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PART ONE
The Thaumai ur ge
CHAPTER ONE The Queen Besi eged

ALODAR cl osed his mind to the poundi ng of the huge stones against the |ower walls of the keep. He
i gnored the grow of his stomach and tried to concentrate on the spinning disk. Forty-one days of
si ege, he thought, and the last five on half rations. Half rations for hinself and the other
craftsmen, while the nen at arnms still received full shares.

"Faster, Morwin, faster until it buzzes like an angry hive," Al odar |istened as the apprentice
pushed agai nst the two-hand crank and the giant flywheel slowy increased its speed. After severa
mnutes, a faint tone fromthe serrated edge m xed with the crash of rock and cry of pain bel ow
Morwi n st epped back fromthe rough wooden frame which supported the rotating wheel and sat panting
on the smooth floor of the bartizan

"Make the rest of your preparations, journeyman," the big man in nmail next to Al odar barked. "You
two may rest if this air gondola proves its worth, but not before."

Al odar di sregarded the harsh tone. He squinted up at the sun m dway between the east and overhead.
"They will have to |look directly into the glare to see us," he said evenly. "Your nen can begin."

"They begin when | tell them" the sergeant said, pushing his thunb at his chest. "You nay have
once been the son of Alodun, lord of the buttes, and had the right to command, but now you are no
nmore than the wheelwight. | owe you only what | would give any tradesman.”

Al odar spilled the air out of his nostrils in a long sigh. "My father struggled six years for the
justice due himand went to his grave alone and brokenhearted. The anguish to carry on was too
great a price to pay and | buried ny feelings with him | ama journeynan at an honest craft and
accept ny lot. | desire no enpty formality that stirs up the dying enbers of the past.”

He stopped and stared into the big man's eyes. "And | ask no nore than what you shoul d show any
man who | abors in our conmon defense, regardless of his station."” For a | ong nonent their eyes
remai ned | ocked, but finally the sergeant shrugged and turned to the group of men crouching within
the archway into the keep. "To your positions, then," he ordered.

The nmen rose, and two edged out to the crenellations which framed a deep cut in the hills to the
west. The third, the smallest of the three, clinbed into a waist-high w cker basket which stood by
the spinni ng disk

Al odar stepped to the woven box, withdrew a chisel fromone of the pockets in his cape, and hacked
a fresh splinter fromit. Hs cow was thrown back over his shoulders, revealing a narrow face
topped with fine yellowbrown hair. H's nose and nmouth were drawn with an econony of line, plain
and straight, with nothing to mark himas either handsone or unconely. Only his eyes renoved him
fromthe nondescript; they were bright and alive, darting |ike dragonflies, missing no detail of
what happened around him His face held the snpot hness of youth, now marked only by two short
furrows above his nose as he concentrated on the task before him

Standi ng scarcely taller than the basket's occupant, he stepped back fromthe box, holding the
scrap of wood at waist |evel, glanced again at the position of the sun, and began the incantation

He spoke with skill; the words cane quickly but with the sharpness necessary for success. H's tone
was even and the rhythm snooth. The two words of power sounded with a lack of distinction. They
fitted unnoticed into the stream of inprovised nonsense which surrounded them |In a nonent he was
done.

Al odar nodded a warning to the nan-at-arns facing himand slowy began to raise the splinter
upward. Sinultaneously the basket |urched and cl eared the stonework of the platform The splinter
rose with al nost inperceptible slowess but the gondola with its passenger clinbed at a rapid
rate.

The big man returned to Al odar's side. "Can you not

file:/lIF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (1 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:35 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

go faster? They will spy himbefore he lines with the sun.”

"No, sergeant," Alodar said, not turning to nod in reply but keeping his attention on the sliver

he held in his hand. "This splinter is about one part in a thousand of the basket as a whole. For
each palml raise it, your man clinbs another forty rods. Wre | to nove faster, we mght use too
much of the wheel's spin just in fighting the wind we would nake with our haste. | do not yet wear
the cape of a nmaster, but | understand enough of thaumaturgy to do what is proper for this task."

The sergeant grunted and Al odar continued to raise the splinter upward. Several m nutes passed and
t he basket rose to beconme but a speck in the sky.

"Hi gh enough," one of the nen shouted while sighting through his sextant. Al odar gl anced at the
wheel . The crank now turned | azy circles about the axle with no hint of the blurring speed it had
possessed nonments ago. The sergeant followed his gaze and | ooked back at Al odar

"If there is but little wind," Al odar explained, "there is enough spin left to keep the gondol a
properly positioned for sonme tinme. It takes far less energy to resist a sideward thrust than to
fight the earth for height."

Whi | e he spoke, Al odar began to step in the direction of the hills. The platformfar above noved
in proportion. The two observers darted their instrunents about, sighting first the sun, then the
basket, and finally the crags thensel ves. Al odar nade but two slow steps and part of another
before one of the observers called himto stop

"Alittle nore forward now. Hold it an instant. Nowto the left a palm Freeze it in place," he
directed as Al odar shifted the splinter back and forth.

Morwi n junped fromhis inactivity beside the slowy turning disk and ran through the archway to

t he chamber beyond. He fetched a tripod with a small clanp attached and returned to where Al odar
stood with the splinter still at arms length. After a few nonents of adjustnent, the clanp was in
position to secure the scrap of wood firmy, and Al odar relinquished his grip. Missaging his now
nunb arm he noved quickly to the edge of the bartizan to see the results of his effort.

He whi sked a tel escope out fromhis cape and sighted the basket. It now stood fixed firmy in the
sky, suspended

directly in front of one of the sheer cliffs that was their target.

"Luck be with himsoon," the sergeant nuttered as he watched with his own glass. "If he does not
find a | edge wi de enough for the catapult within the hour, we will strike no blow for ourselves
this day. And tonorrow nmay be too late for any scheme, sound or foolish, to prevent a breach."

Al odar turned fromwatching the rider scranble onto the face of the cliff and | ooked at the plain
bel ow.

"They will be in the bailey within two days for certain,
hel p did appear, how could it get through all that?"

the sergeant continued. "And even if

Al odar followed the sweep of the mailed arm and the sick feeling returned to his enpty stomach

The gray hills in the west stretched fromhorizon to horizon, stark and unbroken except for the
one deep and wi de notch, like a missing tooth, directly facing himabout hah! a mile distant. The
walls on the right rose tall and sheer, unbroken nonoliths, snooth and inaccessible. The slopes on
the left were as steep but cracked with fissures, chimeys, and | edges, and upon these clanbered
the man Al odar had transported there. Between the two faces, a train of wagons and carts, piled

wi th baggage and arrayed with no pattern, hid the floor of the pass fromview Al odar could nake
out a nmotley collection of tents rising in its midst, and fromthe pinnacles of each flew a bl ue
and silver banner.
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Miuch cl oser stood an orderly array of artillery, drawn out in a precise circle that Al odar knew
conpl etely surrounded the stronghold. Wth drilled exactness, their crews would load and fire in
uni son. The great bows of the ballista’ s hurled their rock hard and flat agai nst the battered
outer walls, while the mangonels sent theirs high and lofted to rain down on the foundation of the
keep and the surrounding courtyard. Lighter but nore accurate trebuchets blasted at the spots

al ready weakened by the heavier siegecraft.

Nearer still, in nore irregular array, nmany clusters of arned nen crouched behind full-length
shi el ds shining angrily in the norning sun. The groups farther back used their protection,
casual | y bobbi ng heads and torsos to see the battle's progress. Those closer, within range of the
de-

fenders' |ongbows, huddled in tight balls, exposing no armor a leg as a target.

Wth each volley of the rockthrowers, the answering fire fromthe manchicol ati ons and | oopholes in
the castle's walls would cease, and the nen in the field would creep a little closer, their
scaling | adders and bel fries draggi ng behind them From high on the keep, Al odar could see that,

| ong before the clusters reached the outer wall, they would converge into a single continuous ring
of attackers.

"Yes, it would take a large force to break through to us,
never fallen to assault.”

he finally agreed, "but Iron Fist has

"It takes nore than stone and iron to defend this mound,"” the sergeant said. "Miscle pulls tight
the bowstrings and swi ngs the broadswords, and at |ast muster we nunbered fewer than two hundred
fighting nen. Two hundred for over half a mle of wall."

He shook his head with lips pulled into a tight |ine of disapproval. "A nere two hundred, because
Vendora wanted to flaunt her m ght along the southern border. Al nbst every garrison in Procolon
stripped to nothing, so that those petty border kingdons think to stop their raids and return to
bi ckering anong thensel ves. Hah, | wonder if those raids seemso inportant to her now? Fully
provi si oned, we could wi thstand anything that Bandor could throw at us. As it is, only the great
hei ght and t hi ckness of these walls have saved her crown and pretty neck this long."

"But her msconputation was no worse than mne," Al odar said, spreading his palns outward. "How
woul d anyone but a sorcerer surmse that one of her nost faithful vassals would suddenly | ose his
reason and plunge through that gap hi the west, just when she was here? The gates clanged shut on
nobl e and craftsnman ali ke who happened to be here, and none claimto have foreseen it."

"Yes, it is strange," the sergeant said. "The ferocity of the attack, the way he drives his nen on
with no regard for their exhaustion. | have heard it whi spered about nore than once at night that
Bandor has lost not his reason but his will. Like a nere craftsman, he has been possessed.”

Al odar blinked with surprise, but before he could reply be was interrupted by one of the
observers.

"He has found a spot and is signaling for us to proceed."

"Sweetbalm luck is with us today," the sergeant exclainmed, junping his thoughts back to the task
at hand. "Start bringing up the beans and | ashings."

Al odar stepped to the stand and rel eased the splinter fromthe clanp. Holding it at arm s |ength,
be dropped his hand a fraction of an inch. The basket sank correspondi ngly, and the wheel again
started to spin. He retraced his steps, and it shot across the sky to hover directly overhead.
Finally, as he lowered the splinter, it settled gently onto the floor of the bartizan. Again the
giant crank was a blur as the wheel spun, but it turned not nearly as fast as when Morw n had
first propelled it.

Al odar rapidly recited another incantation, virtually indistinguishable fromthe first. Wen he
was done, he flung the splinter high into the air with a dramatic gesture while the basket
remai ned unperturbed on the ground.
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The nmen-at-arns wasted no tine in loading two | arge notched beans into the basket. Mrw n agai nst
cranked up the wheel, and Al odar renpved a fresh splinter and spoke the incantation. Moving with
nmore haste than before, he brought the splinter directly to the clanp; the basket with its burden
hurled fromthe castle to the cliffs. The sergeant directed some snmall corrections until the
basket hovered directly below the | edge that the rider had found. Morwin noved the clanmp and
secured the splinter in the new position.

After the gondol a was unl oaded, the entire process was repeated nany tinmes, with each worker

i ntent upon his tasks. Al odar broke the spell upon the return. Morwin rewound the crank and the
men- at - ar s packed a new | oad of beams, brands, or |ashings. Another incantation and fixing of a
splinter in the clanp and anot her bundl e would be delivered to the | edge in the distance. Severa
hours later the nen-at-arns were the passengers for the final two trips, and then the job was
done.

Weary fromthe concentration, Al odar |ooked to the west. "How long will it take themto assenble
it?" he asked.

"At |east six hours. They nust take care to tune it to

exactly the same tension it had here. Every shot will count, and they can waste none on range
calibration," the sergeant responded, his voice now show ng sone excitement. "Wth just a bit nore
luck, Bandor's entire siege train will be snoldering ashes by nightfall."

They fell silent and waited, listening to tinme being narked off by the rhythnic crash of rock and
swi sh of arrows bel ow. Near dusk, Al odar sprang up fromhis vigil excitedly.

"Look, they are signaling that they are ready."

As he spoke, a flami ng brand arched upwards fromthe | edge and down into the valley, disappearing
into the silhouettes of the tents forned by the setting sunlight.

A minute passed with no discernable change in the canpsite; but then as the second shot was being
|l aunched, the central tent becane alive with flane.

"A hit, a direct hit on Bandor's tent," the sergeant shouted, "Look at it take hold of that dry
canvas! It will spread to the others in no time at all. And | ook, here conmes the next nissile
right on the mark as well."

A second tent burst into flane, and then a third. Even fromthe distance, Al odar could hear an
al arm gong sound and the rising hubbub of voices.

"They are shifting targets now, good nen." The sergeant banged his fist down on the wall. "Let us
see how those wagons can stand up to a little heat."

The incendiaries began falling nore rapidly as the crew on the | edge gai ned confidence in their
engi ne, raking their fusillade back and forth across the pass, starting fires at randomin the
densely packed train. Al odar could see . sone of the blazes start up and then quickly be snuffed
out; but for every one extinguished, two nore sprouted el sewhere in the canp. In sone places, the
i sol ated pinpoints of Iight had converged into large walls of leaping flame, brilliant even

agai nst the setting sun.

Finally trunpets sounded from somewhere within the w dening conflagration, and the siegecraft
directly between the canp and the castle ceased their firing. Throwi ng arms and cranks were
battened down, rocks tossed back upon supply wagons, and the engi nes began to withdraw. A frantic
mob of nmen burst fromthe flanme and confusion, |like seeds froma flattened nelon, and ran to neet
them alternately waving greater haste and pointing up into the

cliffs fromwhich cane the. rain of fire. Alodar heard the zing of arrows fromthe castle walls
increase intensity as the defenders, unchallenged for the first time in days, vented their
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frustrations. Trie assault fromthe west ground
to a halt.

"The range is too great for themto be accurate enough," the sergeant crowed. "They will never
di sl odge us fromthere. Afewnore hits will put the fire conpletely out of control. Let us see
what ki nd of siege Bandor can conduct, denon driven or not, with no supplies and only this
brushl and to forage on."

Al odar watched intently as the mangonels were turned into a straight line, halfway between their
previ ous positions and the eneny canp. A hint of hope soothed the runble in his stomach as the
first volley fell short of the |edge, crashing into the face of the cliff far below. H s eyes
swept back and forth across the panorama, up to the |ledge, into the burning canp, and back to the
engi nes and the growi ng mass of men surroundi ng them

"But wait a nonment," he said suddenly. "I see the logo of simlarity on that cape down there. See,
the tall one, next to the second mangonel. He is a master, just as Periac is. | fear that nmy craft
will play a still larger role in the affairs of the day."

As they watched, the master thaumaturge directed the three running up behind himto dunp the sacks
they carried onto the ground. A pile of small stones discharged fromeach. Two nore nen | ugged
into position a huge cauldron and began filling it froma wagonl oad of jars that halted al ongside.

"Lodestones," Al odar cried with sudden recognition. "Tracers. By the laws, let there be no
mar ksnan good enough for this task anong them"

A small group of archers forned a single file; as they passed the cowl ed figure, he deftly chipped
a fragment from each rock and gave it to one of the bowren. After each had received his charge, he
bound it to the shaft of an arrow and let fly at the catapult in the cliff above.

Al odar watched the | edge as the mssiles hurled upwards. Most were wide of the mark, splintering
agai nst hard rock and falling back to the floor of the pass. Several mnutes passed as volley
after volley did no harm But

finally one shot struck the frane of the catapult and held fast.

"Quickly!" Al odar shouted. "Signal themto renove the shaft before he can conplete the
i ncantation."

"But a single arrow does themno harm journeynman. Let themuse their tinme to continue firing
while it is still light," the sergeant said. "You remain with your craft and | will nanage mne."

"Get it renoved or they will hurl nothing nore today. See, they have the other stone in the acid
al ready, "

As he spoke, the naster cracked one of the remaining untouched rocks in two and dropped one hal f
into the cauldron steamng atop a hastily constructed fire. The brew frothed |i ke stormdriven
surf as three heavyset nen slowy tipped the contents of the huge crucible onto a pile of
artillery stones stacked at their feet. The crews fromthe siegecraft each retrieved one hot wet
stone and | oaded and cocked their engines. The thaunmaturge held his hands hi gh overhead. In one
was the stone fromwhich the chip now affixed to the catapult had been cleft; in the other was the
remai ns of the one consuned in the acid bath. Al odar held his breath, know ng what was to come
next. A mailed figure astride the horse surveyed the ready engines and the waiting craftsnan. He
signaled the crews to fire and the projectiles sprang fromtheir beds in unison. An instant |ater
with the nmissiles already rising high into the air, the thaumaturge brought the two srmall stones
swiftly together.

The flying rocks wenched out of their natural trajectories; Hke sunlight focused with a gl ass,
they converged sinultaneously on the | edge. The catapult exploded in a nmass of ragged tinber,
splinters, and dust. The bonmbarding rock shattered into an aval anche of gravel against the cliff
face and cascaded to the plain. The hills rocked with the violence of the inpact and the shock
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threw Al odar nearly to his knees. Were once there had been formwas now a shattered ruin of
ti mber and flesh.

The scene was quiet, attacker and defender alike shaken by the force of the blow Al odar | ooked
back at the eneny canp and noticed only a few wi sps of snoke where the fire had raged but nonents
before. O course, the perfect source, he thought.

JO

As the last rays of the sun faded, the detachnment of artillery slowy returned to the besieging
circle and both sides nade ready for the cessation of action for the day. As el sewhere, the
stunned silence continued for several ninutes nore up on the high keep. Finally the sergeant
turned for the archway.

"In two days, for certain,” he muttered.

"A waste of tinme, if you ask ne, Alodar," Mrwin said irritably as they stunbled al ong the
passageway that evening. "How are we, in a single night, going to find sonething that has el uded
the occupants of this fortress for probably three hundred years? And with a single torch yet? Wy,
| can barely nmake you out two feet before ne, let alone sone secret mark al ong these clammy walls.
And you know Periac is probably pacing his quarters right now, wanting a full report on what
happened today with the air gondola. Let's be done with this, | say."

"Not just yet, Morwin," Alodar said. "I admt it seens hopel ess, but what are we to do? Just
follow through our prescribed tasks until the inevitable happens?"

"Ch, by the taws, Alodar, | relish this entrapnment as little as you. But | would rather save ny
strength for sonething useful tonorrow, rather than burning off ny evening gruel sloshing through
puddles in the dark, three full flights beneath the ground."

"But | ook, Morwin, there nust be sonething to aid us here. Sone clue to help us break the siege.
Thi nk about it. Wiy are these passages and chanbers under the walls even here? The whole castle is
laid out with such an econony of design, not a wasted stone anywhere. The perfect fortress, the
men-at-arnms say. The flanking towers project out just the right anpbunt to cover walls of optinum
hei ght. Crenel ations and | oophol es are cut to nmaxim ze both protection and density of fire. The
central keep is pocked with bartizans of all sizes for observation of mssile |launching. Wth all
of that care, why honeyconb the thing with these subterranean caverns unl ess they too sonehow pl ay
in the defense?"

"Well then, for what do the records of the builders say all of this is to be used? W use the
chanmber under the northeast tower on the first level as an area of discipline.

Perhaps this place was intended to be a grand dungeon?"

"Wth this layout, hardly. There aren't any small cells, just long corridors connecting |arge
chanmbers, and no gates to inpede one's access. And as to the builders, would that we coul d ask
them The sagas say only that when the scions of Procolon first pushed into these desol ate western
| ands they found the Iron Fist open and unoccupi ed. The portcullis was up and the oaken doors of
the gatehouse full ajar. Inside was nary a trace of man or beast or any sign that any had ever
been here. Just nute stone in a silent wasteland. Vendora's forefathers used their luck well,
granted. They garrisoned the place, and ever since it has protected Procolon's western flank with
its grip of iron against the |likes of a Bandor gone wild. But no one living knows nore of this
castle's secrets than even you or ... Hold, | think we are under the Keep again."

Al odar thrust his torch forward, staring into the bl ackness ahead. He could see the walls receding
fromhimon both sides into the gloombut could discern no other detail of their surroundings. He

began to nove cautiously to the |eft, one hand on npoist stone, the other still advancing the torch
in front.
"Look," he exclaimed, "a wall cresset, and with oil still init." He touched his torch to the

smal | pool in the lip of the rock and it sprang to life. He and Morwi n agai n | ooked about them
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now able to see to the opposite wall of the chanber.

"Cressets all around, Alodar,” Mrwin said. "At |least here we will be able to see what we are
stunbling over."

Al odar quickly circled the chanber, lighting the wall flames as he did so. Wien he was done, he
nmoved towards the center to survey what the flickering Iight reveal ed. The chanber was | arge and
circular, though not as huge as the massive keep which towered above it. The walls were snooth and
danp, pieced with precision frommany small stones and pierced by four dark archways evenly spaced
around the periphery. The stone floor sloped dowwards fromall directions; in the very center
stood a pool of dark water fed by the drippings fromthe walls. As he approached, Al odar thrust
the handle of his torch into the still surface.

"Way, there is a well here, Mrw n," he exclained.

"See, the depth is nmuch greater than the slope of the floor would indicate. I wonder how deep it
is?"

Suddenly a flicker of light in one of the passageways caught his eye. As he and Morwi n turned,
they heard the clank of arns and the stonp of many feet echoi ng down

towar ds them

In a noment, several nen-at-arns tronped into the chanmber, torches held high and swords drawn.
"Halt, who's there?" the first called out belligerently as his eyes adjusted to the increased
Iight.

"Al odar, journeyman, and Morwin, apprentice, to naster thaumaturge Periac, in the service of fair
gueen Vendora," Al odar quickly responded as half a dozen nore poured into the room

"Then you serve nme hi nost unusual ways, journeynman," a worman's voice answered himin turn, soft
and distinctive am d the grow ng din.

Al odar turned fromthe approaching nen to the new speaker, and his eyes wi dened in surprise.

"Caution, ny fair lady," growed the tall, white-haired man who now entered and stood besi de her.
"I remenber this name, Alodar, and | doubt his interests would truly serve your crown."

Vendora the queen smiled at Al odar and then turned to her advisor, "And what great threat does
this journeyman harbor, lord Festil?" she asked. She brushed back the tunble of her gol den bl ond
hair with deliberate casu-al ness. Her blue eyes, that mirrored the norning sea, sparkled above a
smal | upturned nose and lips of apple red. Her smile radiated the prom se of delight, and Al odar
felt his pul se suddenly qui cken. She wore nen's clothing, |eggings, tunic, and cape, but they did
not hide the thrust of her anple figure. Wth a dramati c sweep, she thrust back the cape and stood
arns akinmbo, left fist above a snall dagger, awaiting Festil's reply.

"You were too young a princess to take notice, ny fair lady," Festil said. "But many were the
council neetings in which your father pounded the table with rage, the blood bloating the veins of
his neck, his face flushed red. And all because one headstrong vassal dared to stand fast to his
opi ni ons when unanimty with royal persuasion was obviously what discretion denanded."

Festil stopped and then nointed his red-gloved fist at

Alodar. His Iips downturned with displeasure, pulling tight age-blotched skin across high-thrust
cheeks on his narrow face. "No, ny fair lady, this man's father put his interests before those of
the crowmn. In the end, he refused to yield one tine too often and received his just due. It was a
matter of no lasting inportance, but your sire denonstrated that he was i ndeed king. His |ands
confiscated and title revoked by royal decree, Al odun ended his days in common squalor, trying to

enlist others in his effort to regain what was no longer rightfully his. | judge his son tracks
you here seeking restitution, hoping the years would dimthe nenories of your father's faithfu
advi sors. But | served your sire well, as | serve you now, and on his deat hbed prom sed that |

woul d ensure nothing be forgotten in matters of state.”
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Veodora dropped her arms to her sides and | aughed. Her voice floated lightly like a w nd-bl own
leaf, with no hint of the weight of the crown. "But if |I were but a young princess, lord Festil,k"
she said, "then the journeyman here could have been but a |lad. How deep could such passion burn in
a heart so young?"

She turned to Al odar, eyes wi dening, and he felt the royal demand for a reply. For an instant he
paused. Festil's words stung, and the nmenories boiled out of their hiding places, fresh as when
they were new. He had been young, yes. Too young to aid, but old enough to feel the hel pl essness
when he saw the faces of cruel |aughter and the sneers over shoul ders of hastily turned backs. He
renenbered the inage of his father, eyes finally dimand spirit broken. Not a single vassal had
pl edged to convince a stubborn nmonarch to return what he had so capriciously taken away. The

i mpul se to lash out with words of his own welled up within him but he clenched his fist into a
tight ball and swal |l owed pai nfully.

It was so futile a struggle then, he thought. Could it be any different now? WAs not the decision
to cease resistance to the forces which overwhel ned hi ma good one? Renounce the claimto be a
nobl e of Procolon and follow instead wherever fate mght lead him Ignore the feeling of

i nconpl et eness, of nagging dissatisfaction with each niche inlife that he mght try. Travel on to
the next and the next, sanpling and testing until he found the one that he could enbrace with

rel axi ng accept ance.

He | ooked into Vendora's eyes and spoke slowy. "As | have said, ny fair lady, | ama journeyman
thaumaturge. Not that ny craft should nmatter. Since ny father's death, | have been many things,
goat herd, woodcutter, tavern-hand. And it is true that | seek, but ny presence here is not by plan
of supplication. Rather | had hoped that these dungeons might finally yield sonething to aid us
all."

"And what have you found?"

"Not hing, ny lady, nothing yet," Alodar said turning his gaze from Vendora to answer the smaller
wonman simlarly clad standing at her side. She too had her cowl thrown back revealing short auburn
hai r and eyes that danced darkly in the firelight. If she were by herself, nmen would turn to | ook
but next to Vendora her beauty would go unnoti ced.

"Sweet bal m of course nothing. Nothing as one with any sanity woul d expect,"” Festil expl oded,
brushing aside .Alodar's presence with a ware of his hand. "May | state the case bluntly again, ny
fair lady? We will not extricate ourselves fromthis siege by followi ng the whins of |ady Aerie
here, no matter how good her intentions. This is a matter that can be settled only by arns, arns
striking in unison to achieve the sanme objective. You nust choose, and choose now before it is too
late. ™

"My choice for life, merely to help us better fight a border skirm sh. A weighty choice indeed
lord Festil," Vendora responded.

"I't may well be your life, my fair lady. W are too undernanned to defend the walls properly. W
must use every man and weapon we have with utnost efficiency. Yet we squander our tinme and
resources in as nany ways as we have lords within these walls. Andac | aunches a sally with no
cover; Fendel cranms all of his archers into the southwest tower, |eaving the whole southwall
unprotected; old Cranston detaches his nen to the bidding of a nere craftsman with sone nmad
gondol a schene. And why is this chaos so? Because each nman strives to outdo the next in sone feat
of valor, sone deed for the sagas, to nmake you swoon and choose him for your chanpi on. Your beauty
inspires great desire. Vendora, as perhaps no queen of Procolon did before, but thus far it has

al so created great turnmoil in the realmas well."

Al odar watched as Vendora received Festil's words

with a slight smle, again brushing back her hair. She gl anced about the room testing what was
bei ng said, her sm | e broadening as she caught the reaction of each man in turn
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"My fair lady," Festil continued, pounding one fist down upon the other, "we need your choice now,
not after each brave man here has gone singly to his fate in a vain attenpt to i npress you. Nane
the man and the petty bickering anmong our young scions will cease. Nane the man and all here wll
follow himas we are sworn to do. Nane the man so that we may fight as an arny, rather than a
horde of errant lords, each intent upon his own private quest."

"And so, rather than many small uncoordinated thrusts,” Aeriel cut in, "we will unite and nake one
|l arge one that will prove equally ineffective. You deprecate the sagas, Festil, but in your heart
you cling to themstill. One last hurrah and nen of stout heart and unity of purpose rout the
eneny agai nst overwhel mi ng odds and secure the Iron Fist once again. A noble tale, but one that we
cannot make so. Qur salvation, | think, lies outside the traditions of our forefathers."”

"Had we the wi sdom of our forefathers, we would not face the difficulties we have here now, "
Festil boomed, his voice echoing off the walls. "Had our queen chosen the hero of the real ml ast
sol stice, he would have the kingdomin good order by now. The states to the south would not risk
his displeasure, and all of the border fortresses would be fully manned. Had we the chanpi on now,
he woul d have persuaded her to remain where she belongs in the safety of the palaces of Anbrosia
He certainly would have had the sense not to send her venturing unto the very borders with only a
smal | party of retainers, nmore for show than for protection, no matter what the babbling of sone
court sorcerer. The mines in the Funmus Mountains may i ndeed be surrendering the last of their

weal th, and the royal revenues thereby decreased. But to risk seeking al chemi cal fornmulas hidden
here, nerely on the word of enfeebled Kelric, is the height of inprudence. Wy, Bandor nerely had
to wait until the portcullis clanged down and he nigh had Procol on handed to himon a platter."

"Enough, Festil," Vendora interjected softly but with

authority. "I grow weary of the sane | ong-w nded di scourse between you and Aeriel whenever you get
the opportunity. You have served ny father well, and | value your council now. But | wonder how
hard you woul d press were not your own son within these walls and vying with the rest for ny
favor. I will choose the hero of the real mwhen it suits me personally and not just the

ci rcumst ances

"And Aeriel, | weary also of this tranping about in the gloom This chamber holds for us no better
clue than the ones above, | fear. Athick iron slab on the floor of the topnost, a featurel ess
pillar floor to ceiling in the second, and this pool of water here, with nothing else to catch the
eyes. Let this journeyman continue his search and report to us anything unusual that he may find.
We shoul d now return to our chanbers and contenpl ate how we shall conduct ourselves tonorrow. "

Wth these words, Vendora turned and nmarched back into the passageway. The two nen-at-arnms nearest
scranbled to pass in front and |light the way ahead. The rest dutifully filed out behind. In a
monent, Al odar and Morwin were again al one, surrounded only by the nusty snell and echoes fromthe
retreating party.

Morwi n | ooked about the chanber, awaiting what they should do next, but Al odar stood fixed, deep
in thought.

"Whal t, speechless? A rare day for one so glib,” Morwin finally said nockingly. "Wat affects you
t hus?"

Al odar was silent for a few noments nore, then replied. "Your remark betrays a boy's heart stil
beating in that |anky frame of yours, Morwn."

"And what kind beats in yours, npst august journeynman?"

"Ch, enough. Let us be off and do the queen's bidding."

CHAPTER Two Craftsman at \War

THE next norning Al odar awoke with a stab of pain. He grabbed his side and blinked up into the
predawn |ight He heard the familiar noise of the courtyard: treading feet, clinking mail, and the
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barki ng of orders as the castle sprang to life to begin another day of defense. He squinted up at
the figure standing at his side, fully armed fromsteel -ti pped boots nest to his now sore ribs to
a head encased in mail

"Up and present yourself, journeyman. You serve ne and nmy nmen today. Their first barrage is but
m nutes away and | want you ready."

Al odar rose to sitting fromthe straw on the bailey floor, his head groggy fromlack of sleep, and
his heart heavy fromthe | ack of success hi his | abors the night before.

"Come on, nman, nake your preparations. Wake your apprentice and get up on the high platform" the
armed man persisted. "As soon as we ferret your naster out of the keep, we will place himthere as
well. | fear we will have need of nuch healing today."

Al odar stood up and | ooked the nman in the face. The features were famliar and the red surcoat
confirmed his guess. "You are |lord Feston, Festil's son," he said, "nar-shall of the west wall."

"Yes, today | amthat," Feston replied curtly, staring back from deep-set eyes. He had his
father's narrow face and high cheeks, but his brow jutted forward with rough angles, giving him

t he appearance of a perpetual squint. Beneath shaggy brows |ike woolly caterpillars, a | arge nose
hooked down over a wi de gash of a nmouth pulled into a grimline. "Now see to your task," he said
as he turned and in great haste sprinted off in the direction of the keep.

Ni mbly junping and sidestepping still sleeping forns, he rapidly covered the distance, his mail a-
jingle with his erratic notion.

Al odar finally cleared his head and turned to wake Morwi n. Toget her they dragged the two-wheel ed
cart, near which they had spent the night, to the base of the stone steps near the western

gat ehouse. Fromthe large trunks |lashed to the rough sideposts, they unpacked the crucibles, sacks
of starch, slabs of wax, and other paraphernalia they would need for the day. Swi nging the heavy

| oads across their backs, they slowy nounted the stairs to the high platforms jutting out from
the wall above. As their heads poked through the opening in the first |evel, Al odar paused, deeply
inhaling the aroma of a norning meal sinmering above a small firepit.

"On to the top, thaumaturge. There is no work for you here," one of the nmen stirring the broth
grow ed. Al odar shrugged his shoul ders and resumed his upward tread. He and Morwi n clinmbed on past
a second |l evel, which, like the first, supported archers who would fire through the narrow rows of
| oophol es encircling the castle. Then, panting fromtheir exertion, they arrived at last at the
top of the wall.

Al odar gl anced down the line of merlons and crenels. They ran straight and true to the sout hwest
tower sone three hundred feet away and then continued on at right angles to the east for another
six hundred. Al along the I ength, knots of nmen were making ready for the day, stringing bows,
nocki ng arrows, and watching the activities in the fields beyond. The tower to the southeast was
the smallest of the four that marked the corners of the fortress, but it also soared into the sky,
like a double-length | ance, seemingly too tall for such a slender shaft.

Fromthe corner, the wall swept back to the north, but Al odar's view of the east gatehouse was
obscured by the nassive keep that sat in the center of the bailey. Although already high off the
courtyard floor, he had to crane his neck upwards to see the bartizan from which he had | aunched
the air gondola the day before. Behind the huge stronghold, the wall continued on to conplete the
square between the two corner towers of the north and the western gatehouse next to where Al odar
stood. He looked into the bustle of activity anpong the ranshackl e of tenporary

huts and tinmber buildings in the bailey below, and the near chaos contrasted sharply with the cold
symretry of the gray stone.

"Make ready, here cones the first," rang in Alodar's ear as he hurriedly dropped his | oad and
knelt up against the protection of the wall. H's heart began to race as he heard the crack of the
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siegecraft's release. In an instant, the walls rang with the sharp contact of stone on stone.

The archer next to himleaped fromhis crouch and drew his | ongbow. 'They start early today," he
said to no one. "They nust be anxious to feel our sting." He |oosed three shafts before ducking
again beside Alodar's gear to await the next onslaught. The second crack was faint and distant.
Al t hough Al odar could see rocks ricochet and splinter off the other walls, the stone he pressed
agai nst remained quiet and firm not reverberating fromany direct hit. Seconds passed, and the
tenseness grew. Al odar held his breath, wondering why no volley cane fromthe west in

synchroni zation with the rest. What could disrupt the precision that had bonbarded them so

i ncessantly the nmany days before? Finally he could stand it no |onger and slowy extended hinself
to squint over the capstone.

"The belfries,” he shouted. "The belfries are in notion towards the wall."

Al'l along the west, the throwing engines were idle, but the nmen-at-arns hid behind their shields
no longer. They ran at full tilt, carrying their long scaling | adders and pulling the tall | eather-
and- steel -covered bel fries towards the defenses. Three sl ender towers rocked and swayed |i ke giant
met ronones as they joggled over the rough terrain, but they stayed upright and cl osed with

al armi ng swi ftness.

As the word of the assault propagated down the line, the defenders sprang to positions to fire at
the now exposed targets rapidly approaching them The archer next to Al odar released one shaft and
was drawi ng anot her when he suddenly yell ed and was thrown backwards, his bow hurling high into
the air. Al odar quickly reached out and grabbed his legs tightly as the heavily armed man nearly
tunbl ed over the platformdown onto the bailey floor. The shaft of a bl ue-feathered arrow quivered
in his shoulder through split rings of mail. Al odar gl anced back through the crenel to see d*rs at
the top of the belfries

thrown open and archers within answering the volleys fromthe castle, shaft for shaft. A ong the
wal | he heard additional screans as nore missiles found their nmark.

"Quickly, Morwin," be shouted. "Start filling the nolds."

The next archer in the line, several crenels away, saw his stricken conrade and slowy began to
crawl to him well aware of the swish of arrows that now sailed with deadly regularity through the
openings in the wall. Wen he arrived, he pinned the wounded man firmy, and Morwin, with one

nm ghty heave, yanked the arrow free. The soldier cried with pain as he passed into

unconsci ousness, and the ragged hole in his armdisgorged a flood of deep red blood and bits of
flesh.

Al odar blotted a bit of the blood onto a piece of cloth and tossed it into the small crucible he
had ready, sinmering nearby. He added sone starch and said the incantation quickly, with no

el aborate subterfuge of words. In a few nonments the starch began to thicken into a gel and Al odar
turned his attention to the wax, not bothering to check that the bl oodf| ow was stopping as well.

"Which one is the coolest, Morwi n?" he asked as he | ooked over the apprentice's growi ng collection
of linmbs, torsos, and heads that he dunmped fromsmall |ead nolds. The apprentice pointed to his

|l eft and then resunmed filling the enpty nolds fromthe bubbling vat and lining the solidified
forms in a row

Al odar selected a waxen arm and twi sted a deep gouge near the shoulder joint with his thunb.
Returning to the archer, he broke the connection of the spell and then cut the mail and
underjersey away fromthe wound. He stabbed the scraps of cloth and ringlets into the soft wax of
the nodel and began a second incantation. When he was done, he held the |linb over his snmall fire.
Then working with steady strokes he slowy filled the gouge, returning the wax to its origina
smoot h shape.

To all external appearances the man now seened well; the bl ood had stopped and the wound was
neatly closed. But fromthe furrowed and sweating brow Al odar knew that the pain was still there
The sol dier would recover nmuch nore quickly than if unattended and with no risk of
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infection, but it would be sone tinme before he again drew a bow.

"Thaumat urge, over here and hurry.
bl eedi ng. "

"On the second | evel, two nen down." "Quickly nman, stop the

Cries for Alodar's assistance rang out along the wall and fromthe platformunderneath. He bundl ed
up what gear he could carry and scurried toward the nearest call for help. He quickly patched up
two men and noved oS to a third, too intent upon his tasks to watch the progress of the
approachi ng attack.

He attended three nore on the second level in as many mnutes and then clinbed back up to Morwin
for new supplies. As his head popped through the platformfloor, he heard several ragged hurrahs
and the sound of sword on shield. Down towards the flanking tower, be could see that two belfries
had nade contact with the wall. The bJue-surcoated troops of Bandor poured fromthe openings onto
the wal kway and into the press of defenders convergi ng upon them

Two separate m&es fornmed on the small confines of the narrow | edge. Al odar squinted at the swirls
of activity but could not guess the outconme, since neither side could naneuver many nen into
striking position.

"By the laws, Al odar, |look," Morwin shouted. Al odar ripped his gaze fromthe fighting to the wall
i medi ately behind him A third belfry thudded agai nst the stone, and nmen began to junp out over
the nmerlon onto the platform Al odar quickly | ooked beyond the men to the gatehouse and then back
over his shoulder to the south. No one else was near; all the nen-at-arns along the wall had
rushed to defend against the first two onslaughts.

Si x men bounded onto the wal kway, with swords drawn, and began to nove towards Al odar and the

| adder to the courtyard. Al odar |ooked wildly around the paraphernalia for sone weapon to aid him
He saw the still reclining formof the first man he had tended. Wth a deep breath, he stooped and
wi t hdrew the unused sword fromits scabbard.

The cold steel felt surprisingly heavy and unbal anced, and he clasped his |left hand over his right
around the thick hilt. He advanced one step and grinaced with the effort of remenbering the meager
instruction he had re-

ceived as a boy. The advancing nmen seenmed to pay himno heed and rapidly closed upon the point of
the bl ade he held before his chest.

As they nmet, the lead man raised his sword to strike, and Alodar jarred hinself into action
pushing his own blade up with arns extended. The bl ow | anded near the hilt and the edges grated
al ong one another until the guards |ocked with a dull clank. Alodar felt his el bows begin to bend
fromthe downward pressure and struggled to push them strai ght

He drew his thoughts away fromthe others i medi ately behind and | ooked into the eyes staring back
froma face ringed with nmail. He saw the beginning of a snmile as his arnms trenbled and bowed even
more. Wth a sudden wench, he twisted his sword free and danced aside as his opponent's bl ade

fl ew past his shoulder to strike the | edge with a nunbing clang. Al odar slashed down on the
exposed arns and, though it did not break mail, the force of the blow pitched his adversary
forward, spraw ed at his feet. Hastily he glanced back upward at the other five who collapsed upon
hi m

"Stand asi de, journeynan," he heard suddenly over his shoul der. Before he could react, he was
knocked fromhis feet. In a blur he saw the red surcoat of Feston streak by and several nobre heads
bob up through the platform

openi ng.

Feston did not hesitate. Lunging low with the inpetus of his initial charge, he speared the first
man he encountered with the point of his sword. He raised his shield to ward off a blow froma
second on the left and sl amed his steel -capped knee into the groin of a third on the right.
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Freeing his sword, he slashed savagely down on the neck of the nman as be stooped in reflex and
then pirouetted to drive his blade into the face of the next. The blue surcoats hesitated and
Feston sensed his advantage. Yelling loudly, he raised his sword overhead and, with swift right
and |l eft slashes, tore through their ranks. The nen just exiting the belfry saw their conrades in
front fall and hastily clinbed back inside. The others on the platform sensing the desertion
behind them turned and ran for the protection of the tower and shut the doors, Feston |aughed a
deep boomi ng | augh as the followers

ran up with opportunity to strike only at Alodar's foe still sprawl ed on the wal kway.

"Quickly, the rocker," Festil conmanded as additional nen rose to the top |level, carrying barbed
iron spikes and long coils of rope. The nmen spread out into two lines on either side of the
belfry, uncoiling the rope as they went; while Feston strutted, guarding the doors, each |line was
tied to a spike driven into the belfry's frane. Then one group pulled the rope taut with a sudden
jerk, rocking the tower a little to the side. As it swayed back the other teampulled in
synchroni zati on and added to the nmagnitude of the sw ng.

"And heave, and heave," Feston narked the cadence. Wth each thrust, the belfry rocked with
greater anplitude upon its base.

Al odar picked hinmself up fromhis dazed sprawl and gl anced over the wall to the ground below "O
course, Morwin," he exclained. "The wheels nove it forward and back. We could but push the belfry
fromthe walls with a direct thrust but not topple it But fromthe side, it sits firmy on the
ground and cannot conpensate for the notions we force upon it."

As he spoke, the top of the tower oscillated in wider and wider arcs. Finally it tipped over in a
huge swi ng and continued on, to crash upon the hard ground, like the last tree |ogged froma
forest. Wth a sharp wenching growl, it splintered into several parts, throwing nen, steel, and
dust high into the air.

The defenders down the wall gave a shout and increased the vigor of their thrusts. The knots of
men started to grow snaller as the attackers now began to inch back slowy under the intensified
assault. A second shout went up as Al odar saw the other belfries also begin to rock, pushed by
beans thrust through the archery | oopholes one platformbelow As with the first, each shove
swayed the belfries nore and nore froma stable footing. Bander's men gave back nore ground to the
press, casting anxi ous gl ances over their shoul ders.

In a noment, a trunpet sounded on the plain, and the disciplined circles of blue and silver
di ssol ved into nasses of fleeing men. Swords, shields, and fallen conrades were abandoned in the
rush, as if they stung to the touch. Fromthe distance, Al odar saw the confusion as they raced for

the belfries, leaping fromthe wall into the open doors as the towers tore free and began to pul
away.
As the belfries withdrew, a third shout, the loudest of all, coursed along the wall. "W are

thin," Feston yelled waving his sword above his head in defiance, "but not so thin that we cannot
stand against a nmere three belfries. Thus be the fate of whomever tries the walls of Iron Fist."

As qui ckly as they had come, the surviving siegecraft runbled back to the precise |ine of
mangonel s and trebuchets. The scaling crews, who had never got a chance to plant their | adders,
scurried al ongside, shields on their backs to protect against the renewed rain of arrows fromthe
wait Al was quiet for a nonent; but once the formati on was reestablished, the throw ng engi nes
resumed their bonbardnent.

The missiles again filled the air, but Alodar felt the tension of the norning dissolve away; the
downward crash of rock seenmed |l ess potent a threat than eneny towers at the very edge of the wall
He | ooked about him and reassenbl ed his gear. Ducking for cover during the volleys, he nade his
way mnethodically back and forth along the three levels of the wal kway, repairing injury fromthe
abortive thrust as he found it. Mrale was high with the first success of the entire siege. The
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sergeant's dire prediction of the day before was nowhere to be heard. The nen babbl ed away about
the tower's great crash, and Feston's feat grew larger with each retelling. As Al odar trudged
along, the day fell into the routine of the many that had proceeded it. The exchange of stone and
arrow continued, but the nmen | aughed and sang, choosing to ignore that the ring grew stil

tighter, and that on the norrow nmany nore than three bel fries would cone.

Al odar worked his craft in reverie, wearily unm ndful of the passage of tine. Wth the setting of
the sun, he and Morwin returned their gear to the cart and fell into line for their daily neal.
Hi s stomach grow ed, his nuscles ached, and his fatigued mnd had had enough of siege. As the

| adl e was pouring its watery contents into Alodar's bow, he saw again the red surcoat boundi ng
across fhe courtyard.

"Fat her, have you heard?" Feston booned. "Hero of the day. Vendora herself pinned the ribbon on ny
sl eeve. Ah, would that every day mi ght present such opportunity.

Then there would be no doubt as to who is nost worthy to be hero of the realm™”

"Well done, ny son," Festil replied, matching stride and pounding himfirmy on the back as his
group nmerged with Feston's. "Surely you distinguish yourself above all others here. If only the
fair lady would choose now, there would be no other choice but you."

"Yes, a virtual denpn of swi ftness,
with but one mighty bl ade."

one of the acconpanying retinue broke in, "Seven nen felled

"Only seven?" Feston turned to stare at the praise-giver. "I distinctly renmenber nine."

"Ch, nine surely,"” the man quickly anmended. "Nine nmen down and the tide of the attack turned. A
tale for the sagas with no doubt."

The group marched for the northwest tower, cutting through the queue in which Al odar stood. The

line parted in deference and reformed as a throng, lining the course of the nen-at-arns. Al odar

heard murrmurs of admiration and girlish giggles as they passed through wi th purposeful tread and
clink of mail.

"But you know, father, the conpetition runs keen for Vendora's hand." Feston |laughed. "I was but
the second man to chal |l enge Bander's vassals on the high wall. Some fool thaumaturge was there
before ne, sonehow planning to stop the rush with but a single blade. | suppose to be fair,

shoul d have given himhis chance first."

"Yes, it would have served himright to take on such pretense as to be a nan-at-arms," Festi
replied. "These people have their uses, but they should also know the linits of proper behavior."

Al odar flung his half-filled bowl of swill to the ground, red flushing his cheeks, too fatigued to
let the irritation pass by. "The defense of Iron Fist rests as heavily on our shoulders as it does
upon you lofty lords," he blurted. "Wthout the thaumaturge, carpenter, and smth, these walls
woul d have fallen | ong ago. Fault nme not for picking up a sword when it was needed. It is far nore
than | have seen you do when the rubble was cleared or the horses fed."

The crowd fell abruptly silent, and Feston turned to see who accosted him "Well, well, if it is
not the budding hero?" he said. "And what woul d you have done with

your great prowess at arras? Dispatched a dozen nmen to ny nine or ten?"

"I claimno great skill at arns, nmy lord Feston," Al odar said slowy. "Thaumaturgy is ny trade and
I am here only by chance. | follow an itinerant nmaster fromsettlenent to outpost, earning what we
can by applying our craft where it is needed. Had not the siege doors slamred shut, we would be

Il ong gone fromthis place and our paths never crossed. But we are here, all of us together, lord
and nan alike. And each of us, mason, carpenter, smith, tanner, and flocknaster, aids our commpbn
cause as best he can. | do not envy you your skill at arns, only question your judgnment that its
val ue far exceeds what | have to offer,”
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Fest on advanced slowy back to stand directly in front of Alodar, eyes glaring dowmn fromhis extra
si x inches of height, "Do | hear your right, nost bold journeynman? Your trade of equal worth to a
man-at arms? If so, then tell ne quickly now how nuch training have you received at the hands of
warmaster Cedric in his sparring yard in Anbrosia? How many |ives has your blade cut short? How
many battles for Procol on have you won? How many great deeds in the sagas relate to the smith or
carpenter? How nmany times has your |ike been hero of the day? Yes, perhaps even hero of the

real n?"

Feston's supporters broke into |aughter at his ridicule, and Al odar breathed deeply to maintain
what composure he had left. "No, ny lord, the sagas are silent indeed on what you speak," he said
at last. "But mark you, suppose that lowy Al odar be born to the table of mghty lord Festil, and
Feston scion to dooned Al odun. What then of ny chance to be a hero, with blade paid for with gold,
with training in arms fromthe likes of this Cedric, with soft bed and groani ng board al ways

provi ded for? And what then of yours, forced to survive as but you coul d, grabbing at whatever
trade gave you enough coin to feed your belly and keep out the col d?"

Feston eyed Alodar's lean form tilted his head back and drowned out even his chorus with his
boomi ng | augh. "Sweetbalm night the bl ackest denons aid the house of Festil, were the |ikes of
you born to be heir. Know you that | am marshall of the west wall, hero of the day, and the
mrrors know what el se, because | deserve it so

The bl ood of glory runs in ny veins, and | will burn ny nane into as many pages of |egend as | am
able. I and nmen Iike me will chart the destiny of Procolon with as firma grip of iron as this
castl e has upon the plain. And for that stewardship the men of this land sing grateful praise."”

Bef ore Al odar could reply, soneone in the background shouted, "Hail Feston, hero of the day and
savior of Ilron Fist." The crowd took up a rhythnmic chant, drowning out any chance of Al odar's
bei ng heard. Feston turned slowly around in a small circle, arms fol ded across his chest, and
attenpted a stern snmile to acknowl edge the accol ade. Al odar | ooked at the throng as well and saw
adoration on every shouting face. He spotted the first archer he had attended raising his good arm
and yel ling hoarsely, unm ndful of who had saved his life. Even Morwin could not resist the
hypnotic tug of the rhythm and shouted with the rest.

After a minute, Feston raised his arns to stop the cheers, and the courtyard fell silent, under
his conmplete control. Wth even heavi er sarcasm he addressed Al odar again. "And what mekes you
aspire to rise above your station so, journeyman? Could it be that you hope by such a feat to turn
the head of our fair lady away fromtrue nen-at-arnms and upon your own heroic profile?"

To his own surprise, Alodar's cheeks flushed involuntarily as he thought of the beauty of the
gueen.

"Sweetbalm ny son," Festil's deep voice roared, "you have hit upon it. This shamed varlet's son
seeks no | ess than Vendora herself and truly to be hero of the realm You had best redouble your
efforts tonorrow to stay in contention.”

The crowd crowed with laughter hi unison with the guffaws of the retainers, drowning out any of

Al odar's sudden protestations. The noi se echoed across the courtyard and seened to himl ouder than
any of the din of battle. He | ooked about for a synpathetic face; finding none, he |lowered his
eyes to wait until they tired of the sport. Eventually the noi se began to subside, and the charge,
"Feston, hero of the day," started again in its place. The nen-at-arns resuned their pace towards
the tower, and the crowd fell in behind, cheering themon. Al odar |ooked up and, seeing no eyes
still upon him

headed in the opposite direction across the courtyard, torn between the tugs of haste and decorum

In a moment, he was alone. Seething in his own thoughts, he paced along the wall into the night.
He struggled to subnerge again the nmenories of hurt and frustration, but this tine they woul d not
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go. He ran his hands through the many pockets of his cape, trying to concentrate on the contents
he found there, enunerating the ways in which they aided himin his trade.

Had he fooled hinself all this while, pretending that it did not matter? Accepting what deep

i nside he could not? Choosing to float and seek, when he should fight the current, no matter how
swift? Is that why, regardl ess of what he had tried, it always seened the sane, enpty, inconplete?
Wth an uneasi ness that was conpel ling, pushing himonward to yet another craft? If he was a
lord's son, could he truly rest content until he was what fate has chosen for himto be?

