his daughter. Pol caught only one brief glinpse of his face.
"Accursed master," Bel phanior said then, prostrating hinself before him "I
have answered your sunmons. | apol ogize that the man escaped ny wath."
"What - -who are you?" Pol asked, moving his suddenly warm foot back fromthe
bowed, avocado to pale green-flaned head. "And please rise."

"Bel phani or, the Curse of Rondoval, your servant," he said, raising hinmself
into a sem -erect stance.

"Real | y?"

"Yes. You called and | answered. | would have di smenbered himfor your
delight, save for that unfair chair trick."

"Perhaps you'll have another opportunity one day," Pol said. "But thank you

for this service. It was tinely, and well done."

Bel phani or handed hi mthe yell ow cl oak

"Your own garments are in need of repair. Perhaps the sorcerer's robe ..
"Thanks. "

Pol took it into his hands. The light fabric felt strange, yet at the sane
time famliar. There was a small patch of white on the inside, belowthe
collar. He raised it and | ooked nore cl osely.

CUSTOM MADE | N HONG KONG ran the words upon it.

He al nost dropped the cloak as he was taken by a sudden chill

"May | assist you, accursed master?"

"No. I'll manage."

He drew it about his shoulders and fastened it at the neck. He straightened
his legs painfully, rising upon them The ache in his left side grew stronger
Larick, too, was attenpting to rise. He extended his hand. Larick |ooked at it
for a noment, then took it and pulled hinself up. He did not release it for a
nmonent, however, but continued to stare at the dragonmark. Then he | ooked up
at Pol's hair.

"l never knew," he said at |ast.

"I only learned at the | ast possible nmonent nysetf,” Pol said.

Over his shoul der, Pol saw that Musegl ove was seated upon the w ndowsill
staring. A nonment later, the small man shouted sonething out the w ndow and
dropped to the floor.



"Moonbird couldn't follow the chair,” he called out. "It was moving too fast"
Pol nodded. As Mbousegl ove came toward him he saw that Ryle and Tai sa were

al so approachi ng.

Larick turned toward the wonan, sniling. She noved past him placed her arns
about Pol's neck and kissed him

"Thank you," she said, at last. "I thought this day woul d never cone, till
wandering in spirit | saw you brought here. | knew sonmehow that you would free
ne. "

As he gazed past her, Pol saw a peculiar | ook pass over Larick's face. He

di sent angl ed hi nsel f quickly, pushed her gently back and bowed despite his
achi ng side.

"I am pl eased to have hel ped," he said, "but it was hardly my doing alone. It
was sinply--circunstance.”

"You are nodest."

Pol turned away.

"We'd best see to Ibal and Vonnie imredi ately."

The ol d sorcerer |ooked young again but was still unconscious. Vonnie's beauty
had for the nost part returned and its enhancenment continued as Pol watched.
She snmiled up at him

"He'll be all right," she said. "I just wanted to keep himfrom awakeni ng
until the cosnetic spell was in place. W can repair the rejuvenation spells
later."

She picked up the magic mirror and regarded herself in it. She smled.
"Vanity, | know, " she said. "Delightful thing."

"Let us," Ryle said, comng up beside them "repair to nore congeni al
quarters. Perhaps your servant can bring Ibal, Pol."

"That will not be necessary," Vonnie answered, holding the mrror before

| bal's face.

I bal's eyes opened. He considered his reflection, then began to rise.

"Lead on," she said. "W will follow"

XX

Ni ght had fallen. In a large chanber in the castle Avinconet, six jeweled
figurines were grouped at the center of a series of concentric circles painted
upon the floor; anong these circles and about them vari ous Wrds and Signs had
al so been executed. It had taken the entire day to situate them so, for every
possi bl e thing that could have gone wong--from spilled paint, m spronounced
Wirds, incorrectly drawn figures, a series of earth trenors and troops of

mar audi ng vermi n who had marred the pattern--had gone w ong.