He stopped and filled his lungs as the anger did not cool but boiled higher within him By the

| aws, he was as nuch a nman as Feston or any of his peers! If not by deed then by birth, every
respect shown Feston was his by right as well. Enough of drifting; he would accept half rations as
his |l ot no | onger

Al odar let his breath out slowy and threw his head back, eyes closed, trying with reason to
divert fromthe path his enotions were taking him But how? How could he grasp what had el uded his
father's every effort and in the end crushed his spirit from hi n? Whenever Al odar had dared to
consider it in the past, the answer had always been the sanme. First try reason, then plead, and
finally beg as they tossed himout of each manor hi which once he was wel cone.

What woul d make the |ikes of a Feston neet himeye to eye, weigh courteously what he would say,
force fromthe noble's nmenory whatever had befallen Al odar's house before? No, even better! Feston
shoul d neet hi mon bended knee in reconpense for what has happened and with the deference such as
that shown to the queen

Al odar blinked his eyes open and jerked his head forward fully alert. The queen, he thought, a
beauty who would be the fair prize of a quest fromthe sagas. A queen besi eged, who had yet to
sel ect her hero of the

realm A queen naturally gracious to whonever m ght rescue her fromthe peril in which she was now
ensnared. Title and estate restored would be the | east of her favors. And the hero of the realm
For himthey would be forced to bend their knees.

He | ooked up at the night sky, the tension suddenly gone, his lips curving into a slight smle as
he savored the inmage forming in his mind

He envi sioned hinself rounding the corner to the main throughfare that led to the pal ace gates.
The roar of the crowd intensified and he patted his nount gently on the neck to soothe already
jangl ed nerves. Fromthe second and third stories which dotted the way, streamers and confett
rai ned down onto an al ready cl ogged street, and many a | esser buil ding seenmed on the verge of
collapse fromthe humanity it carried.

Royal guardsmen paced slowy ahead trying to clear a way for the procession. Young girls sighed as
he passed, batting eyes or gesturing outrageously to catch his attention.

"Al odar, Al odar the hero, Al odar the savior of the fair |lady, Al odar of Procolon," the crowds
shout ed over and over without tiring, each small group trying to drown out the rest as he passed
And Al odar smiled and waved expansively. He glanced over his shoul der at his groomsmen who
followed and saw themriding straight and tall, sharing in the fanme that showered down on their

| eader and touching themas well.

Far too quickly the concourse was traveled and Al odar and his guard di smounted at the base of the
wi de gate that led to the house of the rulers of Procolon. The crowd nmomentarily fell silent and
trunpets sounded fromwithin with the voluntary of the queen. Wth regal slowness the gates parted
and, five abreast, the nobility narched down the steps to neet the one who had saved the queen

White-haired lord Festil was first. Wth a dramatic flourish of his cape he fell to one knee and
bowed hi s head.

"Where you command, may you see fit to let ne follow " he said. "Your deed will forever shine in
my heart and in those who cone after ne.”
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He stepped back into line and Feston swore his allegiance in turn. In quick precision the barons
of the

outlands, the lords of the fortress towns, and the | esser nobles as well knelt and gave Al odar the
accol ade of the hero.

The trunpets bl ared agai n and Vendora appeared unacconpani ed at the gateway. Wth a | ong gown
trailing behind she gracefully glided down the steps to extend Al odar her hand. Al odar knelt
before Vendora and ki ssed her offered hand and she i medi ately bade himri se.

The fantasies raced on as Al odar continued his pacing, unmndful of the time. Finally, as the noon
rose agai nst the gatehouse of the east, he broke out of his reverie as he saw Morwin's | azy
shuffl e com ng his way.

"Ah, there you are, Alodar. Thinking of another schenme to get the attention of the lords on the
nor r ow?"

Al odar wrinkled his brow and his eyes shot flane at the apprentice. "Listen, Mrwin, | strive to
break this ring of siege as nmuch as anyone, but by the laws, | will no | onger abide sonme popinjay
taking nmore credit than is his due. | tell you this, the battle is not yet over and we shall see

who i s nmost deserving of the chant of the crowd and who the ridicule.” He paused, recalling his
newy found resolve. "And yes, the hand of the fair |ady."

Wthout waiting for a reply, he stonped off to seek sleep in what remai ned of the night.
CHAPTER THREE The Castle s Secret

THE next norning Al odar again was roused out of deep slunber, but this time the figure bending
above hi mwas shrouded in black cape and hood.

"Master Periac?" Al odar squinted through sleep-filled eyes. "I had al nost given you up for lost in
t he underground chanmbers. We have not seen you for days."

"Yes, it is I," Periac said, pushing back his hood and

patting into place his ruffled black hair. H's tenples were bare; but, by judicious positioning,
he was able to cover the bald spot on the top of his head. H s watery, pale blue eyes straddled a
nose too snmall for the blocky face, and his nouth was hidden top and bottom by white fl ecked hair.

"1 have been busy with contenplation, Al odar, busy with contenplation. A well turned thought may
save the fevered activities of many. In any event, | trust you have conducted yourself to credit
our craft in my absence. A good reputation goes a |long way towards unl ocking the next door, as |
have often instructed you. But there is no time for | ecture now W nust go at once for audi ence
with the queen.”

Al odar i mediately sat up, eyes w de awake. A chance for information, he thought. Information for
the plan that | nust soon put into shape.

"But Morwin and | are assigned to aid Feston's nmen on the west wall, master,"” he said with

di staste, "and shoul d prepare for the bonbardnent soon to begin."

"There is no tine for that; it will wait. The queen summons and we will go. It is an opportunity,
and we nust use it as best we can for advantage. A queen's gratitude goes even further than
reputation.”

Al odar smled and Periac's brows knit into a frown.

"Do not presunme you know already the full value of what | instruct, Alodar," he said. "You are
quick to learn, yes, and have experienced nmore of the craft than those who have spent tw ce the
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time as journeynen. The best that | have had, | truly adnmit. But the practice of thau-nmaturgy and
living with profit fromit can come only frompatiently follow ng what a master has to pass on to
you. "

"But have | not correctly performed whatever you have asked of ne?" Al odar asked, rising to his
feet. "And then eagerly pressed for nore?"

"It is exactly that inpatience of which | speak, Al odar," Periac said, stroking his goatee. "One
eveni ng' s discussion on the weaker sinilarities of form the next day a single trial with stream
rounded pebbles and a few acorns, and then you are done with it. Wiy, when | studied, | spent nore
than a year on that one subject alone. You seemless interested in |earning thaumaturgy than in

just getting through it. But as | have often said, there is no great mystery reveal ed at the end.
You become a master by solid progress, not by superficial dabbling or sudden revel ation."

"I do not fault your nethods, master," Al odar said. "The haste cones from beyond the boundaries of
the craft. Look, when you were a journeyman, how sure were you to dedicate your life to the art?"

"Why, there was no question,” Periac said. "My father and uncles were masters before ne. From
their hands | learned ny trade. No other calling did I consider."

"And had | cone to nmanhood a nobl eman and a noblenman's son, then | think |I would have felt the
same, " Alodar said. "Content with nmy lot, not questioning what else could be. But instead, | have
raced through thaumaturgy as | have the rest, seeking the nmystery that you say is not there, the
feeling that this indeed is what | really am"

Periac stared at Al odar for a nonent in silence. "You have the makings of a master in you
Al odar," be said. "But that feeling will conme only when you are truly worthy of it."

He paused again, and then suddenly drew his cape around him "But enough of this for now. The
busi ness of the nonment is the audi ence with the queen.™

Periac started for the keep in the center of the courtyard. As the barrage began, Al odar ran to
catch up with his nentor.

Once inside the keep, they spiraled several times around the staircase along the inner wall before
they arrived at the level of the queen. One of the two guards with crossed hal berds at the doorway
checked a list with his free hand and noti oned themto enter.

Beyond the doorway, Al odar found hinmsetf in a large, quiet anteroom w th snooth stone walls hung
with tapestries that danped the battle's din. Low benches and stools, covered with rich velvet and
scattered about Wke a child's cast of jackstones, cluttered the entire floor. Two nore nen guarded
a small archway draped with a thick curtain, and fromtinme to time a page energed and called out a
nanme to the group sitting or pacing about. In response, one of the waiting nen would spring up and
fol -

| ow t he page when he just as quickly disappeared. No one ever returned; presunably they all |eft
after their conference by some other door. Fromtinme to time, additional nessengers burst into the
room and proceeded unchecked through the curtain, waving hastily scrawl ed notes on the progress of
the fighting down bel ow.

Ti me passed, and Al odar saw Periac settle into a confortable introspection, staring off into
space. He tried to imtate the naster as best he could, but the anticipation nade the tinme craw.
The shadow fromthe wi ndow to the east dimnished to nothing, and the one fromthe west had grown
nearly full length when finally the page notioned themto cone forth.

As the guard pulled back the curtain and Periac stooped to enter, Al odar understood why he had
been asked to attend. The inner roomwas tapestried like the first, but al nost devoid of
furnishings. Inits very center stood a | ong, oaken table with seats for eight. Seven of the
chairs were occupi ed by Vendora and her advisors, and behind each stood an attendant arrayed in
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the colors of his master. Periac took the seat at the foot of the table, and Al odar stood behind
him gripping the chair back in imtation of the others.

He | ooked down the I ength of the table at Vendora and saw that she wore a sea-blue dress deeply
cut in front with a [ arge aquamarine snuggled like a nesting egg in the cleavage of her breast.
Her hair coiled in el aborate wavelets, framed by a sparkling tiara. In regal attire, she seened
i npersonal and distant, |less of a woman and nore |ike a trophy to be placed on the nantle at the
end of an adventure.

On her right sat lord Festil, arns folded across his chest and his back ranrod straight. To her
left, lady Aeriel rose to speak, and Al odar noticed she wore the sanme cl othing as when he had seen
her before, tunic and | eggings on a pleasing slender form dagger at the waist, but on her right
side rather than the left. Her hair was shoulder | ength and sinply kept, and her cheeks were clear
and fresh, covered with freckles scattered about |ike a sunburst through a willow tree. She

gl anced down at Periac and Al odar, and her dark eyes snil ed encouragenent as she began

"W have solicited and heard di verse suggestions today, ny lords, fromcommander to soldier alike,
on how we nmight break the grip that tightens about us," she said. "But we nust |eave no

possi bility unexani ned, and | have recommended to our fair |ady that we hear al so what the common
craftsman has to offer for our cause."

"The hour grows late, ny fair lady," interrupted Festil, "to waste our tine in so fruitless a
manner. Exactly what is it that you would performfor true nen-at-arns, tradesman? How wi || your
pox healing and wart renoval gain us deliverance when sword and shield will not?"

"My lord Festil," Periac responded in a voice cool with deliberation, "judge the potency of ny
craft not nerely by the practices you see about you. These wastel ands are but one corner of the
worl d. Here by tradition, for want of a better reason, thaumaturgy and the other arts play but a
smal | part in warfare. But | assure you that in realnms el sewhere, ny craft has a bigger role in
deciding affairs of state.”

"Then how shall you di spose of our problenP" interjected the short and corpulent nan on Periac's
left. "WIIl you rip the earth apart and have Bandor's forces swall owed up whol e? O perhaps you
can enchant each of our blades so that they can cut through his mail like a knife through butter?"

"My good lords," Periac said in the same rolling tones of sal esmanship that Al odar had heard so
many tinmes before. "On one hand you belittle the scope of my skills and on the other you allude to
the fantasies of the romances. My craft is neither trivial anmusenent nor total omipotence. Like
all things, its true worth Iies between. And if we are to use thaumaturgy for our great gain, then
we must all understand what its capabilities and limtations are. Understand themwell, el se why
would the fair lady call ne here?"

Peri ac paused and Al odar saw each man settle back into his chair, resigning hinmself to hearing the
master out. "Thaumaturgy," Periac began, "is the nost clear and straightforward of the five arts
inits execution. Unlike alcheny, magic, and the rest, it requires no great erudition or
dedication to effect its results. Here in Procolon we regard thaumaturgy as we do masonry or
smit hi ng.

Wth it we forge large works of netal or stone fromsnall nodels in our shops. W increase the
yi el ds of whole fields while carefully tending only a part. W purge the body of plague and nend
it whole again. But the true potency of thaumaturgy is Iimted only by the cleverness of the nan
who understands its basic concepts, the principles of synpathy and contagion."

"Sweetbalm we are gathered here to plan our military strategy, not listen to an apprentice's
first lecture," interrupted Festil.

"Let himspeak, Festil," Aeriel cut himshort. "Perhaps he is unaffected with the blindness that a
feat of arns will sonehow yet save us."
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"Two principles,” Periac continued, stroking his goatee. "Synpathy and contagion. The first sinply
stated is: like produces like. By manipulating objects in a sinulation we can cause correspondi ng
effects to occur on a different scale in tine and distance. My gondola soars in the air in
response to the novenent of a small sliver."

"So then," challenged Festil again, "why not build a small nodel of Bandor's canp and smash it
with your fist and save us the wounds and sorrow of tonorrow?"

"Because there is another inportant ingredient of any spell and that is a supply of energy, a
force or power to do the work. It does no good to smash a nodel, unless |I control the forces
necessary to level the tents as well. Wthout a spinning flywheel to draw upon, the gondola woul d
not lift hi response to the rising splinter. Wthout the heat of the fire in Bandor's canp, the

m ssil es launched at our catapult could not have been diverted to the mark. Practitioners of ny
craft seek ways to channel energy, but alas, we cannot create it.

"Not only is energy needed but, in nobst cases, much nore than common sense might dictate. The
coupling between the sinulation and the actual is not perfect and there are al ways sone | osses.
The nore closely the two resenbl e one another, the better the connection and the | ess the energy
waste. The best coupling is provided by things which were i ndeed once part of a single whole. O
as the principle of contagion states it- once together, always together. In principle, we could
use any object for control of the gondola, but a small piece of it works

better than any foreign substance. And in |like manner, a wound is nost effectively sealed if a
drop of blood is mixed with the gelling starch, and a bit of flesh with the nol di ng wax.

"So, lord Festil, with the wave of ny hand | cannot topple the belfries that will thunder towards
us, for it would take too nuch energy. Nor can |, say, render any man invisible or pass through

solid walls, for | cannot simulate these things. Nor yet can | strike at an eneny far away w t hout
sonething of himto bind in the spell. But | can apply ny craft in the fair lady's service with as

much i magi nation as | am able.™

"And if thaumarurgy is so straightforward then, naster Periac," Festil continued, his tone stil
hard and unconvi nced, "what need have we of any of your services at all? Wiy cannot one here at
the table performthe craft for the queen as well ?"

"There is that little matter of the spells which bind the simnulation and energy source together
and then subsequently release them" Periac said. "To safeguard the neans of our livelihood, we
must naturally protect their nature, passing themon frommaster to journeyman but to no one
outsi de of our craft.

"And as | have already said," Periac persisted before Festil could stop him again, "success is nhot
merely a matter of rote application of the well proven. Rather it depends upon the skill of the
master to see through surface distractions to the deeper sinmilarities around him To recognize
subtl e and time-worn connections that formthe true basis of our art.”

"You state so well the linmtations of your craft, naster Periac," Festil persisted, "that now
wonder if perhaps one of the other four mght not serve us better in our plight."

"They have their shortcom ngs as well," Periac said. "For exanple, the fornulas of alcheny have no
guarantee of coming to the sane result with each use. Only one tine in hundreds does one end with
a solvent that can dissolve nmore than the glass in which it was forned. The massive factories on
Honeysuckl e Street produce nostly waste, repeating and repeating the same steps in order to

form some nodest quantity of healing bal mor sense-enhancing philtre."

"There is truth in what you speak," Aeriel said. "W are here because Kelric, the court sorcerer
entranced hinself to find what great wealth might lie undiscovered in the kingdom In his vision
he saw Iron Fist and a formula of alchenmy of great merit, one with high yield and hence potentia
for large profit. Wth it, the queen can hope to replace the wealth which used to cone fromthe
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royal mines, now thrust as deeply into the nountains as nmen can go.*"

"But what details did he see?" Alodar blurted. "Wat did he say of the passageways and chanbers
under gr ound?"

The fat man on Periac's left rose to protest the interruption, but Aeriel shot hima hard gl ance
that settled himback in his seat. Al odar |ooked about the table and marvel ed at her control
Except for Festil, she clearly had the respect of the group and all deferred to her |ead.

"No detail could he see,"” she said, "and the only words that cane fromhis trance were that the
Iron Fist nmust loosen its grip before the formula could be found. It nmay be that the castle wll
have to fall because we have yet discovered no grinoire in these nute walls."

"And as for sorcerers,” Periac continued as if no interruption had occurred. "Wth one at court
you know well the difficulty of dealing with them Reclusive and obstinate their art nust
intrinsically pervert themfroma decent relationship with their fell owmen. Wiy el se do they

deli berately play upon our fears of enchantnment when we plead for sone small illusion or prophecy?

"And magic is no better. The rituals perforned in seclusion sonetines take several lifetines.
Except for such useless trinkets as the cerenonial dagger | see on |lady Aeriel's side, it would
take many a castle's treasure to afford what nagicians have to offer. Their swords that never dul
and nail that does not break are far better, true, than the al chenical salves which rot away, but
who anong you has ever seen the |ike?

"Finally, there is wizardry," Periac said, raising his hand and counting his fingers into his palm
one by one.

"Yes, what of that?" the fat man said. "The tal k of

the bailey floor is that Bandor is possessed by a devil and pushes this attack for no norta
cause. "

"I cannot accept such groundl ess whisperings," Festil cut in. "Revolt against the crown has
happened before. But traffic with denmons, |ike a baseborn craftsman? No nobl e of Procol on woul d
think of it."

"Judge not all of wi zardry by the few poor exanples we have seen anpong us," Periac replied. "The
wi zards we judge as wise know that their wills are of insufficient strength to dom nate any but
the sinplest of inps. They travel with carnivals and the like, content with pushing their sprites
through idle tricks as one would a trained nmouse. Their lot is far better, however, than that of
the foolish who have dared to struggle with true power and ended as the hoop-junper for the denon
instead. It is fortunate that their cruel nmasters soon tire of the bizarre acts they force upon
them The crunpled and abandoned shells whinpering for bread are better off as beggars than when
they were the submissive slaves to powerful djinns.

"But it was not always thus," Periac said, sweeping his upraised index finger in FestUs
direction. "The sagas of our past tell of men of great will and courage who struggled with the
strongest denons and bent themto their bidding. The power they could thereby command nmade them
much respected throughout many lands. No, nmy lord, you would not judge a wi zard of |ong ago as a
mere craftsman.”

Festil scow ed, but Periac turned his attention to the queen and continued. "But as to lord
Bandor, | must say in truth that possession would be npbst unlikely. He conducts the siege with
coherence and precision, not with the mad acts of contradiction that a fiend would force upon
him™"

"For a naster of a single art," Vendora said, "you seemwell versed in the rest as well."

Periac smled and tipped his head with a slight bow, "What | have said is the depth of ny
know edge, ny fair lady. Each craftsman guards with pride what is his own and deals reluctantly
with the others. For nore, you nust consult with the proper practitioners. But, to the point,
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there are none of themhere to-aid you, only I, And

to escape Bandor's trap, | can indeed be of service."

Al odar tightened his grip on the chair and the |ords about the table | eaned forward in
anticipation. Periac saw the increased interest and paused to heighten the effect.

"I'f Ilron Fist is to fall, and | see no way that we can prevent it," he said at last, "then we can
save much bl oodshed by raising the white flag."

"Never," thundered Festil pounding his fist on the table. "This stronghold has never fallen and it
shall not fall now O if indeed we cannot hold, we will defend the walls to the last man for the
honor of our fan- lady."

"I think, ny lord," Periac said, "that our fab- lady's honor is better preserved by subterfuge
than by singing sword. If we surrender, you nmen-at-arns will beconme captives, yes. But we lowy
tradesnen might be allowed to go our way after perform ng for our captors some of the sane
services we have done for you. The queen can slip out with us and then return to Anbrosia

unhar ned. "

"And do you not think that every cart that |eaves this place will be searched fromaxle to

bi ghpost once the fair lady is found mssing in the keep?" Festil said. "And how coul d anyone niss
her beauty, no matter what maid' s dress you cast her in? Her doom woul d be seal ed on the spot,
once such a schene was exposed."

"Her beauty is renowned, yes," Periac said, rubbing his hands together with deliberate slowness.
"But with my craft we could alter that. A small sinulation, a wax head, and then in an instant it
woul d be over. A bul bous nose, thrusting chin, slanting brow, and pox on the cheeks. No one woul d
choose to ook at her. And then once safely away, we can restore her countenance to what it was
before."

"You nean to apply a disguise,
crone?"

Vendora said, "as if | were an actress playing the part of an old

"I do not speak of mmkeup, my fair lady," Periac said. 'The face | would give you would be as rea
as the one you have now. The sores woul d ooze real pus and no putty or paint would stick to a
searcher's hand. They could not detect it."

"Then how surely can you undo what you have done, master Periac?" Vendora said with the softness
m ssing from her voice.

Periac rubbed his hands together nore forcefully. "I ama skilled practitioner, ny fair lady. My
eye is still good, my hand firmand ny nmenory sharp. | doubt that anyone would notice a
significant difference when we were done."

Al'l eyes turned to the queen to await her response. She touched her hand to her cheek and then
back to smooth her hah-. Alodar held his breath trying to imagine the same gold dusted to dirty
brown atop a pock-marked and m sshapen face, painful to see. He thought of his resolve of the
ni ght before and how strong it mght be if Periac's transformati on were i ndeed so.

Suddenly, before the answer could formon Vendora's |ips, another page burst into the room bl ood
streaming fromhis nose and ears. "The south wall," he gasped. "Scaling | adders, too many of them
We could not hold. Flee, ny fan- lady. Flee as best you can.”

"Quickly, nmy fair lady, this way." Festil bolted fromthe table and notioned to the rear exit from
the chamber. 'The rest of you, to the bailey floor. Secure the keep fromthe intruders."

The assenbl age expl oded for the doorways |ike pieces of shattered glass. The advi sors scranbl ed by
Al odar, and he hesitated as he watched Festil usher Vendora and Aeriel out the other way. In an
instant he made his decision. As the curtains swi shed shut, he rushed after the departing queen
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He sprang into the passageway beyond the conference room and saw the three descending a | ong
spiral staircase like the one he had clinbed in the norning, but narrower and with no wi ndows to
the outside. As they di sappeared fromview, Al odar plunged down the stairs. Down and down he sped,
just able to catch sight of Vendora's flow ng gown around the curve. He glanced over his shoul der
and saw Periac about the same di stance behind, racing after

Mor e openi ngs whi zzed by on the inside, but the outside curve renained featurel ess and unbroken
Only an occasional torch on the wall prevented total darkness. Around and around the stairs wound,
until Al odar conpletely lost his sense of direction

Finally the staircase ended and joined a | evel wal kway

that continued to curve about the keep. Al odar increased his speed and closed on those in the

| ead. He raced around nearly half the circunference and then saw a flash of copper fromthe top of
Aeriel's head as she di sappeared into a square-cut hole in the stone floor. He ran to the opening
and peered inside, notioning Periac to hurry and catch up. A second staircase spiraled into a room
bel ow, where Festil was busily straining at a large lever hinged on the wall, while Aeriel and
Vendor a descended.

"Why, it's the first chanber," Al odar exclainmed. "The one with the iron slab on the floor."

Festil |ooked up, unable to budge the giant |ever fromwhere he found it. "Quickly, man," he said.

"Help me here so that we can seal themout,"

Periac caught up with Al odar and together they descended into the room All three tugged at the

|l ever, and slowy it began to nove. Al odar gl anced back up at the opening through which they had
cone and saw a gi ant stone slab, held against the ceiling on netal tracks, sliding in response. It
runbl ed across the opening and thudded into place, sealing off the entrance from above.

Festil and Periac collapsed to the ground, holding their sides and panting fromthe exertion. The
two wonen | eaned against the walls, chests heaving, unable to speak. Al odar gl anced about the
chamber he had visited two nights before and saw no change. A square-cut slab of iron, rusted red
fromthe danpness, sat in the center of a featureless floor. The circle of round walls had no
structure except for indentations for the lighting oil and the four archways that radiated to the
castle's corner towers. Only the lever which closed the exit to the keep seened to serve any

pur pose.

Al odar nmoved about the room glancing into the long dark tunnels radiating fromit. Three were
pitch black, giving no clue as to what |ay beyond. But as he | ooked into the fourth, he saw a
processi on of many torches and heard the jingle of mail. Even in the distance, he could recognize
Feston's bright surcoat reflecting the torchlight.

Sonn Feston and the group he brought with himwere hi the chanber and fanning out to explore the
entrances to the other passageways. "My fair lady," he said, "thank

the amul ets that you are safe and not in Bander's grasp. W nmay yet win praise for the sagas on
this day."

Vendora pushed herself fromthe wall and straightened to a free standi ng position, brushing down
the disarray of her gown and readjusting the aquamarine to its proper position.

"How stand our forces now, |ord Feston?" she gasped, still gulping air between her words.
"Not well, ny fair lady," Feston replied, "but not so badly that there is not hope still. The
battle rages fiercely on the bailey above, and | think hi the end it will be to no avail. But we

have secured the | ower |evels under each tower, just as you have done with the keep, and we find
no sign of Bander's forces here to peril us. The bulk of our defenders are |left above, alas, to
fend as best they can, and we could not prevent sone craftsnen com ng down into these

fortifications along with men-at-arms. But we have secured nost of the food and | think, judging
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fromthese walls, lack not for water. It will be a | ong while before Bandor can begin to hope of
reachi ng us."

"Wth the queen so neatly bundled up," Aeriel interrupted, "why should he even care? Do you
propose no nmore than to await our fate just as we have done for the last forty-three days? | am
not trained in matters of war as you are, ny lords," she said, "but it seens to ne that these
chanbers and passageways serve a better purpose than to pass the tune. | think aloud and wi t hout
del i beration, but do not these walls and interconnectings at |east give us an el enent of surprise?
When Bandor eventual ly takes full command of the castle above, he will find the five entrances to
us, and probably can do no nore than station guards at all positions to await what we woul d do
next. He must split his forces into fifths, and we can concentrate ours to strike at one—and at a
time of our own choosing." '

"Necessity inparts sharpness to your thoughts, lady Aeriel," Festil said while rising slowy to
stand besides his son. "Quite surely |I believe you have hit upon the intent of the castle's
original design. If the walls were to fall, the towers would still have to be taken; then with
under ground communi cati on, each could aid the others so that all m ght stand. But on bal ance, mny
son's plan seens a

good one. W have not the towers, but only the chanbers underneath them In addition, the bl ood of
Bander's vassals now runs hot with victory and lust for rape and plunder. Qur salvation may be a
surprise thrust, as you say, but | think it wise to sit until our captor's zeal cools in the

carel ess boredom of guard duty before we try."

"Well enough, lord Festil," Vendora said softly. "W need time to assess our situation. Lord
Feston, continue to conduct yourself as you have. | appoint you conmander of whatever forces
remain. See that order is established and the entrances to these dungeons well guarded.”

As she spoke, the queen | ooked around the high and wi ndow ess walls of the chanber and reached
behi nd her for a cloak that was not there.

"Here, ny fair lady," Feston said dramatically, releasing the clasp of the cape of the nan who
stood near and whirling it about her. She clutched it eagerly and drew it tight while her eyes
darted agai n about the room

Al odar and the others caught her mood and sonberly shifted about as the reality of their plight
began to sink in. They were safe for now, true, but in the long run what did that matter? A
desperate attenpt to break out was the best they could devise. Their lives were at stake and no
gli mer of hope could credibly present itself.

No glinmer, unless indeed the castle possessed one nore secret defense to aid them And if he
could find it and thereby save the queen, ah, who would be the hero then? Qppressed by their trap
as were the others, but grimy determ ned, he headed into one of the passageways to search again
for sone cl ue.

Al odar flicked back his cape and sat to rest on the rust-encrusted slab in the center of the
chanmber. He gl anced over to the wall where Vendora huddl ed in the cape Feston had given her two
days before. Her shoul ders stooped and her hair lay tangled and matted agai nst her brow She
listened half attentively as Feston squatted easily at her side, telling her snmall talk of the
four guard detachnents under the towers

Al odar sighed. Their band was so small and their fates so intertwined that the formalities of rank
had begun to give way. But he did not want to approach the queen him

T
self until he had sone positive news of discovery to present to her. He dug his gouge into the

soft red rust beneath himfor perhaps the tenth tinme and | eft another shall ow furrow besi de the
others. The fresh cut reveal ed nothing new, only rust deeper still. Perhaps the whole slab was
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rotted through and woul d soon turn to dust.

"Marki ng off the hours, journeyman?" a voice asked over his shoulder, and Al odar turned to see
Aeriel taking a place beside him The dagger at her side clanked against the slab and Al odar
gl anced down at the bare blade and stubby hilt.

"Are you | eft-handed?" he asked as she followed his gaze downward.

"No." Aeriel laughed. "It is but nmy nature. The fair lady insists that | wear the badge of office
as do the others of her court, and so | nmust. And were the blade of any value | would cany it
properly; but it is only a useless synbol, so | display it accordingly."

"A magi ¢ dagger and of no value," Al odar said, raising his eyebrows in disbelief.

"Costly enough in coin or barter," Aeriel said. "Enough so that a craftsman coul d never hope to
own one. Yet not so dear that the nobility would be |ikew se denied. It is the perfect token for
one to declare that he is wealthy. But for its utility as a weapon—here, judge for yourself."

Aeriel withdrew the dagger fromthe |loop at her waist and passed the hilt to A odar. He w apped
his hand around it and imrediately pursed his lips in surprise.

An electric tingling pulsed through his fingers and shot up his arm He felt goosebunps pop out on
his chest and back. For a nmonent his eyes watered and his tongue felt dry.

"It is magic, there is no doubt,"” Aeriel said. "What el se gives one such a feeling? Though you do
get somewhat used to it after a while."

Al odar nodded and tightened his grip on the hilt. H's fingers and thunb slipped snmoothly into
small indentations in the grip, and the pomrel snuggl ed confortably agai nst the base of his palm
The dagger felt like a natural extension of his arm as if customtooled to fit his hand and no
ot her.

He reached out with his index finger to test the point

whi ch | ooked surprisingly blunt and frowned in puzzl enent when he nade contact with the cold gray
nmet al .

"Yes, that is why it is so absurd," Aeriel said. "And the edge of the blade is the sane.
I mpossi bly dull and unyielding to any grinder's stone."

"Cannot the magicians give it an edge as well?" Al odar asked as he handed the dagger back
releasing his grip reluctantly. "Wth a feel like that one al nost would be tenpted to take on a
swor dsman. "

"As | understand it, the ritual is set,"” Aeriel said. "Any change destroys the synmmetry of the
whol e. Either one accepts a perfect hilt with a blade of no value or a dagger with no nagica
properties at all. And of course, if such a dirk as this could cut, the magicians' price would
preclude it fromthe baubles of the nobility."

"You speak nost strangely of your peers, ny lady," Alodar said with the beginnings of a smle

"I did not reach the council of the queen by adhering to what convention would expect of ne,

Al odar," she said. "Had |I thought and acted as the rest of Vendora's chil dhood friends, then now I
woul d be no nore than a lady-in-waiting, concerned with pretty needl ework, rather than affairs of
state. Let the likes of a Festil be guided by tradition, rather than what each situation uniquely
demands. | will not be frightened by an idea, just because it has not been previously recorded in
t he sagas.

"And as proof of that," she continued, returning Alodar's smle, "please call nme Aeriel. There is
no need for cerenony for one who seens to work so diligently in our cause. | could not but notice
that you react to our situation hi a different way than nost everyone. Rather than noping about

when free froma turn at guard, you have been exami ning each nortar joint with that small gl ass of
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yours. Do you still carry out the queen's comands of now so | ong ago?"

"Yes, | still look for a key," Al odar said. "But as yet | have found none. | am beginning to think
that there is nothing in the passageways to aid us. The answer nust lie in one of these three
chanbers under the keep. So | visit each in turn, hoping for sone inspiration."”

"And which is next?"
"The second level, the one with the pillar."
"CGood, let ne go with you.*

Al odar blinked, but then quickly nodded his agreenent. The two | eft unnoticed out one of the
passageways to the towers. They trudged aJong in silence for awhile, and then Al odar decided to
make the best of his opportunity.

"How fares the queen under our duress?" he said

"Alas, she lets her fate weigh heavily on her shoulders. As you can see, she broods too much to
conduct herself as her station requires she should."

"But if sonehow we are indeed rescued?"

"Ah, she would return to her forner self in an instant, full of glory. And anple gratitude for the
man who saves her."

"Regardl ess of station?" asked Al odar

"Yes, regardless." Aeriel laughed. "I see the queen interests all men in the sane way."

Suddenly, before he could continue, the ground shook with a long rolling wave; the torch lights
blewwildly and flickered dim The narrow passageway roared with the sound of crashing stone, and
the shock, muted and stretched by the thick walls, echoed for several nonents.

Aeriel reached for Alodar's arm In the quiet that foll owed, he nuttered, "The second one today.

It only can nean that they are toppling the towers, one by one. Either our renaining defenders
above give themdifficulty or they seek to level Iron Fist on some mad craze. It is well that they
have not yet discovered any entrances to these chanbers."

Aeriel released her grip and breathed deeply. "Cone, she said. "W were going to the second
| evel ."

They reached the tower in a short while. Descending through a hole in the floor, they clinbed down
to the next landing. Retracing their steps one |evel down, they returned to a chanber under the
keep. It was deserted and built simlarly to the ones above and bel ow, except that instead of a
slab or water pool, a nmassive stone colum ran fromfloor to ceiling.

"It certainly is not needed to support the vault," Al odar said. "The other two chanbers have the
sanme span and the ceiling runs free fromwall to wall. Yet strength is sonehow t he essence of that
colum. Look at it, not a seam anywhere, a nonolith of granite. It could withstand

the bl ows of many a nangonel and give up not a single chip fromthe shock."
"If it does not support, is it indeed even secure?" Aeriel asked.

"Yes, the base penetrates below floor level. Fromthe ook of it, it also projects up into the
ceiling as well."

Al odar stepped back to survey the colum but found hinself instead watching Aeriel as she

i nspected the stonework. Her eyes darted first to the ceiling, then to the floor, and finally
scanned the length slowy for any crack or seam She | ooked back at Al odar when she was done, and
her eyes w dened as she realized what his focus of attention had been

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (26 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:35 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

"Excuse ny bol dness, but you are nost pleasing fair," Al odar said wthout thinking.

"Ch enough, Al odar." Aeriel raised her hand as a slight color canme to her cheeks. "I have seen the
effect of the queen on too many nen not to know what truly constitutes beauty. Let us concentrate
on our search.”

Al odar nodded and notioned to the archway, suddenly pleased with hinself for what he had said and
the reaction it had caused. Wthout another word, they left the chanber and returned to the
flanking tower. As they began to clinb down to the bottonmost | evel, the ground shook again |ike a
bl anket snapped taut on a newy nade bed, and the runble echoed about them so that neither could
speak. As the reverberations died, a nan-at-arns poked his head through the opening to the |eve
above.

"Lady Aeriel, conme quickly to the queen's bidding," he shouted down. "A strange occurrence in the
central chanber."

Al odar and Aeriel quickly reversed direction, follow ng the nman back to the queen. Everyone of
their small band was there, filling the room and all heads | ooked anxiously upwards towards the
huge vault of the ceiling. Vendora was where Al odar had seen her |ast, but now she stood propped
agai nst Feston, |eaning heavily on the arm he w apped around her

A sudden streak of notion caught Al odar's eye. He turned his head upward to see several |arge
drops of opaque liquid ooze out between two of the nassive stones. They fell and spattered agai nst
the rusty slab at the cham

ber's center and added to the nmessy orange slurry of their predecessors.

He frowned in concentration. Nothing fromthauma-rurgy certainly, he thought. But what had Periac
told himof the other arts? Wat would seep through what no mason could chisel in a week?

"Solvent!" he yelled as the answer struck him "And it |ooks high grade. Everyone outl The ceiling
is going to collapse. That is how the towers were toppled. They are dissolving the nortar between
the stones.”

No one noved. All were transfixed by the slowy increasing tenpo of the drip and the w deni ng poo
on the chanber floor. Before Al odar could say nore, the giant keystone in the center of the vault
began to slide slowy down and away fromthe rock which surrounded it. It gathered speed; with a
cascade of liquid on every side, it fell away entirely, into their mdst. Wth a resoundi ng crash,
it hit the slab and sprayed liquid and splinters of rock in all directions. The crowd screaned and
sprang alive, bolting for the passageways, shoul dering one another aside in their haste.

Al odar and Aeriel moved to one side to let them pass, their eyes on the queen across the chanber.
Feston, with his grip still on Vendora's arm spun her towards the nearest exit and pushed her
ahead. Periac recovered his balance froma brushing bl ow and plunged after the queen. Festi

i medi ately followed, alnbst catching the thaumaturge's cape with his long running stride.

Al odar | ooked again at the ceiling. Through the new opening, Bandor's nen were |owering a rope

| adder and several were meking ready to descend. He gl anced over his shoulder into the passageway
fromwhi ch he had just entered and then hesitated no | onger. G abbing Aeriel's hand, he raced
across the room avoiding the many snmall pools of solvent which were now working on the seans in
the floor. As he passed the slab, his eyes was caught by its now shining brilliance. The bath had
cl eaned away the rust and a good portion of the iron as well.

He stopped suddenly and | ooked agai n. The shine was not fromthe iron al one.

"Look, Aeriel,’
sl ab, after all.

he exclained. "In the center of the iron, a disk of copper! It is not a solid iron

Beneath the rust is this circle of copper in a yoke of iron. Acircle at each |level. The copper
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here, the colum below, and a well at the bottomof it all."

Three circles of the sane dianmeter! One above the other. In a flash the castle's secret cane to
him He | ooked again at the rope | adder. Two nmen were already gently swinging on it. He grabbed
Aeriel again and ran off after the others. He had the answer. If there was only enough tine to use
it.

CHAPTER FOUR The Hero's Reward

THE passageway bl urred by and Al odar gl anced back over his shoul der. Bander's nen were already in
the tunnel after him He increased his speed; the drawn swords shining in the torchlight gave his
| egs urgency even beyond what he had felt two days before when the outer walls had fallen. He
squeezed Aeriel's hand tighter, and they rapidly closed on Vendora and the others up ahead.

They caught the queen just as they entered the snmall roomunder the corner tower. The panicked
flight momentarily stopped in a nass confusion of waving arnms and shouted directions.

"Up, up to the surface. It is our only chance," yelled Festil as he tunbled Periac down fromthe
stairs and started to clinb.

"No, no father," Feston boomed | ouder still. "See the stonework. W nmust go down." As he spoke, he
yanked Vendora out of the way of dripping liquid that began to ooze fromthe ceiling and pushed
her through the opening in the floor

Everyone cl anbered after. As Al odar brought up at
the rear, he saw the small group disappear into the passageway that | ed back under the keep

"We will nake our stand around the pillar,"” Festil shouted back to the three soldiers who now ran
with him They drew their swords as they raced, and Aeriel instinctively started to foll ow

Al odar grabbed her by the arm and held her back. "Qur only chance lies below, " he said. "Let us
hope that Feston and the others can hold themoff until the spell is

finished."

He plunged down to the bottomlevel, pulling Aeriel with him The staircase seenmed to spiral for
an eternity and his heartbeat alnpost drowned out the clank of mail and shouts of the chase that
now filtered down after them

Finally at the bottom he raced for the central chanber, scarcely noticing the dimnishing noise
as the hunters chose to pursue the quarry one | evel above. In a nmonent they reached their
destination and saw the serene pool at the center. Al odar |ooked rapidly about. They were

al one.

"Quickly, Aeriel," he said, "your ring. No, no the unadorned one. Gold is not the best choice and
we nust at | east nake the shape as sinilar as we can.”

Aeriel slipped one of the rings fromher finger and, with a puzzled expression, handed it to
Al odar. Wthout pausing for explanation, he funbled in a pouch at his waist and withdrew a small
col l ection of coins.

"At | east the copper will be right," he said as he quickly tried nmatching the coins one by one to
the shape of the ring. "Ah, this one janms in properly. Now fill the cup with the water fromthe
well."

Aeriel took the cup he whisked fromhis cape and dipped it in the pool. "Wat spell do you cast
here, Alodar? | see that the coin in the ring is like the copper disk in the iron collar we saw
bared above. But their intent | still cannot fathom"

"The cool water of the well will shrink the metals slightly,
different, the copper disk will slip free,"

he replied, "and because they are
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"But what can we use for the energy source? There is naught here but stone and water," Aeriel

sai d, waving her arms about the enpty chanber.

"You listened to master Periac well," Alodar said, "but no source is needed for this spell.

Rat her, we need a sink to absorb the beat we extract fromthe hunks of metal two |evels above. And
the water in the well will serve that purpose for us. Now stand close to nme, for in truth | know

not all that will happen.”

Al odar gl anced quickly into the four passageways, but no figures fleeing or pursuing showed in
them and he began the binding. Wen be was done, he thrust the ring holding the coin into the
nunbi ng cold of the water and held it notionless. Sinultaneously the stillness of the pool was
broken by the eruption of tiny bubbles all across its surface.

Al odar held the ring firmy, though his fingers began to ache with the cold. The sinmrer of the
pool changed into a boil, growi ng nore vigorous by the second, and the first w sps of steam crept
upward into the already dripping air.

Al odar | ooked anxi ously back and forth between the now scalding well and the placid ring. Was it
col d enough? Was there enough water in the well?

The feeling left his hand and the opaqueness of the steam engulfed then so the passageways were
blotted fromview and the oil lights in the wall becane di mand diffuse.

Finally as the fog closed in, the copper coin dropped clear of the ring and gently fell to the
bottom of the cup.

"Look to the ceiling," Al odar shouted as he tore his eyes fromwhat he held. Brushing aside the
vapor, they could dimy see the round keystone at the center of the vault trenble and begin to
move. It slipped down a foot and then another, increasing speed with each nonent and headi ng
unerringly for the well in the chanber's fl oor

"Way, it is not a stone at all,’
gi ant colum. "

Aeriel exclainmed. "Look, it is getting |onger and |onger like a

"The columm fromthe second | evel,
of iron."

Al odar expl ained, "held in place by a copper cap in the yoke

He could say no nore before the granite cylinder fell into the concentric hole in the floor
m ssing the edge all around by nmere inches. Wth a sharp crack Iike a giant bullwhip, it hit the
water's surface and drove the liquid

downward. Aeriel stunbled to her knees fromthe intensity of the blow, and Al odar fell awkwardly
over her, both flailing and grabbing for their ears in pain

Smal | geysers shot fromthe well around the edges of the colum as it continued its plunge, noving
nore slowy as it pushed the resistance before it. The din of the contact echoed about, and Al odar
felt dazed fromthe onslaught The cacophony conti nued unabated for minutes; but through his cupped
hands, Al odar could hear another sound slowy increasing in intensity, the runmble of stone

on stone.

He | ooked about for the source of the noise and, as the copper top of the columm slid fromview
into the well, he spotted notion in the northeast passageway.

"The whol e floor," he exclainmed, "the whole floor noves as one unit. No wonder we coul d never spot
a break in the stone. There isn't any."

"What has happened, Al odar?" Aeriel asked weakly, still on her knees fromthe shock. "What did the
colum do hi the wel?"
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"It was a giant water ram Aeriel. A giant ramthat noved the whol e passageway fl oor upwards a
good three feet. W are seeing what no one has w tnessed since Iron Fist was constructed hundreds
of years ago. By the laws, let us hope we also see our way out of this trap. Look at that gap,"” he
continued excitedly as he approached the raised floorway. "Stone a foot thick but still a slot
beneat h the bottom and the | evel of the cobbling here in the

chanber . "

As he got nearer, he lit a candle and thrust it into the newy made opening. "Stairs," he
excl ai med. Before Aeriel could protest, he huddl ed down and di sappeared from vi ew.

The passage was narrow and confining, and Al odar had to stoop and bow in his shoul ders as he nade
his way downwards. He held the candle in front as far as he could, but the darkness extended
farther than the feeble Iight could reach. He paused and tried to concentrate on whether to
continue or return to the chanber and announce his discovery. Each heartbeat relentlessly ticked
away the tinme they had left, and the fall of the cylinder would surely bring Bander's vassals on
the run.

Aeriel's scream made his decision for him Al odar quickly spun about and retraced the few steps he
had made into the gloom As he surfaced, Aeriel ran toward him pointing frantically down the
passageway that lay atop the newly discovered stairs. Al odar turned and squi nted down the |ong

| ength of stone archway that led to the corner tower. His already rapid pul se qui ckened as he saw
in the distance the wave of torches and the glint of arnor. At |east six of Bandor's nen were on
the bottom | evel, babbling wildly about the raised flooring and pointing down at the newy

di scovered prey under the keep

Al odar grabbed Aeriel by the hand and turned to descend again into the darkness. He took a step
and hesitated. "The queen," he said. "Wiere is the queen? It is no good unless we can al so save
the fair |ady."

He ran back to the center of the chanber and sighted down the two passageways he could not see
fromthe edge. The first was enpty, but in the second he saw rapid novenent towards him Hi s heart
| eaped with his good fortune.

"It is the queen, Aeriel," he shouted, notioning her towards him "Feston is still with her, and
can see Periac and Festil cl ose behind."

He noved his head fromside to side, trying to see behind the four fleeing figures. He sucked in
his breath. "Mre of Bandor's nmen hot on their trail," he cried.

He gl anced back into the passageway with the raised floor. The nen there had begun to nove towards
the chamber, though not with the speed of those pursuing Vendora and the others. Angry shouts and
the rapid tread of feet sounded from behind, and Al odar whirled about, his worst fears realized.
Eneni es converged on themfromall four corners.

Al odar felt his nuscles tense and his breathing turn to shallow gasps. Run, run, take the only
chance that you have, his body said. But he steeled hinself and held his ground, eyeing each
tunnel in turn, trying to estimte which group would reach himfirst. Tine lost all neaning while
he waited; it seenmed an eon | ater when Feston and Vendora burst through with their pursuers hard
at their heels.

"Where are the other nen-at-arns?" Al odar scouted as
Periac and Festil followed the first two into the center of the room

"They stood their ground nobly to defend the queen," Festil gasped, waving aside Al odar's question
as irrelevant to his own plight.

"Then follow nme," Al odar commanded «and he led Aeriel into the passageway. He did not pause to
reki ndl e a candl e, but caught the rhythm of the steps and descended as rapidly as he could in the
bl ackness, pulling Aeriel after him He could hear the voices of the other four follow ng close
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behi nd.

They descended for nmore than a flight, and then Al odar stunbled as the ground suddenly becane
| evel and the tunnel wi dened. The others tunbled over him As they flailed to disentangle, a dim
light filtered down from

above.

"Down here," a voice shouted, and Al odar heard the cautious tread of steel on the cold stone. Hs
eyes began to adjust to the dimess, and he extended his hand agai nst the floor. Imrediately he
felt an indentation and, sweeping his armto the side, he discovered another. Wth an extended
finger, he touched snpboth and straight edges on either side of the depressions but found they
extended forward farther than he could reach. G ooves, he thought, |ong narrow grooves cut into
the stone floor, He cautiously pressed forward and saw a shape gradually taking formhi the

di mess.

The light brightened with each clinking step, and Al odar recogni zed what was before him "A
wagon, " he exclaimed. "Sonme sort of wagon with wheels that are guided by the grooves cut into the
floor."

He puzzl ed over the flat frame, unadorned except for the two central pillars that supported giant
t wo- handed cranks; but as the light grew brighter and the sounds closer, he flung hinself up onto
the platform In blind inmitation the rest foll owed.

Feston was the last; as he | eaped aboard with a surefooted bound, the tunnel behind them bl azed
forth with Iight. Bandor's nen packed into the narrow confines three abreast, holding torches high
and staring down at Al odar and the others. The stairs sounded with rapid footfalls as nore and
nmore poured in after them

Pushed from behind, the first three charged with swords

drawn and bore down on the small party. Feston drew his own blade and stood in a crouch at the
platform s edge, awaiting then: rush. The three jostled for position and the first nonentarily

| owered his guard. Festil | ashed out with his boot and caught the man on the chin, sending him
spraw i ng.
The wagon lurched with the recoil, and Al odar saw the cranks turn |lazy circles about their axles.

In a flash, he realized their intent. Wiile Feston parried the blows of the other two, he |eaped
up to the nearest post.

"Man the other one," he shouted as he cranked the handles before him They responded slowy to his
effort; but with each inch that he pulled and pushed, he felt the car begin to nobve underneath
them He saw the two nmen | unge at Feston again, but the warrior deftly |eaned back, and the bl ows
cut air. One of the two stunbled and fell, surprised by the notion that the retreati ng wagon gave
to his target.

Al odar felt the punping ease as the car gained speed. Then, as Periac rose to join himon the
other pillar, they junmped away fromtheir foes. An angry shout roared fromthe pursuers and they
I unged forward after the car, tranmpling over the two who lay sprawl ed hi front of them

Al odar readjusted his stance and pushed all the harder, beginning to feel the wind nade by their
progress whistle over his back and around to tickle his face. The vanguard of Bandor's nen kept
pace for awhile, but then he saw themstart to fall behind. The soldiers perceived the outcone of
the race as well, and hurled their torches towards himin rage. He ducked the first two as they
sail ed harm essly overhead and kicked the third fromthe platform barely |oosing the rhythm of
hi s net hodi cal strokes.

Wth a sudden lurch, the car made a sharp curve and cut off the nen-at-arns fromview They
i ncreased speed still nore, and the voice of pursuit |essened as they flew on. The only sound was
the nmuffl ed scrape of the wheels against their precisely chiseled guides.
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Al odar cranked on. He had escaped and at the same tune saved the queen

The smal |l crew renai ned silent, oppressed by the pitch blackness that gave themno hint as to
their path or des-

tination. Al odar felt odd, facing backwards to the direction of notion, but determ nedly kept at
his task. After nany mnutes, Periac sagged to the platformfloor, gasping for breath, his energy
spent, and Alodar felt the crank-arnm s resistance stiffen. H's arnms ached and began to trenble
fromthe effort, but he gritted his teeth and continued. H s thoughts soared with what he had
done. Beyond his wildest expectations, he had acconplished everything. He was alive and well, free
of the tragedy of Iron Fist, free to think again of the future, to nold his own destiny. And that
destiny now was far nore exciting than what a thaumaturge m ght dream of attaining even two nonths
ago. He was not nerely Al odar the journeyman, but Al odar, savior of the queen

After much nore cranking, the resistance began to increase, and Al odar felt a gradual tilting of
the platformon which they rode. They were slowy rising, he thought, but no nore could he tell in
the bl ackness. He pushed harder still against the handles, but the slope increased faster and the
speed sl ackened.

Sl ower and sl ower noved the cart in the darkness. The wi nd no | onger whistled about them and each
revolution of the arms was a fresh agony. Suddenly the front of the platformclanged and | at ched
agai nst a netal abutnent, sending Al odar sprawling and filling the tunnel wth noise.

Si mul t aneously he felt fresh air blow by bis face and | ooked forward to see a stone sl ab hinging
up before them and starlight beyond.

The party cl anbered forward t hrough the opening and into the cool night air. They wal ked on coarse
grass and | ooked down a gentle slope into rolling farmand. In the distance, a scattering of
candl el i ght hinted at man-made structures, and the air carried the odor of animals corraled close
by. A gi bbous nmoon, high in the sky, cast faint shadows, but none could | ook at it wthout
squinting, so black had been the passageway.

"Why, we have covered a good fifteen niles," Festil exclaimed. "These are the farns on the | ast
ri dge that bounds the wastelands to the west. W are indeed well away from Bandor and his threat."

"Yes, and by what strange neans were we conveyed here?" Feston wondered. "I have not seen the
likes of it

in any battlecraft before. The builders of Iron Fist, whoever they were, provided her extrenely
well."

"As well as you have provided the queen, Feston," Vendoca said, raising and stretching her hands
hi gh overhead, deeply drinking the fresh air. "If only we had what we set out for, our adventure
woul d be conplete. But for the nonent, | would settle for a conb for ny hair. Aeriel, have you one
about you?"

"No, my fair lady," Aeriel responded. "I do not. But mark you, did not Kelric say that we woul d
not find what we sought until lron Fist lost its grip? That it did in nost enphatic fashion
Per haps our search is indeed not yet over."

Al odar pondered AeriePs words, then returned to the opening in the slope and squinted into the
darkness at the car. He withdrew and relit the candle fromhis cape and began a cl ose inspecti on.

He did not have to look far. This time there was no subterfuge or deception. There, in the flat

pl atf orm between the two cranking pillars, was a small square of netal, hinged at one side and
with a finger grip on the other. Al odar bent down and swung the door open, his light illumnating
a tightly bound parchnent, hard and cracked wth age.

"Look here," he shouted, running quickly back to the others. "You spoke of alchemy formulas. Do
they not record themin grinoires of about this size?"
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Al'l faces turned as he advanced, and Feston reached out and grabbed the bundle fromhim Wth a
qui ck flourish, he ripped the cord and outer covering fromthe package and began to thunb through
the bound parchment within.

"Hold the candl e closer," he commanded before Al odar could protest. "Sweetbalm is that what you
seek, nmy fair lady? The ink is faint, but | can see the beginnings still. Powders, ointnents,
philtres, elixirs, amulets, and fetishes. Formulas of high yield, none |l ess than eighty-five parts
in a hundred."

"Eighty-fivel" exclained Vendora. "Wy Feston, you have done it all. A sweeping rescue and a
treasure besides. Wth a yield of eighty-five, we undercut the costs of themall. The roya
products will sweep the conpetition

fromthe field, and ny coffers will be fed by a nuch-needed new source."

"You speak nost glowingly, nmy fair lady," Feston said. "Can | interpret your praise to nean that
you at | ast see fit to choose the hero of the real n?"

Vendora's smle stiffened and she drew herself erect. "Do not presume too nuch, |lord Feston. You
have done ne great service here these past few days, but not so nuch that ny senses depart ne."

Feston's heavy brows furrowed, and Vendora | aughed at his disconfort. "Do not fret, mnmy warrior

Know that | | ook upon you with rmuch favor. | wish you to journey with ne to court, be known as a
royal suitor, and stand by ne as you have done here. If in tinme | grow used to the roughness of
your features, then perhaps | will indeed honor you with nmy hand,"

"Wait a monment, ny fair lady," Aeriel said. " Al odar, the journeynan thaunmaturge, did apply his
m nd and skills with marvel ous imagination to our cause. It is to himthat we owe our good
fortune."

Vendora frowned, paused, and then pulled her face into a snle as she turned to Al odar. "Indeed I
thank you all for ny deliverance," she said. "Your steadfastness in propelling the car was nost
dedi cated. "

"That was but a minor part of it," Aeriel persisted. "He fathoned the castle's secret. He
di scovered t he passageway out. Why he even found you the grinoire.”

"May | renmind the fair lady," Festil cut in, "that many of the nore restless vassals of your crown
will interpret the fall of Iron Fist as a sign of weakness. Wthout the house of the red surcoat
standi ng at your side, you nay be hard pressed to deal with them Bandor, and the border ki ngdons
to the south, all at the same tine."

Vendora | ooked at Al odar and then back to Feston. Her eyes narrows in thought. She stared at the
sword at the warrior's side and then studied Al odar's cape-draped

form

"Ch well enough, Aeriel," she said at last. "I amsure that the thaumaturge did exercise his art
nost exceedingly fine. He and his naster may henceforth speak of royal favor when they lure
custonmers to their craft. But | cannot see how his acts conpare with the feats of lord

Feston or the conforts he gave ne. What indeed can you profit by pressing his suit upon ne so?"

Aeriel opened her mouth to speak again, |ooking first at Vendora and then to Al odar. She hesitated
a monent, but finally snapped it shut. Vendora nodded approval at her apparent acqui esence and
returned her attention to the grinoire that Feston now hel d before her

Al odar flung his candl e aside and stepped forward, his eyes starting to smoul der, but Aeriel
pl aced her hand on his arm He shot her a sidelong glance, then halted when her fingers squeezed
nmore tightly.
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"My fair lady, there is no nore business to conduct here," Festil said quickly as he saw Al odar
pause. "W nust start imediately for Anbrosia. Each hour we save will |imt the time Bandor has
to consolidate his victory. Let us descend this slope and appropriate a quicker neans of transport
fromthe first farmwe encounter.”

Vendora | ooked up fromthe grimbire and into Alodar's eyes. "It is settled then," she said. "A
royal endorsenent for the thaunmaturges and status as suitor for lord Feston. Anple |argess for
deeds wel |l done."

Al odar sucked in a deep breath and opened his nouth; but before he could speak, Aeriel covered his
lips. Vendora smiled and | ooked around the group, from Periac standing silently near the car to
Festil already ten yards down the slope. She nodded her agreenent to the old nan's suggestion

pl aced her hand on Feston's offered arm and started to descend the incline. She paced ten sl ow
steps and then | ooked back over her shoul der at Aeriel

“I'n a noment, ny fail lady," Aeriel said as she cautiously |owered her hand from Al odar's nouth
while still maintaining her grip on his arm

The two stood silently, not noving, watching the queen draw away fromthem Several m nutes
passed, and she and the two |lords gradually shrank to dimoutlines, fading into their
surroundi ngs.

"By the laws!" Al odar expl oded. "Wat feat nust one acconplish to be held worthy in this kingdon
Can she not grasp what | have done?"

Aeriel again raised her finger to his lips. "It will avail you no good, Alodar," she said. "The
queen is clever enough to know how her actions influence the safety of

the crown. And the circunstances here prevent her fromgiving her reward in a just manner. So |ong
as Festil and his son feel they have sone claim she can bestow it on no other."

She turned and | ooked down the hillside. "But at |least | know who is the true hero of the day,"
she continued softly as she released his armand then suddenly cl asped her hands behind his neck.
Al odar's eyes wi dened hi surprise and he felt her lips pressing his as she drew agai nst

hi m

After a nmonent she dropped her arns and started to step back, but Al odar put his hand behind her.
She st opped when she felt the gentle pressure and smiled, watching himintently.

"You i ndeed behave npbst unlike a lady-in-waiting," he said huskily after a | ong pause. He drew
anot her deep breath and the enobtions churned within himlike the hot acid in the thaumaturge's
caul dron. The exhilaration of freedom Vendora's beauty, the grimdeternination of his resolve,
the anger of yet another injustice, and now the warm presence of Aeriel hi his arns, all tunbled
in confusion, and he could not sort them out.

"And you are nost unlike the tradition-bound noble or the nmeekly accepting craftsnman, Al odar," she
sai d. "You have dared to seek as did no other and because of it you have saved us all."

He snmiled and pulled her towards him and she again reached her arns to ring his neck

Yes, he had saved the queen, his thoughts raced. Had not Feston been along for the final dash,
then all would have followed. Title restored, respect of the peerage and hero of the realm

Suddenly he stopped his gentle tugging and frowned as the realization of what he was doing hit
him The queen and hero of the real mer Aeriel and whatever that future might bring? She has
judged himby what he had done, rather than by his station. He could treat her in return with no
| ess fairness.

But woul d not the surprising passion that boiled for the nmoment cool as suddenly? He was driven to
the queen by what had snoul dered for years. How could a chance encounter stand against it?
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He | ooked at Aeriel, trying te clear bis confusion, and then | owered his head.

"What is it, Al odar?" Aeriel |aughed, continuing to cone forward.

"I amresolved, ny |ady,
Feston."

he said thickly after a nmonent. "I strive for no |l ess than does |ord

Aeriel's lips curved hi the beginning of another smile, but then she | ooked deeply into Alodar's
eyes as he raised his gaze to neet hers. For several minutes they did not speak. Finally she
reached and pulled his arm from around her

"l see,"” she said crisply. "Forgive ne for thinking your aspirations to be so |ow."

"My lady," Alodar replied, "forgive me that your presence confuses ne greatly. But | will not have
peace until mny birthright is restored. And that | see acconplished only if I amhero of the realm
For that end did | labor and al nost succeed. And | cannot w th honor accept your favor, so long as

that is nmy quest."

Aeriel took one step back and studied Al odar at armis length. "Had | not seen what you have done,"
she said, "I would not credit the chance of such anbition."” She sighed and | ooked in the direction
in which Vendora had di sappeared. "But if that is your goal, then may the randomfactors align in
your favor." Wth a whirl she suddenly turned and raced down the hillside w thout | ooking back

Al odar stood dunbfounded, watching her go. It all had happened so quickly. He had hel d excitenment
in bis arms and then deliberately pushed it away. But with each passing second the |ure of
Aeriel's image | essened and the anger, tenporarily diverted, gathered strength.

Total success—and now, nothing! H s deeds conpletely discounted in favor of a strong arm and
flashing sword. Great spells worthy of a master judged of |esser worth than the formul as of
al cheny. Despite what he had done, the warrior still stood first in the nmnds of nmen; and
apparently no thaunaturge could di splace him

Al odar watched Aeriel fade fromview like the others. Wen she was gone, he stood notionl ess,
continuing to |l ook down the enpty hillside. After several mnutes, Periac approached Al odar and
threw his arm about him

"Cone, ny journeynman," he said. "Never nmind the twi sted thoughts of the nobility. You have done
credit to your craft tonight, and we have been anply rewarded. W can call oursel ves thaunaturges
to the queen; Vendora herself has given us | eave. No nore nendi ng pots or keeping the frost from
winter fruit for a single night's nmeal in the backward outlands. Let us also travel to Anbrosia
and ply out craft where the comis gold, not copper."”

Al odar blinked as he renenbered his naster's presence, but then shook himoff and | ooked down at
his feet. Not by thaumaturgy could he acconplish bis quest! Wth his face pulled into a tight
grimace, he kicked in frustration at the grinoire's outer wappings, |lying where Feston had tossed
them They | eaped high into the air; catching a breeze, they began to float gently down to earth
sonme ten feet away. Al odar absently watched them settle while he tried to cal mhis thoughts, and
then suddenly focused his attention. A sparkle in the noonlight caught

his eye.

He ran to the parchnent scraps as they touched the ground and hastily scavenged them "Look here,
master Periac," he exclainmed. "Mre deception still. The grinoire alone does not contain all of
the formul as we have found tonight. Another is scrawl ed on the inside of the coverings. See it
glow in the feeble light."

"Wast e not your thoughts on such distractions," Periac said with a wave of one hand whil e he began
stroking his goatee with the other. "Find yourself a spot of confort and | will give you sone
instruction. We will pass the tine constructively until dawn to see if there are any survivors and
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Morwi n anong them And then to Anbrosia to better our fortune.”

Al odar | ooked down at the scraps hi his hand and clinched his teeth. It was only one formula
agai nst a whol e book*s worth, but he had started with I ess two nonths ago. Hi s pul se cal nmed as he
settled his mind to it.

"No, master," he said firmly. "I have had a brief taste of ny destiny. | cannot rest until | savor
it full swallow If it is with sword and fornmula that one wins the fair |ady, then on that road |
will travel."

Wth a flourish, be |oosened the tie at his neck and dropped his cape to his feet "I ama
t haumat urge no nore."

Periac's mouth opened hi disbelief, but Al odar stood before himin silence, jaws set and fists
cl enched until the knuckl es showed white.

"To cast aside the tune you have spent with me is folly," Periac said at last. "And to dabble with
the Iikes of alchemy is greater folly still. Cone, study with me so that you | earn enough of one
art to becone a master.”

"My life now has purpose,” Al odar replied with determ nation, "as it has never had before. | thank
you for the know edge you have given nme and hope ny service has been anple paynent in return. And
I will journey with you to Anbrosia, yes, but then | followthis scrap wherever it |eads ne."

Periac | ooked at Alodar for a long nonment, then raised his hands and dropped themto his sides.
"Very well, ny insatiable one," he said. "Explore what Honeysuckle Street has to offer."

He paused and then continued with deliberate sl owness. "And when you decide instead to be a true
craftsman, seek out ny door. For a while it may remain open for you."

Al odar's eyes narrowed, but he did not speak. Wth a sigh he settled to the ground to await the
dawn.

PART TWO
The Al chemi st

\Y

CHAPTER FI VE Honeysuckl e Street

A stream of nuddy liquid spilled fromthe |ip of the overhead vat and into the first crucible in
the row. Al odar stepped back against the rough tinber wall to -avoid the spatter and forced open
his eyes, tearing fromthe eaustic haze. The man in front of himtugged on a chain that |ooped a
ring in the bottomof the oaken container; with a | ow pitched squeak, the vat runbled forward

al ong wooden rails. The workman shuffl ed al ongsi de and then yanked the chain over his shoul der
The hi gh bucket pivoted on phis near its rimand delivered a dose of its contents to the next
crucible in line.

Al odar watched in silence as the workman proceeded down the row, chin on his chest and shoul ders

sl unped, like an old horse pacing the sane rut around a grindstone. He squinted past the worker
down the line of crucibles riding above small blue-white flames, and saw that they spanned the
breadth of the building, some three hundred feet, wall to wall. To his right, six nore rows with

overhead tracks ran parallel to the first, each one fitted with hundreds of identical stations,
I ines of graduated beakers, and funnel -nmouthed flasks, all filled with dancing |iquids or
i ncandescent powders.

Beyond these, the majority of the area was partitioned by a maze of tiny cubicles barely chest
high. In the ones nearest, he could see caped figures hunched over cluttered workbenches of dirty
gl assware and | eat her bound books. On a raised platformjutting fromthe rear wall, he saw piles
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of dull white stone, applelike fruits, cattails and rushes, and other materials he coul d not
identify. Beside each, a worker pounded and strained the substances into powder, pulp, or liquid,
and thrust the products into the

tracked vats stationed nearby. The thud of the hammejs and groan of the presses bounced off the
ceilings and walls, producing nmushy echoes that nasked all but the sharpest of sound.

Al odar followed the track around the entire periphery of the building, down the wi ndow ess rear
wal |, across the row of silos that formed the western facade, back along the front with its many
doors, and finally overhead as it nerged into a conplex of switches which fed the seven rows of

wai ting containers. As the first worker reached the end, Al odar saw a second pull his vat onto the
same track and begin to drop neasured doses of a coarse gray powder into the sinmering crucibles.
One row over, a third lifted a beaker fromits tripod and held it up to the Iight cascading from
the high windows in the east. He shook his head and poured the nmilky contents into a trough
running the length of the bench, then noved on to the next,

"That | ast one was clouded only the slightest," a voice behind Al odar suddenly yelled out as the
i nspection continued. "How can | show a profit if you dunp every flask just because it isn't
crystal clear?"

The man repl aced an enpty beaker on its tripod and | ooked hi Alodar's direction. "I fear I amtoo
liberal as It is, Basil," he called back. "Wth only the nerest trace, the chance of skunkwater is
nmost high. We are |ucky you have not contani nated hah* of the work cubicles fromwhat we have
processed already this norning."

"I have given it only to the old ones,"” Basil shot back. "The way they dawdle, it would be a snall
loss in any event. Now see that the yield is greater; if the light shines through, however faint,
then it is worth the risk. W rmust have one of three if any volune is to result when we are done."

Al odar turned to face the speaker and | ooked into | arge eyes, w de-set on a smooth round face.
Heavy cheeks sagged on either side of a slash of a nouth; thick Iips pulled down at the corners
into a perpetual |ook of disapproval. Shoulder-length hair, held stiffly hi place by an aronmatic
ponade, brushed against a flared silk collar of deep purple. The rest of the tunic shinmmered

gol den-yel | ow, enbroidered with intricate designs and hanging free on a stocky form Al odar | ooked
down to see stunpy calves dropping into fur-lined boots trimmed with silver

"Are you the proprietor?" he asked. "I have cone in fromthe street and wish to discuss a
proposition to our nutual benefit."

Basi| quickly ran his eyes up and down Al odar*s roughly clothed form "Another one with a formul a,

are you?" he said. "It seens a grinoire |ay hidden under every rock in the countryside, just
awai ting yesterday's dawn for discovery. Ever since the runor of the royal shop tooling up for a
new run hit the street, there has been no end of it. But no matter, | will watch your

denonstration for the usual fees."

Basi| turned back towards the cubicles and notioned for Alodar to follow "Wat will you need?" he
continued. "Anthanors and the rest go by the tune, the ingredients by what is consuned."

Al odar mat ched the short man's stride and tightened his grip on the parchment scrap in the pocket
of his new cape. The lack of his thaumaturgical gear made it feel strangely light, and he was
continually glancing down at its brown plainness to see that his shoulders were still covered.

"Tell me nore of these fees," he said as they reached the cubicles and began to wind their way

into their mdst. "I amfromthe outlands to the west and unfamiliar with the practices of al cheny
in Anbrosia."

"Fromthe west!" Basil said in nock surprise. "It nmakes the story so much nore plausible. If the
queen found her fortune in the fall of Iron Fist, why not a comon craftsnman as well? But to your
qguestion, | ama nmerchant and it is only fair that | receive just payment for use of what is mine
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You wi sh to show me sone al chemy. Very well, do so as your fornula directs. But be prepared to
render in double proportion for what is consumed in the process."

"Doubl e proportion," Al odar said. "Wy should there be any cost at all? | propose to share with
you whatever ny formula nmight bring. That will be your conpensation, not a few pieces of copper
for a single execution."

"Yes, double proportion,"” Basil said with a wave of his arm "I nmanage a profit only because, like
the rest, | performmny formulas on the largest of scales. A hundred times | boil the murky nuds of
mangrove swanps with the gray clays fromthe barbaric north, so that | nay get fifty crucibles
filled with syrup of extraction. And to those fifty | add the fleshy skin of the cactus, so the
sweet ness

may be pulled away in seventeen, leaving clear liquid to be decanted here."

Al odar followed Basil's armto the nearest workbench and saw a figure huddling under a cape
studded with the inverted triangle | ogo of the al chenist A bony hand reached out fromthe folds
and carefully poured the liquid froma beaker into a funnel filled with what | ooked |ike coral-red
flower petals. Wth a scratchy pen, the alchem st slowy copied strange gl yphs from an open
grimoire on a clean sheet of paper and then crunpled and cast it into a flame when he was done.

For a nonent the liquid seemed lost in the crevasses between the petals, but then a drop of |ight
pink formed at the bottom of the funnel's stemand fell into a flask bel ow Several nore drops
followed the first, and then a small stream of color trickled free. Alnbst as quickly, a snell of
stifling sweetness filled Al o-dar's lungs, and he coughed violently in surprise.

"It is always that way when it is fresh," Basil said. "D luted and aged, you do not notice. But I
am |l ucky at that. Qut of seventeen, | expect maybe three flasks of honeysuckle oil. Three flasks
out of a hundred for spices, perfunes, and as ingredient for a dozen formulas nore. Can you not

i magi ne the waste and expense if | tried the steps one at a tinme all the way through? No, the only
way is to performall the identical operations at once with a mininmum of effort. A denonstration
is the epitonme of extravagance. Doubl e the cost for disrupting the production line is only fair

be thankful triple is not the rate instead."

"But why a charge at all?" Al odar persisted. "As | have said, | amprepared to share hi whatever
gain mght accrue."

"So say they all," Basil responded. "And after the fornmula fails four times running, what have |
then? Only pleading for one nore try for which the randomfactors will surely align. And if not,
then for the next. No, | insist that the denponstration pay for itself."

"And i f one does not have the paynent," Al odar asked, "how then do you ever find new formulas of
merit?"

Basil's eyes widened and his lips curved upwards into a toothy smle, "Wy you agree as did the
| ast two yesterday," he said, "the ones now pul ping up on the platformto the right. Al they had
to offer was their l[abor, which | accepted. In six nonths they will have paid in full for

their little fantasy and be able to |l eave free nen. |Is not that right, Eldan?" Basil turned and
pounded t he back of the al chenmist watching the last of the pink liquid fall fromthe petals, now
bl eached white.

The craftsman slowy renoved the funnel fromthe neck of the flask and dropped its contents into a
bin at his side. Wthout saying a word he pivoted and held the flask out for Basil's inspection

As his cape fell away, Al odar saw wrists cuffed in iron and held rigidly apart by a two-foot

I ength of dark black bar. The al chemist's eyes stared straight ahead, unblinking. The left side of
his face was splotched a deep green, and the flesh of his nose hung linp like a defl ated ball oon
on the plane of his cheeks.

"Now, Eldan here," Basil continued as he accepted the flask, "could have fared better. | offered
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hima regul ar wage. But he preferred to be independent, tinkering in his own shop down the street,
taking risks beyond the call of prudence. There are others Iike himstill out there, obtaining

|l oans fromne to purchase ingredients for wilder and nore unproven schenes. And finally when they
can borrow no nore on their nanes, they offer their |abor instead as paynent.

"For Eldan," Basil said as he pounded the alchenmist a second tinme, "it is ten years served and
only ten nore to go. O course, the splash of dye and the cartilage rot are to be expected. And we
have had to add a few restraints to ensure he keeps to his work cubicle."”

Basil| passed his hand in front of Eldan's eyes and then snapped his fingers. A |long nmonent passed
and then the alchenmi st jerked his head and blinked. "Finally the honeysuckl e does sl ow one down, "

Basil said. "In a year or so nore he will be good enough only to pull the vats around the circle.”
Basi| paused and his smle was smug. "I own this factory outright, have part interest in two nore,
and even mne one of the richest veins left hi the Fumus Mountains. It is not bad progress for a
hunbl e apot hecary who once carried bl ocks of peat fromthe bogs for a few coppers. | used to junp
to the alchenmists' beck and call; now they junp to nine."

Basi| snapped his fingers again and Al odar waited for the delayed reaction. "Well," Basil said,

"l et us see what you need and strike a bargain. There is no point

intrying any of the others. The rates the length of the street are all the sane."

"I have no gold," Al odar said.

"Then your labor," Basil replied. "Fear not that you may | ater reconsider. | have the nmeans to
ensure that | receive paynent in full."

Al odar gripped the formula tighter as he saw Eldan's face finally twitch. He coughed again from
the lingering snell of the oil of honeysuckle and wi ped another tear fromhis eye. He | ooked at
the manacl es on Eldan's wists and a cold chill ran down his spine.

"I will have to think about it," he said finally and turned for the door to the street. Even
out side, he could hear Basil's deep | augh echoing after

The ah- suddenly crackled, and Al odar |eaped up onto the counter as a gl owi ng bl ue gl obe bounced

t hrough the doorway. Wth a swiftness the eye could hardly follow, it darted to and fro, careening
off the walls, floor, and ceiling. It sped by his face and, as he pulled back, he felt the hair
rise fromhis head and stand on end, tracking the passage.

"By the laws," a high voice sounded fromthe room beyond, "you would think not an anulet in this
pl ace worked. What rotten luck. N ne batches in a row, and every one of them producing bal
lightning instead of the elixir. Well, this is the last of the baneberry. It had better work,
Saxton, old boy, or it's a diet of caraway for quite a spell.”

Al odar watched the dancing ball slowy shrink in size and activity, and then finally expire anong
the dusty gl assware of the alenmbic in the far corner. He swng down on the other side of the
counter, advanced to the doorway, and peered into the workroom behi nd.

Light fromthe setting sun cascaded through hi ghset wi ndows down upon a nassive disarray. The wall
on the left was shelved floor to ceiling, and all avail able space was cranmred with row upon row of
bottles and vials of many shapes. Mst were enpty and uncorked, |ong cobwebs Iinking themtogether
and filling their interiors with | adders of dust. But here and there, neat little collections
sparkled with deeply colored Iiquids or gl ow ng powders.

The wall on the right was al so shelved, but stacked

with a tunble of small boxes. Al odar could see a |abel on each, but in a script that he did not
recogni ze. Mdst of the containers were of rough-hewn wood, but an occasi onal one had sides of
shiny steel, clasped shut with a strong | ock and chained to a nearby support. Crucibles, aludels,
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and curcubits conpeted for space on the floor, leaving only a snalj w nding path from where Al odar
stood to a workbench on the far wall. There, beneath a bookshelf sagging with al manacs and
grinoires, huddled a robed figure intent upon his task. The fiery heat of an anthanor colored his
pl unp cheeks red, and | arge beads of sweat forned upon the folds of his neck. He stoked the
furnace and punped the bellows, oblivious to Al odar's presence.

"Al chem st Saxton?" Alodar called to the nman. "Are you al chem st Saxton, the one with the powder
of deep sl eep?”

Saxton turned to |l ook briefly at the interruption, waving his hand back towards the doorway. "In
the outer room the second display case. It is ten coppers a vial; leave it on the counter.”
"No, no. | have cone to see you about another matter," Al odar said. "l understand fromthe street

that you work independent of the factories and need a novice to help you in your craft."

"Yes, that | do," Saxton answered wi thout |ooking up fromthe anthanor. "One with enough stonach
to stand by his job once I have taught him But |eave nme for a nonment, | have a fornula to
conplete.”

Al odar wat ched as the al chemist withdrew a crucible glowing red hot fromthe furnace door and set
it down to sizzle on the workbench

"Well, no lightning this tinme," Saxton said, running one hand across his bald pate and then wi ping
it against his robe. His smle split his round face |ike a wedge renoved froman orange, and his
smal |, cl ose-set eyes nearly disappeared into the folds of his cheek

"One nore step,” he said, "and we may yet line our purse this nonth." He waddl ed down the
wor kbench, withdrew one of the grinobires fromthe shelf overhead, and rapidly thunbed to the
desi red page.

"Bl oodroot,"” he munbl ed and anbl ed around the clutter on the floor to face the wall of boxes.
After staring for several nonents, he reached on tiptoe and pulled one container fromits resting
pl ace. He extracted a large red

bul b and returned to the workbench™ placing it in the mddle of a stack of clean parchnent.

"And now the activation," he said as he withdrew a quill froma nearby bottle and deftly drew a
conpl ex symbol on the sheet beneath the root. As the ink dried, he stared at the strange glyph and
grunted satisfaction.

"About the novice," Alodar interjected.

Saxtoa's eyebrows junped and he turned to look at his intruder. "Still here? Then you are either
brave or fool hardy. This |last step could nake the dancing ball look |like a toy, and it only has
six chances in ten of going right."

"I wish to learn of alcheny,"” Al odar replied, "but do not care for the way a factory offers to
teach it. | have heard that there are risks and amw lling to accept them"

"Very well, then, we will see the fiber of which you are nade." Saxton shrugged, returned to the
bench, diced the bl oodroot into a fine powder, and added it to the crucible now al ready cool. He
| ooked warily back at Al odar and threw the inscribed parchnment into the anthanor

"All is ready for the final formula," he said as he began to wite upon the next page in the
stack. His pen rapidly flicked out Iine after line of intricate synbols, pausing only occasionally
to dart back to the well for nore ink. In an instant, the page was covered, and Saxton set it
aside to begin a second. He filled half of another and then paused a monent with his pen poised

hi gh.

"The | ast synbol," he said as he glanced at the crucible. Wth a flourish, he added a few nore

scratches to the paper. Al odar heard a sudden bubbling and turned to watch a thick froth come over
the top of the little stone dish and descend to add its stain to the richly covered bench
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"By the signatures,"” Saxton exclained. "Chance is with us today. No explosion to test you wth.
Instead, nore than two whole gills of the finest nerve elixir north of the isthnus."

Bef ore Al odar could interrupt again, the alchemi st scurried to the wall on the left and renmoved a
rack of small corked vials, covered with dust |like the rest.

"Here, if you want to be a novice, nmake yourself useful. Dust them off and label and fill them
properly. And when you are done, place a sign on the door that we have

nerve elixir here, freshly brewed and only two gold brandels at that. The factories may be able to
undercut us on the sweetbalm itching powders, and the l|ike, but they would never risk trying for
nerve elixir."

The al chemi st set the vials down, ran his hands across his snooth brow, and began a snall
shuffling dance anong the paraphernalia around the workbench. He kicked up the dust with severa
energetic stonps and then suddenly stopped and | ooked Al odar squarely in the face.

"You are too old to seek seriously the robe of a beginning novice," he said with a frown. He
pursed his lips and stood a nonent in thought.

"And so, let us see this wonderful formula then." He sniled at last. "Though | warn you, sone
del uded soul cones here with such a tale fortnightly, and | have yet to see one worth the effort
to |l ook upon it"

"You do not speak of fees," Al odar said.

"No, no, that is not ny way," Saxton answered. "If you have spent your good nobney on a hastily
scrawl ed piece of nonsense, | will tell you so."

Al odar hesitated a nmonment, then renoved the old scraps fromhis cape and handed the first across
to Saxton's outstretched hand. "I cone to you, alchemi st Saxton, because | have inquired carefully
and the street gives you the reputation of an honest man. Nevertheless, ny first efforts at
bargai ni ng have filled ny thoughts with caution. Permit me to reveal only the first part of the
formula for ny own protection.”

"Ch, a powder for the street talk. Here, let ne see it," Saxton said, ripping the scrap from

Al odar's grasp. "Know that | could have been as the rest. Only the safe formulas, high yield

poti ons of | ow potency. The long |ines of pipes and valves and the endl ess belts of the pretty
bottles that the ladies |like so nmuch. But what does that get you? A steady and frugal return and a
chain to your workbench for all of your days. Ah, | could have been that but | amnot. A fetish
for all such bookwork. | have nore daring and will stake ny whol e stock on the one chance for a
truly remarkable philtre. If it goes awy and burns me to a crisp, what of it? If it produces only
skinrot, | can start again. But ny |ad, oh ho, suppose | succeed. What then of those who stand in
their neat stalls, performng the sane step as each indentical vial cones down the

line? Wiy, with the right potion, one could be rich for Iife, selling drops here and there for a
baron's ransom when the need struck."

Saxton stopped as the glyphs on Alodar's scrap finally penetrated his consci ousness. "G eat
anmulets, ny |ad, where came you upon this?"

"Fromthe fall of Iron Fist, alchemst, fromthe sane trove that produced Vendora's new grinoire.
Can | assune that you are interested?*

"An elixir of boils on the royal shops." Saxton waved him off. "They push polluted swill through
their pipes no less than do the |ikes of Basil the apothecary. But enough of that. The formula
interests ne indeed. What is your proposition?"

"What is yours?" Alodar replied warily.
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Saxton ran his hand over his head. "Well, you could proceed as you originally stated," he said. "I
will accept you as a novice. In the course of tune, you will |earn enough to activate the formula
with no assistance. The craft is broad and the know edge di verse, however. Mich nore than what is
specifically needed woul d be thrust your way, and you would have to wait patiently until you
under st ood the signatures of the final ingredient before attenpting the mxing. | estimate that in
per haps seven years you woul d know enough to try,"

"I seek not nmastery of all of alcheny," Alodar said. "Just the nmeaning of these scraps in ny
hand. "

"Wait," Saxton said as he raised his open palm "I have not finished with nmy proposal. You could
study as a novice and have all in seven years. O we can work together on this specific fornula,
sharing equally in the | abor for perhaps six nmonths and then equally in the rewards as well."

"I put forth nothing but the fornula and the effort for its preparation?" Al odar asked.

"And | nothing but ny know edge and equal toil as well," Saxton replied,

"l sought no better arrangement when | saw Basil this norning," Al odar said, breaking into a snile
and showi ng Saxton the rest of bis scraps. "See then all. It is with you |l would rather strike a
bar gain. "

"And in truth, we are not totally clear of the apothecary's grasp
shuffl ed through

Saxton said as he quickly

the pieces of parchment. "Fromtine to time | have had to borrow from hi mwhen ny |luck ran sour
Even now | owe hima sack of brandels a half year hence or nmy services for a full twelve nonths
thereafter. And as | scan the fornmula here | see that the ingredients go quite beyond what one can
expect to find in ny little shop. Pennyroyal, gold thread, dried sal amander, canphor, and

sandal wood are the stock in trade of any alchem st on the street. But the others, a dead man's
candl e, root of shrieking mandrake, m dnight dew coll ected under a nmoon eclipsed. Not standard
itenms and it will take rmuch to procure them Yes, we nmay have to deal with Basil before we are
finished, | fear."

"Is it arisk you are willing to take?" Al odar asked.

"I't is your risk too," Saxton said. "You would take it, even if we did not have to barter with him
again. My present agreenent binds any novices | may have as well. If we fail to earn enough to
meke paynment on time, then you also will pull vats and carry beakers fromm xing |ine to workbench
cubicle. The juices that stain your skin and the vapors that rot it away will surround you for a
year. Even for such a short tune you will not escape unscathed."

Al odar frowned and stood a nonment hi silence. Eldan's inmage was still too fresh and he shuddered
at the thought. "What product does the fornula produce?" he asked. "For what nmgnitude of reward
do | take the risk of this bondage?"

"Ch the rewards are great enough,"” Saxton said with a snmle. "This formula is for an ointnent, no
less than a caloric shield, allowing one to endure great tenperature that woul d ot herw se be
fatal ."

Al odar's frown deepened. "I can fathomno use for that," he said. "I was hoping for sonething nore

dramati c and powerful."
"I't is powerful enough," Saxton said. "Powerful enough for the Funus Mountains."

"How can such an ointment aid in the mneshafts which everyone declares to be delivering their
| ast ?"

"Those tunnels are not the working of man," Saxton replied, "but natural fumaroles and fissures in
anci ent vol canoes whi ch have snoul dered since before the first sagas. And in their walls we have
found hundreds of per-
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feet crystals of enerald, aquanarine, beryl and other fine gens. Wth a few chi ps of the chisel
they fall free into the pouch, nore like collecting wild nushroons than w enching soft netals from
their tightly clutching ores. And the deeper we have gone, the | arger have becone the stones. Last
year a topaz the size of a robin's egg came fromBasil's mine next to the queen's."

"Then they are hardly playing out," Al odar said. "Great treasures mght be at lower levels still."

"But it is the heat," Saxton explained, "that is bringing collection to an end. Near the surface,
where the cool air mxes with the humd blast frombelow, one can stay as he will, although with
di sconfort. At depths where gemquality stones were first found, a mner worked his full day, if
properly attired. But all such |levels have been discovered and searched nmany tinmes over unti
there is no nore treasure. Now all that renains are mad dashes by the daring into passageways

whi ch burn to the touch, to retrieve one stone and then hastily return.

"Way do you think I risk neck and linb to make elixir to calmone's nerves, to keep cool -headed in
time of peril? No less than three |ords have announced that they will venture beyond where any
have dared and bring back jewels to fill the treasure chests of the queen. Yes, ever since she
returned fromthe west with that rough Feston hi tow, Anbrosia has been seized with a fever for
nobl e deeds to attract her attention. Every lordling seenms convinced that a brave quest that
returns much fortune will turn Vendora's head before she settles on the red surcoat by default.
And the jewels of the Funus Muntains would top any feat in bravery and reward by far. W will be
anply paid for an oi ntment which nmakes possible such a success.""

Al odar's frown turned to a broad grin, and he pounded the ol der nan on the shoulder. "I knew | was
on the right track," he exclained. "Yes, yes, of course, the jewels of the Funus Muntains. But
why settle for a stack of gold coin when the greater reward is ours for the taking? Do not plan to
sell the ointment when it is finished but snboth it on nmy linbs instead. | will brave the heat and
darkness and bring back the jewels for us to share. Gens enough for you to dole out a few at a
time to keep you in expensive pleasure, and yet enough for ne to over-

flow Vendora's royal coffers. Wth wealth fromyour alchenmy and the |ays of the bards for what |
wi Il have done, how could any other have better chance for the hand of the fair |ady?"

Saxton blinked at Al odar's outburst and | ooked cautiously into his gleam ng eyes. "It is not
certain," he said, "and risks are still present. The ingredients are so dear that we can not
afford great quantities. Only a nodest chance will we have of success; one cannot guarantee
certainty in this craft. And even if we do succeed, know that the ointnment will reduce the

heatfl ow to your body but not conpletely stop it. There may be no gens worth the taking except at
depths for which even the protection is insufficient.™

"You stated you are willing to risk all on one chance," A odar said. "For my quest, so aml."

"And finally if you do stagger to the surface | aden with wealth," Saxton persisted, "do you think
that others will stand by and let you renpove it? How well can you wield your sword to protect the
fruits of our I|abor?"

"I received nodest training as a small boy,** Alodar said. "But | amwlling to undertake nore, if
that is what is needed."

"Ch, by the laws, you have ny interest and know it," Saxton said as he | ooked again at the scraps
hi his hand. "The parchrment snells old, the script |ooks ancient. If any fornula is to nake ny
fortune, then why not this? But the effort will be a great one, and many hours nust we toil before
it is done. Even to get one vial at the end, it looks as if we nust start with no less than a

t housand of the first step; and as you see, | amill-equipped to performrepetition with nuch
efficiency. But yes, | think you nmust become a warrior as well. | have a distant cousin who
instructs sons of the nobl es sonewhere across the expanse of Anbrosia. Cedric is his nane, and

per haps he woul d teach a novice al chemi st as well."
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"I have heard of him" Alodar said. "Hs skill was praised in the bailey of Iron Fist."

"Very well then," Saxton said, "we will proceed as follows. You spend your days with the soldier's
toys while | continue ny usual routine with mne. After all we nust still earn the coin that keeps
our mnds alert and heart's blood punping.. During the hours of darkness, we wil

work to produce the caloric shield. Hopefully, by the tine the ointnent is ready, you will have
sufficient skill to protect whatever treasure is found as well."

Saxton stopped and | ooked out through the high wi ndows. Tonmorrow you can seek out Cedric," he
said, "But by the |ooks of the shadows we may as well begin now the first evening's |abor. Let ne
see, | said we nust prepare to activate the first step a thousand tinmes. That would nean we need
no | ess than tw ce that nunber of spider eyes all neatly cut free and di pped hi honey. You begin
with themwhile | start to set up the rest."

"Spi der eyes," Al odar groaned, "and two thousand. But that could take nonths all by itself."

" Per si st ence
al chem st. "

Saxton said, raising his index finger. "Persistence is the primary attribute of the

Al odar | ooked up at the sun high overhead and yawned. He had wielded the tiny scal pel for the
better « part of the night and getting proper directions had taken nost of the norning. But at
| ast he was headed out of the winding alleys of the craftsmen and into the heart of Anbrosia.

The street ahead wi dened, and well worn cobbl es replaced the nud underfoot. Painted storefronts
m xed with rough clapboard. In the distance Al odar saw i nns, taverns, and liveries rising above
the smaller structures.

As he continued, the street crowded with beggars and nerchants with pushcarts, badgering the
patrons who ventured forth for business before noon. Hawkers standing on bal coni es added their
voi ces to the nel odi ous background cl op of horse-drawn coaches. The aroma of freshly baked mneat
pi es on storefront shelves blended with the snells of human exertion as he pushed his way through
the thickening swarm

Al odar pressed on, and the shops gave way to private dwellings and finally to expansive mansions,
hi gh-wal l ed with gates closed to the street. He no |longer blended in with the traffic but stood
out against the glint of mail and sheen of silk that passed himby. Near the river which split the
city, Al odar stopped and banged a heavy knocker against a door of iron

"l wish an audi ence with warnmaster Cedric," he said to

t he anonynmous eyes which peered through a small slit in the door

"Have you an appoi ntnment?" the voi ce behind the eyes asked. "Warmaster Cedric is presently giving
private drill and has two nore pupils after noon today."

"l wish to engage himin |ike manner," Al odar said, "and am here to arrange terns and tines.
Per haps he can see ne for but a nmonment.**

The i nmpersonal voice exploded in a hearty laugh. "And | see by your attire that you nust be the
scion of sone lord in Vendora's court itself. By all neans enter. My naster needs a diversion this
morning and | think he will be nost anused by the val ue you place upon his craft”

The door swung open and Al odar saw two figures clashing | ong staves agai nst one another in the

| arge courtyard. Vine-covered walls ran around the periphery, nmeeting either side of a two-story
structure at the far end. Large wooden racks of precisely hung clubs, swords, and maces hid al
but one small doorway, and the w ndows above were crowded by cabi nets of daggers, crossed

hal berts, and doubl e- headed axebl ades secured to the wall. G rcles and squares of dusty chal k
divided the hard clay ground into the pattern of an often-patched quilt, and in the arena nearest
the building the two men struggled. Alodar's irritation over the servant's nmanner vani shed as he
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advanced to neet themw th a rapid stride.

"No, no, no," the taller of the two growed. "If he thrusts with both hands equal |y extended, push
your staff perpendicular toit. If you do not, he will slide around your guard and drive hone |ike
this." Wth these words he dropped his left hand fromhis stick and, swinging with his right,
soundly thunped it against the ribcage of his opponent. The second nman yel ped with surprise and
tripped to the ground in a tangle of arnms and | egs.

"Enough for today, Dartilon," The victor disnissed the other with a flourish. He smoothed back
into place short, silvery hair and twirled the end of his waxed nmoustache into sharpness. His eyes
were an unblinking steel blue and his cheeks axeblade flat about |lips drawn into a firmthin line.
The skin on his bare arnms and | egs showed the crisscross of many scars and bl otches of age but
stretched tight |ike a drunmhead across his thickboned frane.

The fallen man scurried away into the house at the

courtyard's end, rubbing his side, and Al odar seized the opportunity to speak. "Warmaster Cedric,
have you room on your cal endar for yet another? | cannot pay as well as sone, but | will be an
attentive pupil and learn well what you nmay teach."

"My fee is a gold brandel per lesson,*' Cedric rasped, "Does your eagerness extend that far?"

"A gold brandel, no," Alodar said. "At least not at once. Not until | receive return on ny
formula."

"Al cheny, ** Cedric snorted. "Hardly a stable undertaki ng on which to depend. | have a cousin,
Saxton, who practices the craft in sone little shed out on Honeysuckle Street. He toils al one from
sun to sun and all of his hard | abor keeps himno nore than days away from beggary. | prefer to

i nstruct one whose purse always jingles, regardless of the luck of each norning's brew "

"It is from Saxton, in fact, that | cone," Alodar said. "And surely you had rather soneone asking
to learn than sone lord' s son sent because it is the fashion?"

"I take the rich men's gold because they thrust it upon ne. If they wish ne to ride on past

|l aurel s i nstead of upon the horse of the conmander, then it is only just that | do so. Tine with
you only deprives me of coin for nmy purse. Be gone with your ideals so we can both spend our tine
nore profitably."

"I come on no idle whim warmaster Cedric," Al odar persisted. "I amdeternmined to learn the craft
of fighting and seek to leamit from himwho teaches best."”

"Determnation, my scars." Cedric waved aside Alodar's words. "Deternination until you feel the
first true stab of pain and realize that it is not sone glorious gane for the sagas."

Wth these words, Cedric suddenly |ashed out with his staff and knocked Al odar's feet from under
him Al odar's eyes blazed, but he understood the intent and choked down his cry of protest. He
slowy rose, rubbing his shin. Through clenched teeth he said, "Such a blow | can stand,

war mast er. "

"I ndeed so," nocked Cedric and he flicked out and tripped Al odar to the ground once nore. Al odar
grimaced fromthe shock to flesh already grow ng sore, but scrambled upright, reaching out wildly
for the end of the stick which now quivered tantalizingly in front of his face. As

he extended his arnms, it whizzed through the air with lightning swi ftness and pounded his stonach
with three quick thrusts. Al odar involuntarily doubl ed up, grasping his hands to his mddle,
hel pless to ward off a series of blows which now rai ned down upon his unprotected head.

In an instant the barrage stopped, and he huddl ed, licking blood, ears ringing, barely able to
understand Ced-ric's words.

"What now of that determ nation, lad? Do you still want to be the mighty warrior?"
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Al odar struggled to his feet a third tine, still clutching his stomach and squinting to see
through eyes beginning to puff shut. "If this is the way you instruct, let ne have the other staff
and continue,"” he spat out. "By the |laws, yes, | am determ ned."

Cedric |l owered his weapon and intently studied the figure A odar cut before him "Yes, let us test
it fairly," he said as he scooped up the second staff and tossed it in Alodar's direction

As Al odar reached for it, the master's stick sprang to life, whirling, thrusting and pushing with
i ghtning speed. Alodar, nunbed as he was, could only initate a stance he had practiced as a boy
and thrust his staff horizontally forward. Cedric whipped his erect and cracked Al odar upon the
top of the head and then each shin, Al odar shifted his stick vertically to ward off the bl ows, and
Cedric replied with lunges to both sides, nmethodically hitting shoul ders, arns, thighs, and
calves. In desperation, Al odar released his left hand and swng his staff in a slow arc towards
Cedric's dancing body. Cedric smled and crackel Al odar's knuckles. The stick dropped once nore to
t he ground.

Now def ensel ess, the barrage increased hi intensity and Al odar huddl ed, hands over his head in
hel pl essness. As the shower of pain continued, Al odar curled up snaller still, saying not a word
but tightening his Iips as each blow again hit his swollen knuckles and the puffing welts form ng
on his back. Finally Cedric tired of the sport and stopped the punmeling. "And the determination
now?' * he taunted.

"As before," Al odar croaked, struggling to rise on quivering legs. "Let us go at it again."
Cedric dropped his staff and stood a long tune in si-

Il ence. At last he said, "You are either addl epated or burn with desire, mnmy |ad. Wat indeed pushes
you so?"

Al odar managed to pull hinself erect and return the older nan's stare. "I wish to prove nyself
worthy," he said. "Lord Feston spoke highly of the value of your teaching and his reputation at
arms is great."

"Sweet bal m for reputations. Mdire conme fromcircunstances than fromnerit. Ambrosia is babbling
even now about how this Feston, one of nmy former lordlings, bettered fifteen nmen on the walls of
Iron Fist. Fifteen nen surely all like yourself. Yanked fromsone town or field, dressed in

| eather and told that they were now warriors. Wiy, with any training at all, one could hack away
anong the likes until his armgrewtired, with no threat upon his own person. But true skill in
arns i s not neasured by such petty reputation. It is by trial in which yours is not the only sword
that bites deep. And such skill is achieved at no little cost. Can what you seek be worth the
agony of this morning and the days to foll ow?"

"Yes," Al odar answered sinply, holding fists tight against bis sides, determned not to coll apse
until the interview was over.

"Val do, tend his wounds with sweetbalm" Cedric turned suddenly and beckoned to the servant still
at the gate. "And fit himsparring gear for the norrow "

"Sparring gear?" Alodar asked. "For tonorrow?"

"Yes," Cedric said. "My pupils need practice against the |lesser skilled order to build confidence
and polish their technique. They woul d never dream of testing thensel ves agai nst one another, and
you can serve their needs admirably. And if you watch while | instruct, you may |earn enough to
fend agai nst them Can your determnation take day after full day of that?"

"It can," Alodar said. "It will have to."
Cedric gave Al odar one last |ook. "A hero and a fool," he nmuttered and wal ked out of the
courtyard

CHAPTER Si x Lack of the Poti onmakers
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ALODAR pushed the cork into the last flask and sat down on the smalt stool beside the workbench.
He shook his head to clear the nunbness and | ooked through fatigued eyes at the two rows of
transparent liquid that barely covered the bottons of their containers. Only sixty-three, he
thought, sixty-threee small flasks to represent the results of over five nonths of | abor

Saxton placed a fleshy pal mon Al odar's shoul der and rose on his tiptoes hi a back arching
stretch. "Well done, ny lad," he yawned. "You have been an apt pupil and we have acconpli shed
much. Four steps conpleted and six nore to try. If all the rest go right half of the tine, then we
have about three chances hi four of producing the ointnent And with fewer repetitions to run at
each stage, we will progress all the nore swiftly."

"From such speed we can well benefit," Al odar said. "The nonotony of repetition bothers ne |ess
than the tine remaining before we nust nake good the loan from Basil."

"There is an additional matter for concern," Saxton said. "I have traded what useful stock I could
for ingredients to get this far but can continue in the sanme manner no | onger. The sixth step
requires peat tar dug in darkness and Basil virtually nonopolizes the entire supply. Either we
deal with himor attenpt instead to use a substitute."

"1 would rather not give himfurther claimupon our futures when we have cone this far on our
own, " Al odar said.

"Nor would |I," Saxton replied. "I have escaped the snare in which he has entrapped others by
bartering but

nmodestly and then only when | had no other choice."

He stopped and ran his hand over his head, his eyes frowning in thought. "And by the | aws," he
said, "we may as well try. There is nore danger if we substitute in a fornula this potent, but if
we do not, we increase our risk as well. Let us look in the al manac and see what signatures mnust
be provided."

Saxt on reached up on the shelf and pulled down one of a matched set of volunes placed in a neat
line amid his junble of assorted grjnoires.

"Yes, peat tar, here it is,"” he said. " 'Thick, sticky black Iiquid with pungent odor.' Well, the
t hi ckness and sticky-ness are well enough understood. Al nost all of the nore conplex formulas that
have nany diverse ingredients need sonme substance to bind themtogether. The other properties are
alittle nore anbi guous, dependi ng upon the final objective. For transfigurations, black provides
the animal's coat, for invisibility, the quenching of light, and so on. Ah, this is the entry. For
heat - shi el di ng, bl ack gives the dissipativeness of enpty space. Let us see, for the pungent odor
there are |likewi se many interpretations but they all seemto deal with repulsion. In our case,
yes, here it is. For shielding ointnents, the odor repels heat."

Saxton sl ammred the book shut and replaced it on the shelf. He closed his eyes, folded his arns
across bis chest and rocked back and forth on his heels.

"Sap fromthe maple tree," he said at last. "I have sone here. And if sonmehow we coul d use the
powder of distaste with it, the signature should be close enough to work."

"You have the powder as well," Al odar said. "I came across it while looking for nore of the syrup
of narcissus."”

"But as you said, we can ill afford the labor," Saxton replied. "The powder binds but poorly wth
any other substance. It would float on the surface of the maple sap like oil on water. W woul d
have to force each graminto the liquid one at a tine and hold it there until it was soaked

t hrough and woul d stay. And for each of our flasks we need hundreds of grains. Your task with the
spi der eyes was a small effort by conparison.”

"Does the soaking require an activation," Al odar said, "or nerely the effort to bring it about?"

"There would be no alcheny in the preparation,”
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Saxton said. "That would foll ow when we had the peat tar substitute ready for use."

"Then | have the solution," Alodar said excitedly. "Wat you describe is but a perfect application
of thau-maturgy. W can hold one grain in a bead of sap and, with a sinple spellbinding, the
others will follow"

Saxton winkled his nose and frowned. "I have no need for another craft," he said, "and certainly
not for another craftsman. Besides no thaunaturge woul d accept an invitation to nmy shop even if |
were to extend one."

"I can do what has to be done," Al odar said. "Let us pour out the sap and | will show you."

Saxton | ooked at Al odar a long time, then shrugged his shoul ders and pointed to one of the
shelves. Alodar slid off the stool and retrieved a glazed jug with a stopper crusted with nold and
hardened streans of sap running down the sides |ike candl ewax about a bottle. He decanted a
generous anount into a |arge shall ow pan and, sucking on a glass tube, extracted a droplet to
place in a vial nearby. He found the powder of distaste and grabbed a pinch between thunb and
forefinger. Like a cook spicing a stew, he sprinked the dark bl ack powder over the open dish

Then, with a pair of tongs, he extracted a final grain fromthe small square tin.