At last, however, the final spell had been pronounced, the final Iine drawn,
the final gesture executed. Imediately, the interference had ceased. The Keys
wer e cont ai ned.

Now Pol, Larick, Ibal, Vonnie, Ryle, Taisa, Mouseglove and Bel phani or sat,
reclined, stood, paced, drifted as an invisible cloud, took refreshnent,
rested and conferred at the farther end of the |large room

"...Then | don't understand why they didn't help Spier," Musegl ove was

sayi ng.

"I believe that they were helping Spier all along,"” Ryle replied, "but we
finally exhausted them too, for a little while. Long enough, though. Al nost."
"You say that, theoretically, he could still open the Gate with the one Key?"
Mousegl ove asked.

"He told Pol that he could, and | believe that he's right. It would probably
take a lot of effort, though. I just don't know for certain. He's the greatest
living authority."

"What now?" Larick asked, from where he sat beside Tai sa who was | ooki ng at

Pol who was | ooking at the book he held in his Iap.

"They're neutralized now, but I will not rest until all seven Keys are
destroyed," Ryle said. "They could still be stolen or freed somehow and t he
thing could start all over again."



"I can guard them against nortal thieves for a time," Musegl ove of fered.
...And | against those of the other variety, Belphanior said from sonewhere,
"But can they be destroyed?" Taisa asked. "After everything we tried on them
earlier "

"Everything that exists has some weakness." Ibal said, lowering his goblet.
"W will have to explore carefully.”

"lIt's in here," Pol said. "Far back, and scattered, but our father did |eave
some clues. |'ve already cone across a few new ones. | amgoing to have to
read through the entire thing now and put themall together. It will take a
while ..."

"It must be done," Larick said.

"Yes."

"I cannot help but admre their vision," Ibal said. "You know, if | were
Madwand rather than a traditionally trained man of the Art, | don't believe

that I would be sitting here with you."

Ryl e | ooked at him sharply.

| bal chuckl ed.

"Don't give ne that |ook," he said. "You were in on it at the beginning, till
you | earned that one inportant fact. And if you had been Madwand, what then
Ryl e?"

Ryl e | ooked away.

"I can't deny it," he said. "It's wong, but | hate themas rmuch for
shattering that vision as for anything else.”
"I did not say it just to irritate you," Ibal continued, "but as a caution

Trust no nore Madwands than those here present--unless they be well-proven."
"You think Spier may now seek allies?"

"Whul dn't you?"

"I believe | amonto sonething," Pol said, turning a page. "I don't think this
is going to be easy ..."

A feeling of tension cane into the room as if the air pressure had suddenly
been raised. It built for several seconds and then subsided.

"What was that?" Musegl ove asked.

The Keys attenpted to shatter their confines, Bel phani or announced. But they
failed, four spells proved nore than adequate.

"Very prom sing." Larick said. "Keep reading, brother. And mark that passage."

Later, invisible and drifting, | was the only audi ence save for a drowsing
dragon, when Pol sat upon the ramparts of Avinconet and played his guitar
slowy, with bandaged hands. | counted myself fortunate to have gai ned nmy nane
and found ny calling in life that day. As | listened to his song, | decided
that he must not be too bad, as accursed nasters go. | rather |iked his nusic.
Then a strange thing happened, for ny perceptions are not as their perceptions
and | like to feel that they are far less readily tricked. The noon broke

forth frombehind a cloud, infusing the land with its pale light; and falling
upon himthere, it made it seemfor a nmonent that Pol's hair was white with a
dark streak down the mddle, rather than the other way around. In that nonent,
| recalled an infant perception of ny creator, and it seenmed that | | ooked
agai n upon the face of Det overlaying Pol's own, masklike. The imge had a
nmore than natural strength in the inpression it nmade upon ne, and the nmenory
it created was somehow an unconfortabl e thing.

But it was gone in an instant, and the music continued. Is life a quick
illusion or a long song? | asked mnyself, as | was in need of new phil osophica
pursuits.