He | ooked at the anthanor flanme burning nearby and spoke the words he had not used for the |ong
nmont hs he had | abored at his new craft. Then, with a sudden notion, he plunged the tongs into the
vial and turned to watch the surface of the pan. The powder di sappeared fromview, sinking into
the darkness of the sap and | eaving sluggish ripples in its wake.

Saxton crept closer, his squinting frown replaced by eyes wide with curiosity. He | ooked at the
uncluttered surface of the liquid in the pan and then to the tongs in the vial. "The quarter part
of an hour should be enough,” he said quietly as he studied the m xture.

Sone tine later, Al odar released the connection and pulled the enpty forceps fromthe small vial
The grains of powder remained where they were, floating in suspension. "W are ready with the
substitute peat tar," ha said with a snile

Saxton grunted at Al odar's success and noti oned him aside. He picked up the first of the stoppered
fl asks

and carried it across the roomto a ring above a small snoking flanme. The soot i mediately began
to bl acken the bottom of the glassware and send wi sps of carbon up the sides. Saxton renopved the
cork and added to the clear solution some of the inpregnated sap, using a |arge bul bed pipette.
Then as he watched the liquid simrer, he began to copy a parchnment scrap onto cl ean paper.

"By the signatures, why nmust the good fornulas all be such a bother?" he wondered. "Ten steps in
this one, each with no nore than an even chance of proceeding correctly. Ten steps, by the | aws.
One thousand setups for the first, so we get about five hundred successes. Five hundred successes
so we can have step two go right in about two hundred and fifty. Here we are at the fifth and nust
try it no less than the full sixty-three times just so we have two chances of having the fina
activation succeed. Wre the stakes not so high, I would be tenpted to nake one | ot and be done
with it Wuld that these fornulas could be nmultiplied as are those of a cook without a
correspondi ng decrease in their potency,"

Bef ore Al odar could reply, Saxton had conpleted all but the final symbol and raised his pen-hand
high. Al was ready, and Al odar tensed as the quill descended to the

paper.

The room suddenly exploded in light, and Al odar's eyes pulsed with pain. He blinked once and then
twice nore. All was strangely dark except for a dull glowin the direction of the flask, which
remai ned even when his lids were closed. Saxtoo |urched against him and both fell to the floor in
a crash of splintering boxes and the tinkle of broken gl ass.
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"Hel I fire," Saxton coughed. "W have to get out"

Al odar opened his nmouth to reply but quickly shut it again, gagging on a thick, stinging vapor

whi ch burned the linings of his throat. He raised one hand to cover his nose and felt a trickle of
fresh blood on his palm He stood upright, crunching glass, and flailed blindly with his free hand
until he found Saxton's arm The doorway should be behind them As he pulled the alchem st to his

feet, he began to grope towards the exit.

More glass clattered as they staggered together, stunbling against the gear scattered about the
floor. Al odar

banged his shins against a heavy iron bar across their path and fell to his knees. He rose and
linped forward, free hand in front reaching for a fanilar object. He took three nore steps and
then stopped, feeling the blank wall that separated the workroomfromthe front of the shop. He
reached back, placed Saxton's hand on his shoul der, and began inching to the doorway on the right.
His |ips started to quiver behind his guarding hand and be fought to hold back the grow ng demand
for air.

Each cautious blind step seened to be his last, but he pushed on for another until be felt the
jamb of the door. He could hold breath no I onger and bolted into the front room ricocheting into
t he wal kway beside the counter. Saxton scurried behind, and together they crashed forward, ripping
the latch fromits guide, and out into the street,

Al odar stunbled for the last time and sprawl ed on the sidewal k pl anking. He took a tentative
breath; although it was tainted with the snell fromthe workroom it filled bis lungs with ah-. He
rolled over and | ooked at the sky. The dull glow was still there, but fainter now, and the di m
outline of the noon began to formbeside it. He turned to his side and deduced that the mass
besi de hi m nust be Saxton, painting rapidly, but alive as well.

"Cut short your stay at Cedric's tonorrow," the al chemi st rasped. "W will journey to the
apot hecary and barter for what we need. So Basil has all the supply of peat tar. It is well worth
what ever price."

Al odar ducked behind his shield and the padded cl ub whi zzed over his head. Unarned grappling,
staves, broadsword and shield, and now the nace, he thought. The nonths of nonot onous execution of
the first steps of the fornmula bad given himtine to observe Cedric well. Well enough that Al odar
was beginning to be a true match for Dartilon and the others like him

H s opponent staggered as he halted the rush of bis mssed blow, and Al odar seized the opportunity
to strike. He thrust his shield diagonally across his body, blocking Dartilon's armat the top of

its backswi ng. Reaching out with his own nace, he swng it in a wide arc, catching the young |ord

squarely on the back of his unprotected

head. Dartil on sagged to the ground, nonentarily dazed by the bl ow

"Enough,"” he said weakly. "I amtired fromthe festivities at ny father's manor |ast night. Enough
for today. When | amfully awake and fresh, we shall see who can better handle the club."

Al odar said nothing as Dartilon rose and retired to the dressing quarters. His left armached from
hol di ng the heavy shield through three successive conbats, but he did not mind the disconfort,

"Wel | enough, Alodar," Cedric's voice rasped behind him "Rest a bit hi the shade of the courtyard
wall. You will find progress faster if you do not try to master it all in a single day."

"I think I can nake it worthwhile for another match," Al odar said as he turned and saw Cedric
headi ng for the shadow. "And | do not rest easy so long as there is nore to learn."

Cedric sat down on a small bench pushed agai nst tbe vine-covered wall. "And when you have | earned
all that | have to teach you, what then do you expect?"
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"As | have said, warmaster," Al odar replied, "the respect which is ny due.”

Cedric pulled his lips into a tight line and slowy shook his head. "Cone," he said, "there is no
one else to instruct for the next hour. But there is nore that | can teach you than the crash of
t he mace. ™

Al odar dropped the shield and joined Cedric on the bench. He | ooked the ol der man hi the face and
rai sed an eyebrow expectantly.

"I was lowy born," Cedric said, "and sought the glory of the sagas with ny sword. Long hours and
numbi ng pain | endured perfecting ny craft. Fatigue and aching soreness were ny only conpani ons. |
have seen fewin ny lifetinme whose dedication nmatched that of ny youth."

Cedric stopped and his lips curved into a slight snmile as he | ooked at Al odar setting beside him
"But no matter for dedication and training," he said at |ast. "The border wars of Vendora's father
provi ded many opportunities for ne to show ny nettle, and by luck, skill, and reckl ess abandon
made ny name known throughout Procol on and the nei ghboring ki ngdons. Fromwarrior, sergeant,

captain, to comander | increased nmy glory fighting thirty years for the king, and when | thought
| had enough to conpel the respect fromany nan, be he lord or no, | canme finally to the roya
courts of Anmbrosia."

Cedric threw back his head and closed his eyes. "I renmenber it well," he said. "A courteous
audi ence, a gold nmedallion, a flush of balls and parties, and then, when the novelty of ny
presence faded, the postern gate. Retired with honor so the proclamation said, but not so nuch
that | could pound a lord on the back or join himin a cup of wine. The craftsnen of the street
m ght sing nmy praises, but so long as | was not a part of the faction with the ear of the king,
then it did not matter.

"l becane a bodyguard of a minor noble and observed fromhis retinue the workings of the court. |
saw t he whi spered conversations, the hints of special know edge, the alliances, the coercions, the
al | egi ances that shifted with each interpretation of the actions of the king. It took nme sone
while to understand the rules of the ganes at court, and once | learned | did not care to play.
Better they pay me soft gold for their son's instruction than | pay them for an occasi onal bow or
polite greeting.

"You speak of respect, and | tell you it is not for deeds but for influence. Have the favor of the
ruler or the conviction of others that you do, and respect will follow. And no feat of arns,
regardl ess how closely it resenbles a tale fromthe sagas, will have the value of a sinple bribe
to an appoi ntnent herald of some high placed noble."

"It is not only by arms that | plan ny assault," Alodar said. "I intend to use the result of
Saxton's al cheny as well."

Cedric pushed Alodar's words aside with a wave of his arm "How can that serve any better?" he
said. "Practice at arns at least returns with increased skill the investnent of tine you give to
it. Random dabbling on the Street mght yield nothing at all."

"OfF the five arts, alcheny is indeed unique in its uncertainty,"” Alodar adnmitted. "Using exactly
the sane ingredients in the same fornul as does not necessarily produce identical results. The next
to final step for nerve elixir, for exanple, produces ball lightning instead four times out
often.”

"Unpredi ctabl e outcones that nake usel ess such experinentation," Cedric rasped.

"No, they are indeed related,"” Alodar replied. "Wth nerve elixir, we stabilize our erratic
impul ses to fly and jerk uncontrollably in just the same way the crackling forces of the bal
lightning are aligned and held in check. And although the chance outcone inhibits nethodica
i nvestigation, the fundanental doctrine of al cheny does give sone indication on how to proceed."
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"And what is that?" Cedric asked.

"The doctrine of signatures," Al odar said, warmng to the task of displaying his newfound

know edge. "Or as it is sinply stated: 'the attributes without nirror the powers within.' Beeswax
is an obvious choice for use in a formula that transnutes lead to gold. Its ability to polish
hel ps to create the netallic sheen of the final product. Vulture feathers play a role in the
production of rugs of levitation and so on."

"If it is so clear then,
and profit margins?"

Cedric persisted, "why all of this talk of trade secrets, new formnul as,

"It is true that if cost and tine were not factors, an alchem st could devise a forrmula to produce
al rost any product desired, a powder of immobilization, an amulet of unbounded |uck, or an
ointnent of true invisibility. Indeed the alchemist's logo is a triangle inpossibly balanced on a
single point to show how the [ aws which govern thau-maturgy are easily transcended. To work his
craft, he would consult his al manacs of the properties and brew together the right conbination of
powers to achieve the effect. But, alas, nature works in perverse ways. The nore potent the
product, the longer the progress nust be, and the snaller is the chance of a successful outcomne.
The experinentation of alcheny is that of finding the shortcut, the fornula with fewer steps,
cheaper ingredients and a hi gher chance of producing the result. A grinoire with fornulas of high
yield is a treasure indeed."

"Then perhaps | do waste ny time toiling with sword and shield,"” Cedric said. "I would be better
of f on Honeysuckle Street tearing apart their shops and acquiring these formulas for ny own use."

"I think that a grinoire by itself would do you no great good, warnaster," Al odar replied.
"Know edge of three

things is needed to activate a fornmula successfully, and the grinoire will contain only two: the

i ngredients, and how to prepare and mx them It will even describe the conplex string of synbols
for each step of the fornmula to be copied fresh for the reaction actually to take place. But what
is mssing are the additional synbols which nmust be drawn to activate the ingredients to rel ease
their power into the brew. And the synbols of activation are closely guarded by the naster

al chem st. Though | work closely with Saxton on a product of nutual benefit, he reveals to nme only
a few of the signs which formthe heritage of his craft."”

"I't would seemthat the persuasion of pain night reveal what is missing," Cedric said. "And then
one could in a trice have what has taken years to find."

"For one fornula, perhaps," Al odar said, "but the varying repertory of even a nodestly successfu
al chem st runs to thousands of fornulas and activations."

"Yes, but as | have noticed," Cedric said, "nothing these brewers produce seens to last for long."

"It is true," Alodar admtted, "that the virtue of the powders and elixirs does fade quickly; and
the nore potent the effect, the sooner it is gone. Only true magi c can be permanent; magi cal arnor
is proof against all blows forever. But the toil of nmagicians is not easily conme by."

"Vendora coul d nake good use of nore than one such shirt of mail," Cedric said. "Bandor still runs
wild in the west and several of the neighboring barons have joined himin his rebellion. It is no
| onger a sinple nmatter of one recalcitrant lord."

"I have not heard," Al odar said. "Between ny efforts here and in Saxton's shop, | have had tine
for little else. But how could Bandor attract any to his cause? It was even runored that his
madness was no | ess than denon driven."

"According to Kelric, the court sorcerer, it is no runor at all. In his trance of all seeing, he
finds no mind of man stoking the fires of revolt. Some of the nobility still refuse to believe it
of one of their own. But what in truth pushes Bandor and how he persuades others is of little
matter. The west acts in concert against the queen and she nust respojid. Even now the armes
speed homeward fromtheir
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idle swordwaving in the south so that they can bite real flesh in true defense of her crown."”
"Then the sooner | am proficient, the sooner | can aid," Al odar said.
"And the al cheny?" Cedric asked. "Do you |l abor at night as hard as you do here by day?"

"As bard," Al odar said, "although the effort by itself will not be sufficient. W nust travel this
noon to Basil's nines in the Funus Mountains to barter for nore ingredients for our craft.”

"Wl |, your -enthusiasm does arouse curiosity, Al odar," Cedric said. "Perhaps enough that | wll
visit ny cousin one of these days to see first hand what all this fuss is about.”

Al odar started to smile but Cedric cut himshort. "Look, young Solidar arrives early for his
instruction. You wish not to waste your time with rest; then swing your mace in challenge. | wll
wait here and then instruct himwhen he is sufficiently Iinber."

"By the anulets, Rendrac, not so fast," Saxton said. "You know every turn in the passageways and
the torchlight is sufficient. But this heat addles my brain and | nust concentrate to keep from
tripping over the rubble directly underfoot. | cannot be | ooking ahead twenty feet to follow which
side tunnel you duck into."

"You said you bad urgent business with Basil,'* Rendrac grow ed back, his deep voice echoing off
the tunnel walls. "He will not be out of the nmine before nightfall and so | lead you to him But
know that | amhired not nerely to run errands for whomever m ght ask. Be thankful that my own
work takes ne close by and accept the pace with which | choose to reach him™"

Al odar squinted at their guide and saw only a hul king sil houette against the flickering
torchlight. The form hunched over to avoid a descending ceiling, burying his head between boul der-
i ke shoul ders that brushed the narrowi ng walls on either side.

He foll owed Saxton through the constriction and then around a sharp corner into a dazzle of Iight.
He blinked his eyes and | ooked out a large jagged hole in the snooth stone wall that admitted a
fl ood of afternoon sun.

"A gas bubbl e popped through here,"” Rendrac grunted as Al odar noved to the opening to | ook
out side. "We connected through to the passageway we just traversed because it was convenient."

Shielding his eyes with his hand, Al odar |ooked down the gentle slope of the nountain, barren of
plant life and strewn with dark basaltic rocks, streamined fromtheir nolten passage through the
air and pockmarked fromthe gases which bubbled fromthemas they cool ed. Standing On tiptoe, he
| ooked to tbe left and saw in the distance the snakelike walls which wound their coils around the
city of Anbrosia. He exhal ed the heavy sul phurous vapors of the interior and for the first tinme
noticed the detail of the tunnels in which he and Saxton had stunbled for the better part of an
hour .

Li ke the boul ders outside, the walls were snmooth and firm nelted and scoured by the hot vapors
that forced their way upward through not quite solid rock. He stepped back and | ooked down the

passageway from which they bad come and saw it heave and fall and then twist fromsight, like a
giganti c wornhol e that wandered randomy through | oose-packed earth. He ran his hand al ong the

glassy wall and felt an occasional indentation that caught his fingertip or snagged his palm

"Matrix for the genstones," Rendrac said. "Sone of the first ones found. But all such have been
taken out ages ago." Rendrac waved his arm about the chanber and then ran his hand down stubbl e-
pocked cheeks. His hair was cropped short and unkenpt, sprouting fromhis head |ike coarse grass,
woven by the wind. Cruel, dark eyes capped square jaws that nmerged into the sinews of a stumpy
neck fully as wide as the head it supported. A thin, sweat-soaked tunic covered a barrel-Ilike
chest above thighs as big around as a smaller nman's wai st.

Bangi ng his sword agai nst the stone wall as he turned, he notioned them forward and started down
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t he passageway on the otherside of the opening. Saxton took a deep breath, coughed, and then
pushed Al odar ahead, placing a hand on his shoul der as he scranbled by. The tunnel dipped down a
steep slope and the air inmediately turned oven hot. Alodar dug in his heels to control his
descent and felt his throat prickle fromthe irritants that he scooped in with each shall ow

br eat h.

Downwar d t hey descended at a cruel pace, and Saxton's hand on Al odar's shoul der became an aching
wet ness that gave fresh irritation with each step. His tunic clung, and his eyes stung fromthe
salt deposited by the steady trickle fromhis sweating brow. He felt a weakness soak into his
body, and his arns flopped linply at his sides, far wearier than they had been after a full day in
Cedric's courtyard

"Enough, we will see him another day," Saxton croaked at |ast, but Rendrac did not reply. He
continued on for another thirty feet and pointed to a dun opening to his left. Al odar and Saxton
stunmbl ed forward and | ooked

i nsi de.
"Rendrac," a voice called out of the side passageway. "It took you |l ong enough to arrive! No one
will try any further. They claimthat mi ps are popping through the torch flames hi nuch greater
nunbers, and that the petty tricks destroy what little concentration they have for their tasks.
And not only the sinple inps but sprites as big as a fist, and through common flame at that.
expl ai ned that sonme sul phur nmust have been burnt accidentally, but they would not listen. | think
that your logic may well succeed where mne does not."

"I was del ayed by the two who cane with ne, Basil," Rendrac said as he ducked into the passage. "I
will take care of the others in but a noment. A few broken linbs and a jarred brain or two, and
they will know what they nust do."

"But renenber what you are about," Basil warned. "They are of no use if they cannot still swi ng
the chisel and carry the pouch. The | ast two you persuaded were able to crawl down the
nmount ai nsi de free men because | could no |longer profit fromtheir effort."

"I will be careful,” Rendrac growl ed as he noved past Basil. "So long as they do what | say, then
their pain will be but little."

Basil turned and frowned for a nmonent as Rendrac disappeared into the gloom but then shrugged his
shoul ders and conti nued forward.

"Why, Saxton," he said as he approached and saw the al chenist standing in the torchlight. "What
ever could conpel you to seek me here? | thought you far too |azy

for such exertion. Are you so anxi ous to repay the brandels that you cannot wait
yet anot her day?"

"You judge ne correctly,"” Saxton gasped. "It is not for your repaynent that | would endure such as
this. But the brandels | do not have and the days renmining before they are due are precious few,
| must use themefficiently."

"An extension, then." Basil suddenly-- broke into a toothy smle. "Ah, Saxton, you have nade ny
afternoon. Each tine in the past you have sonehow come through and settled your contract. Each

time | have | ooked forward to the day | woul d have your |abor all the nore. An extension, yes,

can arrange it. Say another nonth against two years of service rather than one."

"I't is not for an extension," Saxton continued weakly as he ran his hand over his head. "By the
| aws, Basil, cannot we proceed upwards and talk as we go? If we do not, then you will soon have to
carry me instead."

Basi| waved Saxton's words aside. "It is only your first tune and you are not used to it," he
said. "It is the lower levels which really test one's nettle. If you descend deep enough, the
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tunnel s run together; no one can say that they belong to nme, the queen, or sone other, Yet we do
not squabble over what is found there. It is just reward for anyone who has the fortitude to brave
the heat and return with a prize. O course, if they depart and return by way of the passageways
which are clearly mne, then | receive ny fair share.

"But of your visit, tell me nore. Despite the nonsense about the nips, | feel quite generous today
since ny other endeavors go well. Look at nmy waist and what do you see? Yes, it is no less than a
magi ¢ dagger, the sane that is strutted about the royal court. The nobles are not the only ones
with sufficient wealth to own such blades. | have no | ess than el even nore; an even dozen
purchased from Lectonil, the naster magician of the Cycloid Guild. An even dozen free and cl ear

He was anxious to sell and gave better terns the nore | would take. The profit | wll make from
resale of the rest will nore than pay for the one | wear here. So tell ne of your desires and with
alight heart I will listen."

"W need nore ingredients," Alodar said, "and wish to barter for tine and terns."

"Mbst aggressive for a novice," Basil said. "Especially for one who is bound by the agreenent as
well. But is this correct, Saxton?" He rubbed his hands together and broadened his smle. "Do you
need nore, when | amyet to receive paynent for the first?"

"It is as Al odar says," Saxton replied. "W work his forrmul a and need additional ingredients. Dead-
man' s candl e, midnight dew, peat tar and the rest. | have a list of it

here. "

Basi|l took the offered piece of parchment and then | ooked for the first tine in Al odar's
direction. "You saw ne in ny factory hi Anbrosia sonme time ago," he said. He glanced at the |ist
and then furrowed bis brow in

t hought .

"I find this hard to believe of you, Saxton," he said at |ast, "You have eluded nme the | ongest
because you have been so careful with your agreenents, | cannot see one of your training swept up
in the hopel ess dreans which blowin fromthe Street."

"Look at the list," Saxton persisted. "Wat | choose to blend is no concern of the apothecary.
State your terns and | et us be done,"

Basil's frown deepened and he rubbed his chin. "You have not yet worked off your existing debt,"
he said. "Yet, for the first tine, you are willing to borrow even nore and for a formula not of
your own nmking. Tell ne what you are about, Saxton, and then once | understand, perhaps the
arrangenent will be easier."”

"Your ternms,
wel | .

Saxton said, and Al odar felt the alchem st sag his other hand on his shoul der as

"But these are not inexpensive ingredients,"” Basil said. "Wy for the shrieking mandrake al one, to
root themout | nust use trained dogs with wax plugging their ears. And the peat tar is dug
underneath light-tight sheds. The sparkle of a single star would destroy it all."

"Terns, your terms," Saxton said as he collapsed his full weight down upon Al odar's support.

"Very well," Basil replied with a sudden edge to his voice. "Keep your petty secrets, but renenber
wel | when you crawl back in less than a nonth's tinme that it was not | who was inflexible on
alternatives." He stopped and twisted his face in thought. "Twenty years of service for

both you and the novice against three hundred brandels on our agreed upon date," he said at |ast.

"I's your fornmula so precious that you will risk terns such as those?"

"Twenty years is not a fair price," Saxton said. "It should be five at the nbst and we woul d agree
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to that nost reluctantly.”

"I care not to waste ny tine in bargaining. Twenty years is the only price," Basil snapped back
"I have waited too long for this opportunity.”

"Then perhaps, Al odar, we can reconsider,"” Saxton said. "It is not the first time | have abandoned
a formula before conpletion. You have taken to the craft well and there will be nore opportunity
to nmake our fortune."

"Accepted," Al odar said, ignoring the alchem st's argunment. "I would rather deal with this
apot hecary no further, but if this is our only choice, then we will take it. If we succeed with
the formula, the cost for the peat tar and the rest will be uninportant."

"You accept?" Basil said. "Twenty years and less than a nmonth's tinme?"

For a monment there was silence and Al odar | ooked over his shoulder at the al chenist. "Accepted,"
Saxton said weakly with a wave of his hand. "It is as the novice states. If we succeed, then it
will not matter.

"To the shed on the nountainside then," Basil said slowy as his frown of puzzlenent returned. "W
will seal the agreement there and arrange the details for the delivery of the ingredients to your
shop. "

Basil| turned and headed upwards. Saxton shuffled by Al odar to follow. "Twenty years," the
al chem st nuttered as he passed. "Wuld we fare even as well as Eldan in such a time?"

"W quest, do we not?" Alodar replied. "The potential of such adversity spurs us onwards to our
goal . "

"Yes," Saxton said, "but the next step could fail all sixty-three tunes, regardless of our
noti vation."

CHAPTER SEVEN The Random Factors Align

ALODAR dunped a bucket of oily water into the gutter and slunped to the planked curbing. He
kneaded the tired nmuscles in his neck and | ooked up into the early evening sky. It seens bright
enough now, he thought as he saw the di sk of the moon bal anced like a platter above the roof-Iline
across the street. He hoped Saxton's decision to wait three days until it was full was the right
one. Even foregoing all tine at Cedric's and spending two full weeks working the fornula, there
was little time to spare.

Al odar stretched his arnms over his head and frowned. It was well enough for Saxton to propose a
few days rest to uncoil his knotted nuscles in sone tavern, but it had only given Al odar pause for
the first tinme in nmonths to consider deeply the path he had chosen

Al'l of this effort for only four sanples. Four small vials, filled with what | ooked |ike notley
collections of tiny colored beads. But when held to the eye, each gl obule was a many-faceted
crystal, able to withstand great stresses without breaking, stresses fromgrinding forces or
searing heat. Surely one tube would produce the ointnment for which they had struggl ed. Four
chances to soften the crystals into a thick gel; then for each that succeeded, one additiona
procedure to nake the ointment safe for contact with bare skin. Wth four vials, they could expect
the contents of two to transnute properly, and then one of themto be rendered harm ess as well.

Two steps but with only four sanples renmaining. Al odar pursed his |lips and shook his head. When
they had six stages to go and sixty-three chances, Saxton's caution in the nines had seened hard
to understand. But now the

out comes coul d be enunerated on one's fingers and the bol dness of their pledge seened a nuch
greater folly.
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Each result was random |f the last step failed on the first attenpt, then there woul d be one
chance in two that all this work would have gone for nothing. O if none of the four vials
liquified in the way they w shed, then Basil's factory, not wealth and glory, would be the fina
reality.

Al odar closed his eyes and tried to recall Vendora's beauty, to taste again his anger at Feston's
ridicule, to feel the prickly bitterness at Festil's blind rejection. But the inmages of half a
year ago were blurred and fuzzy, the hunger and pain at Iron Fist buried far beneath the nunbness
that rode on top of his thoughts.

Was it so inportant, he puzzled. Could he not Instead steal away in the night, perhaps to the
ki ngdonms to the south or even to Arcadia across the sea? Cedric did not seemto value greatly the

opi nion of those who buzzed about the royal court. Was such respect worth the risk be ran to gain
it?

Al odar breathed deeply and then let the air out through his nostrils. No, there was first the
question of honor. Sax-ton was enneshed in this as deeply as he, and they nust share the peril as
well as the potential for great gain.

A sudden crash fromthe interior of the shop broke Al odar out of his reverie and he sprang to his
feet. For a nonent there was silence, and then he heard the crunch of glass grinding underfoot. He
ki cked the bucket out of his way and dashed Into the storefront, |ooking for the sword and shield
Cedric had Ient himfor practice. As he stooped and thrust his hand through the enarnmes, a massive
figure | ooned in the workroom doorway.

"Rendrac!" Al odar shouted as the formcane forward into the candlelight. "Wat cause have you to
be in the confines of Saxton's shop?"

"No bar did you have on the workroomrear door and Basil is nost curious about your fornula,"”
Rendrac said. "He will reward ne well when | tell himsomething of it." Alodar raised his
swordpoint In front of his chest. "You will learn nothing of it here tonight," he said slowy. "Be

gone and return only if we need nore ingredients fromyour naster."

Rendrac sm | ed and stepped forward, fingering the hilt of the sword at his side. "And | | eave when
it suits ny

own purpose,* he growl ed. "Not the whimof a nere novice."
Al odar took a deep breath and tightened the grip on

his blade. His heart began to race and his eyes wi dened as he | ooked up at the giant coning
towards him He ran through his mnd his sparring yard training and set his jaw in a deterni ned
line. It nmust cone to a true test sooner or later, he thought, and defending the four vials was as
worthy a cause as any.

Rendrac conpl eted one sl ow step and stopped, eyeing the distance between them "Cone forward,
little man," he said. "Come forward and show your nettle."

Al odar | ooked at the angle of Rendrac's sword arm across bis body and tilted his shield upward.
The man woul d sl ash down rather than across, he thought, as he slowy slid his own bl ade toward
t he side.

"You | earn nothing of alcheny while you stand frozen
search the shop you nust first win the right to do so."

he spat back into Rendrac's smle. "To

"Very well," Rendrac growed. "If you are alive or dead, | will find out what | wish. To ne it
does not matter."”

Then, with the swiftness of a nmuch smaller man, he drew his sword and dashed it down towards

Al odar's unprotected head. Al odar whipped his shield upwards and received the bl ow with a nunbing
jar. A shock ran through his arnm his el bow buckled fromthe contact. Involuntarily he stepped
backwar ds, bangi ng the heel of his boot against the wall. He peeked over the top of bis shield and
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saw Rendrac's sword arm again rai sed above him He took a deep breath and stiffened his body in
anticipation for the next downward sl ash.

The bl ow rocked his shield and skittered away. Al odar staggered and huddl ed | ower to the ground.
He thrust tentatively to the side, but quickly withdrew his arm H's reach was too short. He woul d
have to extend beyond cover even to prick Rendrac's skin. He scow ed and gritted his teeth as
Rendrac's arm fl ew upwards for the third tine.

"When you have finished with him prepare to take on another," a voice rang out suddenly fromthe
doorway to the street. Rendrac halted in midswing and glanced in the direction of the challenger.
He | ooked back quickly at

r
Al odar, then thrust the countertop candl e towards the door with his free hand.

The flame flickered fromthe notion, then held steady and cast its |ight across the entrance.
Rendrac grunted in recognition and pointed his blade in challenge. "I amno weaklinmbed and
untutored pupil, old man," he said. "You would fare no better than the novice."

"You will not slip past nmy guard with words, Rendrac. | amwlling to cross swords with one of
your petty reputation, if you are with one such as nmine. Use your sword or put it away. It is one
or the other."

Rendrac fl exed his fingers on his swordgrip and paused in thought. Al odar frowned at his
hesitation, and then turned and squinted across the countertop

"Cedric!" he said. "Why are you here?"

"I have not seen you at practice for two weeks now," Cedric replied, "and, as | have said, your
activities with my cousin have piqued my curiosity. It seens that | arrive at a nost fortunate
time."

Al odar | owered his eyes and dropped his shield to his side. "You nmust think | amno great credit
to your teaching, warmaster," he said.

"A big man is not often bettered by a little one, no nmatter how talented the latter," Cedric said.
"And you cannot expect six months' training to make up the difference between you. Raising your
sword agai nst this Rendrac woul d have cost you your |ife and proved nothing. But | amnore of a
match in size. Let himdecide if he wishes to nmeasure which of us has the greater skill as well."

"As | have said," Rendrac growl ed, "you will find ne nore a match than your fledgling pupils.”

"That | judge to be true, Rendrac," Cedric replied slowy. "But then you will find nme nore than
you have yet encountered as well. In ny lure | have fought a dozen of your bulk and | suspect |
will learn little fromanother. But the choice is yours. Sheath your sword and wal k out unscat hed.
O come forward with it drawn and afterwards we will renove your body."

They all stood silent for several nminutes, but finally Rendrac scowl ed, thrust his sword back into
its scabbard, and stonped around the counter. Cedric stepped into the shop and notioned to the
doorway. Rendrac pulled in his cape and shot a | ast glance back around the room

Hi s eyes danced to avoid Cedric's; when he looked in Alodar's direction, he saw the beginning of a
smle. Hs scow tightened and he waved his fist threateningly. "The next tine, you may not have a

protector," he grow ed.

Al odar opened his nouth to reply, but stopped when he beard | oud voices suddenly spilling in from
the street.

"But do you not see, Saxton, that the risks you take are unnecessary. | have to demand twenty
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years because, as | understand it now, no fair return will | get for the brandels | have | avi shed
al ready upon your venture. But as a partner | can do much to ensure the success of all."

Two stout figures suddenly jostled to enter the doorway, and Al odar saw Saxton guided through by
Basil's sil k-covered arm Basil's cheeks flushed red fromthe exertion of supporting the saggi ng
wei ght at his side and Saxton's were redder still fromhis visit to the tavern

"Rendrac," Basil said as his eyes adjusted to the candlelight. "What are you doi ng here?"

"No |l ess than what you attenpt with a jug of wine," he snapped back

Basil | ooked to Alodar, then Cedric, and finally frowned at Rendrac's words. "We will speak of
this later," he said at |ast.

"Why such attention?" Saxton cried gleefully as he sagged to the floor. "There has not been such
activity in ny shop since twelve years ago when | thought | had stunbled on to a philtre of

| ongevity."

"Ch, be quiet, you fool," Basil said, "else | add the cost of the wine to what you al ready owe.
Cone al ong, Rendrac. The night is wasted here, and we should be off to attend other mattera."

"Poor Basil," Saxton chortled as he sat with his hands fol ded over his stonmach. "It is too nmuch to
bear, is it not? Soneone else on the street is to nake a profit fromthe Funus Muntains and you
cannot let it be."

Basil| stopped in the doorway and turned to | ook down on the al chem st. "Wat about the Muntains?"
he asked slowy. "What does your formula have to do with the nines?"

"You nmay as well know," Saxton |aughed. "There is nothing else to purchase. W will be done in
three days tine and then it will not matter. Yes, Basil, it is the Funus Muntains and the jewels
of the |ower depths. W

shall get them Alodar and |, while sweat stains your fine garnents as you watch us pass by."

"A new tunnel ," Basil said as he bent down besi de Saxton and grabbed the folds of his soiled robe.
"Some sort of acid that will eat through to the bidden passageway that runs high and cool ."

"No, far better," Saxton giggled as he tried to brush Basil's hands aside. "A caloric shield that
will make the depths accessible for exploration. | wager that you will be repaid with a topaz far
| arger than a robin's egg."

"Then the partnership," Basil said excitedly. "It is as | have prom sed. Forget the debt for the
i ngredients. Share with me the plunder fromthe bowels of the volcano and | will release you from
the agreenent to which you are bound."

"The wi ne | oosens ny tongue," Saxton said, "but sone sense | still retain. It is Al odar and | who
have shared this forrmula in good faith. It is only right that we reap all of the reward fromit as
wel | . **

"A novice of a few nonths," Basil said. "How inportant could such a loyalty be? | have worked the
Street for years and in truth ama menber of your craft as nuch as one whose robe bears the
inverted triangle. Wat cause can you have to deny nme so?"

Saxton sl owly shook his head. Then with surprising strength, he wenched Basil's hands free from

his robe. "I renmenber too well the stare of Eldan and the others," he said, suddenly sober. "Too
many fine craftsnen have | seen you sweep into your factories and too many poor usel ess hul ks have
I seen you push into the alley on the other side. No Basil, | will not share with you the fruits
of ny labor."

Basil stared for a nonment into Saxton's unflinching eyes and then slowy rose. He snpothed his
tunic and adjusted .the nmagi c dagger at his side.
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"Very well," he said at last. "If you choose to play by the letter of our contract, then so wll

I. You have assured your repaynent by gold or by the future | abor of your back and brain. But that
assurance is good only so long as you possess sound faculties upon the date they are due. If |
judge that you endeavor beyond the usual risks of the craft and jeopardize the value | may
receive, then | can rightfully ask for a guarantee of sounder val ue. And

adventure into the Funus Muntains does qualify certainly as an undertaking of high peril. Your
| abor is no | onger sufficient bond, Saxton. Wiat can you offer in its placeT

"Why nothing el se, as you well know," Saxton said, rising uncertainly to his feet. "And | have
never heard of such a condition binding an al chem st so."

"The clause is there," Basil snapped. "Before, | have not had cause to use it. But if you have no
assurance for your loan, then by right | can call it due imediately."

He stopped and twisted his face into a forced snile. "You are wong when you think you have five

days nore, alchenist," he said. "It is in fact |ess than one. Have three hundred brandels in ny
hand by the next dawn or prepare to be neasured instead for the restraints of the factory. | think
I will put you next to Eldan's stall, so that each day you can watch and know full well what you

wi |l becone."

"Your investnment is well protected, Basil." Cedric broke his silence and reached into his cape.
"Here is a pouch with ten brandels. In tw days time | will arrange to have the rest. Take it as
token and follow your hireling out into the street | shah" be the guarantee that the obligation is
met. "

Basil turned and | ooked up into Cedric's stern face. H s snmile vanished. For a noment he was
silent as he studied the unblinking eyes and felt the gold in his hand. "You have a reputation as
a warrior, Cedric," he said at last, "not as a nerchant. | can not be sure that your promise is
any better than the rest." Wth a flourish, he tossed back the pouch. "I need not accept this," he
said. "Dawn is within nmy rights, and even the queen herself would have to agree to it."

Cedric took a step forward, but Saxton noved between himand the apothecary. The al chemi st gl anced
out of the shop into the noonlit sky. "Your offer is well appreciated, cousin," he said. "But
Basil's twisting of words does no nore than to force us to hasten our work. The nbon is not quite
full, but enough so that probably it will little nmatter. Be gone, Basil. If it is by the first
rays of the sun that we nust stuff your purse, then so it will be. Return to your factory and
await there your disappointment."

"Yes | will go," Basil snarled, "but to the first rays of

dawn, and then no longer. Mark you, Saxton, even six hundred brandels a mnute |ate would not be
enough. You pay in the dark or cough on honeysuckle for a full score of years to follow"

The apothecary turned abruptly and stonped out of the shop with Rendrac cl ose on his heel. Saxton
st eadi ed hinsel f against the door frane as he watched them di sappear down the street. Finally he
ran his hand over his head and | ooked back into the ulterior.

"And good night to you, Cedric," be said. "Alodar and | will not need your help further and we
have much we nust do."

Cedric grunted and stepped to the doorway. As he left, he turned and | ooked back into the store.
"Next time, hold your shieldhand yet higher," he said, "and prepare to thrust under rather than
around the side."

Al odar started to reply, but Saxton waved his armtowards the workroom "Find ne the pills which
will clear nmy head," he said. "The next eight hours will decide it all."

Al odar | ooked up at the nmoon well into the sky, and then down to the square opening at his feet.
Saxton's bal d head popped through, and he extended his hand to help the alchenist up the last few
rungs. Saxton stopped his clinb and waved away the aid.

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (59 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:36 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

"I'n a monent, Alodar," he panted. "It nmay be easy enough for you to clinb to the roof of the shop
a dozen tinmes, but for one of ny dignity, it is a different matter."

"The noon is alnbst to its zenith," Alodar said. "If we do not begin soon, there will be no tine
for the nountains before the sun follows it into the sky."

"As | already have taught," Saxton replied, "the purity of the ingredients materially affects the
chance of success. The nore the noon rises, the less the air pollutes the pa-sage of its coo
light. W must nake haste, but not so much that what chances we have are thereby conprom sed.”

He stopped and | ooked upward. "But a few degrees nore should be satisfactory," he said. "Mke

ready the lens and the filter."

Al odar turned back to the apparatus at bis feet and lifted the large lens fromits case. He placed
it in the seni-

circular base for the support stand and snapped the confining ring shut. He sighted through the
thick glass at the two closely set panes placed sone two feet behind and rotated the optical axis
into line. Stepping over the gear they had hurriedly brought up fromthe workroom he found the
bul bous flask and pulled the cork. The odor of banebeny tickled his nose, and he carefully
decanted the deep blue liquid into the narrow space between the two vertical sheets of gl ass.

Al odar wal ked back behind the I ens and dragged the huge mirror into place. He sighted into the sky
where the noon would be ia the next few nminutes and tilted the reflector to catch the light and
bounce it horizontally, A parallel beam he thought, converged by the lens, filtered by the
banebeny and finally focused on the flask at the end of the line. How rmuch nore conplex than the
sinpl e spells of thaunaturgy.

He pushed the gear into final adjustnent and stood back to watch Saxton finish his preparations.
"l amready," he said as the alchemi st pulled a long flexible hose froman earthen jar and
inserted it into the nouth of the flask

"As am1," Saxton replied. "When the noon's light strikes the mrror squarely, | will invert the
jar and the limestone will fall into the oil of vitriol. The gas fromthe reaction, the blue
moonl i ght and the granul es we have placed in solution will interact and if we are |lucky formthe
oi ntment . "

Al odar nodded and stooped to sight the noon through a small hole in the back of the mirror. The
bright edge crept into view and then the whol e di sk dazzled his eye with brightness.

"It aligns perfectly now, " he shouted suddenly as he turned to watch the light streak through the
apparatus and hit the flask with a dull blue gl ow

Saxton inverted the jar and the first cautious bubbles burbled to the surface of the solution. The
al cheni st snatched a pad of parchnent, activated the ingredients and scratched out the fornula. As
the final glyph formed. Al odar caught his breath, awaiting the reaction. He | ooked at the flask,
hoping to see the clear liquid instantly haze into a tracslucent gel

Several ninutes passed but nothi ng happened. Saxton

rocked nervously back and forth on his heels and ran his hand over his head. Al odar squinted at
the glassware trying to see some change in the solution, a slowing of the bubbles' rush to the
surface indicating a transfornation.

"Have you placed the flask at the precise focus?" Saxton asked. "Wth the noon not full we need
all of the intensity we can nuster."

"It is the lens, Saxton," Al odar replied. "Wth such a size you cannot expect it to bend the rays
that strike the edge with the sane precision as those near the axis. | have placed the flask so
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that the circle of confusion is smallest. Any better is beyond the grinder's art."

"Then it is the brew which is bad," Saxton said. "Toss it aside and we will try another. Three
chances will be as good as four since | have only enough sal amander skin left for the two success
we expect. The rest | already have used in barter."

He | ooked at the solution bubbling as if no fornula had been activated. "Yes, |let us dispose of
it," he said. "Wio can say what perversion of the desired result will occur if we let it interact
any longer. O if nothing is to happen, then it will surely spoil."

Al odar stared down the line fromthe mrror which first caught the noonlight to the flask which
finally received its filtered rays. He passed his hand hi front of the solution and saw the pal e
bl ue spot on his palmthe size of a brandel. He frowned and thought of his training as a

j our neyman.

"Yes, that will work," he exclainmed as the idea struck him "Saxton, do not yet disturb the brew
There is nore that can be done. Qickly now, help ne find the snmall glass we used to aid in
removi ng the eyes of the spiders.”

Al odar ran to the | adder and descended into the workroom bel ow. He began runmmagi ng t hrough t he
tools of the trade, tossing the gear aside |like an excited dog digging after a small rodent.

Saxton shuffled to the opening and peered inside. "Not nore thaunmaturgy,” he said. "Renenber what

happened the last tinme you nmixed the two crafts together."

"Here it is,"” Alodar said, ignoring the command. "Now with another small mirror and a sanple from
the flask, it will be done.” He quickly scooped up an arnful of stands and cl anps, and staggered
back up the | adder to the bub-

bling flask. Pinching the gas tube with his fingers he decanted sone of the fluid into a vial and
then fastened it to the stand he positioned nearby. He ran back to the first mirror, adjusted it
slightly and then inserted the edge of the second into the path of the Iight. A slender beam
separated fromthe rest and darted across the rooftop to engulf the vial in brilliance.

"W risk enough, Alodar," Saxton said. "Let us try the next batch instead and take our chances
within the confines of the art.”

"But a nonent," Alodar said. "I do not mix the crafts so nuch as use themin conplenment to one
anot her. You nefcd intensity and by no skill of alcheny can you nake | enses perform better than
the grinder has designed them But the key is the light, not the glass which bends it."

Al odar did not wait for a reply bat perforned his spellbinding and then thrust the hand lens into
the second beams path. He slid it rapidly back and forth and brought the rays into a precise
focus on the vial

"The small gl ass converges with far nore perfection," he explained, "and by thaumatugy we can
force the larger to do so as well. Look now to the flask and observe how we fare."

"A sparkling brilliance," Saxton gasped, and Al odar turned to see the |arge tube of |ight converge
into a tight point deep in the center of the solution

Several nonents passed hi silence, then suddenly the liquid wavered before their eyes. The next
bubbl e out of the tube dinmed fromview and the one just |eaving the surface left a small crater
inits wake.

"It gels," Saxton shouted. "My |l ad, we have ointnent on the first try. Yes, of course, we nust
have sufficient intensity or the ingredients will not interact. But no matter how you did it, |et
us set up for the second while the luck still points our way."

Al odar caught Saxton's excitenment and hurriedly adjusted the equipnent. He fixed the small gl ass
in a clanp and then stood by the first mirror, keeping the noon directly inline as it crested in
the sky. In a few nmonents Saxton had di sengaged the first container rilled with the gl ow ng
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ointnent and replaced it with a second. He tossed the spent gas generator aside and thrust the
tube from

anot her whil e casting anxi ous gl ances at the shinmrering brew

He finished the final glyph and alnbst instantly the clear solution thickened into the
transl uscent cream Saxton's eyes w dened in wonder. He ran his hand over his head and then gently
stroked the side of the flask

"Two in a row," he exclained. "The random factors align, Alodar, | can feel it." He cast the
second gas generator aside. Holding the flask high, he dance around the rooftop in exultation
Al odar smiled and started to break the thaumaturgi cal connection

Saxton | ooked at the container he had set aside and then the two standing ready still filled with
clear solution. He stopped his celebration, frowed at the knot of brightness where the last flask
had been and stared back at the battered chest with snall |abel ed drawers standi ng near by.

"Powder ed skin of sal amander, |less than three brandels nore,"” he nuttered and then his face
recovered its smle

"No, Alodar, |leave the gear as it is,
Cedric the gold he offered as |oan,"”

he said. "Run quickly instead into the city and get from

"Back to Anbrosia," Al odar said puzzled. "But, Sax-ton, whatever for? | am as happy as you that
the first two produced the ointnent, for we can dearly use the tinme. In less than four hours the
moon will set, and sunrise will be but little after. Let us performthe last step twice as you
pl anned and proceed on to the Furmus Muntains. "

"But do you not see," Saxton ran on excitedly. "The random factors align. The transition was so
dramatic, so enphatic. W are not dealing with chance. Al of our trails will succeed tonight, |
can feel it. W need not settle for two vials of the ointnent when four are ours for the taking.
If we double the supply of the skin of the sal anander, there will be enough to performthe fina
step on all four. For a few brandels nore we can secure what we need fromthe royal shop at the
head of the Street. Go to Cedric's and maxinize our good fortune."

"But sunrise," Alodar protested. "There will not be tune enough for it all."

"W quest, do we not?" Saxton chortled, waving his index finger at Alodar's scow. "And with the
factors

al i gned, how can there be failure? I will conplete the formula for the two flasks we have prepared
whil e you are gone; when you return two nore will be ready to process as well. Away. You may as
well secure the powder as stand idly by while | exercise my craft."

Al odar | ooked down into the silent street and then toward the heart of the city. "Very well," he
said, "I will go. But if the noon gets close to the horizon and | have not returned, follow e
with whatever you have of value. We will neet and save time in taking the road north to the
nount ai ns. "

"The random factors,"” Saxton said as if he did not hear. "They align and, by the laws, with a
formul a of great inportance. Yes, hurry along, lad. Tonight, we can do no wong."

Cedric wapped his cape tighter and cursed at the bite of the cool breeze. "Al cheny," he snorted.
"Only for such a craft would one have cause to tranp about the streets in the mddle of the
ni ght."

"As | have explained, warnmaster," Al odar said as he hurried to match the | onger stride, "you need
not acconpany ne to the dwelling of this seneschal. | can rouse himas | did you. Even if his
irritation makes all ten brandels the price for the powdered skin, | will not begrudge it." He

| ooked at the nmoon already unconfortably lowin the western sky. "Haste is far nore inportant.”
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"If I did not cone," Cedric rasped, "dawn would find you pounding at his gate."

Cedric stopped and turned off the street at the next open gateway. Buzzing voices and | oud

| aughter from a dozen sources floated over the wall, and a caped figure staggered agai nst Al odar
and lurched into the night. He blinked at the torchlight when he entered the courtyard and
stunbl ed past two nore sprawing forns snoring in his way. The area was scattered with snall
clumps of richly dressed nmen nodding dutifully at each other's words and wavi ng enpty cups at the
wi ne stewards wandering by. In a corner, a dark-haired girl tossed her veils to the rhythm of her
smal | finger cynbals, but no one noticed.

"You cone late to lord Dartilac's festivity," a man in servant's livery said into Cedric's ear
"And it is not so

light that | can recognize you as one of his peers from
the court. | do not nean to offend, but have you brought the invitation affixed with his seal ?"

"This is ny invitation," Cedric said. He slowy tunbled the ten brandels fromtheir snmall pouch
"I nmust speak with his lordship on a matter which | amsure he will find to his interest. Can you
not arrange for such a nmoment ?"

The servant scurried to retrieve the coins and stood up with his face in a snile. He beckoned them
to follow and started to weave his way across the courtyard. Against the wall to w, hich they
headed, Al odar saw a bl ond- headed nman of middl e age holding a goblet in one hand and poking the
chest of his listener with the other. The lines of the face twisted in frustration and the bl ank
expression on the recipient of the argunent forced each jab to be harder than the last. As Al odar
and Cedric approached, the servant coughed and the conversation abruptly halted.

"Lord Dartilac," Cedric said without waiting. "I amthe one who teaches your son, Dartilon, the
use of arns."

Dartilac set his glass on a bench nearby and frowned. "I pay you well and on tine," he said. "I
see no reason to call upon nme here and at such a tine."
"What you say is nost proper," Cedric said, "but, as you know, | instruct the sons of nmany of the

lords and | earn nuch that night not otherw se be conmon know edge. Lord Cartilon, for exanple. His
son | taught this very day."

Dartilac picked up his glass and took a cautious sip. "And what news do you have about the house
of Cartilon?" he asked slowy.

"As you know," Cedric said, "the queen is nost appreciative of the |oan of your seneschal to aid
in the activations of her formulas fromlron Fist. And Cartilon has in the past always aligned his
house with yours, careful to say to all how you aid the flow of coin so necessary hi these tines
of increased peril."

"And now," Dartilac repeated, "what news do you bring?"

Cedric snmiled back into the lord's knitting brows. "Nothing other than what your own specul ati ons
m ght give you,” he said. "But first a small boon, ny lord, as a token of the good faith in which
we deal . Your seal on a

wit against the royal stores for powder of sal amander skin, a few drans, no nore. | am sure your
steward woul d honor it, since he knows who ultinmately decides his welfare and keep."

"Sal amander skin," Dartilac said. "Do you jest? Wat you knowis of little value if such is the
price you place on it."

"I need it before dawn and that nakes it nore dear," Cedric replied. "Wth your seal | can obtain
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it fromyour nman as | could no other way."

Dartilac rubbed his chin while he studied Cedric's unblinking face. After a nonent he grunted and
snapped his fingers overhead. The servant reappeared and di pped bis head in a snall bow "M seal
on awit to the royal factory of alcheny," Dartilac said, "to be drawn i mediately but to a

maxi mum of three brandels and no nore."

The servant frowned questioningly but Dartilac waved hi m away. "And now what of Cartilon?" he
sai d.

"The arny returns fromthe south,"” Cedric said. "What will be Vendora's first concern, to pay them
their due or to see that they are properly |ed?"

"Leadership, of course,” Dartilac said. "It is true that her vassals have already provided their
yearly aid to the crowm to which they are shown and further provision nmust cone fromher own
purse. But with a strong man at the head, they will rally to her needs and point to the west;
their pay can cone |ater."

"And between the lords who aid with ready coin and those who assist with sword, for whom would she
show nore favor?"

"But both are needed as she knows full well,"” Dartilac said. "Leadership nay be her first concern
but she would not turn her thoughts fromthose who support the crown in so generous a manner."

"In a situation such as this," Cedric repeated, "who would she favor?"

"Arms," Dartilac growl ed. "Under the present conditions she would tend to arns." H's frown
deepened and he stopped in thought.

"But surely Cartilon would not shift into Feston's canp wi thout nuch reflection and consultation,"”
he said at last. "He has been steadfast in our course to resist the influence

of the rough outlanders. Od Festil may have been a favorite of Vendora's father, but Cartilon
sees as well as any that Feston dangles on a string. Wiy even now ny staunch friend | abors to

i nfluence |ady Aeriel to add her voice to ours. And he is here toni ght sonewhere across the yard,
partaki ng of ny hospitality as do others of the same persuasion.”

"Thought and consideration,” Cedric said. *'| would judge that all of the intimtes of the court
spend a good part of their tine in such profitable fashion. To be a nmenber of a faction swi nging
into ascendency is a tenptation. And even if one were hinself steadfast, it woul d behoove himto
reassess critically the loyalties of every man that he thought stood behind him™"

"But Cartilon," Dartilac said.
"I instructed his son this very day," Cedric said.

Dartilac grabbed his chin and gazed past Al odar's shoulder. "It is a natter to look into," the
| ord nuttered behind his hand.

Cedric stood silent, and Al odar saw the pensiveness grow on Dartilac's face. Wil e he pondered,
the servant returned and thrust a folded parchnent in Cedric's direction. The warmaster nodded and
noti oned Al odar to accept it.

"Val ue given and just value received," Cedric said. Wthout waiting for a reply, he turned and
started for the exit.

"You train many of the scions, did you say?" Dartilac shouted after him "Perhaps there is nore in
your future than a few drans of sal anander."

Cedric continued to the gate and nodded once over his shoul der. He ducked through the opening and
Al odar followed. In the street, the warrior wal ked hi silence, his lips pulled into a grimline.
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"I see that your way is far nore effective than ny pounding," Alodar said. "It is fortunate that
you | earned sonething of Cartilon's leanings in tine to be of such advantage."

"Thi nk over carefully what | said," Cedric replied. "Cartilon's son said no nore than that
Dartilac was having yet another festivity." He stopped and grabbed Al odar by the shoul ders. "I
| earned the rules but did not choose to play," he rasped. "And | do not care to begin even

now. Finish this foolishness with Saxton and be done with alcheny. | expect you back in ny
sparring yard on the norrow. "

Al odar started to speak, but stopped when he saw the bottom edge of the npon's di sk shorn away by
the Iine of Dartilac's roof. He tore free of Cedric's grasp and spun around to | ook to the east,
squinting Into the lights of the city and trying to detect the glow that preceded dawn.

"I shall repay you with honor, warmaster," he said at last. "But for now, ny quest cones before
all else." He grabbed the wit firmy and plunged down the road. Sprinting around a corner, he
raced back to Honeysuckle Street.

CHAPTER EI GHT Ml t enrock Treasure

ALODAR panted up to Saxton's storefront too out of breath to shout his return. He entered and
swung around the counter and into the workroom As he dashed through the doorway, he stubbed his
toe on a plank jutting in the way and his eyes widened in surprise. The shelves and cabi nets | ay
tunbled to the floor in a vast clutter. Al odar stepped cautiously through the rubble, knee high hi
splintered wood and broken glass. The air stank of a mixture of odors fromruptured containers and
he could not see a fam liar sight in the confusion

He wal ked slowy forward, scanning the floor, each step acconpanied by the pop and crack of
additional snmall destruction. The |arge cabinet fromthe south wall blocked his path. As he
surveyed a way around, he saw a single pudgy hand thrust from underneath its heavy oaken boards.

Al odar quickly stooped and heaved the box off the

fallen al chenist, who lay face down in the tangle on the floor.

"Saxton," he shouted as he rolled the brown-robed figure over. "What happened? Wat happened here?
Are you whole or hurt?"

Saxton stirred slightly and opened his eyes to the noise. He frowned and focused with difficulty,
smal | trickles of blood oozing fromhis nouth and the nany small cuts on his face.

"Al odar," he stunmbled out softly. "Alodar, by the laws, it worked. It worked not once but twice.
As | said, the randomfactors aligned and both of the flasks produced safe ointnment. The chance of
an alchemst's lifetime and | had it succeed tw ce."

"But what happened here, Saxton?" Al odar persi sted.

"Rendrac," Saxton said, and then he began to cough uncontrollably, throwing up great quantities of
clotted bl ood. Al odar |ooked quickly about and spied a pottery jug still unbroken on a high shelf.
He fetched it and, cradling the alchenist's head, gave hima small drink of water.

"Yes, Alodar," Saxton continued after a monent. "The luck of a lifetime is often balanced in this
perverse world. The factors aligned, but Rendrac could not give us the slightest chance of success
thereafter. Wiile you journeyed to Cedric's, he returned here just as the contents of the second
flask transnuted into a formsafe to the touch. | thrust theminto the clutter as be entered, but
this body was not neant to withstand the warrior's pain. He pumneled ne as well as the shop, and
finally | had to tell himwhere they were."

"You did as well as you were able, Saxton," Al odar said as he | ooked about the room Anger began
to boil. "I will pursue and give Rendrac his due. W shall recover the ointnment yet and your
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treasure as well."

"It istoo late for that, ny lad," Saxton said, beginning to breathe with difficulty. "I have
studi ed the inner organs of aninmals enough to guess what has happened to ne. | amnot to partake
of any of the jewels of the mountains."”

He stopped, and a deep sigh rattled through his lungs. "But then neither will Basil have his way,"
he continued. "Two successes with a caloric shield! It is enough for any al chem st."

"Sweet bal m or perhaps thaumaturgy,” Al odar said. "W have quested, Saxton, you and |I. Do not
faster when the goal is in sight.”

"Al'l the balns were destroyed in the ness." Saxton waved one armin a feeble arc over his head.
"Think no nmore of me. Flee instead while you can. Basil will receive enough fromRendrac's trip
into the heart of the mountains to care little for the service of a novice."

"Rendrac braves the heat?" Al odar asked.

Myes, he anointed hinself with the full contents of one flask as | | ooked on hel pl essly," Saxton
replied. "Wien he was done, he resenmbled less a man than a silver denon, the coaling did shine so.
And the second batch he crushed underfoot and rubbed its precious salve into the nuck he al ready
had made. The other two flasks on the roof were destroyed as well, | fear, when he tossed all the
gear to the earth in his rage to find the ointnent."

Saxt on resuned his coughing. As Al odar offered himanother sip of water, he waved it aside. He
hacked on for several nonents nore and then, in one giant convul sion, arched his back with a fina
gasp. He fell linmp into Alodar's arns, staring at the ceiling with unblinking eyes and saying no
nore.

For a nonent Al odar held himin silence and then | owered himgently to the door. He stood up and
ran his eyes aimessly around the clutter. He renmenbered Saxton as he had first seen him preparing
the nerve elixir, struggling with his craft but free of the doomwhich finally clainmed him

It was the fornula, the quest that had turned him fromwhat he had done so well. Had Al odar not
come to his door, he would be tinkering here still, not breathing his last trying to defend a
treasure he probably did not know how to spend.

Al odar slowy let out his breath and | ooked out the window into the night. "But by the laws, it is
done," he said. "There is nothing in ny know edge of the crafts to bring himback."

He pulled the small packet of salamander skin out of a pocket and tossed it into the clutter. And
now t hat the al chenmi st has finished, what of the novice? Wat Saxton had said was true enough. If
Al odar di sappeared now, Basil would see little profit in tracking himdown. And so

little time remai ned before dawn that the chance of finding genstones to redeemhis future was
i mpossibly small.

Al odar wiggled his head and tried to shake out the fatigue. But if he were honor bound to aid
Saxton in |life, then the vengeance was his as well, he thought. No matter that safety lay in the
opposite direction fromthe mountains. He nust track Rendrac there, regardl ess of the
consequences. And the fair |lady—a treasure for her he nust have as well

He gave Saxton one final pat and rose with his jaw set in a determined |line. "Rest easy,
al chem st," he said. "Rest easy for | will continue on." He paused and then pulled his face into a
bittersweet snmle. "W quest, do we not?"

He shook his head to clear the feelings and, for the third tune, surveyed the weckage scattered
about. As he scanned fromwall to wall, the torchlight reflected into his eyes fromthe shards of
gl ass and plates of netal on the floor. Then he caught a glimrer subtly different fromthe rest,

silvery and opal escent, froma small bead in the mdst of the litter
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"The ointnent, surely," Al odar said hah* al oud. "Perhaps Saxton's second flask will serve its
purpose as well as the first." He stooped and extended his gloved index finger into the snal
drop. It parted sluggishly and forned a pool around his fingertip, dense |ike nercury but afl Bni -
tive h'ke water.

Al odar put forward his other hand and gently stroked the drop up the side of his finger. The
ointnent followed, |leaving a thin |ayer of shinmrering silver. Heartened, he quickly worked the
rest of the salve onto his hand, kneading it around to fill all the cracks and crevices of the

gl ove. When he was done, his entire hand was covered; when rotated in the torchlight, it gave off
a soft silvery gl ow

Al odar | ooked around the floor, carefully righting equi pnent and pushi ng aside the rubble as he
went. He found a second small bead and then another; with each he repeated the same sl ow process
of transferring it to his body. In an hour, both his arms were covered; in another two, his |egs
and the front of his torso. He rummged through the weckage, found a sliver of a mrror, and then
carefully covered his back with a small stick and the drop-

| ets he found nearby. As he discovered nore and nore of the ointnment, the search for the rest took
| onger. The noon touched the horizon as he finished his face and eyes. One part of his mind cried
for haste, to strike out after Rendrac before his headstart becane too great, before all the tine
was wasted in preparation. But the bal ance argued caution, and he continued his nethodical search
and application. He had begun to despair of finding yet nore salve when he discovered a bead in
the corner, evidently arched high over the intervening floor by Rendrac's shattering stonp.

He deftly scooped up the globule and rolled it around his palm hesitating as he watched it
skitter about. Saxton had said nothing about the internal effects, but what he nust do was a

| ogi cal necessity. Shruggi ng his shoul ders, he popped the droplet into his nmouth and began to
swish it around. His tongue glazed and his lungs acquired that tickly feeling he had bad as a sick
child. He exhaled forcefully and felt his nasal passages coat up as well.

He hel d his hands before his eyes, turning themfromside to side, watching for telltale signs of
spots with no protection. The stuff was spread tab thin, he suspected. How could such a neager
| ayer protect himfromthe heat of the nountain?

He stepped into the rubble and flipped open a snall strongbox. Reaching inside, he scooped up the
handf ul of coins that renai ned. Four coppers—all that was |eft of Saxton's wealth. Barely enough
for the rental of a horse to take himto the Furmus Munt ai ns.

Al odar raced his nount into the mdst of the torchlights and junped fromthe saddle. The horse
stonped forward into the circle of nminers taking their norning neal. On his left, Al odar

recogni zed the circular hole where the gas bubbl e had burst through the mountainside. At his feet
were picks, torches, iron strapped chests, and piles of small |eather pouches, mxed with the
pockmarked rock littering the gently sloping hillside. Straight ahead, rising froma sil ken
mattress spread over the rough ground, was Basil the apothecary. Al odar glanced at the pale gl ow
formng in the east and quickly drew his sword.

"You cone a trifle early to pay your debt, novice,
in so theat-

Basi| said as he recognized the intruder. "And

rical a manner. | am a reasonable man and woul d have all owed you the hour renaining,"

"Rendrac—where is he?" Al odar snapped. "He has an obligation to pay to Saxton as well."

"The alchemi st is no | onger bound,"” Basil said. "I do not fault a man if he changes his mind, so
long as his last decision is the correct one. And having Rendrac coated in the caloric shield is
paynment enough for what Saxton owed. | do not mnd assuning whatever risk resides in the depths of

the mountain. Full share is far better than a part."”

He stopped and shredded a piece of parchnent into the air. "See, the contract is concluded," he
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sai d.

"If the ointnment was satisfaction enough,” Al odar spat, "then why did you direct Rendrac to take
his Iife as well?"

Basil knitted his brow "Saxton's life," he said, puzzled. "I know not of what you speak. | would
not order Rendrac to such an extrenme neasure, for what could it profit ne to do so? Saxton dead is
of no val ue whatsoever. Alive he either repays in goods or with labor. No, | nmay covet the

products of his craft but | have no use for his life.

Al odar stared into Basil's eyes and hesitated. It mght be true, he thought. Basil's control over
Rendrac did not seem absolute. He tightened the grip on his sword and | ooked qui ckly around the
group of miners slowy creeping back to forma circle around the two. He glanced into the opening
into the nountainside and made up his nind

"Then where is Rendrac?" he asked. "It is he that | will deal with first."

Basil | ooked to either side and signaled for his nmen to converge even closer. "He is already into
the mountain," he said, "but that should be no concern of yours. Saxton was freed of his contract,
but unl ess you have the brandels then you are still bound to ny will. Put down your sword and
submit. | will even let you stay and see with us what Rendrac brings fromthe depths bel ow "

Al odar cast quick glances to either side and took one step backward. "It is not quite dawn. Unti
then | amstill a free man."

"An exercise in futility," Basil said as he notioned his nen forward. "If you do not have paynent

now, how can you hope to within the hour?"

"I will discuss it with Rendrac." Al odar suddenly turned and scranbled up the |lip of the opening.
He tunbl ed over into the passageway and spun around with his sword still pointing forward. Two

m ners appeared over the edge and then hesitated as Al odar flicked his blade back and forth in
chal | enge.

"Ch, let himgo." Basil laughed. "He will return soon enough, begging for water. O if not,
Rendrac will spot the body on his way out and we will dispose of it later."

Al odar did not bother to reply, but turned and headed into the bowels of the nmountain. He followed
what seenmed to be the same tunnel he had traversed before, torchlit and sharply sl oping downwards.
He raced past the side passage in which he had bartered with Basil, and the line of torches |ed

hi m onward for three hundred paces nore. He ripped the last source of light fromthe wall and

di pped through a small opening into the bl ackness that extended beyond.

The path tunbled and pitched as he slowy progressed, occasionally opening up to inpressive
hei ghts and then narrowing down to slits to be traversed on hands and knees. But each step led him
general |y downward; and with each, Alodar felt the increasing disconfort of stillness and heat.

Suddenly the pat hway opened wide into a |larger tunnel that sloped even nore forcefully into the
mountain's interior. Al odar |ooked up at the roof, fully three times his height and could see
bright spots of light fromcracks that led to the surface. He held his torch to the floor,
illuminating the snmooth and hardened rock that had confined an ancient upward thrust of heat-|aden
gas.

Al odar | ooked down the direction of the tunnel's path and saw a dull glow in the receding

bl ackness. He thrust his torch forward and picked up a small dot of |ight far ahead. He watched
for a second to nake sure it noved, then ran to follow, his footfalls echoing |oudly down the
passageway.

Apparently alerted by the noise, the bearer of the Iight stopped and waited for Al odar to get
closer. The dot resolved into a torch, its light reflected fromthe gl eam ng oi ntnment of Rendrac
the warrior.
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"Sweetbal m you are indeed a nuisance." Rendrac's voice resounded through the cavern. "But, | see,
a dim
witted one at that. If you come no nore protected than that dull sheen indicates, | need worry

about you only a few steps further."

"The ointnent protects ne as well as it does you," Al odar shot back. "I feel only alittle
di sconfort and could survive with even less if | had to."

Rendrac responded with a booni ng |augh. "Ch could you now, novice? How well do you think you are
protected now? Try your spittle on the rock before you answer."

Al odar wrinkled his brow, but complied. To his surprise, his saliva hissed and foamed and in an
i nstant was gone.

"Yes," Rendrac continued, "the neager ointnent you have protects you well enough now But if you
have any sense, you would turn back to save your flesh from baking."

Rendr ac whi pped his free hand about with a flourish and then placed it firmy against the wall. A
blur of fine mst spewed fromthe contact in rmuch the same way as the spittle had fromthe rock
"The ointnment al so evaporates hi response to the heat," Rendrac continued. "I amwel! anointed and
presently feel not even your disconfort. | shall be able to descend nuch farther into the depths
of the nountain, but that thin coating of yours will be gone in a trice.”

Rendrac | aughed again and turned to continue his downward march with an easy stride, snal
tendrils of vapor rising fromwhere his boots touched the hot rock-bed.

Al odar breathed deeply in defiance and then inmediately regretted the act, coughi ng back the harsh
vol canic gases into the humid air. He pressed forward after Rendrac, dimy aware of pinpoints of
heat in his boots where the nails joined the beels to the soles.

Downwar d they went, followi ng the tunnel's gentle turns, shining torches high to illuninate the
snooth and featureless walls. Al odar stepped rapidly, trying to keep up with Rendrac's easy gait.
Concentrating on closing the gap, he struggled to shut out the growi ng disconfort and feeling that
his strength and cl ear headedness were ebbi ng away.

They trudged on in silence for many minutes, Al odar

sonme ten yards behind and unable to draw closer. The walls echoed the nethodical rhythmof their
step as they placed feet firmy against the downward sl ope of the tunnel. The cavern of snooth and
unweat hered rock | oonmed high and wi de about them majestic in its size. Like the intestine of some
giant nonster, it undulated forward into the very center of the nountain.

As they continued, Al odar suddenly caught another gleam of Iight reflected back fromhis torch

Before he could act Rendrac cried out in recognition. "The first one! By the staves, it alone
mekes the whol e journey worthwhile,” he said. He stopped, reached on tiptoe to the tunnel's high
wal |, and deftly wested a gemfromthe matrix which held it

"A topaz of at least thirty carats,” Rendrac exclained as he dropped it into a silvery pouch hung
at his side and resunmed his pace. Al nost i mediately, he shouted again, "Mre sparkles. Just | ook
at them Sapphires, enerald's, aquamarines, bulging fromthe walls like the warts on the face of a
crone. | doubt if a pickaxe is even needed for them" In a hastened effort, he began w enching the
jewels fromthe bedrock, excitedly advancing further into the depths for still bigger stones that
bl i nked back his torchlight.

Al odar exerted hinmself to plunge after, now that Rendrac was slowed with his gathering, but his

i mbs responded sluggishly to his will. Small pains began to shoot through his |ips; when he held
them apart, the interior of his mouth ached for themto be shut again. Eyes darting about, he
spied a small stone that Rendrac had m ssed and hastily reached out to snare it. Wth a start, he
dropped it to the cavern floor, fingers stinging fromthe hasty contact. He spread his hands as he
had done before he left Anbrosia. The opal escent shine was still there, but now barely noticeable
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agai nst the fabric background that it covered.

Al odar turned to pursue Rendrac with plodding steps, each one an effort that barely kept pace with
his adversary's sl ower neander back and forth across the tunnel's breadth. He saw Rendrac stop
pant, and catch hinself as he al nbst wi ped his brow. Al odar's own eyes watered and ached, and each
breat h brought fresh pain when he inhal ed.

They rounded a sharp corner, and Al odar noticed that he could see farther ahead than the sphere of
light provided by his torch. In the distance, a bright red glow filled the cavern floor, and the
refl ecti ons bounced back and forth off the walls. Beneath the sharp echo of Rendrac's boots, he
heard what sounded |ike a creany ointment bubbling in a caul dron

Rendrac | ooked at the soft background lighting, back to Alodar's torch, and then extinguished his
own. He tied shut the third snall pouch cranmed to overflowing at his waist. Wth a grin, he
shapped open a | arge sack that hung to the floor. Picking the jewels fromthe walls and droppi ng
them inside, he continued onward.

They drew nearer the glowi ng redness until it filled the tunnel with Its Iight Al odar extinguished
his own torch and let it hang at his side, no |onger needing it to show his way. Wth a dul
realization, he saw that the glow came froma pond of nolten rock | apping the floor some hundred
yards ahead. The liquid nearest themwas placid, but farther on Al odar squinted into a violent
frothing of reds and yellows that shot brilliant sprays to the very top of the cavern, nelting
rock where it struck and tunbling giant stones into its mdst. Further back, the tunnel roof

gl owed anber as it blended into the level of the |lava. They coul d advance no further.

"The biggest prizes yet," Rendrac called out, panting down to the very Iip of the | ake of I|ava.
There in a crystalized border around the pool, like the icing on a cake, massive gens sparkled hi
the glow. The smaller stones were the size of cherries and the largest as big as a man's fist.
Rendrac | owered his pouch to the ground with its nouth gapi ng open and shovel ed the jewels inside.
Li ke a garden keeper renoving autum | eaves, he nethodically noved around the edge of the |ake,
raking in the treasure.

He finished stuffing his sack and bound it shut as Al odar cane cl oser, wobbling on each step, his
eyes glazed into an unblinking stare. Rendrac opened a second bag; holding it lowto the ground,
he tried batting the larger gens into the folds with his gloved fingers. H's eyes raced over the
jewel s strewn about, disdaining those which were |ess than a baron's ransom He | ooked out over
the pool, stopped his collection, and hesitated.

"I't will be enough,"” he said. "I need not test the ointnent that far." Returning to the first
sack, he wapped the drawstrings around his wist and then slowy pulled it over his shoul der. He
staggered slightly as the heavy wei ght thunped agai nst his back, grasped the second bag firmy,
and started to return in Al odar's direction.

This woul d be his chance, Al odar thought dumbly. Wth painful slowness he forced his hand down to
the scabbard at his side and winced as he tightened his grip on the hilt

Rendrac saw the notion and | aughed. Wthout a word, he stopped, slowy balancing his weight on one
foot and then kicking out with the other at Al odar's stomach. Al odar saw the boot rising but his
reactions were too dulled to respond. Wth his sword only six inches fromthe scabbard, he felt
the bl ow strike home. As he crashed to the tunnel floor, Rendrac swept by, |leaving himto regain
his breath and scranble to his feet al one.

Al odar sl oughed aside the effects of the kick, but his palns and the soles of his feet felt
burned, and the rest of his body ached with protest fromthe heat. He tried to |ick the roof of
his mouth with his tongue, but it lay flaccid and no noi sture woul d come. He shoul d have been

di sappoi nted that Rendrac was gone, but the heat dulled his will to care. He | ooked dimy forward
to where the large jewels had been and saw no nore. Only the snmaller gens that the warrior had
left lay scattered about the edge of the undul ating pool of |ava.

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (70 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:36 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

Li ke an enchanted harvester, he stiffly lunbered forward and dropped a dozen small stones into the
pouch at his side. He | ooked unconmprehendingly at the wealth at his feet, back up the passageway,
and then across the sea of nolten rock.

As he scanned the bright red Iiquid, he saw what Rendrac had chosen not to investigate, a smal
dark speck bobbing in the fiery waves. He squinted his eyes against the light to see what it was.

*'" A chest," he gasped. "Miuch smaller than the |argest of the jewels, but a chest nonetheless." He
hesitated as he watched the snall box bob on the slowy rolling surface, trying to remenber why he
was there.

He | ooked again at the chest It mght be the neans
for his freedomand the treasure for the fair |lady. The quests were still intertw ned.

He hesitated for another nmonent, trying to anticipate the shock of contact, but his thoughts fused
together in a sludge. He shrugged his shoulders and took a first step towards the very edge of the
pool and then anot her

The pain coursed through his palnms and he felt the burning sensation creep down the nape of his
neck and onto his back. He tried to shut his mnd to the protests of his body and plod on to the
edge. He concentrated only on raising one foot and extending it in front of the other. His
supporting leg trenbled with each step. His gait becane a sinple shuffle, each pace bringing him
only inches closer to his goal. Finally he stood by the edge of the pool, feeling the angry waves
of heat rise and bake his chest and thighs. He hesitated and then reached down into the lava to
retrieve the small container fromwhere it floated

Hi s hand screaned anew, not only skin but nmuscle and bone feeling the energy penetrate deep. \Waves
of heat pulsated up his armand into his body. Hs flesh seemed to sear and his vital fluids boi
as the feeling ripped through him Al odar sonmehow ignored the pain and, clasping the small box as
firmy as he could, he rose to stand erect.

The pain throbbed for several minutes nore, and then was replaced by a deep nunbness that ran the
Il ength of his arm There was nothing left to stay for, he thought finally, and he turned and
started to clinmb the tunnel to safety.

Wth great effort, he placed one foot up the incline and then followed with the other. Far nore
slow y than he bad descended, he struggled upward. Hi s consciousness slid nearly away as visions
of lron Fist, Saxton's shop, Cedric's courtyard, Aeriel and the angry red walls halluci nated
before him To the small amount of reason that remained, it seened that retreating fromthe heat
should bring relief, but nothing seened to change.

On and on he staggered, focusing only on the floor, not knowing if each step would be his |ast,
and dimy not even caring. One weaving stride foll owed another up the passageway, and Al odar coul d
not think clearly enough to recognize any of the natural features he had passed on the

way down. After a countless number of steps, he began to realize that his torch was again of use
and the fiery lava no |longer |ighted his way.

Sone tine later the pain | essened as he clinbed, but he could not take heart, so weary were his
Iimbs and lungs fromthe punishment they had received. Hi s breath was forced, and every nuscle
throbbed fromits abuse. Eventually the slope becane | ess steep, but Alodar did not notice as he
continued to plod onward. He saw the light flickering along the wall and he fol |l owed the guide-
posts upward. Finally he | ooked forward and blinked at a | arge patch of rosy blue directly ahead,
beckoning to himwith whiffs of fresh air.

Al odar threw one |leg over the Up of the opening and pulled hinmself out of the tunnel. Sliding down
the outside of the slope, he tunbled into an exhausted heap hi the m dst of Basil's canp.

He | ooked sl owly about and saw Basil on his knees in front of two large chests with then* |ids
thrown open. The apot hecary brought his hands upwards, filled with gens, and then let the jewels
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spill through his fingers. About ten paces behind, Rendrac stood, holding a | arge pole
hori zontal |y across his chest and pushing back the excited miners straining for a glinpse of the
treasure.

"You return," Basil said looking up fromhis play. "By the |aws, you return." He | ooked quickly
about the canp and then to the horizon. He turned back to Alodar with a smle. "Yes, you return,"
he said, "just in time to begin your lifetinme of service.**

Al odar sighed wearily and | ooked up into the first rays reaching over the horizon. "My contract is
not yet conpleted,” he said as he set the small chest aside and funmbled into the pouch at his
wai st He grabbed a few of the small stones and flung them across the ground. "Wth these gens, you
are nore than paid in full."” He |l ooked down at the chest and reached into the bag again. "And a
fee for the rest since it is by your tunnels | obtained the treasure that is totally nine."

Basil | ooked at the small jewels scattered at his feet and then down at Al odar"s side. "Wll said,
novice," he replied. "You as well as your master Saxton have a spirit | would love to break. But |
amnot a man for grudges. Gve ne that interesting itemyou extracted fromthe

dept hs and you | eave a free man, with whatever remains in your pouch, as well."
"You have already been paid," Al odar said. "You have no just claimto anything nore."

Basi| | ooked qui ckly about the canp. "Perhaps | do not,"” he adnmitted, "but then Rendrac is not so
principled as |I. H's inpul ses cannot always be controlled, although when he apol ogizes to ne with
smal | gifts such as these, all is forgiven," He again ran his hands through the chests and
nmot i oned Rendrac forward with a wave. "Take the snmall chest," he ordered. "The treasure fromthe
depths. | want it all."

"Wel | enough,"” Rendrac growl ed, stepping forward. "Let us see what this novice can do without a
protector standing at his side." Wth a frown of irritation, he wiggled both arnms stiffly in a
shi mer of opal escence in the rays of the rising sun. He grimaced and reached up to pull at his
cheek, frowning with the effort.

Al odar struggled to his feet and tried to force his senses alert. He | ooked at the giant striding
forward and he sighed with his fatigue. "Cedric says that you will not win unless you think that
you can," he muttered, but other thoughts brushed his concentration aside. For nonths he had
received |l ess than a good night's sleep, and in the past day none at all. \Whatever energy he had
| eft seemed boiled away in the depths of the nountain. H's arns and | egs were no nore than dead
linbs on a burat-out tree, hollowed to the core. And Rendrac had pumeled himin-- to the corner
of Saxton's shop with ease when he was fresh and alert. What chance had he now? But it was for
vengeance he had cone, and it nust be seen through to the end.

Al odar drew his sword and tensed, ready as he could be. He breathed the sweet air deeply, trying
to force life back into his tired |inbs as Rendrac unsheathed his blade and slowy swung his arm
back for the initial blow

Al odar dully watched the tip of the sword as it cut through the air in the backward swi ng and then
reversed direction to begin its journey forward. He turned to the side and presented his own sword
as guard, wincing in anticipation of the shock of contact. He blinked once, but the bl ow did not
corme.

In disbelief, A odar |ooked to Rendrac's face and then

back to the weapon still in midswing. As Al odar watched, it slowed to a craw and then stopped
not i onl ess.

Al nost sinultaneously, the big nman uttered a weak yelp, and his free hand slowy rose with a spasm
of effort fromhis waist to a mouth held rigidly open under eyes filled with fear. For a second,
not hi ng happened and then, like a silver statue, Rendrac toppled to the ground with a
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| oud cl ang.

Al odar noved to the prostrate form its linbs still inthe rigid position they had held when
erect. He reached out and touched the hand that held the blade and felt a deep col dness, rock-hard
and snooth, Al odar struck down with his own sword, pommel first, onto an outstretched rigid arm
The now inert formrang fromthe contact.

"The ointnent," Alodar nurnured. "It was neant to be used sparingly and burnt off. Rendrac was too
greedy and applied too nuch. And now it has degraded with age and entrapped him"

Basil's jaw dropped in stunned disbelief, but he recovered and turned to the m ners cautiously
pressing closer behind. "After him" the apothecary shouted. "H s bl ade can touch but one or two,
and we will have his treasure to add to our own as well."

The miners hesitated, and Al odar saw his opportunity. Wth his |ast burst of energy, he sprinted
forward and tipped over the chests at Basil's feet, sending a cascade of brilliant jewels rolling
down the hillside

The advanci ng m ners paused, then spun around in pursuit of the treasure as it tunbled by. In a
nmonent, they were racing pell-nell after the speeding stones as they fell. Basil hesitated a
monent nore, eyeing first Alodar and then the gens cascadi ng away.

"Stop, you wetches!" he yelled at last. "Unhand what is rightly the property of Basil the
apot hecary." The men paid himno heed and raced onward, stooping and picking up the gens as they
went .

"Stop, | say!" Basil called out as he pursued, pulling the magi c dagger fromhis belt and wavi ng
it high hi the air. Wth a vicious swing, he whacked at the neck of the slowest noving henchman as
he stooped, and kicked out at another as he halted to consider which path .downward to foll ow

In an instant Al odar was alone, with only di mshouts

and an occasional cry to break the stillness. He sat wearily down at last to collect his thoughts
and deci de what to do next.

The sounds grew fainter, and he decided that Basil and the others would not soon return to bother
him He | ooked about and retrieved fromthe hillside the small chest he had found and gently
cradled it in his hands.

The deeper he went, the bigger had been the genstones; and this was the deepest of all. Jewels for
a royal di adem had been strewn about the cavern fl oor. Wiat greater treasure nust be resting
within the confines of this small box? Visions of perfectly cut dianonds bigger than oranges
danced in his mind. Wth a wench of his knife, he popped open the lid.

He peered inside, and his heart sank in disappointnent. Instead of breathtaking jewels, he saw
instead two bl ack spheres of vol canic basalt Six nonths of effort, back-breaking |abor and great
risk to his life fromthe hazards of the formula, the snares of Basil's factories, and finally the
furnaces in the center of the nountain; and what did he have to show for it? Afewjewels in his
pouch and two machi ned hunks of common rock

He had pictured hinself questing for the fan- lady like a hero fromthe sagas. H s deed of daring
was to win great treasure and sweep himin front of all others that sought her hand!

He sighed and set the chest to the ground. Wth his chin slunped he sat inert and unnoving and |et
the sun clinb silently into the sky.

The inn room door creaked open to Al odar's knock, and he | ooked into the face of Periac, the
mast er thauma-turge

"Al odar, you have returned," Periac exclaimed. "Cone in, cone in. You are just in tinme for an
evening's instruction. We will continue fromwhere we left off on the bills that bordered Iron
Fist."
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Al odar | ooked wearily around the snmall bare room and headed for the stool in the corner. "A neal
and a night's rest first, naster, for which | will fairly pay," he said. "And it is not for
know edge of thaumaturgy that | seek you out."

As Al odar sl unped down, Periac reached out to brush

the dust off the table with a sweep of his arm "But | fare quite well in the city," he said.
"There is much pot mending and cistern excavation to be done and word of an honest craftsnman soon
gets around. | can well use a journeynman and you would find your stomach far better filled than
when we worked the outlands. | doubt your start with al cheny has fared as well."

Al odar reached for the pouch at his side and placed it on the table. "I have learned a few of the
sinpler activations and fornulas,” he replied. "Saxton was nost trusting with his craft when we
had a rare idle nonent together. It is true that | still know nore of thaumaturgy. But as for the

fruits of ny effort, what do you think of these?"

Wth a flourish, ha tipped the sack. A sapphire, a tour-naiine, and two rubies clattered onto the
tabl e.

Periac's eyes wi dened and he stroked his goatee in thought. "In truth," he said at last, "you have
al ways i nmpressed me as a clever lad. Perhaps your skill does better reside with another craft."”
Al odar waved his hand over the table. "It nay well be inpressive," he said, "but not enough to

turn the head of the fair lady. Here, take one ruby. It is yours for the favors |I ask of you. Seek
out the shop of the al chemi st and use the second to see that he has a decent burial. The sapphire
I would have you carry to Cedric the warnmaster, hi conpensation for my not continuing instruction
at his hand."

He gl anced down at the table and put the tourmaline back into the pouch. "The last | will save,"
he said, "for | suppose tonorrow | nust eat as well. But the true reason for why I am here

master, is because of your know edge of other than the craft of which you are master." Wt hout

wai ling for reply, Al odar reached again to his waist and brought forth the small chest. He flipped
back the Iid and held it forward for Periac's inspection, his eyebrows rising in expectation

"They are magic," the thaumaturge said without hesitation. "Magi c spheres of fine construction.”
"Magic," Al odar echoed, squinting at the container. G ngerly he grasped one of the spheres with
his gloved hand and found that he could not extract it, so snoboth was its surface polish. He
removed his glove and tried again with his bare hand. An electric tingling suddenly

pul sed through his fingers, and i medi ately he was reni nded of the feeling when he handl ed
Aeriel's dagger. Exerting all the force he could nuster to prevent it from slipping away, he
slowy pried out one of the orbs and turned it quickly over to gaze at it in his palm

It was black, totally black, the deepest black Al odar had ever seen. In an indescribable way, it
sang of perfection, a sphere of such precision that no nmere | athesman coul d ever hope to duplicate
it. Hs hand vibrated from hol ding the orb, and sonehow he was acutely aware that it contained
great power.

Al odar returned the sphere to its resting place and examined its conpanion in the sanme way. It was
identical to the first, except that a thin line neatly circunscribed it, dividing it into two
perfectly equal hem spheres.

Al odar had never seen such handicraft in his life, but there could be no doubt, "Mugic," he
munbl ed as his spirits returned. "Mgi c spheres sonehow placed in a pool of nolten |ava.

"But what nore of themcan you tell?" he continued. "OF what use can they be? Surely they have
nmore utility than ornamentation."

"They are inconpletely forned," Periac said. "The ritual that has created themis not yet
complete. And when it is finished, |I cannot fathomwhat will be their virtue, but to their
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possessor they will convey great power indeed."

"Power," Alodar nmuttered and then paused in thought. "At Iron Fist | applied ny wits and was
bested by skill in arns," he said at last. "In Anbrosia, | learned those skills, but in the end
Rendrac's brute force carried back the treasure for the queen. It is raw power | nust have to win
the day; wits and training are not yet enough

"Power," he repeated, lightly juggling the small chest in his hand. "My quest |leaves nme little
choi ce but what | have here. Yes, there can be no other way about it, Either | am defeated or
strike to unlock the secret of the spheres and hope it gives me what | will need to win the fau
| ady. "

He popped out of his introspection and | ooked into Periac's face. "But how can | |earn of magic?"
he said. "Basil the apothecary did nention dealing with a Lectoni

to the south. Perhaps hi his guild | will find what | nust
know. "

"He woul d be as good as any," Periac said. "But fromhimor any other nagician you woul d | earn
little. Judge not the manner of instruction of the other crafts fromwhat you know of the nature
of thaumaturgy." He glanced at the gens still on the table and stroked his goatee. "And perhaps of
al cheny as well. Magicians are a secretive lot, far renmoved fromthe dealings of nobles and comron
men al i ke. They pass on their rituals only to the initiates and acol ytes who pledge lifetines to
their secluded service."

He shook his head and spread his anna w de. "You

have experienced the workings of two crafts, Al odar," he said. "Is it not enough? If alcheny is
not to your liking, then return to ny instruction. To delve nowinto magic will only conpound your
folly."

Al odar snapped shut the chest and returned it to his pocket. "Perhaps you are right, master," he
said, "and soneday | night indeed return to your teachings." He paused and his eyes w dened. "But
power!" he said. "It is worth giving the random factors another chance to align. Yes, by al

means, master, let ne profit one nore day fromyour instruction. But tonmorrow |l will travel south
to ferret out the spheres' nmeaning. Ferret out their neaning in a palace of nmgicians."

PART THREE

The Magi ci an

a

CHAPTER NI NE The Pal ace of the Cycloid Guild

ALODAR gently | owered the card onto the others and held his breath. The flinsy structure did not
col l apse and he reached for the next one in the deck. A child s pastime, he nuttered to hinself.
What possible bearing could it have on determining his merit He frowned at the tower already three
tiers high and tried to decide the best place to start the next |evel.

"Enough, there is no need to proceed further," a harsh voice sounded from across the table.

Al odar blinked out of his concentration and | ooked up just in tune to see a robed arm sweep across
and tunbl e the construction away. "But | had not reached ny Iimt," he said. "Even as a boy, | was
able to forma fourth story before it crashed to the ground."

"There was nore to the directions than just building a house of cards,” the man facing himsaid.
"After three blacks in a row, then a red nust follow And at no tune can your el bow touch the
tabl e unl ess you place your free hand to your forehead as well."
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"I ignored the details in the depth of ny concentration,” Al odar replied. "Though in truth, naster
Lectonil, | do not see how they can natter."

"They are inportant because they illustrate my point," Lectonil said, stabbing his index finger
down against the deck. His hair was white and covered his head |ike a fuzzy bush growi ng on top of
a rocky nound. Deep-set winkles furrowed his broad face with age and his eyes al ways frowned,
regardl ess of what he said. He wore a black robe covered with a pattern of many tiny silver rings,
the |l ogo of the magician

"What you were attenpting was not nagic, but a ritua

nonet hel ess, "' he continued. "And it is by ritual that all magical objects are nade." Hi s frown
deepened and he exami ned Al odar's expression critically as he spoke. "These rituals nust be
performed with utnost precision. Unobst precision or else they will fail. One hasty step or sl oppy

nmotion and all the [ abor that went before is instantly undone. A ring already pricel ess can becone
no nore than the one in the nose of a bull."

"I was nobst careful as | proceeded,"” Al odar said.

"Yes, to construct a house of cards, each one nust be precisely placed," Lectonil said pulling his
lips into a grimsmle. "But you must satisfy the boundary conditions as well."

Al odar did not reply, but glanced around the small bare hut and then quickly through the single

wi ndow to the | andscape beyond. The terrain sloped uphill, much steeper than the Funus Mountai ns.
Except for one well-worn path, the rough ground was untouched by the mark of man. The sumer green
of hearty shrubs stood out brightly in the m dday sun, but farther back vague shadows shi nmered
and faded like reflections hi an agitated pond. Except for this single shack, the entire pal ace
was hi dden behind that curtain. Periac was right about the secrecy of the nmagicians. A hard hour's
climb fromthe village in the valley below, adnission to the grounds only when acconpani ed by
soneone who knew the way through the shimering veil, and acceptance on a pernanent basis that
depended upon satisfying arcane criteria hidden by these tests.

Al odar | ooked again at the dancing inages, sone soaring high like runs of rope dangling in the
air. Others hugged the ground |like giant slugs. The larger structures nust be buildings, he

t hought, and the small er bl obs peopl e noving between. He squinted and tried to discern sone
detail, but nothing resolved in the blur

"Precision is the essence of magic," Lectonil continued, waving his armtowards the wi ndow. "Even
for the nmost nenial of tasks, one nust have sufficient control. But you have fared well hi the
prelimnary tests of the others. And ny exercise with the cards shows your hand to be steady and
your mnd qui ck enough, despite the error at the end."” He studied Al odar and his eyes narrowed.
"Qui ck enough to execute properly a long and conplex list of instructions,

once you have learned to follow exactly the direction of a nmaster mmgician."

*"Do you nean that | amadnitted as an intitiate?" Al odar asked.

Lectonil raised his hand palmforward. "Qur roster of initiates is conplete,” he said, "and unti
one advances to an acolyte, the Guild is reluctant to accept nore. | offer you now the position of
a neophyte only."

"If | have aptitude, as your exam nation has indicated."” Al odar asked, "then cannot | sonehow
profit fromyour instruction nonethel ess?"

"My day is quite full with research and direction as it is,"” Lectonil said. "I have no time to

waste on one not of ny persuasion.”

Al odar wrinkled his brow in puzzlenent but Lectonil continued. "Of that | make no secret," he

said. "Beliac opposes nme openly in the council. He proposes new lines of investigation, new
experimentation with rituals as yet untried. They might hold the glitter of excitement for the
younger masters and sone of the acolytes but they present nmuch peril as well. W have prospered
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over the centuries with objects of great tradition and nodest enbellishments carefully researched.
What need do we have for radical dissipation of our resources on tinkering that may produce no
return at all? Had Beliac shown the proper respect when he received his black robe, | night have
nurtured himalong. But imrediately he attacked nmy ways; no heed did he pay to ny station. Wth
each passing year his boldness grew as he subverted nore to his cause. Such is not a proper way
for a master to act. He should have pride in his Quild, of which | amthe senior nenber."

He spat. "Beliac! How can he be so blind to what | have acconplished, the reputation | have

est abl i shed through years of carefully planned research? I would not doubt he is denon possessed,
so destructive is the direction hi which he tries to convince us to go. Yes, denmon possessed. |f
it can happen to sone uncul tured outland baron, then why not a | earned naster magician as wel | ?"

Lectonil's cheeks flushed and his eyes glowered. "And so | show nmy favor only on those who side
with respect and tradition,” he said at |last. "Respect, tradition and what is proper as well for
the future of the Guild. How

you would align in the matter | cannot tell fromtests such as these. | nust wait and observe your
actions over a period of rmuch longer tine."

"But if | performny tasks and do not get involved in such abstract affairs," Al odar persisted,
"what then of nmy chance to learn the craft as well? Wthout such opportunity, ny best course may
be to seek admi ssion with other magicians farther to the south.”

"The border is troubled," Lectonil said. "You would have a difficult tune in passing through."
"Nevertheless, it is an option to consider," Lectonil scow ed and | ooked down at the cards
scattered about. "Ch very well,"” he said, with a wave of his arm "M need for soneone not
encunbered with study is pressing. Work for a few nonths as | instruct and then if you prove
worthy, | will elucidate sonme of the art as a suitable reward.”

Al odar hesitated for a nonent, trying to deci de whether to speak of the two spheres he carried
with him Perhaps they would interest Lectonil enough so that he woul d cooperate to nutual
benefit. Both Periac and Saxton had been quite open with instruction; if the nagician saw an
advant age, then he might also teach.

Al odar | ooked intently at Lectonil's unconprom sing features and then to the shimering curtain
which hid the palace fromview. He thought of the cryptic tests and how little he had | earned from
questioning the villagers in the valley below. Finally he frowned and noved his hand away fromthe

pouch at his side. "Is a few nonths two or three?" be asked at last, "Ch, it may as well be two,"

Lectonil growed. "We will discuss it in nore detail later. For the monent, follow ne through the

curtain. I will see that you are properly robed and | odgi ngs assigned. If you make haste, you wll
be intinme to witness a part of one of the major rituals, which enphasizes the inportance of what

I have said here." He stopped and gritted hts teeth. "And were it not for Beliac, | would be there
as well."

Al odar ran his hands down the sides of the |ong brown robe. How strange, he thought for the fifth
time in as many mnutes, that there are no pockets. The acol ytes

and nagi ci ans he coul d understand, but even the covering of the neophyte was as uncluttered as the
rest.

He shoul dered his way through a wi de doorway with the rest of the crowd and searched the stands
rising fromeither side for seats still enpty in the rapidly filling stadium He saw a row of
brown in the mdst of the notley colors of the onlookers and clinbed to join it.

"A new nan," a voice called out as he neared the group. "Wl cone to the neophytes of the Cycloid
@Quild. I am Hypeton and these are your fellow stragglers for truth."

I ntroducti ons bounced around as Al odar found a place on the rough bench. He | ooked about the
structure and reestablished bis bearings. To his rear, the air oscillated in the curtain and he
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foll owed the shimrering overhead, squinting briefly into the disk of the noon. Rather than a
perfect circle of light, it appeared like a large drop of silvery oil undulating on the surface of
wat er and casting diffuse rays in all directions. H's eyes tracked across the sky, in the
direction behind other buildings of the Guild, he could see the protective veil again bend to
earth. The large rectangular stadiumfloor was walled in on all four sides with many doors around
t he periphery, but only on the two | onger ones did the seating rise into the air.

"You join us at a nobst propitious tinme, Al odar," Hypeton continued, pushing back the shock of
brown hair which tunbled down his brow "Did you note the closeness of the evening stars to the
rimof the nmoon yesterday eve? They will certainly occult tonight, the six hundred and twenty-
fifth day since the last total eclipse. It is the perfect time for a fifth striking and we are
lucky to see one in our lifetines."

Al odar started to question the neaning of Hypeton's statenent but renmi ned quiet as three trunpet
bl asts from bel ow silenced the crowmd in anticipation. Froman opening lowin the wall opposite, a
sl ow procession began to make its way onto the stadiums floor. In the front, three heralds, |ong
trunpets thrust ahead, marched in step with the drummrer a dozen paces behind. Foll ow ng them
twenty white-robed initiates pulled a | arge wheel ed cage. As it cane into view the crowd rurnured
with excitement.

Al odar stared into the cage to see a green-scal ed beast, w nged and resting on powerful thighs, a
| ong forked

tongue whipping idly between rows of large, serrated teeth. Saucerlike eyes sat unblinking atop
the flat snout, and the whole head oscillated fromside to side in response to a snakelike rhythm
whi ch coursed up the Iong, sinewy neck. The wings stayed tucked close to the body in the confines
of the cage, but Al odar could see many folds of thick, |eathery nenbrane that contrasted sharply
with the rough scaling of the rest of the body.

"I's that a wvern?" Al odar exclaimed. "Never in ny travels to the west or even in Anbrosia itself
have | seen

the |ike."

"A wvern it is, Alodar, one of two that we have here," Hypeton answered. "Od Lectonil was able
to hatch themsone fifty years ago when the | esser noons of the blood star lined with ours.”

Al odar returned his attention to the procession as nore and nore nmarchers filed onto the broad
floor. Seven gol den-haired wonmen, bare breasts bobbing in unison with each step, preceded a |arge
brass gong hung froma man-hi gh frane. Gray-robed acol ytes carryi ng huge, two-handl ed, gol den keys
foll owed a second caged wyvern, this one blindfolded and sitting docile in its narrow cage.
Finally, silence engulfed the crowd as the master nagicians of the Guild, robed in deepest bl ack
with circular |ogos of silver, brought up the rear.

"Only four are needed for this ritual," Hypeton explained, "and, by the laws, you can inagi ne the
fighting that nust have gone on in the council chanber for which of the fourteen it would be. |
see that Lectonil is missing and Beliac too. The masters nust have been so pol arized that they
could only agree on the neutrals Iike Mentenon there. A solid searcher so they say, but no great
flashes of intuition or daring to try new theorens. But | ook, they are nearly ready."

Al odar watched as the first of the four black-robed men nounted on a tripod a small tel escope
handed to himby one of the initiates and began to sight the noon and its conpani on stars of the
evening. He raised one armand extended his index finger to conmand attention. Al odar stole a
qui ck gl ance skyward. As the first of the two flitting stars passed behind the wobbling noon he
saw the bl ack-sleeved armfall with a sudden flourish. Al nost sinultaneously, a second nagician
inverted an

hour gl ass, and the seven wonen joi ned hands and began to sing a soft, harnoni ous chorus.
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The sands ran for several ninutes, and all stood transfixed on the stadiumfloor. Wen the |ast
grain fell, the third magician started gesticulating wildly, conducting the other performers in
their tasks in a conplicated rhythm The druns pounded in a seemi ngly random cadence, and candl es
sprang to life at what Al odar judged to be the cardinal points of the conpass. The blindfold of
the second wyvern was pull ed aside, and the beast added a deep bass npaning to the high chorus as
it sawits caged nate

The gong rang once nore, and the chorus stopped. The second nmgi ci an produced anot her sand gl ass;
when it enptied, the wvern's eyes quickly were covered again. As its wailing stopped, acrobats
expl oded fromthe entrance tunnel and did a conplex series of flips and tunbles that ended in the
formation of a human pyramid three nmen high, in the center of the floor

The fourth magi ci an suddenly awakened fromhis inactivity and notioned to the stocky acol yte
near by who staggered forward with an anvil of gleam ng gold. Al odar squinted to foll ow the detail
as the nagician renoved a ring fromhis left hand and placed it on the flat netal head. A second
acol yte handed hima hamrer. As the gong sounded, a third and final tine, he deftly tapped the
smal | band of netal

In the silence that now filled the stadium Al odar heard a small grunt fromthe bl ow and then a
babble as all the participants suddenly rel axed and began tal king at once.

"Enough, it has proceeded well," the nagician commanded the assenbly as he picked up the ring and
thrust it back onto his hand. The entire group dropped their various props to their sides and, in
an unpl anned confusi on, jockeyed back to exit the way they had cone.

"I's that all?" Al odar asked, puzzled, as he and the others also began to exit fromthe stands. "I
do not understand the intent of the perfornance."

"As | have said, Alodar, it was a rare event indeed," Hypeton responded, "A striking of the rough
outer edge froma ring of transportal. Only one nore striking to finish the inner and it will be
complete. "

"Then why not spend a few nore nminutes and be done

with it?" Al odar asked. "Surely such a pageant is assenbled at great expense."

"Yes, would that it were true, Alodar," Hypeton said. "But the strikings can be acconplished only
when the rituals of nagic make it so. The next and | ast cannot be done for yet thirty years. As
you say, the expense is enornpus. Each nan on the stadiumfloor received much rigorous training to
perfect the part he had to play so that the ritual could proceed correctly. That training, that
dedication to the goal, is such that only a guild of magicians could attenpt it. No small wonder
that rings of transportal and their like fetch the entire treasuries of kingdons when they are
conpl et ed. **

"But how fare you hi the nmeanwhile?" Al odar persisted. "How can even a guild survive to make such
wonder s?"

"A question that cuts close to our very own keep, Alodar." Hypeton |aughed. "Though |I only repeat
the runors that circul ate anong the neophytes, the Cycloid Guild is in the nost part living off
gold fromthe sale of magic arnmor some three hundred years ago. But to this |legacy is added the
smal l er suns that cone fromeasily nmade | esser itens and the adni ssion charges to the town
dwellers to see the rituals. And the Guild lives in fashion to nmake it a self-contained conmunity,
i ndependent of the principalities that rise and fall about it. Wy, you are here today because you
will serve a function of that community, so that itinerant | aborers or city-dwelling craftsmen
need not be consulted."

"Then, since | serve a goal common to all," Al odar said, "might | easily approach one of the
magi ci ans to consult on a snall conundrum that has drawn ne here?"

"By the laws, no," Hypeton said. "A nagician hardly speaks with civility to his peers, barely
tolerates the intrusions of acolytes into his thought, and instructs initiates only because he
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must. A neophyte addresses a black robe only because he has been spoken to. If you desire such
conmpany, study the rudinentary texts they give to each of us and try for the initiate's robe
yourself. If you are truly skillful with the equations and postul ates, you nmay have a bl ack robe
of your own in thirty years and can then riddl e your conundrum as you see fit"

"But Lectonil hinmself said he would give nme instruction
in two nonths tine in partial paynment for nmy tasks," Al odar said.

"So the masters say to all prospective neophytes they interview in the shack outside the curtain
that surrounds us." Hypeton | aughed. "There is nuch nmundane work to be done in the GQuild, and they
dangle a promise if they nust. Wiy, | have been here three years and know no nore of the
construction of rituals than the day | arrived. But the food and bed are fair enough exchange for
the work that | do. And if |I eventually tire of it and | eave, then they will find another."

"I's there no other way, then, that one can satisfy even the smallest curiosity about nmagic?"
Al odar asked.

"By the angles, no, Alodar," Hypeton said. "And take ne seriously now, for | jest no nore. The
secrets of this @uild, like any other, are closely guarded and much ill fortune befalls hi mwho
tries to discover themin other than the prescribed way. | renenber well the printer two years ago
who sonehow whi sked away to his chanber a box of organization so that he would no | onger have to
sort his type by hand after each day's press. A harnl ess enough anbition and an item easily enough
made by the scores. Al as, when they ran the ritual of presence, the box gl owed red hot and shook
the ah- with a mournful wail for all to hear. They took himfromthe neophyte towers and, before
the central library, showed himhis reflection in a mrror of inversion as we all watched. A nost
gruesone sight, Alodar. his heart still punping and entrails hanging out for al! to see,
surroundi ng the features and skin trapped inside."

"The ritual of presence?" Al odar said.

"Yes. Lectonil and his followers want to performit once a fortnight to keep the Guild secure.
Beliac argues it wastes our tine and resources, and yearly is sufficient, if at all. But between
the poles of both, it is yet often enough. You will feel it when it is run; hair stands on end and
skin pinples with cold. Warning enough to |leave nagic to the Quild and concentrate only on the
tasks they have given you."

Al odar's thoughts raced. The magi c spheres were too valuable to entrust to sonme hiding place
out si de of the

grounds of the Guild. They represented all that he had of inportance hi his quest for the fair
lady. But to |leave themin his new quarters to await the next ritual of presence was greater folly
still. He nmust find out their intent and be away quickly, no matter how Interesting the know edge
he mi ght gain here proved to be.

"I will regard naster Lectonil as a man of his word," he said at last, "and follow explicitly what
he says for a full two nonths. But at the end of that time, he will be rem nded of his end of the
bar gai n. "

"Then do not judge himtoo sharply by his reply,” Hypeton said. "You will find the others are no
better."

The sky dinmed in sunset and Al odar started down the |adder. The torches were already lit, but- he
could do no nore work by the feeble light. He reached the bottom and | ooked al ong the broad
expanse of the building. Still clutching the brush, he ran the back of his hand across his brow
Sone four hundred feet of wall, and after three days it was still only half painted. And this on
top of digging a quarter nmle of trench and cleaning nore than three score dirty pens.

He heard footfalls on the cobbl estone steps and then the gentle swish of a robe against the grass.
He dropped the brush into the bucket and turned' just as Lectonil approached from behind.

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (80 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:36 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

"You make good progress, neophyte," the nagician said. "In a few nore days the south facade will
be done. In another week perhaps the north as well. | am pl eased by the even thickness you have
applied with precision,"”

"Pl eased enough to begin the instruction?" Al odar asked. "You said that for certain this night you
woul d be unencunbered.”

Lectonil stopped and frowned. "Another session with an acolyte," he said with a wave of his hand.
"I't was scheduled late this afternoon. Perhaps when the south wall is done, or better yet, when
the north is conpleted as. well."

Al odar wi ped his hands with an oily rag' and dropped it to the ground. "How can | be sure that in
anot her two weeks tinme the answer will not be the sanme?" be asked slowy. "I took you at your word
when | entered the Guild, master, and did not question when you put me off

for one excuse or another. But the delays have persisted for thirty days nore. For three nonths
now | have served in good faith, mucking the stables, digging trenches in the hard clay, and
patching the walls with paint. It is time enough that you make good what you have pronised. | give
you the benefit of the doubt no |onger."

LectonU s eyes narrowed and his voice tinged with hardness. "You speak at great odds w th your
station, neophyte," he said. "And | will instruct you when it is a convenience to me, not when you
happen to beckon."

"I't is know edge of a specialized type that | seek," Al odar said. 'The denands on your tune would
not be great."

"No natter if it were but the nunber of beats in a dance of divergence," Lectonil said. "I would
reveal it only when you deserved to know, be it in another two nonths or perhaps even two years
hence. There is no cause to treat you differently fromany other. You receive a fine bed and anpl e
meal s for your efforts. | doubt you would be rewarded as well for the same labor in the town at
the foot of the mountain.”

"I't is not for bread and board that | sought out the Guild," Al odar said. "It was the lure of
magi ¢ that made ne cone. | explained quite clearly ny aspirations when you interviewed me in the
hut a quarter year ago. And as clearly, you did agree to aid hi its achievenent."

"I understand full well your desires," Lectonil snapped, "but the frustrations you feel when they
are not instantly fulfilled are your own struggle. They are not the concern of a master magician."

"Then what of your word?" Al odar asked. "One receives in kind what he deals out to others. If you
do not honor the rights of a neophyte then how can you expect himto deal fairly with yours. It is
a temptation of many, | would inmagine, to seek by stealth what you will not give freely."

"Do not speak of a nmmgician's word to a nere neophyte," Lectonil said, his eyes suddenly flam ng
"Such a concept has no nmeaning. And do not threaten what you cannot deliver. It will avail you no
better than the pestering you are enoloying with increasing frequency."

"I't can avail nme no worse " Modar grow ed back

Lectonil started to reply, but then paused for a nonment in thought. Hi s brows furrowed, and he
pulled his face into a grimsmle. "Yes, if it will stop your irritations, it is worth it," he
said at last. "And the exanple would be nbst instructive to the others. If it is by stealth that
you propose to learn the secrets of the Guild, then by all means | give you ny | eave. \Watever you
can di scover by your own devices is yours for the taking. Not a single fact will | begrudge; no
retribution will be exacted. But be prepared to accept as well the consequences of your actions
when you tanper with the safeguards that have protected those secrets for so long and so well.
Mark you, you will fare far better with a paintbrush and awaiting instruction when it is ny

pl easure.”
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Bef ore Al odar could reply, the magician stonmped back onto the wal kway and di sappeared into the
night. Al odar waited notionless until he could hear footfalls no | onger and then he exhal ed
slowy.

He snoothed the covercloth over his gear and then stood up abruptly. Lectonil had given himl eave,
perm ssion to find out on his own whatever he could. He | ooked across the courtyard to the hall of
the initiates and, in a flash, made up his mnd

Al odar spent the evening hours in hasty preparation. Near m dnight he returned to the courtyard.
The night air blew cool and clear as he wal ked the spaci ous grounds that were deserted by the
wor kers of the day. H s heels sounded sharply on the cobbled walk that ran in a long, gentle arc
out fromthe hall of adm nistration past the towering library and then to the gates of the
magi ci ans' private quarters.

Smal | er pat hways di verged gracefully fromthe main thoroughfare and |l ed to other structures al ong
the way. Except for the stadium none was so grand in size as the hall of nmagicians, but each was
worthy of any of Procolon's lords. Of to the left was the house of the wyverns and ot her exotic

animals, a low stack of jutting terraces nade as much of glass as of stone, and displaying for al
the ani mate treasures within.

Furt her back and barely visble stood a cluster of snmall towers, each topped in unique fashion
sone with crenela-tions and some with gently curving bands of silvery nmeta

nmeeting at the apex. The space allotted each neophyte was small but still a finer appointnent than
any Al odar had known before.

To the i mediate right was the square block of the initiates, white and wi ndow ess, but covered on
all four walls with the deep gashes of inmense calligraphy. Qut of sight behind, lay the quarters

of the acolytes, in back of themthe cubicles of instruction, and beyond that the stadi um of ngjor
rituals.

To the left stood the library, a tall slender pyram d covered with a nosaic of fiery red jewels,
glowing of their own inner light. Four wi ndows, tiny as viewed fromthe ground, covered each side
near the apex; but for them the walls were as unbroken as those of the hall of the initiates.

He | ooked back al ong the way be had cone. The hall of administration covered fully half his view,
unlike the beauty of the rest, it was a junble of towers, blocks, and ranmps. Brick butted agai nst
mar bl e, graceful colums supported rough hewn beans, tiered archways of netal |ooked |ike
scaf fol ding for new construction. The collage showed the haphazard growth of centuries as the
Qui |l d expanded and needed nore space to provide for the increasing demands for self-sufficiency.
Al odar had explored only a snall fraction of the passageways inside but he had found a kitchen, a
tannery, a carpenter's shop, a soap works, a small bath, and three testing roons hi which one
denmonstrated his qualifications for advancenent in the Guild.

Al odar resuned his deliberate tread on the cobbled arc. These grounds could swallow -the Iikes of
Iron Fist a full ten times over, yet no solid wall ran along the periphery to protect what was
wi t hin. Who woul d be foolish enough to brave the magical traps and del usions that served in their
st ead? Who i ndeed, he thought grimy, as he stood finally before the seal ed doors of the hall of
the initiates.

The vast grounds were enpty and silent as Al odar stood before the portal. He took one breath and
firmy pressed the small disk which glowed dully at his left, just as he had seen the initiates do
during the day. Soundlessly, the snooth slab before himparted and reveal ed an al cove not nuch
better lit than the starry sky.

Cautiously, he entered and the door slid shut behind him Al odar turned as the air rustled with
the closure but he saw no second disk to indicate his way back out He faced forward and advanced
two smal |l steps. Either side of the alcove was featureless, but the walls radiated away from him
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so that, sone ten feet distant, he faced not one but four nore doors.

A sinpl e expedi ent, Al odar thought Only one of the doors | eads any farther. The other three
probably are trapped and three out of four woul d-be intruders are disposed of wi thout the use of
magi c.

Al odar approached the one on the far left, hinged and handled with gilt and covered with vel vet,
tufted with small stones of jet. He listened intently but could hear nothing and advanced to the
second.

The next, unlike the first, was nade of rough hewn beans, splintery to touch and with fixtures of
crudely beaten iron. Al odar placed his ear gingerly against the surface. After a nonent of deep
concentration, he heard distant voices fromthe other side.

The third door was of stone, but with a giant blue steel bolt that held it firmy into the frane
that contained it.

The | ast door gl eaned of glass, snmoboth and cold to the. touch and dimy reflecting Alodar's figure
as he squinted through it. Deep black |ay beyond, shadow on shadow, with no form

He stepped back and pondered his choice. He did not know enough of the ritual and syrabology to
make the correct guess. Sonme other clue nmust guide him After a nonent's thought, he withdrew a

small, telescoping rule fromthe knapsack he had fashioned to hang under his pocketless robe. He
carefully laid it at the foot of the first door and ran his fingertips along the stone floor. The
masonry lay flat and true, like all of the construction at the Guild, with not a single crack or

niche to disturb the gliding notion of his hand.

The area before the wooden door was the sane; but in front of the third, a narrow gap at one end
of the rule widened to a barely perceptible depression in the niddle and then returned to true on
the other side. This alcove was originally made with great craftsmanship, but since its
construction it had served as the footpath for countless initiates. This was the one that he nust
t ake.

He straightened up, secured his rule, and pulled back the blue steel bolt.

Not hi ng happened inmediately in response; to Alodar's gentle touch the thick slab swung gently
inward on its hinges. Al odar blinked as he gazed down a snall tunnel-way into a well-lighted cross
passage. He waited a nonment to accustom his eyes and saw two white robes stroll leisurely by in
the brightness beyond. A third shuffled by hi the other direction, arms heavily laden with thick
scroll's of cracking parchnent.

There, not twenty feet in front of Al odar, unobscured by any visible inpedinent |ay the goal of
the night's venture. He snoothed down the spare neophyte's robe he had bl eached with the aid of
sone of Saxton's teachings and slowy began to traverse the narrow passageway. He took a first
step and then another, and the |ightness grew correspondingly nearer. Suddenly another white robe
poked his head into the tunnel and headed in Alodar's direction. Al odar turned sideways and
averted his gaze. The newconer paid himno heed but sped past and on outwards to the pronenade.

Encour aged, Al odar resumed his cautious pacing of the distance to the hallway. He covered fifteen
feet nmore and not hi ng happened. Then, just as the exit was within tantalizing reach, a brace of
bells began ringing rapidly in the recesses of the ceiling. Metal grated |oudly agai nst stone, and
he | ooked over his shoulder to see a heavy steel portcullis descend to bl ock the entranceway
behi nd him He whi pped back to |l ook at the ceiling directly ahead and saw a second barrier begin
to fall. Wthout thinking, he sprang forward, hurling hinself lowinto the rapidly dinnishing
opening, arnms out straight and stomach sucked tightly against his spine.

Wth a swoosh, he slid across the polished stone into the cross passageway, just as the stee
shafts jostled his feet out of the way. Al odar stood up and confronted three initiates startled by
t he sudden appearance and the din of the bells. Al odar took advantage of their hesitation, spun
about, and sprinted down the hallway.
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"An intruder!" somebody shouted behind him "Stop the nman! He has tripped the watcher in the west
entrance." A chorus of footfalls began to echo Al odar's own.

As he sped past the openings to cubicles, nore inquisitive heads poked out into the passage.

Al odar | ooked forward and saw the hallway turn to the left sonme twenty feet ahead. He increased
bis speed towards the corner, hoping to perform sone evasi ve maneuver while he was nonentarily out
of sight. As he approached and prepared to dart to the left, the sound of nore bells added to the
din. Al odar wasted no tinme in speculation but attened hinself for a second slide.

Anot her portcullis banged down as he dove, this tine catching his robe on its sharp spikes. Wth a
savage effort, he wrenched hinself free as his pursuers slammed into the ironwork and thrust their
arns through at his retreating form

Al odar took but three steps before a third set of bells added to the chorus of the others and he
saw yet another barrier begin to fall sone twenty feet ahead. He | ooked hurriedly to the left and
right and saw that a single side door was his only renmaining exit. He ran through the entrance
into a small cubicle, furnished sinply with a bed and witing desk, but marked by no wi ndows or
ot her

openi ngs.

Al odar reached into his knapsack and withdrew a snmall bag filled with powder. He | ooked around the
room stacked the chair upon the bedfrane, and clinbed up the wobbly structure. Qutside he could
hear the gateworks being raised and the pursuers yelling out his location to others who cane to
join in the hunt.

Swayi ng on the chairbottom he stretched to full height and chisel ed away at the nortar between
the corner ceiling tiles. He crammed the bag into the small hole, inserted and Iit a fuse, and
junped to the ground as three white-robed figures rushed into the room Al odar quickly fell to the
floor and ducked under the table. The initiates stooped to foll ow

"The gane is over," one cried as he pulled on one of Alodar's |egs. "Wat great sport. The nmsters
have not had someone to punish publidy hi some time. | do hope they choose an entertaining
ritual."

The ceiling exploded and Al odar's assailants were hurled to the ground in a tunble of tiles,
nmortar, and stone. Al odar scranbled out and back up onto the bed.

He saw bl ue sky above; the overlying stone had fallen with the tile. Wthout pausing, he |eaped
upwar ds, arns outstretched, and caught the edge of a block which still remained. Before those
bel ow coul d recover, he pulled hinself up and onto the roof.

He ran rapidly to the edge and | eaped off to the ground. No one yet was coming to investigate the
explosion, nor had an initiate popped out of the hall in pursuit. Al odar waited |ong enough to
regain his sense of direction and then sped back towards the neophytes' quarters.

Just read a few scrolls to find out about nagic spheres and be on ny way, he thought as he ran
Per haps sonet hing nore passive, such as waiting for Lectonil, was not such a bad choice after all

CHAPTER TEN Barter and the Beauty

"Bur with all due respect, sage Beliac," the acolyte said, "let not the length of ny tenure here
col or your decision. | have the proficiencies of a nan many years ny senior. |Indeed | can produce
a wand of ebony in but a fortnight, one of jet in twd. | know by nmenory the rituals for fourteen
talismans. | have mastered not only central, diagonal and symetric but adjacent orthogonal magic
squares as well. Listen and | will tell you of the nethod for producing a helnet of a thousand
blows. First swing a pendulumw th a bob of solid gold over the egg of a turtle as it hatches in
t he noonday sun. Next paint the claw of a roc—=
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"Enough of the classroomrecitation, Duncan." The nagici an waved himto cease as Al odar | eaned
forward to hear the quieter and slower tones. "It takes far nore than rote to win the robe of
bl ack, as you well know. "

Al odar stretched on tiptoes to get his head above the wall and catch the words. Two full weeks had
passed since his adventure in the hall of the initiates, but nothing had happened as a
consequence.

Still, another frontal assault might be suicidal without nore data. Eavesdropping certainly was
not the way of the sagas, but for the nonment it was the only path open. Beliac and his acol yte had
met in this grove often at this hour. The piece of eggshell placed in the grass behind them had
the right shape to focus the sound, and the al chemical coating nmade the reflectivity nearly
perfect. Wth the spellbinding of thaumaturgy, nearly all of what they said came his way, even

t hough the grove was sone fifty

feet distant.

The small stand of trees was between the library and the hall of the acolytes, and the maze of
open study cubicl es nearby was ideal cover. Fromhis hiding place, Al odar squinted at the nagician
and tried to catch his facial expression as he spoke. His hair was jet black and conmbed in |ong,
strai ght strokes back fromhis forehead. Deep-set eyes and a narrow nose seened buried hi a forest
of heavy eyebrows, thick noustache, and long curly beard. The effect was intended to convey the
dignity of age, but the snmooth, winkle-less skin betrayed Beliac to be one of the youngest
masters of the Cuild.

Duncan was younger still, perhaps five years older than Al odar, but with a hairline already
receding to the top of his head. His eyes were close set, and his face carried a pained | ook, as
if life were always treating himunfairly. H's gray robe hung askew on his shoul ders, dipping to
one side and twisted into disarray.

"But npst gracious sage," the acolyte continued, "I have studied the record of investiture of

Val eron when he secured the silver ring for his own. There is no question of his tbat | cannot now
answer. The apex of the library should not be denied nme just because | have been an initiate only
three years and an acol yte but two."

"The key ring to the apex is not lightly granted, Dun-can," Beliac said. "W nust have sufficient
judgrment and wi sdomto use properly the rituals and theorens that are euscrolled there. It would

not do for one unseasoned to have access to such power. And why the rush? Look at the pace of the
neophytes. Sone |inger on for decades be-

fore even attenpting the exami nation for initiates. Indeed, some are content with the sinpler
tasks and never strive for what is beyond their i mediate grasp. W have sone two score acol ytes
inthe Guild at present; yet only a dozen or so have the potential to be magicians. Only the best
will don the robe of black, when we deemthemtruly ready."”

"But | amready, venerable sage," Duncan said. "There is no newritual that t could naster were
to wait even a fortnight nore. Time would only be a burden."

"Whuld it now, ny acolyte? Then ponder the solution to the follow ng proposition. A coven of ice
denons appears fromthe black rocks in the valley below They flash through the air to our very
gates and, though the air shinmers and distorts as always, they slide through hi a heartbeat. Wth
convul sive power they begin to thunder our buildings down in mighty ruin. Wat defense do you

pr opose?"

"Most surely nmy sage, | would make ready our supply of djinn bottles and lanps and instruct all at
the I evel of acolyte or greater to fashion nmore as quickly as they are able."

"A divergence of djinn bottles," Beliac shouted. "I said ice denons. The |ike that confines an inp
or figenella would not secure the devils of which | speak. Such an dn-swer is insufficient. What
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el se coul d you suggest ?"

Duncan was silent for a |long nonment before answering. "Nothing nore is in ny |earning, sage, but
then | assert that no answer need be given. You propose what cannot conme to pass, as if to ask how
to nove the stone of infinite weight. Except for a stray gremin here and there, denons of power
spark through our world no nore. Common Sane is insufficient to bridge the gap so that they can
appear of their own volition. Contact with the denon world is nediated by fire. Wthout sonething
exotic burning, the barrier is too great for the powerful to overcone. Small wonder that | do not
recall an answer to such a problemin the recital of those who have preceded ne."

"You wiggle out of the proposition too easily, Duncau," Beliac said. "I seek to see how you
respond when the answer is not in the recitals you have so carefully nenorized. But there is sone
truth in what you say. There are few wi zards of note in Procolon, and the ones to the south

act nost reclusive of late, though it is the tinme of year they usually stage the battle for the
kings. But this year they have announced no such display. Perhaps they are too engrossed tn what
happens in the west with two barons thensel ves possessed.”

"Two? | have heard of Bandor and no other." "Another peer to his north was sonehow sei zed as wel |,
or so say the lesser sorcerers. Kelric has not confirned it, but | wonder if bis power has not
slipped to such an extent that he refuses even to try."

"But if there are indeed two, then the fair lady's problemis solved," Duncan said. "The denons
will turn their puppets agai nst one another in the sane fashion as the w zards direct their slaves
in the south. Either both will be destroyed or the devils will tire of their gane and retire
whence they cane."

"Such has not yet happened,"” Beliac replied. "The west of Procolon rises in coherent revolt as
before, and with a unity of purpose they struggle agai nst the gqueen who now besi eges them | ndeed,
Vendora has call ed throughout the kingdons for a wi zard brave enough to attenpt an exorcismto
come forward. Clearly she nust defeat not only the discontents of the west but the devils which
propel themas well."

"Anmong the acol ytes, we hear nuch talk fromthe south that the several kingdons view Vendora's
trouble as an opportunity,” Duncan said. "If they were also to act now in concert, there is little
resource left that she can call to

her aid."

"Perhaps only Arcadi a across the sea or even the barbaric tribes to the north, if they could be
convinced to fight," Beliac agreed. "All else is pressed into the struggle to the west. But such
mundane happeni ngs shoul d not concern us. Qur safeguards are good, despite what Lectonil wll say.
Whi ch prince rules the valley and the townsnmen does not natter. But enough of affairs outside our
wal | s. Cone now, what do you say to the probl enP"

"l see | give you no direct satisfaction, O sage,” Dun-can replied. "But let ne press on to

anot her perhaps nore practical reason to consider ny petition now The council stands sorely

di vi ded between those who support your august views and those who fawn behind Lectonils robe. It is
no secret among the acol ytes how many issues of great

inport are laid aside to another day with seven votes yes and seven nore nay. A fifteenth magician
woul d bring great changes in the state of affairs in short tine."

Bel i ac paused for a nmonent and then spoke with care. "And what woul d your persuasions be, were you
i ndeed to get the privilege of the black, acolyte Duncan? Were do you stand on the issues that so
dearly concern the council these days?"

"Why nost assuredly with you, inspiring sage,"” Duncan answered. "I l|ike not the constraints to
whi ch Lectonil w shes us bound. Many tinmes have | heard you argue the need for expanding the
nunber of acolytes, diversifying their skills, experinmenting with newrituals and the rest. And on
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such a course | would see the Guild steered as well."

"Yet the manner in which you approach the craft is nore like that of Lectonil than mne," Beliac
said. "He would nmuch favor one who found confort in nenorizing what has gone before, rather than
daring what is new. Wiy have you not approached himinstead with your proposition?"

Duncan bit his lip and | owered his eyes. "Please do not take offense, my sage,” he said, "but in
truth I did approach himwith the Sane offer. 'I need no help fromoutside the council,’' he
snapped. 'A change of one vote and it will be over.' "

The acol yte paused, but when Beliac did not inmediately reply, he rushed on. "But my method of
learning is a superficiality. I amat ease with your |eanings as well as any other. Wen | have
the robe of black, such things will little matter."

"l see you have studied nore than just the magician's craft, Duncan,"” Beliac said. "And | am much
conerned about the issues of which you speak. The occurrence two weeks ago will be pivotal in the
next council neeting. Lectionil will rmake sure of it. He will denmand the ritual of presence be
perforned i medi ately. And since | am opposed to such waste on principle, | will resist himthis
time as well. But he will paint a dark picture of the threat to the @uild, the danger of so nany
uninitiated roanming at freedomw thin the pal ace grounds. Though he knows full well how safely we
are protected, it will cause one or two of the nore neutral to pause and consider it."

Bel i ac stopped and touched his fingers to his lips. "He has kept to his chanbers since the
incident," he nmuttered. "I would not doubt that somehow he put a neophyte up to the whole thing."

He was silent for a nonent, and then his eyes narrowed. "Long ago, | visited his quarters. Topnost
in the towers and the | argest besides. Thick woven rugs, the newest sheets, and the freshest
fruits in his bow. And why should he have the tightest |oad of instruction and be the one to cal
our council to order? | amnore the magician and it is only the accident of birth that he is
older. If there is to be order in the Guild, then the trappings of senior master should belong to
me. But enough of such discourse. | will ponder what you have said. It is not a decision given
easily in a single evening."

"As you w sh, ny sage,"
my petition with care.”

Duncan said with sudden hope in his voice. "I ask only that you consider

Al odar watched the two nen depart, Duncan skipping rapidly toward the hall of acolytes and Beli ac,
chin on chest, pacing slowy past to the magicians' quarters beyond.

Al odar | ooked down fromthe third story wi ndow onto the swatch of grass in front of the hall of
adm nistration. He smled as he detected the bits of eggshell scattered about in the turf. On the
carpet spread in the niddle of his array Lectonil sat with his back erect, facing another nagician
in the same formal pose. Behind each, arns akinbo, stood four acolytes in a row. Looping around to
enclose themall was a conplete circle of initiates of both GQuilds. To the side, objects of their
craft peeked froma disarray of crates.

"Then it is concluded, Trodicar," Lectonil said. "The gong of shattering resonance and the well -
tenpered djinn bottles for the boots of varied prints and the armulet of blinding light. But the
everlasting candles we will save for another tine."

"Ch, very well,"’
to be exchanged?”

Lectonil's counterpart replied, starting to rise. "By what nmeans are the rituals

"By the usual nethod of the wax-seal ed book, two copies, freshly illum nated."

"When we dealt with Bel i ac, he gave us three,"

Trodicar said. "Two for the nmasters' immediate use and another for the library."

"No wonder his research drains our treasury so," Lectonil grow ed. "Half of his gold nust be
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consumed by extravagance. But | assumed you would request no | ess and am prepared to deal as
generously as he. Mark you, an additional copy to replace one lost to the hazards of the trai
will not be forthcom ng."

"It is fair enough." Trodi car nodded and the conference suddenly broke into an informal activity
of exchange and packing. In a few mnutes, the group split into tw and noved in opposite
directions. Lectonil and his followers passed fromAl odar's viewinto the hall entrance bel ow.
Shortly thereafter, Trodicar's retinue strung out into a single line that wove across the sward
and then through the curtain of distortion. The last initiate passed into the di mess, pulling at
the donkey with their provisions. H gh on the backpack Al odar saw the corners of the recently
bartered books protrudi ng through the topnost flap

H s eyes wi dened with excitenent. Books of magic noving away fromthe protective devices of the
Gui | dl

He | ooked out to the shinmrering view It was well that he had taken every excuse to visit the
town. He had been guided through the curtain enough tines that he should be able to nmake the
transit al one.

Al odar waited a few m nutes nore until everyone was out of sight and then quickly sprinted down
the stairs. He raced outside the hall, across the swatch of grass, and into the haze. Rocks,
shrubs, and the pat hway ahead distorted in dizzying shapes that flickered fromone glance to the
next. Trunks waved back and forth, |eaves expanded to giant size and contracted to pinheads, while
rocks oscillated like soft gelatins. In a dozen steps, he was conpletely surrounded by the

di stortions, unable to tell by sight fromwhence he had conme or the direction of the true pathway
ahead. He gl anced behind to see the towers of the hall of admi nistration seemngly sway in the
breeze, soaring to the sky and then drooping |like a waxen nodel left jn the hot sun

Closing his eyes and concentrating, Al odar paced off a
dozen nore steps and then turned abruptly to his right.
After several mnutes of dead reckoning, aided only by

m ni mal cl ues from the texture under f oot , hi s boot

sounded against a large flat stone. The edge of the chasm if the talk anong the neophytes was
accurate, was a deep cut wapping around the GQuild within the interior of the curtain. Wth his
eyes still closed, he gingerly pushed one foot forward and felt the narrow beam whi ch nust span
the gap. Arns outstretched for bal ance, he stepped off the six steps and felt with relief the firm
contact with the stone on the other side.

He opened his eyes and saw the diffuse Iight grow dimrer still, as if the sun had suddenly sunk
towards the horizon. The scrubby chaparral shriveled away to isolated clunps of gnarled and bare
branches, and a single needle-like spire wavered above a rolling | andscape, Al odar blinked, trying
to remenber if he had seen such a scene when he was gui ded before, but the inage shinmered away.

He stepped forward six steps and then turned to his left. After a score nore paces, he spun back
to the right and continued down the slope. Twigs and small branches pulled at his robe, but when
he peeked in the direction of the tugs, the grotesque shapes only added to the confusion. He
stunbl ed over the snmall stones which littered the way and finally banged his toes against the
sharp point of a flat rock directly in his path.

He nentally ran through the sequence fromthe beginning to make sure of the correct path and then
started down the branch to the left. After several nore mnutes of concentration he broke through
to the still air of the outside world.

Al odar sighed with relief at his acconplishment but had no tine to stop and savor it. He ran to
the edge of the trail and | ooked over the side. The pathway sw tched back several tines bel ow him
On the second bend he saw the guildsnmen pulling their beasts of burden. Downhill, the trail cut
back in a wide arc that nearly circunmscribed the hill before reversing direction
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Wthout waiting further, Alodar lifted a fist-sized rock and hurled it down at the donkey

| unbering along. The first shot mssed the target and the trail conpletely. The second was a | ucky
hit directly on the aninmal's haunch, The donkey reared upright, wenching the rein fromhis

handl er. Another hit on the | ower neck was enough to

terrify the beast into bolting down the trail with the magician and his acol ytes raci ng behind.

Al odar quickly turned and began to scranble through the bush to the other side of the hill. Hs
feet slipped on small rubble. Several tines he had to grasp at a nearby shrub to keep his bal ance.
Pul Iing and tugging his way, he pursued a rough arc through the chaparral while the nagicians

zi gzagged on the | ooping path below. Several mnutes passed in a frenzy of exertion, and then

Al odar stopped and | ooked down the slope. If he hurried now, be could neet the beast on the |ong
swi t chback and have a chance at the books before the pursuers could cone around.

He took a deep breath and charged down the hillside, hitting the rough ground on a dead run. He
| eaped over the small barriers that lay in his way and zi gged and zagged down the incline. Hs

| egs seened to acquire a will of their own, hurling one foot in front of the other and draggi ng
hi s upper body behind. He caronmed forward with only enough control to twi st and dodge the | arger
shrubs and rocks that swept by in a blur. Struggling for balance, he flailed his arms wildly in
the air, nore than once alnost carried away by the aval anche of small stones he started with his
poundi ng tread.

In a final burst of speed, he jarred onto the pathway, feet skittering across the ground towards
the edge of the cliff. As he ran forward, the donkey rounded the curve and galloped directly ahead
down the trail. Al odar slowed and stepped to one side, reaching out to grasp the pack |ashings as
t he beast ran by.

St abbi ng pain shot through his arns as he was stretched by the contact, but he gripped the harness
firmy and was swept fromhis feet and dragged along. Trusting his grip to his left hand, he

rel eased his right and funbled for the books peeking out of the top of the pack. Wth a savage
nmoti on, he wrenched one free and tunbled to the ground, rolling off the trail and cascadi ng down
the edge of the cliff.

Brush and rock slowed his descent, whacking at his linbs and ribs as he spun. In a dizzying
nmoment, he lay still at the bottomof a little ravine, groggy and with blood trickling froma
baP«red nose, but still clutching the nagic book of the Caild. Up en the trail he heard the

excited cries of the initiates as they ran past, calling for the aninal to stop

Al odar lay still, not so nuch to ensure that the nmagicians were gone as to let his body rest from
the beating it

had t aken.

A long tune later as dusk began to fall, he slowy sat up, wincing fromthe soreness in his back
and legs. Wth a hand trenbling fromthe effort, he cautiously broke the seal on the snmall clasp
whi ch bound t he book shut. He breathed deeply and cracked the volunme open to the niddle.

The pages fell flat with a sudden puff of black snoke. As Al odar fanned the haze aside, he saw
that the parchnent contained not witings on magic but blankness fromtop to bottom He quickly
cut to another page and the openi ng was acconpani ed by the same expl osi on and absence of content.
He spent the next hour trying to part the leaves in various ways, slowy, fromthe top, with eyes
cl osed, behind bis back, but always with the same result. Wen he was done the book was enpty,
ready and fresh for the first word to be witten in it

Al odar tossed the usel ess volunme aside in disgust and began to clinb slowy back up the chffside
" Saf equarded still," he nmuttered. "I have yet to find the way."

"This way, Al odar," Hypeton called as he wove his way through the clutter of |ow benches and
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tables hi the dark and nusty room Al odar followed, barely able to keep sight of the swirling
brown of the robe in front as he avoi ded the outstretched arns and legs in his way.

He saw their target at last, a small round table in the far corner, already occupi ed by two
figures huddled over the light of a single feeble candle.

"Ah, ny night vision deceives ne not,** Hypeton said with satisfaction as he sat down. "The best
bench hi the house, | wager."

Al odar sat down in the one spot renmining and squinted into the gloomat the two others, white-
robed but hooded as he.

"But we are nuch too formal," Hypeton continued, throw ng back his cow and reaching up to do the
same to the figure at his left. The hood fell in a cascade of golden curls shining brightly in the
Iight of the candle. "And yes,

I was right, it is you, Cynthia, and your conpani on nmust be Canphonel, is it not?"
"Enough of your |ight manner, Hypeton," the bare headed girl responded in a throaty voice. "It is
barely tolerable back at the Guild. | care not to have it pursue ne when we take |leave to visit

the village."

"Ah, Cynthia, as gruff as always," Hypeton said. "How is it that your heart does not mirror the
perfection of your skin? It would be nost wondrous if it were so."

"Whi ch new one do you bring with you tonight, Hypeton?" Cynthia asked, ignoring the question. "D d
the last one finally tire of the sane parade of taverns and houses, week after week?"

"I am Al odar, the neophyte," Al odar said. "Are you also of the Cycloid Guild?"

"Indeed | am" Cynthia answered. "Perhaps you have already seen ne in the course of your sojourn
there."

Al odar squinted at the face across the table with eyes not yet accustoned to the darkness. The
chin was square with a harsh Iine that contrasted sharply with the softness of the cascadi ng
curls. The nose and lips were a trifle too large for the thin, oblong face but the eyes were
alive, returning with confidence Al odar's measured | ook. Men who did not know her would judge her
pl ain, he thought, but those who did would feel a strong allure. Recognition sprang to himas he
traced down the outline of her figure now hidden by the robe.

"Indeed, the ritual of the ring," Cynthia said sinply. "But | see that the folds of your cloak
hi de sonething interesting as well. Here, let me see your hands."

She extended her arnms across the table and Al odar placed his hands in hers.
"Your hands are scarred," she said. "Wat manner of |abor do you performfor the Guild?"

"The sane as always given to the newest of the neophytes,"” Al odar answered. "The marks are there
because | have practiced at arns."”

"Not only practiced, | see," Cynthia said, running her hands along Al odar's forearm fingertips
gently rippling over the token fromsome of Cedric's instruction. She | ooked deeply into Al odar's
eyes.

"You must tell ne sonetinme of the adventures that gave you these," she said. "A tale of arns woul d
be a

nost wel come change fromthose of magic, which is our

steady diet."
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Al odar opened his mouth to speak but hesitated, enjoying the pleasure of her contact. He tried to
pi cture Vendora and conpare her beauty, but the inage was faded as if seen through the magician's
curtain. He struggled to renenber her as she | ooked in the dungeon of Iron Fist when they first
met or later hi the keep just as the walls finally fell. The queen was a stunning beauty, but how
exactly her face was different from Cynthia' s he could not tell. He sighed at the bl ankness and

al rost instinctively began to withdraw his arm

Cynthia turned her hand over and playfully stroked the back against his. To his surprise, he felt
a small nodul e of hardness in the middle of the smooth skin

"It appears the work of the initiate is also not only of the mnd," he said.

"That is the mark of all who advance beyond the |evel of the neophyte,"” Cynthia replied. "Wen
they stoked the branding iron with the snmall disk into the furnace on the day of my initiation
ritual, | fainted dead away. \When | awoke, ny hand was bandaged and | was cl oaked in the robe of
white, free to roamthe hall of the initiates. Several weeks later, only the little circle of scar
ti ssue remained."”

"And what true significance does it have?" Al odar asked.

"Who can ten?" Cynthia said. "So nmuch of the initiation ritual is nmerely tradition fromyears gone
by. | have no call to be reminded of it in ny instruction since."

Bef ore the conversation could continue, the murnuring of the crowd began to rise hi anticipation
and Al odar turned to view the small stage at the other end of the room The curtain behind parted
and a minstrel wal ked forward. He strumred a chord on his strings and waited for silence before
begi nni ng.

"The lava ran hot, fierce and gl owi ng. The funes alone scurried the | esser nen back, But to the
queen he had pl edged the gens So into the tunnels stonped m ghty Rendrac.

"Knee deep hi liquid fire he struggled To the very heart of the snoking nountain;

In a sparkling pool of rich treasure
He stuffed his pack fromthe cascading fountain."

Al odar blinked in amazenent as the ballad droned on. It was all there in traditional saga form
The brave hero setting out al one agai nst overwhel ning odds. By his m ghty prowess he secured a
treasure for his queen but, alas, perished in the deed. A hundred years from now nore verses and
enmbel I i shments woul d be added so that the true event could not be fathomed by the wisest fromthe
telling.

The crowd showed its approval at the conclusion and then buzzed with the gossip the ballad had
evoked.

"They say that his nentor truly reaps the benefits of his great |abor." Canphonel spoke for the
first time. "He rode into Anbrosia in nmagnificent style, tossing small gens |ike pebbles into the
crowd. To the queen he presented a necklace of huge stones, with an enerald nearly fist size for

t he pendant. Vendora postponed her betrothal to sone other outland lordling, and now Basil is jn
her company everywhere. But she craftily does not choose himover the other. Instead, she delights
intheir daily struggle for her favor."

Not one suitor but two! Al odar | ooked down at his brown robe and sighed softly. He shook his head
and focused his attention on the conversation still bouncing around him

"A lack of definition on the politics to the north!" Hypeton swore. "Their ways degenerate further
with each passing year. Thanks be to the permutations that keep the Guild out of such pettiness."

"Your ear is as sensitive as your tongue, Hypeton," Cynthia said. "The Guild deals with struggles
of power as nuch as any principality. Wiy the entire esplanade is tal king of nothing else. The
next council neeting is an extraordinary one called by Lectonil. It will be the real test between
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his faction and that of Beliac."
"And how do you see the outcone?" Al odar asked.

"The talk is mainly fueled by runor, with no substance one way or the other," Cynthia replied,
"but | think that Beliac feels the pressure of tinme to be against his ideas. He seeks to get votes
by ot her neans than those of cold

| ogi c. Else why would he beseech me to show certain favors to one of the |less committed masters?

Wy, | wager that if a means of persuasion were presented to him he mght even traffic a
neophyte."
"OfF course," Alodar said. He quickly slid fromthe bench and headed through the night back to the

tower of the neophytes.
CHAPTER ELEVEN The Unfettered Dragon

ALODAR pushed aside the twig and peered out at the acolyte standing at rigid attention in the hot
sun. He reached down to the small wax figure at his side and deftly drew the lips apart in a
ghoul i sh grin. Duncan's features responded in kind, although his cheeks trenbled fromthe strain
of trying to break the grip which held him

Al odar | ooked down the path and saw Beliac's sl ow approach to the library's entrance, his chin
deep on his chest and every step reluctant.

As the mmgi ci an passed, Al odar renoved the cork fromthe flask and grimaced at the foul odor which
arose fromit. Wth a sweeping notion, he tipped his head back and downed its contents, feeling a
raw, rasping sting all the way down to his stonach. His throat woul d be nonstrously sore for a
week afterwards, he knew, but Saxton's craft was never particularly concerned about the
aftereffects of its potent brews.

Bel i ac drew abreast of the inmobile acolyte and Al odar pursed his |lips to speak

"Good riddance, pompous wi ndbag,"” Duncan seened to say. "l hope they see fit to take back the robe
of black as well as denounce your ideas." The voice was high and sl uggi sh, Al odar thought, but no
one woul d doubt that

Duncan had spoken. The elixir of ventriloquismworked well indeed.

Beliac stopped his pacing and | ooked up in disbelief. "Well nove along," Al odar projected. "You
may as well get it over with."

"See here, acolyte," Beliac replied. "The affairs of the chanmber are no concern of yours, in spite
of what you have surm sed fromour previous converse. And mark you well, regardl ess of what
happens there, | will enmerge with the unbroken circle on nmy robe still, nore than a match for any
acolyte in the Guild, no matter how |l ofty an opinion he holds of himself. None of your station
dare address ne thus."

"And hi truth you are correct, O sage," Alodar said in his own voice as he stepped from his hiding
pl ace and out onto the wal kway. "By a conbination of the arts of thau-maturgy and al cheny, | nade
appear what was not so. Acolyte Duncan, of course, never of his own free will would make such
statenents.”

"Then it is you, neophyte, who will feel the wath of ny puni shment when | have time to deal wth
the matter,"” Beliac snapped in reply. "Wat is your name and station within the Guil d?"

"My denmonstration was for a nost pointed purpose,” Al odar persisted. "I believe that you have a
need for the control of another's voice and posture within the very next hour. That | can offer to
you. "
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Beliac's eyes brightened with conmprehension. "Ah, what you say is true, nost clever lad. Quickly
now, informme of the ritual by which this is done and I will reward you in due proportion."

"As | have said," Alodar replied. "It is not of magic, but the other arts. | nust be present to
perform else it cannot beconme so."

"A neophyte in the apex. Unthinkable!" Beliac growed. "Gve nme the ritual or face nmy wath on the
spot."

"My presence or nothing," Al odar said coldly |ooking into the angered eyes of the magician
"Decide now or |let the opportunity slip fromyour grasp."

Beliac was silent for a long noment and then flung his armin hasty beckoning. "Very well, cone
along. W will deal with your lack of respect later."

Al odar returned quickly to the bush, ran his fingers

over the waxen eyes and laid the doll out on the ground. He bounded back beside Beliac, not even
bot hering to check Duncan's apparently slunbering form nearby.

Bel i ac extended the ring on his left hand and aligned its intricate design of niniature planes and
cubes into a mating indentation in the slab in front of them A nonent passed with Beliac's hand
rigidly extended forward, but there was no notion in the slab

"Ch by the postulates, cal myourself nman," Beliac nuttered to hinmself. "It will not do for one of
Lectonil's lackeys to see ne so agitated that | cannot work the outer door." He took a deep breath
and then another and pressed his ring nore firmy into the slot. The rock parted at a line that

Al odar had not detected, and they stepped into a snall al cove.

"Here, since you are uninitiated, you nust wear a talisman to calmthe watcher." Beliac shoved his
ring into another slot to his left. A snmall drawer extended fromthe wall and Beliac wthdrew an
ornate chain of gold braid and placed it about Al odar's neck. He then used the ring a third tine
to part the door at the rear of the alcove, and they entered the library proper

Al odar's eyes darted greedily about as they passed down the center aisle towards a stairwell in
the very center of the large square. Unlike the subdivision into many small room ng cubicl es of
the hall of the initiates, no intervening construction bl ocked his view

The entire floor was covered with neat rows of desks and study benches, nobst occupied by figures
robed in white and gray. Fromall four of the gently sloping walls, shelf after shelf of books,
scrolls, and manuscripts canti-levered out into the study area. Al odar gazed up the spiral of the
stairs to where they finally disappeared in a small ceiling area crowded by the four wall planes
that converged to it. At regul ar distances along the flight upwards, catwal ks radi at ed outwards
fromthe wall and ran unsupported frombelowto join the spiral. At each level a second wal kway
circunscribed the interior and gave access to still nore shelves of magical know edge.

Al odar smiied with satisfaction. This was where he must search for an expl anation of the power of
t he spheres.

They reached the stairwell, Beliac pressed his hand to the base of the banister, and they began to
clinb. Alodar's

brown robe caught the attention of nmany who studi ed bel ow, but Beliac's one of black silenced any
questions. The | ong ascent was uneventful; no clanging bells or slaming barricades added to the
sound of their tread.

"I would think the library to be nore highly guarded than the hall of the initiates," Al odar said
as they clinbed. "Yet it would seema knife in your ribs in exchange for your ring would inperi
all the secrets here."
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"The magic in nmy ring enconpasses nore than just the parting of the slab, neophyte," Beliac
replied with a slight wheeze. "That ring was formed as part of the same ritual that exchanged mny
gray robe for black. Of my hand it is powerless, worth only the few brandels of silver of which
it is made. It works for me and ne alone, as do the thirteen carried by the other nagicians of the
Quild."

"Then that sane knife mght pronpt you to use the ring to gain ny entrance, just as you have done
of your own free will. The result would be the sane.”

"As | said, neophyte, a ring nost magical," Beliac continued. "It is attuned to me and to ne

al one, but in a state of mind of reasonable tranquility. If | amstressed, it will not work and
fear for my life would render it useless. You saw how | had to cal mny slight anger to effect our
passage. No, there is no way into the library save by the will of a master nmmgician. But enough of
nmy craft. At the nonment, | am nore concerned with yours.

"When we enter | shall greet first the one you are to control. Let himbe until we are to vote on
the el evation of Duncan to the black robe, and then have himvote yes. Can you i ndeed effect
t hi s?"

"If within the next hour, before ny powers for voice casting subside, yes," Al odar answered. "And
I will need in addition sonething fromhis body. A hair perhaps will be the easiest to secure."

"Hrmm vyes," Beliac said, touching his fingers to his lips. "That | can arrange. Be ready for it
when the opportunity arises. But, hold, we are at the portal to the apex."

Bel i ac stopped and placed his ring against the ceiling and an opening formed as it had on the
ground level. Followi ng the magician's |ead, Al odar rose the |last few steps and entered the top of
t he pyram d.

Unli ke the giant room bel ow, the apex was w ndowed,

but the openings did little to alleviate the cranped feel-ine of the four walls sloping to a point
overhead. A large, U shaped table filled the room Wdged between it and the wall behind sat the
ot her thirteen nagicians of the

Gui | d.

"What illogic is this?" Lectonil's voice booned against the walls. "Beliac does try all patience
to bring a neophyte into the council chanber." He | ooked at Al odar and his eyes wi dened in
recognition. "And one such as this will fill your ears with lies when we di scuss what transpired

in the hall of initiates. Take himout before his words taint our reason."”

Bel i ac waved his speaker to silence and noved to the wall not bl ocked by the table. He turned to
the left and squeezed behi nd the seated nagi ci ans, notioni ng Al odar

to fol |l ow

"Wel |, what explanation do you have for this?" Leoontil persisted. "I have nonitored the work of
this man before. He has no need to be concerned with things nmagical." He | ooked Al odar in the eye.
"And | seriously doubt that his notivations are for the good of the secrets of the Guild."

Beliac ignored the challenge, and turned instead to the nmagician next to the enpty seat. "Wy,

Ful nbar," he said, "you look in fine spirits for this council. Does it perhaps foreshadow that you
have reconsi dered your change in stand? No, do not answer now. Save your surprise for the vote. |
first nust deal with master Lectonil, as vocal as ever."

Beliac took the enpty seat and glared across the table to his adversary on the other side of the
room "I brought the neophyte to induce just such an outcry as you have nmade, Lectonil. It

bet okens the illogical panic in your thought, the fear of |osing sonme prerogatives of your station
by the slightest |iberalization of our rules and conduct. Hi s presence here is in no way connected
wi th what happened in the hall of initiates.”

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (94 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:36 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

Lectonil frowned at Beliac's words but then rapidly recovered. "W are all well aware of the way
you twi st the nost innocent statenents to your own purposes,” he said. "A neophyte should be
deni ed access to the apex, not because of illogical fear but firm deduction of what the
consequences mght be. Now if you have done with

your theatrics, send the man back to his duties and let us consider the business at hand."

"He remains for the purpose that | have called himhere," Beliac said. "I will not be badgered by
your stern words."

"By the laws!" LectonH s face grewred with rage. "Your statement sunmmarizes the entire basis of
your thinking. Loose and careless with no respect for your seniors. Do you not know that this
@uild was founded and flourished on rigor? Rigor in postulate and proof, not a wave of the hand,
an approximate result, a truncated expression. If we follow such thinking, we followit to our
doom Beliac, and so long as | can bal ance the diagonals of a square, | shall fight with pride to
have such thought purged from the consideration of our council."

"The tines have changed, old nan," Beliac responded unruffled by the heat of Lectonil's words.
"Such rigidity m ght have worked in centuries past when ki ngdons were |arge and their treasures
vast. We could afford to invest all our efforts in nmonunmental magic, knowi ng that there would be
some buyer for the goods when we had finished. But | ook at our transactions recently. W | abored
hard to produce ink of purity in lots greater than a gill. But what has happened? The liquid lies
unused in sone storeroom No al chem st comes forward with sufficient gold to claimit. W spend a
goodly share of our endowrent yearly just to supply your two precious wyverns with the neats that
keep their scales tight and well fitting. And to what purpose? So that we may in thirty years have
a ring of transportal. Wat nmonarch can possibly afford what it has taken us to produce it? And
yes, nore to the point, look at our annual outlays. WIIl the GQuild even be here in thirty years to
conplete the ritual ?"

"It is your sloppy ways and little dabblings that squander our endownent," Lectonil said. "And
with them you sonehow hope to change the course of centuries. But have you not the depth of
thought to see that it cannot be? The Maxi m of Persistence still guides, Beliac. As you have
apparently forgotten, sinply stated, it says 'perfection is eternal.' Perfection, Beliac,
perfection. Not some conveni ent approximation. If we do not use the proper steps and follow them
exactly, we will become nothing nore than expensive al chenmists with gold rings

ht turn to tin if you rub them but once. The everlasting quality of our work will be but nyth for
the sagas." 'l amas well versed in the fundanmental |aws as you, Lectonil," Beliac replied. "In
fact, judging fromthe relative nunber of nonographs the two of us have circulated in tkfi I*
vear' * would saY | amnore in tune with the true neaning of our |aw than you. At your zenith you
may have di scovered sonme interesting rituals, but | fear you are now far past your prinme in
productivity and in judgnent."

“I'f I may interject a few words, npost august masters," one of the other magicians interrupted.
"Master Lectonil, | fear you di sparage young Beliac here greatly. He does not conpose the ritua
elenents into magi c squares, it is true, but his constructions in three dinensions are nmade with
equal rigor and have produced new objects and |ines of research undreaned of just ten years ago."

"Undreaned of and unwanted," Lectonil snapped. "O what use are twelve elements that seemto fit
together into a dodecahedron whole if the result is only a ring that ties one's bootstraps?”

"Now you are nost unfair." Beliac shouted for the first time. "That ritual was nmerely the first
exanple. | dare say that the first square produced results no nore inspiring. The field is young
but intinme we will have objects that are totally outside the reach of such well travel ed avenues
as square construction, be they trinmagic, panmagic or symetric."

"Masters, if you please,"” another runbled. "Qur ears tire of such discourse. W are here at naster
Lectonil's calling to decide on the petition to el evate acolyte Dun-can to the status of master
magi ci an, and we need not hide behind philosophical rhetoric. W can all count. If the majority
backs nmaster Beliac's petition, then future councils no longer will be evenly divided. If we vote
the proposition down, it indicates clearly that master Beliac no | onger can nuster sufficient
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strength to cause deadl ock. In either case, the work of the Guild will proceed."

"The first issue before us, master Zinted," Lectonil said, "is the presence of the neophyte. He
must be renoved and then Beliac nust be censured for jeopardizing the secrets of the Guild."

"By the traces, Lectonil,"” Beliac said, "we have said

not hing to conpromni se our heritage and net hods. Look | prove it to you."

Beliac turned to Al odar and continued his explanation, "As you nay have gathered from our

di scourse, the naking of a magical object is a matter of perfornming a ritual, a ritual that is
perfect in some well defined sense. Possible ritual elenents, the ringing of a bell, drawing of a
bow and so on all have different Ritualistic attributes and nunerical values. In our research, we
strive to arrange and order these elenents in such a way that a perfect sequence is obtained. Such
sequences produce objects indeed nobst nagi cal

"One such nechani sm of arrangenment and a successful one, | freely adnit, is to order the elenents
in a square in such a way that certain of the numerical values of their attributes sumin the sane
way whet her considered horizontally, vertically or diagonally. Once these conditions are
satisfied, one perforns the ritual, taking the elenents in sequence row by row.

"Now | have told you nmuch nore than you coul d deduce from what we have said and | will add one
thing nore. Pluck a hair frommaster Fulnbar's crown. There, you have perforned the first step hi
a ritual of no nean potency. How do you proceed now?"

"Way | have no idea," Al odar responded as he drew his hand into the folds of his robe and planted
the hair into a second wax doll he had strapped to his waist. "You have told nme sone principles
but with no instruction on the values of the elenents or how to assenble them | cannot proceed."

"As is obvious to any with clear wit in. this room he knows |ess than what one could pick up

through idle gossip in the neophyte's tower. | further subnit that our decision on Duncan will be
common know edge in the esplanade within the hour in any case. No secret has been reveal ed by what
transpires here, so |l et us proceed. Besides, naster Lectonil, do you wish ne time to change

further the nminds of our assenbl age here or do you prefer to have our coll ective decision recorded
so the Guild rmay proceed?"

"You are ready for the vote on Duncan now, and did not bring this neophyte because of ny stand on
the ritual of presence?" Lectonil asked.

"As | said, the neophyte is here nerely to illustrate ny position," Beliac replied. "It is to be
Duncan first, and if there is no deadl ock, then the rest will naturally

follow "

Lectonil twisted his face further but at |ast waved his armto begin and said no nore. The
magi ci an on his left stood and fornmally stated the resolution before them At its conclusion, he
cast his negative vote and sat down. The counting began to nove around the table. Al odar quickly
muttered the incantation while the eyes and ears of the assenbl age were on each speaker. He broke
the small vial of caustic soda fromhis underbelt into the oil of vitriol and felt the heat begin
to rise in his hand. He | ooked about, but cranped and shielded by Beliac's chair, no one paid him
any heed.

Beliac rose and voted, and Al odar began to manipulate the little waxen image. Ful nbar seened
unst eady and awkward as he stood, but the strangeness was |ost in the murnur of disbelief that
followed his vote.

"What manner of substitution is this?" Lectonil shouted out above the rest. "You have wavered from
time to tinme surely, Fulnbar, but you assured ne not an hour ago that your vote was switched to be
mne. It is for that reason alone that | called for the extraordi nary session."
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"I have indicated ny choice and say no nore," Al odar projected through Ful mbar as he made the
magi ci an sl unp back down onto his chair. The magician in the seat i mediately adjacent sprang up
and cast his affirmative vote, apparently to insure that Ful nbar woul d have no change of heart. In
a nonent the vote was finished, once again a seven to seven tie.

"Well, well,"” Beliac chuckled. "It appears, master Lectonil, that we are back to nore individua
sessions of persuasion. | suggest that you not call the council to session unless you are nore
sure that a productive decision will result. Until then, it seens our tinme will be better spent on
research, instruction, and neetings at the usual hours. | w sh, however, that you renmain a nonent,
master Fulnbar, so that | may thank you for your enlightened change of heart."

Wth no further words, the magicians rose and filed to the exit in the center of the room
Lectonil left last, glar-

ing at his opponent and frowning at the placid figure of Fulnbar at his side.

"And now, neophyte," Beliac said, "we nust secure naster Ful mbar away out of the reaches of
Lectouil until | can devise a neans of persuading yet another vote."

"And once we have done that," Al odar said, "then m ght we discuss the matter of the reward for the

service | have provided you?"

Betiac eyed Alodar coldly. "I think that to continue living would be reward enough for your
i mpertinence," he said.

Al odar opened the outer door to the neophyte tower and felt the refreshing cool ness of the evening
air. Marching Fulnbar slowy to Beliac's quarters had taken a good hour. Rel easing Duncan in his
patron's custody and then arguing with the magi ci an had consunmed anot her, though for his own part,
Al odar did not feel anxious to press his case. He had | earned nore than he had hoped fromhis
exploit and saw no point in trying to pry out nore.

After he was dism ssed fromBeliac's presence, Alodar had returned to his |odging and napped into
nightfall to nelt away the tensions of the afternoon. Now refreshed, he wal ked slowy along the
espl anade. Beliac had bought only a little tinme with the stratagem he nused, and sooner or |ater
must own up to what was done to another magician of the Guild. He would be busy enough not to make
good any threats for the inmediate future. The problemrather was how to gain access to the
contents of the library, knowi ng now what the security measures were

As Al odar passed the house of the exotic, a sudden flicker of novenent caught his eye; as he
turned, he heard the crack of glass under a heavy tread. He paused for a second. Then a woman's
hi gh screamof terror filled the air. Instinctively, A odar sprang for the entrance, his brown
robe fl ow ng behi nd.

Wth a sudden shove, he rocked the huge doubl e doors back on their hinges. The |ong corridor which
transversed the ground floor ran before him and slowy stonping away from hi m down the passageway
was a huge, green-scal ed dragon

A second scream echoed down the corridor, and Al odar saw, beyond the wyvern's shifting back, the
golden curls of Cynthia the initiate. She stood transfixed at the hall-way's end, back and pal s

out stretched agai nst the unyielding wall, looking with terror at the beast which | unbered towards
her .
"Hol d your courage," Al odar shouted through a throat still sore fromthe potion and broke into a

run after the two-|egged dragon. He reached quickly down to his side for a sword that was not
there. "Curse these robes,” he nuttered as he ran

In an instant he was up to the giant tail that gently sw shed back and forth with each step
Havi ng no ot her weapon, he stonped the heel of his boot down upon the rigid spine of scales. The
wyvern did not react but continued his steady plodding gait. Al odar steadied hinmself against a
wall and then |l eapt with both feet upon his target. This tune the tail tw tched spasnodically,
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knocking himto the ground into a scatter of broken gl ass.

Al odar qui ckly scramnbl ed up and dusted his hands agai nst his robe, ignoring the bl ood which began
to ooze out of many small cuts. He hastily | ooked about and saw that all of the glass partitions
into the various cages had been broken. Here and there, snall creatures scurried in the weckage.

In the opening to the |eft Al odar saw that two jagged daggers of glass still stood in a shattered
frame. He | ashed out quickly with his boot and snapped one at the base. Fingering it gingerly, he
caught up with the advancing dragon and jabbed it with his nakeshift weapon. The point skittered
along the scales, but Al odar felt sudden pain in his hands as the edges caught and cut his flesh

Gimaci ng, he tightened his grip, feeding blood pour out onto his palns and the hurt intensify in
its sharpness. The beast was al nost upon Cynthia, lowering its head and extending its forked
tongue expectantly, when Al odar |unged again, this tune with the full force of his body behind the
bl ow.

The tip caught between two scal es and the shaft snapped a few inches fromthe point. Al odar fel
forward upon the beast's back, frantically rolling to one side to avoid being inpaled on his own
point, and clattering to

the floor. The wyvera yel ped; distracted, it turned to see what annoyed hi m

"To the side passage," Al odar shouted, righting hinself and gritting his teeth as he placed his
free hand against the wall, "Mve, | say," he yelled again. In desperation, he flung the renmains
of the glass in Cvnthia's direction

The initiate instinctively noved to one side to dodge the missile, jarring herself out of her
petrification. She quickly ran into one of the arns of the cross corridor, while Al odar scranbled
backwards fromthe head that was turning to exam ne him He ducked into one of the cages and

| ooked fromside to side for another weapon. To the left, he saw Cynthia peering in at himthrough
anot her broken wi ndow. He was in one of the cages at the corner of the tee, with viewing fromtwo
directions.

As the dragon extended its head into the cage, Al odar hopped out to join the initiate, staining
her robe deep crinson as he threw his arns about her.

"This way," he yelled as he pushed against Cynthia's stiffening form "W have to get sone
di stance so we can search for a weapon.™

The two began to run down the passageway, and the wyvern withdrew his head fromthe enmpty cage and
turned around the corner. It sawits quarry sprinting away and ruffled its wi ngs in annoyance,
scarping the walls which confined it. It hooted after them and quickened its pace in pursuit.

Al odar felt the air grow warmas the call of the dragon echoed down the passageway. He turned a
puzzl ed glance to Cynthia, who gasped out as they ran, "It is getting angry and firing up. W wll
not have a tradesman's chance if it gets within three strides."

Al odar turned to see how cl ose the wyvern pursued and was surprised at the way the deliberate
| unber had been replaced by a fast rocking pace

"It is gaining on us," he shouted to Cynthia, pushing her frombehind with his bloody hand unti
she nearly stunbled. "Look there, a staircase to the second |evel. Perhaps it does not know how to
climb them"

Al odar spun Cynthia to the side, grabbing her armto begin pulling her up the stairs. As they
di sappeared ground the corner, the passageway flashed to the bright-

of day as a cloud of flanme rolled past, furnace-hot.

They reached a | anding hah* a flight up as the dragon
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eared a{ the foot below. It snaked its head hal fway

the well, the raspy and pinpled tongue flicking out a

foot nore beyond. It roared in anger as it caught sight of
its prey disappearing. As the echo trailed off, another
fireball coursed up the stairs.

The shock of the heat flashed nmenories of the Funmus Mountains through Alodar's nmind, and Cynthia
shrieked fromthe blistering bath. The sphere of flanme crashed against the | anding wall and bur st
into small er gl obes, which ricocheted towards them

"Your robe, pull in your robe," Al odar shouted as the balls of fire danced by. One caught
Cynthia's hem A nobst instantly, the garnment burst in a new shower of incandescence.

Al odar | ooked over the railing and saw the wvern slip and stunble as it tried to place one of its
broad feet on the narrowrisers. It unfurled its wi ngs and banged against the walls; with one
power ful downstroke, it levitated a few feet off the ground and onto the third step

Al odar turned back to Cynthia, who stood on the floor above, frantically beating her hands agai nst
the ends of the robe which encircled her hi flanes. He bounded up and knocked her to the ground,
sendi ng her rolling dowmn a hallway nore spaci ous than the ones bel ow The flanmes sputtered for a
monent ; but as soon as she stopped, they sprang to life again. He ran to her. lgnoring the

t hrobbing in his hands, he grabbed her disintegrating hem Wth a mighty spasm he yanked his arms
apart, splitting the robe frombottomto top, and flung it away fromthem

The wyvern careened to the first |landing and Al odar pulled Cynthia to her feet, as naked as the
day of the stadiumritual. As they resumed their flight, A odar caught sight of a familiar glow ng
disk in the wall on the left.

"What is that?" he shouted, pointing as they ran
"The initiate viewing room" Cynthia responded as she saw the small circle.

Al odar thought back to his previous encounter with such a disk. In a flash, their method of escape
struck him The tim ng would have to be perfect, but they had no

ot her choice. "Then into it," he directed. "Let us find our safety there."

Cynthi a responded to the comand and firmy pushed the small button. The door snoothly parted and
the two ran into a snall anteroomthat appeared to open onto a spacious bal cony. Al odar took three
rapid steps into the mddle of the chanber. He stopped and faced the door through which they had
ent er ed.

"Let us go to the bal cony and beyond." Cynthia tugged at his armin a wave of fresh panic. 'The
wyvern will catch up with us in a nonent."

As she spoke, the dragon glided up to the door and furled its wings, hitting the floor with a dul
thud. Al odar grabbed Cynthia by the hand; w th a whipping notion, he propelled her stunbling
through the door to the bal cony. He | ooked back into the hallway at the approachi ng beast. He

wai ted an instant |onger and then ran after Cynthia, but took only two nore steps before a brace
of bells began sounding in alarm

In an instant, iron bars crashed to the floor ahead, cutting off his escape, and he turned to face
the beast. The only other exit was bl ocked by the bulk of the wyvern, folding up its w ngs and
stooping to enter. But as it extended its neck into the room |ong tongue flicking expectantly,
the second barrier began to fall into place fromthe janb of the deor. The heavy iron bars hit the
floor with, a thud and the | owernost crossbrace caught the dragon directly behind the head,
driving it to the ground.
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The wyvern let out a cry of anger and a large belch of fire that sent Al odar springing to the
wall. Wth a frantic tug, the beast tried withdrawing its head out into the passageway, but the
expanse of skull behind the |arge, opal escent eyes cracked against the stout iron bar

Al odar scranmbled to his feet and cautiously felt his way around the periphery of the roomtowards
the dragon. The wyvern eyed his notion in anger and, between spasnodi ¢ struggles against its trap
sent volleys of fire into the chanber to consune its adversary.

In a noment Al odar was at the wall which held the exterior doorway and out of the angle of fire
fromthe wvern. He quickly disnantled a rod fromwhich a small decorative t”~oestrv hung and
advanced nn *he beast fromthe side. H s hands pai ned hi menornously and he felt

giddy fromthe | oss of blood, but he perfornmed his task with determ nation

Al odar | eaned wearily against the wall with the bl oody, brain-spattered bar hanging linply in his
hand. How many blows it had taken he could not recall, but only a pulp of bone and flesh remained
of the wyvern's head, and the great body lay silent, to flane no nore.

The portcullis that led to the bal cony rai sed back into place, and Cynthia cautiously came into
the room

Al odar notioned her to him "It is all over," he said. "All that renains is to repair our wounds
and forget what has happened." He reached down, grabbed the small tapestry, and flung it about her
shoul ders. "Come to ny cubicle," he said. "I have a small anount of sweetbalmthat will help those
burns of yours."

Cynt hi a nodded her assent and the two found their way out of the building without |ooking back

In an hour, Al odar was arching his back and smling with contentnment. The sweet bal m had

anest hetized his pain, and the wine fromthe larder blurred the recent nmenories and the horror of
what mi ght have been. Cynthia |ounged easily in the chair beside him sipping fromher glass and
staring deeply at Al odar over the rim

"Way do you think such vandalism occurred?" he said.

"For certain, | cannot tell," she responded. "I know however that the initiates loyal to Beliac
were abuzz with activity. | suspect they feared that if Lectonil could al nost change Ful nbar's
vote, he might succeed with others. They struck to discredit himas best they could on such short
noti ce. The mmi ntenance of the wyverns has been a source of contention between the groups for many
years. One running | oose and slaughtering a few unlucky passers-by certainly would harm Lectonil's
position."

Cynt hi a shuddered and drew the folds of one of Alodar's brown robes tighter about her
"A nost conpl ete speculation,” he said. "Wat points you to it?"

"I was not in the house by chance, but by direction of one of Beliac's acolytes. | had ignored his
advances sone years back and thought no nore of the matter, but apparently he did not see it the
same. Had you not cone

al ong when you did, | fear that double purpose would have been served by the mayhem"

"Then do you think to enbrace Lectonil's position and seek protection fromhinf? It seens to ne
that the entire Guild soon will be divided into the two canps.”

"And doi ng increased violence to one another,” Cynthia said. "A year ago they were content with
finding flaws in the other's conjectures and theorens, but | think that day will not return. As
for Lectonil, what he could offer is nost |limted. Few of the acolytes and initiates harken to his
standard. Even the |ikes of Duncan casts his fortune el sewhere. For nyself, | intend to | eave the
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Quild on the norrow and wait in the village until it is settled. There is none here to whom| am
attached. None that could protect ne well. None that | can in truth call a man."

Cynthia | owered her glass and extended her hand to rub against Al odar's as she had done in the
tavern. "None save one." She smiled and noved towards him Al odar set down his w ne and | ooked up
as she stood before him Wth a shrug, she dropped his robe from her shoul ders and beckoned himto
rise to neet her.

Instinctively he rose, pulse quickening. Again he tried to focus on Vendora, conpare her beauty
and position to Cynthia's and find her the winner. But Vendora was mles and nonths away. He
si ghed and all images vani shed fromhis nind

Al odar woke when the first rays of dawn filtered through the blinds into the room Cynthia
breat hed hi a deep slunber beside him still in the euphoria of the sweetbalm Idly, he fingered
her curls which lay on the pillow beside his head.

What course now? Cynthia was enough worman for any man, beautiful and full-figured, intelligent,
and a self-confident initiate in the nagical arts. He had saved her life, and the little skill in
arnms he possessed stood to her hi exciting contrast to the scholarly attitudes of her peers. He
coul d seek out Periac, resune his trade in thauma-turgy, or better yet conmbine it with al cheny and
provi de services nost unique. And would such a |life be so bad? Could the secret of the spheres
really nean nore than that?

Al odar sighed and shook his head. No, he would soon tire of thaumaturgy, and with alchenmy it would
only take longer. At least his quest offered a definite goal and excitenent. Al odar the hero,
Al odar the savior of the fair

| ady!

H s mind again of single purpose, Al odar quietly began to pace the room H's visit to the library
with Beliac had shown himhow he could enter. The problemthat remai ned was that of moving freely
i nside without triggering the watchbells.

He puzzl ed over the ease with which the initiates and their superiors passed through the protected
hal | ways, while he was instantly recogni zed as an outsider. They made no special notions, nor did
they touch marked panels in the wall. In fact, Cynthia without a stitch was easily hurled past a
barrier while he was trapped behind.

If it was nothing of action or what one carried, what indeed set the nagic user as different from
the rest of the workers of the CGuild? Al odar stopped and pondered a few nonents nore. Only one
thing marked the initiates, be realized in a flash of excitement—the small scar on the back of the
wrist. Alodar wal ked to the bedside and grasped Cynthia's hand. He gingerly fingered the pad of
flesh that indicated her station. The tissue was thick and told himnothing, but he knew what he
nmust do.

He woke her gently and expl ai ned his request. She gave her consent. "If our paths are not to
intertwine," she said, "then it is ny parting gift for the brave warrior." She | ooked deeply at
Al odar and snmiled. "Perhaps in the village below | can find another."

A smal|l dab of sweetbalmat the nostrils returned her to slunber, and Al odar grasped her hand
firmy hi his left while he opened his small knife with his right. Carefully, he began to cut
around t he base of the scar. Although tiny rivulets of blood obscured his vision, he heard the
satisfying scrape of netal on netal.

He continued to cut for a full half circle; then with a pan- of tweezers, he pulled the secret
fromits hiding plact. Al odar wi ped the object clean and stared at a small, unadorned disk of
gold. The ritual of the branding was nerely a ruse so that the initiates m ght not even know how
they noved past the barriers so easily. The

thin disk | ooked i nnocuous enough, but it would be his safe passage on the floor of the library.
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He dabbed sweetbal monto the small wound he had made and saw it instantly close. If Cynthia went
directly to the village as she planned, then the | oss of the disk mght go undetected until Al odar
was | ong renoved fromthe Guild and back on the road to Anbrosia. He let her armfall and then
hastily finished the rest of the preparations for his entry.

CHAPTER TWELVE The | nprovi sed Ritua

ALODAR stretched to tiptoe in the darkness and groped with both hands against the sloping library
wal I's. His right brushed agai nst one of the decorative nodules that randomy dotted the sides. He
put his foot onto the projection at knee level and pulled hinself up. He was off and cli nbing.

Wth his left hand, he reached out for another purchase and lifted hinself three feet nore. Hs
feet wobbl ed agai nst the narrow projections, and his hands felt slippery fromthe effort to scale
the steep incline. Upwards he struggled, ten feet and then another ten, sw tching back and forth
laterally across the face of the sl ope as he clinbed.

After thirty feet, he stopped and cautiously adjusted the straps that held the pack to his back
The next handhold was only a foot above his head but far to his left, outside of confortable
reach. Al odar extended his hand, rocking all of his weight onto his left foot and stretching as
far as he dared, but a good nine niches separated himfromthe grip. He | ooked back down to the
espl anade and felt the first twinge of the instinctive reaction to his height.

He frowned tightly and shut his view of the hard cob-

bl estones out of his mnd. Mwving his right hand close to bis body for additional thrust, he
sprang upwards and outwards towards the grip.

The nmonentum of his junp carried himpast the target, and his hand closed on enpty air. As he
began to slide downwards, he | ashed out again, catching the nodule as it seened to rush upwards
into his hand. He felt the tug of his body |oosen his fingers, not yet set in their tenuous grip,
and he reached about with his feet frantically for the perch they had just left. Hs right foot
felt resistance and he thrust savagely against it to stop the downward notion

In an instant, Alodar's hand grip was secure, but he was diagonally stretched across the face of
the pyranid, holding on with opposite armand leg fully extended. Slowy he worked his right arm
upwards until he could clasp his hands together. Then, abandoning his foothold and pulling so that
his arms trenbl ed, he raised his head until the nodule he gripped was at eye level. Carefully, be
extended his leg outwards to the left and then smled with satisfaction when he felt another

genst one beneath his heel

Q her nodul es were randomy scattered nearby; in a few mnutes, Al odar was resting for a second
tinme, but sone ten feet higher than before. Only thirty feet remained until the top, and the grips
seenmed cl oser spaced than bel ow. Exercising increased caution as he noved hi gher, he gained the

| evel of the apex in another half hour.

Al odar peered in through the square opening and saw the back of a heavy tapestry bl ocking out the
wind and starlight. He reached into bis pack and withdrew the snmall disk of nmetal that he had
received fromCynthia and clasped it firmly in his left hand. No grillwork or shutters barred his
entrance. Pushing his armin front, he squirmed through the wi ndow and thrust the curtain aside.

He dropped to the floor silently and stood frozen for a nonent nore. No bells sounded in alarm at
his presence. Alodar waited a full mnute and then another. Nothing stirred and only his own
breat hi ng broke the absolute quiet. Cautiously he lit a snmall candle and | ooked about in the
flickering light. The roomwas as he had seen it be-

fore, cranped and unfurni shed except for the U shaped table that crowded about its periphery.

Al odar slowmy noved to the portal in the floor that led to the library proper, expecting at each
step to trigger the watchbells. He grasped the latch and pulled the door open, staring into the
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bl ackness bel ow.

The candl el i ght showed the first rungs of the staircase that spiraled dowwards to the floor, but
Al odar did not place his foot on the first tenpting step. The nagicians let the |ower orders into
the library and then Il eft them unattended. Sonething kept them from using the stairway. |ndeed,
Bel i ac had pressed his ring against the banister before they had started their clinb.

Uncoiling the rope fromhis pack, he secured it to one of the | egs of the nassive table and | et
the other end fly downward into the darkness. He grasped the rope awkwardly, not trusting to
remove the golden disk fromhis palm Slowy, he let hinself down hand over hand in the mdst of
the spiral, gradually |oosing his sense of height in the blackness. Methodically, he descended a
foot at a time, unmindful of how far he had travel ed and how far yet to go.

Hi s reverie was suddenly broken by the sharp contact of solid stone beneath his feet. He rel eased
his grasp of the rope and stood upright in exultation. He had gained the library floor

Al odar relit the candle and let his eyes grow accustoned to its neager light Al about the four
wal | s books, scrolls, and manuscripts were neatly stacked, beckoning with the secrets of the
magi ci ans. He qui ckly scanned the vast arrays of know edge and saw hi the north corner scrolls
tossed hi a disarray uncharacteristic of the order of the rest. He wal ked over to the pile and
lifted the first one fromthe heap

"Helices and spirals, tier four; Heptagons, tier three; Hexagonal symretries and tiles, tier
fourteen," he read aloud softly. "The index, precisely what | need."

He shuffled through the coiled manuscripts until he found the one that alluded to his netal
spheres. "Tier seven," he nunbl ed and counted off the cases from where he stood. Several m nutes
later, after carefully scrutinizing titles in the dimess, he found what he sought and wrenched
the book fromits place on the shelf.

Cracking it in the mddle, he held the exposed pages to the |ight and nout hed what he read.

"The two spheres of Dandelin are tangent to the ellipse at points one and two respectively and
touch the cone along parallel circles. If we join the point of presence to the points of tangency
and also the Iine connecting with the vertex, these lines will all lie entirely on the surface of
t he cone."

Al odar snapped the book shut, set it back in the rack, and exhal ed a deep sigh. The secret of the
spheres woul d not be a single night's work, he reasoned sadly. Tinme would have to be spent with
sonme fundanental s before be could even begin to understand what he needed to know. The genera
education that took an initiate through acolyte to nagician woul d not be necessary; he could focus
on only those things necessary. Still, the walls of the library would have to be scal ed many tines
before he was through with bis task.

Moving with considerably | ess haste back to the index tier, A odar began to search for the first
reference text of the beginning initiate.

"And Cynthia di sappeared without a trace as well," Hypeton babbl ed on. "She has been ni ssing
nearly a nmonth, yet both sides avow no know edge of her, but accuse instead the other of misdeed.
The tension virtually pulls the Guild asunder."

Al odar nodded sleepily in reply and pulled closed his entrance curtain as the other aeophyte
departed. He worked with dedicated effort by day so no attention would be drawn to him but even
nore diligently at night as he delved into the secret of the spheres. The ascent was by now a nere
routine and nost of the evening could be spent in study. Still, the intensity wi th which be
concentrated and the strain of anticipated di scovery took their toll as surely as the |abors of
the day. At |east tonight would be the |ast, Al odar thought slowy, his weariness suppressing even
the excitenent of the occasion. He knew enough now about this one facet of nagic to start the
ritual that would rel ease the power of the spheres. He shoul dered his pack and | ooked about the
cubicle. The parapherniali a for the evening and everything that he would need for a hasty journey
wer e packed and ready.
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If all went well, the sun would find himfree of the Guild and on the road north back to Anbrosia.

He crossed the courtyard quickly and soon was at the base of the library, grasping for his first
handhold with a grip nade fanmliar fromnuch practice. In scarcely ten mnutes he was at the top
and through the curtains into the deserted council chanber.

Alodar lit his small candle as before, but this tune did not nove to the doorway in the center of
the floor. Instead he carefully spread a silken scarf along the surface of the table and renoved
fromhis pack the small box which contained his treasure. He opened the lid and felt i mrediately
the aura of power that coursed up fromhis fingertips to perneate his entire body.

He renoved the scraps of parchnent that contained his notes fromthe previous eveni ngs of study.
Everyt hi ng he needed should be here; but if not, he could descend to the floor bel ow and consult
with the texts.

He scanned the notes tw ce quickly and then began the ritual. Placing copper rings on each of his
fingers, he grasped a small incense coffer with his left hand and inmersed it in the flame of his
candle with his right. The perfume began to well upwards into the small confines of the room in a
mnute, it was al nost overpowering with Us sweetness.

Al odar stood inmmbile as the snmell penetrated his nostrils and filled his lungs. Concentrating not
to cough, he counted heartbeats to one hundred thirty-seven and then struck a small triangle hung
froma tiny frame with the copper ring on his index finger. The chine sounded shrilly and, rather
than dyi ng away, rang in resonance with the structure of the ritual as it began to take shape.

Al odar listened only half attentively as he pondered the step to performnext. But as he thought,
he gradually grew aware of a slight tingling that crept along the base of his scalp. H's skin
prickled as If scraped by a dull razor and a slight twitch tugged at his left eye. At first it was
only an annoyance to be shut out of his concentration, but the feeling grewin intensity and began
to nmove over his head and down his neck to the rest of his body. He shuddered involuntarily and
felt a chill in his arms and lees. The triangle still hunmed, but rather than dimnishing as it
shoul d, the tone deepened and grew in

power. The heavy table began to hum and echoes bounced back and forth off the sloping walls.
Al odar raised his hands to his ears as the sound suddenly in-, creased to deafening proportions
and the small band of nmetal grew red hot fromthe force with which it vibrated through the air.

Sonet hi ng was obvi ously wrong. Al odar thought slowy, bis mnd dimed by the fury of the noise.
Some other ritual was being enacted and interfering with his magic

here.

Bef ore he could think nore, the doorway in the floor suddenly flew open, bathing the chanber with
light from

the library bel ow.

Lectonil | eaped up into the council room and two other mmgicians panted after. "As | suspected,"”
he said, "Beliac's deceit with the GQuild is nobst conplete. Despite his protests, he traffics our
secrets even to the neophytes who would support him

"Bring themforward," he notioned to the bl ack-robed followers. "Let Beliac bite on the fact that
it is the ritual of presence that has led us to the Iast of his crew of

traitors."

The shrieking stopped and Al odar felt his thoughts clear in a rush. He inmmedi ately dropped the
triangle to the floor with a clatter and reached to scoop up his
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spheres.

"Hol d, neophyte, it is enough,"” Lectonil conmanded and cl apped his gl oved hands together. A bolt
of jagged yellow junped fromhis palnms and shot towards Alodar with a blinding flash. Before

Al odar could respond, he felt his arns thrift apart and backwards and his whol e body suddenly
lifted and slamred into the wall. As a sharp expl osive report echoed around the small chanber, his
breath rushed out and his vision clouded fromthe force of the blow

"Trifle not with a naster nmagici an, neophyte." Lectonil glared at him "Especially one with the
gl oves of thunder."

Al odar opened his nmouth to speak; but before he could, Beliac's voice runbled forth fromthe
stai rway.

"And to what purpose do you rouse ne fromny studies, Lectonil?" he asked. "The protocols nust be
observed, | insist. There is no basis for council neeting wthout the

notice of two full days to bring all rituals in progress to a satisfactory halt. Your prattle
about the danger to the remaining wvern can surely wait a fortnight."

"It is for a far nore serious matter than the safety of a dragon that we are here, Beliac,"
Lectonil replied. "W convene tonight to judge the nost serious charge of treason. Look, we have
even caught your neophyte in the practice of ritual. Such disregard for the traditions cannot be
condoned, regardl ess of the ends you think they serve." Beliac | ooked across the roomto where

Al odar lay and then stared at the two spheres still sitting hi the small box on the table. "I know
not hi what foul practice this neophyte engages," he said, "but it is without my council or
direction. | have had no discourse with himsince he was in this chanber over a nmonth ago. | say
as you that he should be punished for his deeds. Bring forth the mirror of inversion and |et us be
done with it His crime is none of mne."

"Ah, but it is, Beliac," Lectonil persisted. "I would not have acted so precipitously this night
had | not first solved the riddle of that |ast meeting when your follower was present. Bring in
the other one and let us confront them" he said turning to the doorway.

Duncan was abruptly pushed into the chanber, a | ook of bew |l dernent on his face. Follow ng him
canme anot her bl ack-robed magici an.

"Ful mbar," Beliac said in surprise as his peer entered. "Yes, Beliac," the nagician replied with
hate dripping fromhis voice. "Wth the aid of Lectonil's acolytes, | amfree at |ast of your
bondage of this past nonth. And | have told themall of your conduct the last tinme | sat in this
chamber. It is true | would have voted agai nst you that day, but in the past | supported you as
the issue nerited. And had you stood by the honor of the master, | mght have foll owed your cause
yet again. But your deeds with the neophyte have cleared ny indecision and firned nmy resol ve.
anxiously await the council vote on the form of your de-elevation."

"But wait," Beliac interrupted, with a shade of panic beginning to tinge his voice. "I acted in
the desperation of the nonent and no ritual magic was used in what | did. A mnor transgression
worthy of small censure at the nost."

"Enough of the pleading, Beliac." Lectonil waved the protest aside as the rest of the magicians
began to file in. "The case against you is tight. Your neophyte was caught in md-ritual, working
your will. Tell us now what you had planned, el se your punishnent will be all the harder."

"But . . ." Beliac's eyes rapidly searched the faces of his peers for signs of synpathy. "I know
not hi ng of the dabbling in which this neophyte engages."”

"Very well, then," Lectonil said. "Perhaps the neophyte hinself will not be so guarded. Wat do
you say about your deed tonight?"

"I work with the pair of spheres before you," Al odar answered, as he slowy rose to his feet. "The
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one is smooth and the other circunscribed by one great circle.”

The assenbl ed nmagici ans foll owed Al odar's extended hand to the table. "Could they be spheres of
protection?" one of them gasped. "Mst rare and val uabl e objects indeed. The work of an eon before
they were truly formed and ready."

"By the laws, Beliac, this is npbst undisciplined! The uninitiated should not traffic with such
potencies. He might start one to activate before he knows what he is doing."

"As for exanple, by striking a triangle of discord,” Al odar said, holding out the small instrunent
he had used m nutes before.

Lectonil's nouth dropped when he saw what was in Alodar's hand. He reached out to touch the first
sphere and then quickly withdrew with an involuntary yel p.

"They have started," he said, eyes suddenly w de. "Quickly nman, how | ong have you been at this? W
must know how rmuch tine remains."

Al odar frowned in puzzlenent over the nagician's sudden concern. He reviewed the steps that
remai ned and the significance of each

"But of course," he said aloud at |last. "The power within the spheres has al ready been di sturbed
fromtheir nmold. Either we run the spells to conpletion or they will explode of their own volition
with cataclysnic force."

Several of the magicians broke their ranks behind Beliac and began to jostle one another for
position in the doorway.

Lectonil retreated a step in hesitation and then called after the fleeing nenbers of the guild.

"WAait," he said shakily. "W nust stay and resolve what to do. W cannot abandon the spheres.
Their release will damage our chanmbers beyond repair and perhaps our heritage bel ow as well. The
ritual nust be worked to conpletion.”

"Then stay and work it yourself," the magician closest to the door yelled out. "It is you who
burns nost with the fire to confront Beliac with his deeds."

Lectoni| backed another step fromthe table, but then stopped.

"Hol d your positions,"” he commanded with nore conposure. "W can handl e the situation with but
little danger to ourselves. Bring forward the acol yte. He should know enough to conpl ete what rmust
be done."

Two of Lectonil's followers thrust Duncan forward to face the master

Lectonil's face parted In a cruel smle. "So you wish the status of the magician, do you, Duncan?"
he asked. "Then you can show your proficiency to us by completing the ritual of Cantor on these
spheres. Surely you have nmenorized what is to be done.™

Duncan's eyes darted to Beliac and back to Lectonil. "I have studied it, master," he said. "But
the events of this evening junble ny thoughts. | recall it not. | have had no tine to prepare.
Pl ease, we know not how rmuch time is left; let us flee."

"Then for you it will be the mirror,'
are successful in the recall."”

Lectonil cut himshort. "Unless you search your nenory and

"But | cannot," Duncan protested falling to his knees in frantic supplication

"Each minute you waste is one less to conplete what is to be done," Lectonil said harshly. "Be
about it, man, or you doom yourself surely."

Duncan eyed the pack | eaning next to where Al odar stood. Wth trenbling hands, he opened the top
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flap and began to extract the necessary equi pnent.
"And the tine?" Lectonil addressed Al odar again. "How | ong ago did you start?"

Al odar drew his tongue across a mouth suddenly dry as the inpact of the situation sank in. "A ful
five mnutes,"”

he said. "At least that nmuch before the wailing stopped ne fromgoing further."

"Quickly, the glasses." Lectonil gestured and one of the mmgicians opened a drawer in the table.
'That | eaves twenty remaining." He watched as a sandcl ock of the appropriate size was set beside
Duncan.

"Now we proceed with caution as follows," Lectonil said "Repair to our chanbers until the crisis

is past. Guard Beliac until the issue here is resolved. | will remain on the stairwell, watching
these two as they proceed. If all goes well, you can rejoin nme here. If | judge that insufficient
time remains, | will incapacitate themw th the gloves of thunder and retreat out of harm s way

before the expl osion tears the apex asunder. In either case, we will deal with Beliac's treason
t hen."

The magi ci ans nunbl ed their acqui escence and began to file out of the chanber. Al odar's eyes
junped from Lectonil to Beliac and back, hoping to see an opportunity. Beliac al so watched the
megi ci ans file out. Suddenly, when four were already on the stair, he bolted forward and

shoul dered his way in front of those renmining.

"Magi ci ans loyal to the new ways, follow nme," he shouted. "W are outnunbered, but they will fee
our sting before we are done.™

Lectonil turned to the startled black robes who renmained. "After them" he shouted. "Subdue them
and repair to the chanbers as pl anned. "

The magi ci ans pounded down the stairs after the ones who fled. Lectonil |ooked at Duncan and

Al odar and then backed down the stairs until he stood only waist high in the room As he took his
pl ace, a blue flash reflected upwards through the opening, followed by a rolling boomand an

angui shed scream In an instant, the walls rocked and vibrated with an answering spasm of subsonic
rhyt hm

"A gem of blue blindness and the oscillator of life," Lectonil nuttered. "It seenms that both sides
armed t hensel ves well for our confrontation. But no matter, acolyte, tend to your duty."

Anot her flash burst upwards. Duncan jarred | oose fromhis panic and began to work the magic with
the gear from Al odar's pack. Wth eyes half closed, he rattled off the next steps of the ritua
and executed them qui ckly. The

triangle SBng again, three beehive hitches were woven together, feet stonped in a conplicated
rhythm Al odar watched fascinated as the acolyte, imersed in his recall, jerked his hands faster
with each step, blurring themtogether in his haste.

As Duncan wor ked, the chanber rocked and runbled with the attacks and parries that flew about the
library below Lectonil steadied hinself in the stairwell and occasionally glanced down the
spiral, frowning at the uncertainty of the outcone.

"And that is one," Duncan said explosively. As he spoke, he held out the uninscribed sphere
triunmphantly in his hand. The sphere was no | onger opaque rock, but danced in a rai nbow of
refracted light that radiated through its interior. In the very center, Al odar saw a tiny and
perfect human hand suspended.

"The shielding hand," Lectonil said, nounting again into the chanber. "Here, let ne have it while
you finish the other."
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As Al odar saw Lectonil stretch his right hand forward, he sprang fromthe chanber wall and over
the table into the magician's open arns. The force carried both to the floor. As they fell, Al odar
grappled for the old man's hands to force them apart.

"Qui ckly, Duncan, quickly," he gasped. "Help me subdue himwhile | pin his arns. Then you can
finish the other and we will be away before they return.”

The floor rolled with another crash. Duncan hesitated and took one step around the periphery of
the table, then paused. His face froze in renewed terror as he caught sight of the sand which yet
remained to fall.

"Hel p ne!" Al odar yelled. "There is no tine to waste."

Duncan put his hand on the tabletop, but his eyes renained fixed on the falling sand. Wth a
shudder, he suddenly turned and clinbed up onto the wi ndowsill from which Al odar had originally
entered the room In an instant he was gone, conpleted sphere in his pocket, clinbing hand over
hand down the face of the pyramd

As Duncan fled, Al odar sumoned new strength; with a powerful whirl, he spun Lectonil around
striking bis head with a crack against the floor. The nagician renained silent, and Al odar
scranbled to his feet.

He shiel ded bis eyes fromanother flash and steadi ed

hinself fromthe runble that foll owed. Al nost half of the sand was gone.

There was still tinme to run. But if he did his entire quest would have been for nothing. He was no
match for Duncan in rattling off the ritual by rote, but sonehow he had to performit on the
second sphere.

He clinbed back over the table and relit the incense; the ritual was begun. Al odar rang the
triangle and this tine it quieted at the proper tine. Funbling with his sketchy notes, he slowy
began to lay out the twine on the table, covering and | ooping the strings hi a way that would form
a knot like a beehive. Wth the last tuck in place, he pulled the ends tight. The coils shrank
into a |l opsided triangle.

Steeling hinmself against the inpulses that tried to nake his hands shake, he undid the ness and

agai n nethodically went through the steps that forned the knot. He pulled the ends and the | oops
slid shut with beautiful symretry. Encouraged, he began another and quickly laid a second by the
first.

"The three knots define the plane in which the bees nove to pollinate," he nuttered to distract

hi nsel f from his poundi ng heart as he began the third. "Three knots to formthe plane to cl eave
the sphere."” He stopped and hesitated. "Such a step nakes sense for the first sphere, but what of
the second with the fine line already dividing it in two?" Al odar frowned and concentrated on the
| ore which he had studied the past nonth. Wth the line already breaking the symetry, the three
poi nts were redundant; they would lie in the plane already formed. He could proceed as before and
the result would still be the inmovabl e hand.

Al odar stopped conpletely and glanced up at the glass. If he continued, there was probably stil
enough tinme to conplete the ritual as Duncan had done. A shielding hand hi a sphere of protection
was a king's ransomindeed. But the second sphere was di fferent and sonehow the ritual should be
different as well. Perhaps a power far greater would be bis if he acted with decision. But his
notes woul d not help. He would have to get the reference fromthe library floor

Al odar gauged the sand renai ning and junped over the table ft third tine. The fl oor shook and
anot her scream

expl oded up fromthe doorway. Four minutes, he thought. If he could be back in four mnutes, then
he would still have a chance.
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He grabbed the bal ustrades with both hands and bounded downward, six steps at a tune. He cl osed
his eyes to slits to block out the bursts of light and ignored the bells which i medi ately began
to chine. Against the brightness, he could just barely see the black robes dancing to and fro
anong the benches to dodge and | aunch their magi cal bl ows.

In one corner he saw gloves like Lectonil's clap together and a yellow bolt arch out to shatter
soundl essly against sonme invisible barrier in the way. Beyond the transparent wall, two nagicians
huddl ed, rapidly working their craft. Elsewhere the black fornms grappled armto arm |adders of
energy streaking outward fromthe ring of one to strike the genstone of another, fining the air
with a sharp pungency fromthe di scharge.

Al odar reached the floor without a challenge and quickly ran for the tier that contained the
ref erence he needed.

"The neophyte," soneone yelled behind him He dove forward and rolled as the yellow flash | ashed
out over his head and hit the tier in front, ripping scrolls apart and sending small scraps
fluttering to the floor. Alodar crawled to his left and overturned a table as a second bolt
followed the first, crashing into the protesting beams he flung in the way. A nonent passed and no
third shaft cane. Inching up on his knees, he saw his attackers facing another direction and
wardi ng off the thrust of a dagger which seenmed to dart through the air of its own volition

Al odar scranbl ed back to the tier and with both arns spread the junble of manuscripts. Hi s hand
closed on a famliar form and with a feeling of sudden triunph, he grasped the other handl e of
the scroll he sought.

He bounded to his feet and ran back to the staircase, ducking and dodgi ng the blasts of nagic
power that cane his way. He thrust the scroll into his belt and started up the incline, both hands
pulling himforward. He circled around a third of the distance, not pausing to | ook back but
thinking only of the sand that remained in the glass. Suddenly he tripped and | urched forward,

shi ns bangi ng agai nst the steps ahead. He wiggled hia feet frantically,

but they remained steadfast to the step on which he had just | anded.

"The al |l -hol ding glue of Deckadin," he heard above himand | ooked up to see Ful mbar slowy
descending in his direction. "It is well | decided to take a vantage point up here," the nagician
said, "although | did not suspect to have ny trap sprung so quickly."

The roomrocked with another runble and the stairs groaned in protest. Al odar's | egs wenched
violently with the wave of power but he remained firmy rooted still.

"The sphere!" he yelled. "Release me so that | can finish the ritual, or we are all lost."

"l am a master nagici an, neophyte,” Ful nbar snapped back. "I will not be guiled by a trick so
transparent. Lectonil has the matter well in hand, else | would see himbolt down these stairs to
signal us to safety. You will bold your position until | summon aid."

Bef ore Al odar coul d speak again, Ful nbar's eyes suddenly wi dened and he threw his hands upwards.

Al odar instinctively ducked and felt cold netal fly by and brush over his back. He | ooked forward
to see Ful nbar suddenly ennmeshed in a net of fine silver wire that clung to himtightly and pull ed
hi m down.

"The net of the perfect catch,” Ful nbar shrieked as he tore at the nesh, while it propelled him
stunbl ing down the stairwell. The magician |urched agai nst Al odar and dug a hand into his arm as
he stunbl ed past. Al odar was tw sted around by the grip, and then pulled backward onto the hard
steps as his feet remained firmy |ocked into place. Fulmbar continued down the stairs and Al odar
felt nails cut deep as the grip slipped up his arm Using his free hand, Al odar tore at the
fingers which held him grasping at a beaded bracel et around the magician's wist. Wth a fina
scream Ful nbar relinquished his hold and fell with a rush, bounding headfirst on each step as he
went. The bracel et snapped hi Alodar's fingers; sinultaneously his boots popped free.
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Anot her bolt of yellow sizzled up after Alodar as he rose to clinb, but he paid it no heed. The
bui l di ng shook with the biggest explosion yet, and he saw a gaping hole torn in the north wall,
creating a shower of brick and gl eanm ng red stones.

Hi s lungs heaving, Al odar reached the apex and cl osed

and | ocked the heavy door in the floor. He | ooked quickly at the remai ning sphere which now gl owed
red hot with a line of fiery yellow around it

He unrolled the scroll and began to scan rapidly down the contents. The entire ritual fitted into
a fifth-order magic square, and the tying of knots occupied the center cell. Replacing the three
knots by two changed the value fromfive to nineteen and the square no | onger balanced its sums.

Al odar hurried over the bulk of the text which dealt with the shielding hand and its variations.
Near the end of the roll he found what he wanted, a footnote on transform ng the squares so that
t hey becane panmagi ¢, summing the sane on all diagonals as well as by row and col unm. Quickly he
wor ked the equations to produce the four non-equival ent variations. The third was the one he
sought; the first two elenments were the sane as the ritual he had started, but the rest were
permuted and the central val ue was ni neteen

Al odar drew a deep breath and plunged into the ritual. He poured a ring of fine powder around the
box containing the sphere, lit it in a flash of snoke, and nodded wi th satisfaction as the gl obe
began to spin. He clapped his hands together thrice, then slamred the lid of the box shut, w ncing
fromthe burn to his fingertips. "Another knot next," he growl ed and began weavi ng together four
short pieces of colored twi ne.

The steps followed one another rapidly and Al odar |lost track of the tine in his concentration to
perform each one with precision. He woul d have no chance to go back and try again if all was not
done correctly. Finally he approached the end and beat out the syncopated rhythmthat had been
third in the standard ritual. He lifted the snall flute to his lips and started the slow count to
thirty that would signify conpletion

Now with only one step remaining, Al odar's eyes darted to the glass, to see the last of the sand
begin its fall to the | ower chanber. He filled bis lungs to bl ow before the final particles hit
but checked hinself with the know edge that it would do no good. The blast of the pure note nust
come when it was needed, not before.

Sweat broke out on his forehead as he watched the trickle slow and a hole grow in the snooth
surface and

begin to widen to the edge of the glass. Five counts to go, and the sand continued its relentless
fall

Only a layer seenmingly one gramthick coated the nec.k of the tube; then, with one coordi nated
wave, it rolled downward through the opening. Four counts remai ned—three—+wo. Al odar grinaced
fromthe expected i nmpact of the explosion to come. Then, as the final grains hit the nound
beneath, he blew a piercing note that filled the small chanber w th sound.

The echoes faded quickly, and Al odar's shoul ders slunped with relief in the silence. The ritua
was perfectly and precisely conpleted. The power had been rel eased and transformed. It woul d now
| ast forever. Alodar waited a mnute nore in the luxury of the quietness; then he thrust the orb
into his pack and scranbled up onto the wi ndow edge. Seeing the product of his |abor nust wait;
escape fromthe warring factions of the Guild had to conme first.

In an instant he was clanbering down the wall and across the esplanade, dodgi ng between the
initiates and acol ytes who stood gaping at the pyramid as it roared and shook fromthe battle
inside. Shortly thereafter, beyond the bounds of the Guild, Al odar |ooked backward through the
protective distortion hi the norning sunlight. Even through the shimering, he could see a huge
towering plunme of flame where the library had once stood.

On the trail northward beyond the village, Al odar turned fromthe path and paused to catch his
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breath. He squinted back the way he had conme but saw no dustcl oud of pursuit. He reached in his
pack for the sphere, now quite cold, and brought it to eye |level. The opaque darkness was gone; in
its place gleaned a sparkling transparency. But unlike the one Duncan had taken, the center of
this sphere held a single eye, lidded closed. It was tiny, |ike the shielding hand, delicately
scul ptured with fine detail. Small winkles wove across the Iid and minute spike-like hairs curled
in a precise line along the bottom edge.

Al odar blinked in surprise and quickly spun the sphere around, |ooking for one of the magica
synbol s he had expected to see. He shook the orb violently, as if to rearrange the contents, but
the cl osed eye did not change.

Duncan had escaped with a hand of protection, and

what king would not give a treasure to be safe fromany nortal blow? At the very |east, A odar had
expected a magi cal object of equal value. But all he had to show for outwitting the safeguards of
the Guild was yet another nystery. He was no nearer his rightful heritage or his true place in
life than the day before the gates of Iron Fist slamed shut In bitter disappointnment, he thrust
the sphere back into his pack and scow ed at the ground.

He rested for a few mnutes hi silence, and then sat erect and | ooked up the trail. It would
return himto Anbrosia. But what did he have to show the queen to turn her head fromthe others? A
mere baubl e that could have been fashioned by a jeweler. The eye did not even provide an imtation
of magic. Nothing of what he had read in the library told of magical eyes, either closed or
staring full open. Such a | ogo woul d be nore appropriate to charmof the sorcerer than the

i mpersonal ritual of the magician.

Al odar blinked at what he had just thought. He stopped and withdrew the sphere a second tine from
his pack. He brought it to eye level and stared, frowning into its interior. Surprised at what

i mpul se directed his actions, he sat unnoving, concentrating on the tiny eye. For several ninutes
not hi ng happened; then he felt the weak tendrils of strange shadows rising fromthe depths of his
nm nd.

H s eyes blurred out of focus, and a hazy image fornmed in his thoughts. As if stroked by a gentle
feather, fleeting snatches of a distant scene were pushed into place, and he saw a barren

| andscape, dom nated by a single thrusting crag. Stunted and gnarled shrubs fought a strong w nd
to retain their neager |eaves, and the sun hung low in the sky. Al odar felt hinself drawn inside
the huge nonolith, into a tonblike cavern carved fromthe solid rock. In the very center was a
coffin sealed with a thick glass lid.

The | andscape was the sane as that in the vision when he passed through the curtain. He gasped as
the shock of recognition dissolved the scene, like a stone thrown into a reflecting pond. He

| ooked quickly about and saw only the enpty trail and the hills which contained the nagicians
Gui | d.

Al odar struggled for several mnutes nore, but the feeling did not return. He | owered the sphere
to his side and

focused on the horizon. "Sorcery,"” he nused, "sorcery. O the five arts it is the one concerned
with expanding the limts of the mind to see in tine and space. And what | just experienced can be
related to nothing else."

He savored the sensations of the sphere while they were still fresh and then sprang to his feet.
The di sappoi ntnent of only a few nmoments before washed away jn a wave of new enthusiasm Well, why
not? Wth only a piece of parchnment he bad plunged into alcheny; with two hunks of rock, he had
braved the magi cians' @uild. Perhaps in sorcery and with the eye, he would finally find what he
sought. The quest would go on

PART FOUR
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The Sorcerer
CHAPTER THI RTEEN I1 1 usi ons of the Court

"HERE, take the bauble back," Cedric rasped as he tossed the ruby in Alodar's direction. "You
cannot cl ear your conscience with a bribe, nor will | accept it in lieu of your toil. Wien we |eft
Dartilac's nore than a season ago, | instructed you to be here in ny courtyard the norning after.
I nst ead sone thaunmaturge appeared nearly a week later with the stone offered as an apol ogy."

"Periac," Alodar said as he glanced around the famliar vine-covered walls of Cedric's field of
instruction. Like a warrior being reviewed, he stood before the war-master while Cedric paced back
and forth. "I rnmust seek himout as well when we are finished. Does he still roomat the inn where
| saw him ]l ast?"

"I have not kept a record of your appointnents." Cedric frowned at the interruption. "But for a
fact, he is in Anbrosia no |onger. Two days ago he saw nme again, asking if | had news of you. Then
he departed for the north. 'The m |k has soured, he said. The people in the capital have becone
pani cked into hoarding their gold, rather than spending it on the likes of ny craft.* Panicked

i ndeed! The city is like a bubble of marsh gas, awaiting a spark. Vendora holds a royal bal

tonight to foster the i mage of nonchal ance. And her visit to Arcadia is broadcast to be only a
formality of state, but everyone knows she sails tonorrow in desperate search for aid."

"Tonmorrow, " Al odar said. "But why nust she go at all? And what of her court? Does sorcerer Kelric
follow her as wel|?"

"It is as she feared," Cedric answered. "The kingdons to the south have ceased their bickering
| ong enough to coal esce their armes into one. This norning they have

crossed the border, so the sorcerers say; nothing stands between themarid Anbrosia, And no nere
ambassador can she send across the sea to plead her cause. King Elsinor remenbers all too well how
he personally had to beg on bended knee for aid in suppressing a rebellion of his own. He expects
the fair lady and no one less to argue for the return of the favor. As for Kelric, | inagine he
sails with the rest. The barge is big enough for half her household, although not as seaworthy as
many a snaller craft.’

"Then | must seek himquickly,"” Al odar said, "before it is too late."

Cedric stopped and | ooked up and down Al odar's rough clothing, winkled and duly after his journey
fromthe south. "Wth your appearance and unpolished nanner, you will fare no better than I," he
said. "It is tine for a man to be neasured by what he can do, but they cling still to the
trappings of blind tradition.™

Al odar opened his nouth to reply but Cedric cut himshort. "Too old," he spat "They said | was too

old for command. Why even now, | amworth three of their young sons, wet-eared boys who have been
no nore than nicked by cold steel.” He crashed his fist into an open palm "It was not ny age, but
that | still refuse to play by their rules. What difference does it nmake if it is Feston or Basi

that | would follow, so long as my sword swings swift and true? But since | would not declare,
neither side will have nme. And so one less armis raised in Procolon's cause."

"Lady Aeriel would know your worth," Al odar said. "I amsure she puts the true interests of the
queen above the favor seeking."

"I have not dealt with her directly," Cedric replied. "But if she is a menber of the court, then
she will be no different.

"You speak with contenpt of those who prejudge by pattern and rote," Al odar said. "I would not
think you would so nmeasure the lady. In any event, if the queen sails tonorrow, and Kelric with
her, it is to Aeriel that | will appeal for a berth."

Cedric did not reply but again | ooked up and down Al odar's shabby cl ot hi ng.

Al odar followed bis gaze and then nodded, "I agree
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that | must know sonething of the ways of the court. It is why | amhere. You taught ne well at
Dartilac's. Wth a little nore instruction, | amsure | will pass through the palace hallways |ike
the rest And if you will not accept the ruby for payment, then all | can offer is the high opinion
of the teacher which is generated by the deeds of the well-taught pupil."

Cedric's eyes narrowed and he studied Alodar for a long tinme in silence. "It is true that you do
not seek the position of a conmander," he said at last. "Perhaps this |lady can get you placed in a
lowy group such as Quantos' marines. Some position that is not significant enough to require
commitment to either side.”

Cedric resunmed his pacing, twisting his noustache into sharpness and | ooking over Alodar's head to
the walls beyond. "I had hoped to wait until you were fully trained," he nuttered after a nonent,
"but the events force it to be now " He shrugged, slapped his hip with decision, and then notioned
to the bench nearby. "Conme, Al odar, there is a matter of much inportance of which we nust speak."

They sat down facing one another and Cedric placed his hand on Al odar's shoulder. "I adnmit to sone
truth in what they say. On cold nornings ny knees are stiff and nmy eyes no longer followthe tip
of the fastest blades. | amstill very nmuch the master, but | know that sonmeday | nust pass ny

heritage on to another.”

Cedric stopped and gently rocked Al odar back and forth. "You will never becone a great warrior,"

he said. "Wth nmore training you will grow into sonmeone not to be dismissed lightly. But you are
too small and slow to hack your way through a scream ng hoard or stand toe to toe with a thick-
nmuscled giant. No matter how hard you try, | do not see you soneday beating your chest in triunph

on the top of a pile of bloodied foes."

Alodar's |lips parted but Cedric raised his other hand for silence. "But you have spirit. Despite
the neager abilities at your command, you track your goals like a hero fromthe sagas. And it is
that drive that attracted ny attention to you; it is that dedication which comands ny respect and
notivates ne to aid you as | can." Cedric paused and | ooked deeply into Alodar's eyes. "I see ny

own burning youth in your quest* Al odar. Even though ny joints grow stiff, through your pursuit I
l'ive again.

"And so, if by the randomfactors | amto remain behind when the fair |ady chances across the sea,
then | choose to send ny spirit with you rather than some ot her dewy-cheeked warrior, no nmatter
how skillful." Cedric unstrapped his sword and placed it across Al odar's knees. 'Take this,"” he
commanded, "but renenber when it is drawn, it nust defend not one reputation but two."

Al odar blinked at Cedric's words and tentatively reached out to touch the hilt in his lap. He
| ooked back into the warnmaster's eyes, saw the intensity of the feelings, and then tightened his
grip. "I will wear it hi honor," he

said softly.

Cedric was silent for a nonment |onger, then slapped Al odar on the armand sprang up fromthe
bench. "Enough of this chatter,"” he rasped in his usual manner. "There is little time and nuch to
be done. | will tell you the etiquette of the court, and the ruby will provide what you nust wear.
Then, if your tongue is quick enough, you can try to convince this lady Aeriel to secure you an
appoi ntnent with Quantos of the royal marines."

Al odar wiggled his toes in the soft fur that lined his new cal fskin boots. He gl anced down at his
silken tunic and sniled at the subtle pattern of silver thread which ran through the cloth. Around
hi m m ngl ed the nobles of the court, and nothing marked his rainent fromtheirs. The tail or had
been right, he thought, the small ruby was tw ce agai n enough to purchase a wardrobe equal to any
her e.

Al odar | ooked around the | arge room and saw everyone crowded into the periphery. The center was
clear, and the sheen on the parquet floor reflected brightly the Iight of the chandeliers
overhead. Decorative colums with flowery capitals and fluted shafts were spaced wi th precision
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along all four walls; between them frescos and tapestries blazed with heroic deeds fromthe
sagas. On the far wall next to ceiling-high double doors* a small ensenble of mnusicians tuned
their instrunents, adding to the | ow drone of conversation. The nood was sonber; the room
resonated with the gentle hum of snpke-sedat ed

bees, rather than the vigor of a swarm ng hive that one woul d expect at a royal ball

Al odar scanned the assenblage for fam liar faces fromlron Fist or Cedric's sparring yard and,
here and there, he thought he recogni zed sone lordling. The entire titled class within a day's
ride of Anmbrosia nust be here, he thought. It was no wonder that the bribe to the footman to gain
entrance had cost as nuch as the clothes on his back

The buzzing around himrose slightly, and Al odar |ooked to the doors that connected the ballroom
to the hallway beyond. Wthout fanfare, a tall, black-headed man entered the roomwith a nilitary
stride, and Al odar recognized himinstantly.

"Look, it is lord Feston," soneone to Al odar's right stage-whispered to her conpanion. "He can
hardly control the agitation that disfigures his already unconely face."

"Wel | enough that he is so disconforted," a second voice responded. "Perhaps he will then
acknow edge the exi stence of other |adies besides the queen."”

Al odar shut out the conversation and concentrated on Feston as the nan noved about the room
acknow edgi ng the greetings thrown his way. A year ago, Al odar woul d have been cowed. But today he
noti ced the way Feston noved his right hand to rest on the hilt of his sword, how he exposed his

t hi gh when he gestured upward and away. His left foot was forward; he would swing fromthe side,
rather than overhead. A contest between them tonorrow ni ght have the same end but it certainly
woul d not be decided by a single thrust.

Feston had not conpleted a half circuit of the roomwhen a footman dressed as richly as anyone
present skipped into the crowmd, blowing a light tune on a flute. Behind him wth a dazzling
beauty on .each arm canme the nmassive bul k of Basil the apothecary. A gasp rose fromthe
assenbl age as he triunphantly advanced through the doorway, covered fromhead to toe in what
appeared to be a robe of woven gol d.

"My good conpany," he boonmed across the hall. "Wat pleasure it gives ne to see all of you so
splendidly arrayed for the entertai nment of our queen." As he spoke, he idly flicked his fingers
in arhythmc pattern, causing a randomclicking sound to emanate fromhis palm A

smal | stone dropped fromhis grip in a glittering flash, and the ladies scranbled to retrieve it.
In an instant, one held it aloft.

"Keep it, ny dear," Basil said. "It is but a snmall sapphire. Have it set in a ring."

As he spoke, Alodar saw a flash of red hair as several nore of the court crowded into the room

"My lady Aeriel," Basil said, whirling about. "I see another fine setting for one of these
stones."” Wth a sudden flick of the wist, he tossed a second gemin Aeriel's direction and it
fell in a smooth arc down the front of her dress. Her cheeks nmonentarily flushed and the crowd

tittered at her disconfort.

Al odar | ooked at Aeriel and his pul se qui ckened. He could not help a small snile of pleasant
antici pation as he thought how his quest gave himreason to seek her conpany again.

Heral ds at the door blew two stacatto blasts and Al odar jogged his attention back to the entrance.
Wth unrushed dignity, Vendora entered the roomin a gown of deepest red. He | ooked at her cold
beauty and exhal ed slowy. Vendora took two small steps into the corridor of people that opened
for her and then stopped and | ooked back through the doorway. Wth a | augh, she notioned forward
with her hand, and another figure entered the ballroom The nurnuring increased as Vendora spoke
gaily to the assenbl age, and Al odar's jaw dropped in disbelief.
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"Lord Feston, apothecary Basil, and ny distinguished conpany,” Vendora said lightly. "As you well
know, | have had nuch difficulty in choosing a consort between ny two suitors. Can you inagi ne the
difficulty in my decision, nowthat | have not two but three." She | aughed again and waved an

el aborate flourish. "I present to you," she said, "the distinguished magician of the Cycloid
Quild, Duncan, the all-protecting."

From across the room Al odar shook his head at the news. Feston had profited from his deeds at
Iron Fist. Basil fromhis alchemy; and now even his nagi c sphere had been used for benefit of
anot her. Al though Duncan left the Guild only shortly before Al odar he nust have been able to gain
i medi ate access to the queen with the power that now glittered in a small cage of spun gold
hangi ng from his wai st.

"Perhaps later," Vendora continued, "Duncan will be so kind as to denonstrate for us the
m racul ous object he brings to the throne of Procolon. But for the nonent, let us forget other
depressing nmatters of state and revel instead in sone entertainnents."

Vendora noved to a nore central position and Feston, Duncan, and Basil jockeyed for position

i medi ately behind. The rest of the crowd crushed together hi back of the three suitors and fel
silent in anticipation. After a long nonment, a robed figure, stooped with age, anbled slowy
through the doorway. Alodar's brows rose as he saw the faded eye | ogos on the frayed robe,
startlingly out of place in the finery about it.

Lectonil had been old but had carried his age with dignity, his back straight and his tread sure
and firm In contrast, the figure in front of Al odar shuffled uncertainly forward, draggi ng one

| eg behind as he advanced. His fingers were stiffly spread and curled like the talons of a bird,
and rheuny eyes squinted froma face that sagged with | oose and wrinkled flesh. The head was
narrow and long, as if slightly flattened out of shape by a blacksnmith's vice. A few |ong and
straggly hairs hung to the shoul ders from above the ears, and a slight ridge ran the length of the
conmpl etely bald crown.

"The logo is the mark of the sorcerer,'
to expose herself so."

soneone behind Al odar nuttered. "Wat risk the queen takes

"It is only Kelric, the seer of the court," a second voice answered. "He served Vendora's father
and long ago u'ed up his ability to enchant, so they say. He has little nore than illusions left,
and | wager that is what he performs for us tonight."

Kelric shuffled to the very center of the roomand bowed stiffly to the queen. Wthout preanble,
he began to sing a long, nelodious song in an unfaniliar tongue. Al odar listened intently; wth
his trained ear, he tried to pick out words of power fromthe deception which surrounded them The
chant droned on, and he furrowed his brow in puzzlenent as the nmel ody caressed his ears. Far
better than any thaumaturge, he thought. Every word seens to have substance and contain rea

nmeani ng.

Each sound obeyed an intricate logic in following the one that preceded, and Al odar found hinself
al nost doz-

ing with the gentle rhythmthat flowed through the room He began to sense a pattern as verse
foll owed verse in a repeat of what had been said just nonents before. Then, as a third repetition
coursed through his head, he felt an overwhel mi ng conmpul sion to | ook the sorcerer in the eye. As
he yi el ded, his eyes |ocked instantly on Kelric's, nowwld and glowing owW-like in a stare that
seened to bore into his innernost being.

The scene around the old man blurred for an instant and then snapped back into focus, but sonmehow
not so sharply as before. Alodar felt hinself idly wondering what was different. Before he could
conpl ete the thought, the sorcerer vanished in a colum of green flanme that rose fromthe fl oor
and spl ashed agai nst the ceiling.
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Li ke a fountain, the flickering flanes caressed the beans which spanned the room then arched
outwards and fell towards the floor. As each globule neared the ground, it exploded in a snal

bl ossom of flame that w nked out of sight Gradually the colum changed col or, progressing through
the rainbow fromgreen to yellow to orange to furnace red. Then, with a sudden rush, the base of
the colum rose fromthe floor, crashed against the ceiling, and sent a dazzling cascade of sparks
down onto the onl ookers. Al odar winced with the expectation of fiery contact, but the gl obul es
seened to nelt away as they touched with feathery |ightness.

A small ripple of applause broke forth fromthose around the queen as every spark but the | ast

di ed away. The surviving point of light grewas it fell, subtly transforming froma bright speck
of flame to a tiny opal escent sphere. As it floated downward, it grew fist-sized, then as large as
a barrel, and at last enlongated to the shape of a giant egg. The shell touched the floor with a
gentle tap, then cracked asunder. Fromthe two ragged hal ves, a scaly reptilian form suddenly
appeared, arching its neck and flicking its forked tongue hi the direction of the queen

The crowd involuntarily gasped as the nonster grew in stature, belching fire as it stretched
skyward. Al odar stepped backward and reached for Cedric's sword at his side. The wyvern at the
gui l d had been nonstrous, but it did not conpare with the giant he saw now uncoiling before his
eyes. Wth scales gleanming in the candlelight, it

darted its tongue nenacingly out across the room seeming to reach directly for Al odar over the
heads of those who stood in between.

Qut of the corner of his eye, Al odar saw others flinch as he did and then, when the giant nouth
opened and billowed out a ball of flane, the roomerupted with screans of alarm

Al odar threw his armover his face to ward off the fiery breath and drew his blade chest high to
sl ash at the dancing ribbon of tongue. But the heat and sting did not cone, only the soft feathery
caress that had acconpanied the fireworks before. Looking to the center of the room he saw the
dragon now start to shrink in size, inploding to a small replica of its former self, hardly a foot
hi gh. Then, w thout pause, it began to whirl about, rapidly blurring its features into a shining
green di sk.

Al odar stared at the vision and he saw soft colors begin to formand undul ate about on its
surface. The rotation slowed and the hues changed fromgolds to pinks and reds as they randomy

fl owed and ebbed in shining patterns. Suddenly the notion stopped, and Al odar blinked at the

met anor phosi s. The dragon was gone; before himstood a stunning replica of the face of Vendora the
gueen.

"The starting point," he heard Kelric say. "But for each of you, an inage of your own. Look at the
beauty of the fair lady and it will transforminto the object of your deepest desire."

Al odar felt his lips curve into a snmile. Kelric was clever, he thought dimy. For nost of the nen
present, the illusion would not change at all. He concentrated on the golden curls fram ng the
finely chiseled face and tried to taste the feeling of success with his quest. But as he watched,
the illusion subtly began to change. The hair shortened and nellowed fromgold to anber. The eyes
darkened and danced to life. In an instant Al odar saw, not the face of the queen, but a vision of
| ady Aeriel.

In surprise, Alodar blinked a second tine and the inmage diffused away. The room again was in sharp
focus, and Kelric stood huddled in the center as he had before. A spatter of applause broke out
once more fromthe cromd. "Well done, Kelric," Vendora exclainmed. "Your illusions as al ways show
great creativity and finesse."

The sprcerer bowed with a sad smile; with a funbling

hand, he grasped at the small bag that Basil tossed to himas he strai ghtened. Wth head down, he
turned and shuffled out the way he had cone, the gathering naking nore roomfor his passage than
had been done for the queen.
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Al odar rubbed the side of his face and then shook hia head. How real the sorcerer's illusions had
beenl There was none of the blurriness of a dream or the known hallucination of a drug, but an
experience accepted by all the senses. No wonder the glance of the sorcerer was shunned. The step
fromillusion to enchantnment seened to be a snall one and, once entrapped, one would have no hint
that his will was the slave to another.

The nusi cians struck up a tune, and the lords and | adies naneuvered for position to dance with the
gqueen or her suitors. Al odar hardly noticed the proceedi ngs and shoul dered his way past the crowd
as it filled the center of the room As he went through the tall double doors, he saw Kelric's

st ooped form Foundi ng a corner and he raced after

"Master Kelric," he called, "a nmonent for consultation, it you will."

Kelric turned and frowned in irritation. "Wre you one of the ladles with the | ow cut gowns, |
m ght have time to listen. But for a lord' s son, you have not enough gold to pay ne for whatever
you want."

"It is not for illusion or far-seeing," Alodar said as he drew abreast. "l seek edification and
instruction and | think I have an object that will interest you greatly." He reached into the
pouch at his side and withdrew the transparent sphere.

Kelric's eyebrows raised nonentarily when he saw the orb, but he quickly pulled his face back into

a harsh and unyielding expression. "It may well be a | egendary sorcerer's eye," he said. "And if |
were still in ny youth, the power it represents would interest me greatly. But ny vital force is
nearly gone; | can feel how shallowis the reservoir that remains. And | value what days | have
left far nore than the thrill of thousands marching in Sway to ny enchantment. No, it is only

m nor illusion and prophecy of short range in which I will indulge, and then only after the

greatest of persuasion. Take this thing and seek out one of the younger fools who choose to
practice this

accursed craft, one who does not yet understand the price he pays."

"But what of instruction?" Al odar asked. "Your name has become a | egend throughout the ki ngdom
Surely yon wi sh to pass on your nmastery to another."

Kelric tipped back his head and | aughed. "They ascribe to the sorcerer the nost evil of notives,"
he said. "But even in nmy nost vile moods, | would not think of inflicting my fate onto another."
He | evel ed his head and | ooked with a penetrating stare into Alodar's eyes. "Now be off and
irritate me no longer, or perhaps, after all, | will rmake the effort for nore than a sinple
illusion,"

Al odar renmenbered the inages still fresh in his mind and al most instinctively turned his head and
raised his armacross his face. Kelric laughed a second time, turned, and continued his sl ow
shuf fl e down t he passageway.

After a monment, Al odar |owered his head and replaced the sphere in its pouch. He snoot hed down the
front of his tunic and exhal ed deeply. So that was the great Kelric, the master sorcerer of all of
Procol on. He shook his head and began to pace slowy down the hallway, hands clasped behind his
back. And now what course? Should he seek a sorcerer of |ess renown? Perhaps soneone away fromthe
court, one whose linmts bad not yet been tested.

Al odar | ooked down at his side. Such a search would take himaway fromthe fair |lady. And he had
pl edged to seek Aeriel's aid in unsheathing Cedric's sword for the queen's cause. Yes, Aeriell For
both the marines and dealing with Kelric, |lady Aeriel would provide the aid.

Al odar sl apped the hilt at his side and increased his pace. And there was still time enough to
arrange an appoi ntnent before the end of the ball

The guardsman coughed softly as he ushered Al odar into the small, plain chanber, and Aeriel's face
brightened with recognition. "Wy, what a coincidence! It is A odar the thaumaturge. And | see by
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your garb that you ply your craft to nuch greater profit than when we |ast net."

Al odar | ooked intently at Aeriel as she rose to greet him She clutched an old shaw around her
bare shoul ders, not seenming to care how out of place it |ooked, draped over the richness of her
bal | gown. Her lips curved in a broad snile, but he could see the fatigue that pulled at

her eyes as well. Behind her on a sinple table, between two teetering piles of parchnent, was
scattered an array of seals, colored candles, inkstands, and quills.

"My fortune does not extend from journeyman training, ny |ady," Al odar answered, "but it does
provide the nmeans by which | may consult with you for sage advice." "Advice?" Aeriel asked. "You
seermed quite sure of yourself in Iron Fist, Wiy now would you need ny council ?"

"The ways of the court are not so straightforward," Al odar said, "especially when they concern the
opi nions of the queen."

Aeriel stopped and visibly stiffened. "The opinions of the queen," she repeated slowy. "By that
do you nean you still quest for the fair |ady?"

Al odar saw her change in nood and darted his eyes to the side. He paused a nonment, then | ooked
back into her eyes. "So | have done since we parted," he said with difficulty, "although

oftenti nmes ny thoughts have . " He trailed off and took another breath. "Yes, | still seek for
the hand of the fair |ady, and your parting words led ne to believe that you would not | ook with
di sfavor upon such a goal, if it were in the interest of the queen.”

Aeriel was silent for a nonent and then returned to her seat behind the table. "I encourage any

endeavor that truly assists the crown,"” she said. "And such aid is now sorely needed." She rubbed
her eyes and waved her hand at the docunents on the table. "Wits for the arnory, rumallocations
for the crew, pronotions and certifications of skill, they all nmust be decided before we sail. And
despite the seriousness of the hour, no one else will take the responsibility, so much do they
fear offending one of the suitors by their choice. Many beseech ny favor in intercession with the
queen, Alodar, but | have little time for such petty intrigues, especially now. "

"But it is an audience with Kelric that | seek," A odar said. "I will gain the favor of the fair
I ady on nerit, not because of sone arrangenment with the nobles of the land."

"And why then do you desire audience with the sorcerer?" Aeriel asked. "He traffics in the
frivolities of the court no nore than |."

"Because | bring to the fair lady a gift that surely is the

equal to those offered by the others," Al odar said as he renoved the orb fromits pouch and held
it forward. "I need only such neager instruction as is necessary to activate it properly and | am
ready to pl edge whol ehearted service to the queen. Kelric mentioned the enchanting of thousands.
Surely such an ability will be of great val ue when she has to face the armes of the south.”

Aeriel touched the sphere, and her lips pursed in surprise at its col dness. She studied the
delicate scul pture of the eye and then | ooked at Al odar in silence, frowning in thought. After a
monment, she reached out tentatively for his armbut then quickly shook her head and wi t hdrew her
hand before he coul d respond.

"Your boldness is no less than | have judged, Al odar." She sighed. "And in the calmlight of
reason, | see you as worthy a suitor as the others. | have pledged ny service to the queen. If you
do likewise, then | nust aid you as | can. Cone, follow nme to Kelric's quarters. | can persuade

hi m better than nost."

Wthout waiting for a reply, Aeriel quickly swept through the roomand out into the hallway.

Al odar followed her through the nmaze of passageways in the huge palace. Unlike the buildings at
the Cycloid @uild, the royal residence was a one-story spraw, a junble of wi ngs and annexes added
over the centuries as the power of Procol on grew
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Aeriel whirled past guard stations w thout explanation; after several mnutes of bew ldering
turns, she ducked into the | ow and open entryway of a softly |lit chanber.

He | ooked about in the dimess, straining to distinguish formfromshadow. In a feeble flicker in
the center of the room between two giant col ums of snoul dering incense, he saw Kelric sitting
crossl egged, clad only in a sinple loin cloth, with his chin slunped forward on his bony chest. A
brazier hung on a tripod, its neager flanme providing the only light. Against the far wall, a | ady
of the court, her hair hanging long in initation of the queen's, stood tensely erect, watching the
scene.

Al odar started to speak, but Aeriel put her finger to her lips as Kelric opened his eyes wide in a
gl azed stare and sluggi shly extended clinched fists. He opened his |left hand over a disk suspended
above the brazier, dropping a fine sand onto its shiny surface. Wth his other hand, he

struck the shall ow bow sharply, setting up a conplex set of vibrations as it swng. Kelric stared
at the dance of sand in silence, eyes unblinking and seeningly oblivious to his surroundi ngs.

"l see the canp,” he said in a voice as thin as a distant wind. "The fire burns |low and the sentry
slunps at his post. The one for which you care is not asleep. Wth his head propped by his el bow
on the ground he tal ks softly to the one who rests next to him"

"What does he say, does he speak of nme?" the |ady asked. "Is ny favor still bound on his arn®"

Kelric's other hand opened and a second | oad of sand hit the disk. He clanged it again just as the
first vibrations began to subside. "My ears hear the voices," he said, "although they are soft and
faint.” Kelric closed his eyes and was silent for a full mnute, swaying bis body back and forth
with the rhythm of the gently swi nging disk.

"It is not only Bander and the other |eaders, | tell you," a voice, deep and youthful, broke frim
Kelric's lips as he rocked. "Each conmander |eads his own troops as if he were possessed as well.
They will not ask for quarter so long as one of themremins standing. This siege will far outl ast
t he season."

"Yes, and there are so many mps darting about," a second voice canme fromthe sorcerer. "The talk
of the canp has it that the barrier between the worlds has been weakened, and stronger denbns can
pass through wi thout being called. Do not | ook even into our sinple campfire, | say. Who knows
what | urks behind the flame to grab your will as well?"

"But what of ne?" the lady interrupted. "Wat are his thoughts of me?"

Kelric opened his nmouth to speak but then fell silent. Gadually the sand stopped its junping, and
his eyelids slowy opened. "It has faded, Unbriel,"” he said groggily. "Any nore would be greater
than fair trade for what you have offered.” Wth a trenbling hand, Kelric reached for a cup at his
side and drained its contents. He shook bis head violently fromside to side and arched his back
Finally, he struck his face Tvith a series of sharp slaps and grinmaced at the shock. "And so a
little nore is gone," he nmuttered as he hesitantly got to his feet.

Unbriel saw his slow nptions and started towards the

doorway. The sorcerer quickly sprang to life and junped in the way. "And a paynent pronptly
rendered reflects so nicely on the debtor,"” .he said with a toothless snile. "Come forward, ny
dear, and linger as long as you like."

Unrbri el sighed and shut her eyes. She took a single step and then hesitated. She pursed her I|ips
and extended them forward briefly, brushing the sorcerer's cheek.

"That is a kiss one would give to a brother," Kelric grunmbled. "Remenber, in a fortnight you wll
wi sh to see again how fares your heartthrob on the battlefield. And before |I perform you mnust
have a clear account for what you have |earned tonight."
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"But | found out nothing of what | wanted," Unbriel said. "I heard but a snatch, of conversation
and then you were done."

"You know that he is safe,” Kelric replied. "That alone is worth the price."

Unbriel sighed a second tune and took another step forward. Kelric reached out and swept her into
his bony arms. He thrust his lips on hers. Wth surprising strength, he resisted her attenpts to
push away his chest. After a nonment, he released his grip, and she staggered backwards, face
flushed and panting deeply. "That is nore to ny liking," he cackled. "And perhaps hi tinme you wll
learn to enjoy it as well."

"Never," Unbriel choked. "I was weak with worry because | have not heard. For no other reason
woul d | seek your service or agree to what you demand for it."

"Never is along tine," Kelric said. "And you will come again, | knowit." Hi s eyes wi dened and he
stared at the woman. "And perhaps the next tinme you will not find me so repugnant,"

Unbri el shuddered and then bolted for the door. She raced between Aeriel and Al odar and was in the
hal | way before Kelric's raspy |augh echoed after.

"I't is unkind to treat her so, Kelric," Aeriel said. "She has done you no harm™

"Nor has she shown any favor," the sorcerer snapped back. "W had a fair agreenent, and she was
obligated to hold to her end of it." He waved his armin irritation. "She is |ike the rest,
choosing to ignore ne until the need is great, and then expecting nmy gracious acceptance of a m nd-
numbi ng task for a nmere pittance of fee. If she does

not show ne a little tenderness, then our relation will be governed instead by fear."

Aeriel pulled her lips into a tight line. 'The queen is judged by the court she keeps," she said.
"There may cone a daY when shortcom ngs of your craft outweigh the advantages you provide to the
crown. "

Kelric laughed again. "You are in fine spirits tonight, Aeriel," he said. He ran his hand across
his bare chest and leered at her figure. "But | am nost happy that you choose to see ne at this
hour. It must mean only that you have come to surrender your virtue for the sake of mny person
only, not for sonme service that | would provide in

trade. "

"I conme as always on the affairs of the fair lady," Aeriel said. "If you instruct Al odar here in
the manner of your craft, then the safety of the queen will be greatly augnented."

Kelric turned to Il ook at Al odar and wrinkled bis brow jn recognition. "I have dism ssed him
already, and the matter is closed. Cone now, |let nme see at |east sone of what |ies underneath that
si |l ken gown. "

"Your talk is far worse than your deed, Kelric," Aeriel said. "My request has royal authority
behind it; you cannot dismss the matter so lightly."

" Then perhaps an illusion for just the three of us? The young man here would be as interested as
hi how you m ght | ook uncl ot hed."

"You have no basis on which to paint such an inmage,
if you did try."

Aeriel said coldly. "It would not bother ne

Kelric stonmped his foot in frustration and | ooked around the roomfor a robe to cover his bony
frane. "Ch very well, Aeriel. This neeting will be for business, the sanme as al ways, but one of
these times | will loose ny control and then who can say what mni ght happen?" He opened his eyes
wi de and stared at Aeriel as he had done at Unbriel, but Aeriel did not turn away.
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Kelric sighed in final defeat and turned to sone chairs stacked in the corner of the smal

chanmber. As he arranged them for sitting, he continued the conversation over his shoulder. "It is
a sorcerer's eye, Aeriel,"” be said. "Most rare and powerful, | do admt. | have heard of it only
fromothers who long ago used the last of their vital forces in our craft. And they had heard from
ol der ones

still. None of us have bad the opportunity to see if what is reputed of it can actually be true."

He finished positioning the chairs to his satisfaction and notioned for Aeriel and Al odar to join
himin the small circle. "G eat enchantnments, it is said, cone fromthe holder of the eye. Nearly
i nst ant aneous and subtle, like the ones talked of hi the sagas. But enchantnments | risk no nore,
my | ady. Even a single one would nore than deplete what remains of ny life force.”

"You are far craftier than you lead us to believe," Aeriel said. "You benvan the |[oss of your
powers and that you nust carefully husband wbat neager resources remain. Yet for a single enbrace,
you search all the way to the west for a |ovesick naiden."

"It is true, nonetheless," Kelric protested. "And the few ki sses and squeezes | receive for what
remai ns are far nore val uabl e than whatever pile of jewels the queen could heap upon ne."

"You woul d not have to use the eye," Alodar interrupted. "I amwlling to take whatever risk is
i nvolved. | want fromyou only the instruction that will nake it possible for me to do so."

"But then, Vendora sails tonprrow across the sea,” Kelric said. "There is too little tine
remaining for me to explain sonething as potent as this. Any execution nust be built upon a firm
foundati on of well-I|earned fundanentals,"

"Wth lady AerieFs help, | can cone as well,’
voyage. "

Al odar suggested. "You can teach ne during the

"Then there is the matter of payment," Kelric said, his face brightening as he | ooked at Aeriel
"What do you offer nme in exchange, ny |ady?"

"You know the peril which now threatens the queen,” Aeriel replied. "And I know as well that,
beneath the threats and |leers, there is the man who still has loyalty to the crown. Loyalty for
provi ding bun with bed, food, and protection, regardless of the hows of the ones he had outraged
by his actions. It is not a question of paynent, Keltic, but one of duty."

Kelric sighed and | owered his head to his chest. For a |ong nonment the roomwas silent. "Very
well,” he said at last. "We will begin instruction when we are out to sea and the routine of the
voyage has been estabished."

Aeriel rose and kissed Kelric gently on the forehead. "And your secret is still safe with nme." She
| aughed. "It would spoil your image if anyone knew that a sorcerer's heart was not constructed
entirely of stone."” She turned to Al odar and extended her hand. "Come," she said, "tell nme if it
is to Feston or Basil you would rather belong, and | will see that the arrangnents are nade."

Al odar stood and grasped her hand in his. "To neither. | want no nore than to be a nenber of
Quantos' narines. "

Aeriel's smle broadened. "Quantos, of course, she said as she | ooked Alodar in the eye. "It is
the right choice for one who is truly worthy."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN The Power of the Eye

ALODAR steadied hinself with a hand on the ship's rail as the deck rolled beneath his feet. The
events of the past two days crowded together in a junble. Along with the nmarines, sailors, clerks,
heral ds, and other functionaries of the court, he had been rumbled onto the giant flagship of
state that now beat east in the niddle of a royal fleet. The details of bunkspace, battlestation
and the protocols of Iife aboard ship had occupied all of his time, but soon enough he hoped to
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see the sorcerer and |l earn the secrets of the eye.

"An ill-tenpered decision to be sure," nuttered the | eather-faced man on Alodar's left, as they

| eaned against the rail of the poop deck and squinted into the grayness which surrounded them "A
full complenment of officers, rowers and marines stood at the ready for the queen's command. But
bef ore we enbarked, the courtiers descended upon us, adding two to every one on board. And to what
effect. Those silk-arnmed dandies will be of little

value if indeed we do stunble across sone privateer in this fog. And the galley and bunks are so
crowded that we must take turns on deck hi this mserable wetness, while others eat and sl eep
bel ow. "

Al odar grunted a reply as he idly ran his hand along the rail and | ooked up into the rigging.
Yesterday the cold east wi nd had bow ed, but today, on both of the nasts, the lateen sails were
furled tightly against their yards, useless in the whisper of wind that barely stirred the fog.
Over the side, he watched the lazy rhythm of the oars that nmintained their headway. Unlike the
sl eek wargall eys with their multiple rows of synchroni zed sweeps, the broad-beaned barge depended
primarily on the wind for its notive force. The neager conplenent of twenty oars to a side was
used only in calns such as this or to aid in com ng quickly about.

Looki ng forward, Al odar could barely see the gently heaving forecastle. The bowsprit, sonme three
hundred feet away, was conpletely hidden by the mist. The main deck ran a full fifty feet beamto
beam but was broken into many snmall areas by the nasts, stays, capstans, chests, and hatches which
| ed below. On the poop itself were stowed two | ongboats for use in shallow water, and a smal
deckhouse that sheltered the wheel stood near the | adders that descended to nidship. Al along the
superstructure, nothing broke the silence of the cal msea except for the sl ow creaking groan that
coursed down the great ship as each wave rolled under its hull.

"So you are a page to the lady Aeriel," the man continued. "Though |I hear that you are also well
wat ched by lord Basil of the bottonl ess purse.”

"Yes, Quantos, that | am" Al odar |aughed. "He and his followers at court do not wish ne well.
Nor, for that matter, does |lord Feston—er Duncan, the practitioner in magic. But so long as the
gqueen mai ntains the ban on confrontati on between the factions, | think nothing will come of their
desires.’

"So | understand," Quantos said. "The court cleaves itself asunder. The |ot of them have no
courage to stand on their own nmerit but seek instead to ingratiate thenselves with one of the

sui tors. Depending on who seens to have the upper hand in the struggle for the fair lady's favor,
they shift allegiances like the tide, ripping first

Feston's colors fromtheir sleeves and then Basil's. Wiy even Duncan has a foll ow ng, though be
has been here |l ess than a week. And | ook what distortion it brings to our order on deck. Feston's
supporters are to man the starboard watch, Basil's the port; Duncan's cluster about the queen

bel ow deck. The rest of us spend our idle hours up here out of the way on the poop. Let us hope
that the queen gives no new sign of favor. It will take a good day to reassign the stations once
again."

"Way do you not speculate with the rest?" Al odar

asked.

"l serve the queen, man," Quantos said with a thunp of his bow to the deck. "I served her father
in many a sea battle before. My nmen and | are marines for the crown of Procolon. W earn our pay
by keenly sighted arrow and sharply swung bl ade, not by the foppish exchange of wit in the

pal ace. "

Several voices about Al odar grunted agreenent but suddenly, before nore could be said, a high
whistle pierced the fog. Alodar turned to |isten and heard a heavy splash off the starboard bow.
He strained to catch the direction fromwhich the noise cane and heard the whine of two nore
projectiles hurling by.
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"Catapults,"” he shouted as the nenory fromlron Fist raced back. "Catapults. W are under attack!"

As he spoke, he saw, breaking through the nist, the flash of banked oars moving in unison and a
lowriding hull gliding across the waves.

"A wargalley," Quantos added to the cry, "by the markings, fromthe south. Sonmehow it slipped past
the rest of the fleet in the fog. And it is on collision course at the beam Bel ow decks quickly,
G engorl Sound the alarm™

One of the marines |left Quantos* side and quickly ran down the |ladder to the nmain deck and then
into the hatchway to the levels below. Al odar watched in fascination as the sleek vessel cut the
water with graceful ease, a small wave bubbling outwards froma two-pronged ramjust beneath the
waterline. Unlike their own giant, the trirene had some two hundred rowers cranmed into a
freeboard of no nore than five feet. A hundred feet long but only fifteen across, it seened like a

dagger, rapidly closing to pierce the balloon that was the royal barge.

Anot her shot fromthe wargalley whistled through the air and then another. A third found the range
and, with a splintering of wood, a heavy stone rattled across the decking between the masts and
then: stays. As the two ships closed, the hatchways of the barge suddenly discharged a volley of
men, scranbling upwards to prepare for the attack. Two nore missiles crashed down into their

m dst, and cries of pain mngled with the curses of confusion as the various contingents

shoul dered past one another to their stations on the deck

Finally a deep voice boomed out above the rest. "Archers fire to starboard," Feston bellowed as he
hurried up frombel ow and saw the trirene approachi ng. "Rake their decks before they close.
Carsnen to port, back your oars; oarsnen to starboard, stroke at ram speed.”

Two nore stones plunged fromthe sky, striking the forecastle as Quantos' men nocked their shafts
and fired. "Archers to your mark," Feston shouted in anger as arrows flew only fromthe stern
"Strafe their decks, | say."

He | ooked rapidly about as his nmen struggled to format the starboard rail, and then vaulted
across to the other side.

"Sweetbalm Basil," he shouted in a rage as the next volley crashed into them "You know that |
have no bowren in nmy contingent. Yet | amthe commander still. Have your vassals arch their fire
over our heads and aid in our defense.

"Your nen have the fortune to be the closest to the engagenent," Basil answered over the grow ng
din. "Use themas you see fit. W will aid in repul sing boarders when the nmonent is the nost
propitious."

Al odar saw Feston clench his fist in frustration and then | eap back across the deck. In md-
stride, he grabbed for the main nast as the ship lurched fromits snooth forward notion. The
portside oars were stroking backwards and the huge ship began to | unber about, sw nging out of the
oncom ng vessel's way. Alodar's eyes darted between the rapidly closing trireme, its ramKkicking
up foam and the changi ng geonetry of the gap as the royal barge slowy spun

He heard the hum of arrows and ducked instinctively behind his shield, as did Quantos at his side.

"It istoo late," the marine said as the flight of arrows fromacross the waves struck the deck
and bul warks around them "W turn too slowy to avoid the ram Brace yourself for the blow "

Wth a shocking jolt, the ships collided, and the air was filled with the shrieking protest of
ri ppi ng wood and

et al
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"A sound hit," Quantos shouted as he sprang fromthe bulwark. "And gui ded no doubt by a sorcerer's
vision far keener than Kelric's. Lively, lads. W nust grapple on before they reverse oars and
strike again.”

Al odar saw the trireme's oars cone to a stop and then reverse in synchronismso that their pul
backed the smaller ship away fromthe hole it had made. Follow ng the exanples around him he

pi cked up one of the coils of rope at his feet and flung the attached iron hook across and down to
the wargaUey's deck. He glanced forward and saw Feston's nmen doing the sanme am dshi p. The eneny
crew abandoned the catapult and hacked away at the grapnel lines as they came and stuck

The conpact sl eekness of the trirene left little roomfor other than tbe rowers, however, and the
hooks were being cast faster than they could be cut away. Two | aunched from the poop | odged
firmy, high on the stern-board, out of the deckhand's inmedi ate reach. In an instant, Quantos and
his men had the lines firmy secured to anchor capstans near the stern of the barge. Wth a
precision that was the product of years of drill, the crew bent to the crossarns and began to
crank the two ships closer together.

"The angl e of contact becones too shallow for themto ram again,"” Quantos shouted as he watched
the slack being taken up. "If our port side rows vigorously enough, we can get the ships al ongside
and then have a chance."

Al odar | ooked down towards the bow and saw the closing gap. The nen aboard the trirene abandoned
their attenpt to cut free and, except for a few archers still harassing the queen's nen in the
stern, nost of them converged on the beam opposite Feston's forces.

The ropes flew faster as Feston's followers sensed success in their endeavor. Then, as the |ast
few feet closed

and the two vessels hit with a dull thud, Al odar saw at | east a dozen grappling hooks strike out
and pull the bond fast.

"Forward and at them" Feston called above the yell of success and he sprang up on the rails with
his sword flying. He | eaped without hesitation to the | ower deck al ongside. Wth a m ghty sl ash,
he hacked at the first man who opposed him tunbling himback onto the galley's deck. Feston's
monentum carried himforward into the niddle of the other vessel and his nmen on either side began
to follow But Al odar saw the reluctance increase up and down the line on either side of Feston
until no man noved in the bow and near the stern. Across on the port, Basil and his nmen stood
silent, awaiting the outcone.

The fighters on the trirene converged on the snmall party that had boarded, attacking at the flank
and pushing to cut off the bulge of Feston's line at the rail.

"W nust stormthe poop and aid from behind," Quantos shouted. "Cone, ny |ads, drop your bows and
draw your bl ades. Across the guardrail we go."

Quantos drew his sword; with his banner in the other hand, he placed his foot up on the rail to
wave his nen on. H's troops prepared to follow But just as the first of themdrew up to the rail,
a fresh shower of arrows hailed into their mdst. Two nen fell to their knees, screamng in pain,
feathers fluttering fromshoul der and arm Quantos |let out a weak croak and then tunbled in a
heap, a single shaft transfixing his throat, its bloody point sticking out the back of his neck

Al odar | ooked across the decks and saw one of Feston's men fall and then another. The triremne
fighters pressed their attack vigorously at those who had boarded. Al odar hesitated a second

I onger, clutching Cedric's sword. Then, with a full intake of breath, he stepped to Quantos

sl unmpi ng form and grabbed his banner. Standing over the fallen marine, he waved it aloft. "For the
queen!" he shouted. "For revenge and victory! Attack!"

Anot her round of arrows canme and two splintered off Alodar's shield. Wth a fierce yell, he sprang
over the bulwark and fell into the nmidst of the archers who faced them He dropped the banner

drew his sword and hacked at the head of the one who stood dunbfounded nearby. "For Quantos," he
yel | ed.
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Then, in a massive wave, the marines responded. They swarmed over the gap and began sw ngi ng at
the archers, who retreated towards ni ddeck

The men pressing Feston turned and gl anced at the commption, hesitating in their own attack

Al odar waved his sword overhead and |l ed the marines onto their rear. The others on the royal barge
saw the nen of the trireme drop back in confusion, trying to protect their suddenly exposed fl ank
Now sensing victory, Feston's full contingent stormed over the rails. Basil gave the command and
bis men also followed. The oars of the trirenme stopped and the rowers began to pour onto the deck
fromtwo hatches to aid their bel eaguered conrades.

The deck of the wargalley becamre a nad swirl of sword and shield, without pattern, as the two
forces engaged. Al odar jabbed point first at the man on his right, while hastily raising his
shield to the left to ward off an axe sw nging down froma seeming giant. The bl ow nunbed his arm
but he instinctively stepped forward to pass beyond the thrust of his foes as his own followers
closed to engage them The nman on his left screanmed and fell, spouting blood fromneck and arm as
Quantos' marines pressed on the attack. The trained fighters drew together and formed a |ine about
Alodar. Wth himas the center, they began slashing forward to mdship

Alodar's mind slid into the intensity of concentration that Cedric had taught him fear blotted
out, eyes alert for an opening or a surprise thrust, and armdarting out to give pain. He swing
his sword in a swift horizontal arc and felt the sharp blade bite into flesh as his adversary

rai sed both arns high to crash downward an instant too late. Wth a cry already hoarse, he egged
on the nen who | agged on the left and closed up the right when the roll of the ship or blow of the
foeman created a hole in their line. He noved his troop steadily forward, mindless of stinging
cuts and slashes. Alnpbst in a daze, he called halt when he recognized that only arnbands with
Feston's red plune faced them The wargalley was theirs and Al odar had had a taste of battle.

Al odar | eaned against the railing, still clutching Quantos' banner, as he watched the transfer of
prisoners fromthe trirene to the barge. He gl anced about the deck

to see that the thaumatorgi cal wax he had used on the nore serious wounds was safely stored away.
The | arger vessel now rode quite lowin the water and even listed slightly to the side. A steady
processi on of divers dropped over the rail, each one adding another nail to fix a nakeshift patch
over the ragged hole ripped by the wargalley. The fog had lifted with the beginning of a gentle
breeze, but it would be many hours nore before the repair was tight, the water bailed fromthe
bi |l ge, and the barge again underway.

One by one, the followers of Feston and Basil enmerged fromthe trirene's hold, carrying back what
meager plunder there was aboard. Then am dst a general nurmur from both decks, a knot of closely
linked figures energed, all save one with arns across their faces, nearly stunbling as they groped
forward to the gangpl ank

"The sorcerer fromthe trirenme," Al odar heard G engor say at his side. "Only an enchanted vi sion
coul d have guided that ship undetected hi the fog through the surrounding fleet and so unerringly
into the barge's side. Had we not nore than twice the nornmal crew, they well night have ripped us
fromstemto stern before we coul d have grappl ed her. The kingdons to the south sorely press the
fair lady on land and nearly cut off her aid as well."'

In the mddle of the block of nen that stunmbled forward, Al odar saw a nmane of unruly hair shake
free, and then a face contorted with rage, surroundi ng deep-set and burning eyes. Al nost
instinctively, Alodar flung his hand in the way of the glare, nenacing even at a distance.

*'" A sorcerer who has been thwarted nakes a npbst dangerous captive," he said. "The guard we pl ace
around himbetter be both careful and conplete. But his presence rem nds ne of why | am here.
nmust go bel ow and seek out the sorcerer of the queen.”

"And your instruction during your absence, master?" Grengor asked. "Are we to remain on station
here in" the stern, transfer to the trirene as part of the queen's crew when it takes station with
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the rest of the fleet, or can we go bel ow, since the watch bells have |ong since sounded?"

Al odar turned in puzzlenent to face the sergeant. He saw a round face set on a stocky form wi de-
set green eyes, large and trusting, and a plain nouth between jaws

of crushing strength. "Wy do you ask ne, G engor? Wiy not ask the one who commands in Quant os
pl ace?"

"l beg your pardon, sir," Gengor said. "Qur band is small, now not even a dozen, but we have
fought together for many years under Quantos' banner. In our grief, I—we all feel that none of us
has the wit to lead the others. But rather than disperse to follow the banner of one of the |ords,
we woul d rather answer to you, wherever you may | ead us. |ndeed you are no Quantos, but you showed
much spirit in what happened today. We have deci ded anong ourselves that this is as he would have
had it."

Al odar's jaw dropped in surprise, but before he could answer, a page wearing the sane colors as he
bounded up the | adder to the deck.

"Attend to our | ady,
at this nonent."

the newconer said. "She is acconpani ed by the sorcerer Kelric in her cabin

"On station until | return,” Alodar said hastily. He turned and followed the other page down the
| adder, his mind aswirl with what the sergeant had said.

"Al odar, you are safe," Aeriel cried as he entered her cabin a fewmnutes later. "I heard that
Quantos was felled and nenbers of his troop as well. | did not know if you were anong them"
"There are | osses enough for which to grieve," A odar said, "and we are lucky to be still afloat."

He | ooked at Kelric, slunped on a snmall stool hi the corner. "The power of sorcery was great
i ndeed. "

Kelric tipped back his head and | aughed. "Sorcery!" he cackl ed. "The power of sorcery. It reads so
easy in the sagas. Pressed on land fromthe west and south, and on the sea, as well. And when all
seens bl ackest, a sinple charmsaves themall so they nmay live in contentnent thereafter.”

Al odar | ooked around the plain cabin and saw it was no larger than his own. Aeriel sat on the
bunk, dressed in nmen's breeches and tunic. To her left, on a small chest, was a pile of docunents
and the quills and seals. There were no other chairs and Al odar stood facing the two, |eaning
agai nst the wall.

"But a single charmm ght activate the eye, and then it will be as the sagas say," he replied.

"It is not so easy,"” Kelric said. "The charm for what

you have is nobst conplex. You cannot learn it unless you are proficient and, nore inportantly, are
confident in many a charm of |esser power. Wthout the basis to build upon, a sorcerer's eye wll
be forever useless to you.'"

"But why is that?" Al odar asked. "Certainly in thau-maturgy, alcheny, and even magic, each speUis
entire unto itself. Even if learned by rote, it has no bearing on the others."

"The difference, lad," Kelric said, "is that each of those arts mani pul ates the physical objects
and forces about us. Sorcery deals instead with a matter nmuch nore el usive, our minds. You cannot
see or touch the mediumw th which you work. And the subtle and intricate will be totally m ssed,

unl ess you becone famliar with the rough outlines first."

"The words are different, but the message is the same as with the other crafts."” Al odar sighed. He
shook his head and | ooked back at Kelric. "No matter, regardl ess of the effort, | amready."

"Well then, let us start at the beginning," Kelric said. "There are five types of charms in

sorcery. A charm of prophecy or far-seeing is a cantrip; a charmof illusion is a glamur; a charm
of fate is a curse; dominance of one's will by the sorcerer is enchantnent; and transfer of
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consci ousness fromone ani mate object to another is ensor-cellnent. To take effect, charns are
recited three tines or, as the Rule of Three states, 'thrice spoken, once fulfilled.' "

"I noted at the royal ball that you cast your glamour in that repetitious way. Each word seened to
follow the next in a pattern but somehow with a logic that | could not follow "

"Yes, the chanting of the charmis all. Geat skill and practice are necessary to say all of the
words with the proper rhythmand intonation for success. The slightest falter produces

hal | uci nati ons and head pains that can last for weeks. In my own practice, | have m sspun a charm
but twice and the nenories still give ne a shudder. Not only are even the nobst sinple charns
difficult, but they nmust be mastered before a nore conplex one can be attenpted. As one proceeds
towar ds conpl eti on, each word sonehow becones nore difficult to slide off the tongue, harder to
renenber. Indeed, the nore conplex and pow

r spells create back pressures that cannot be conpre-hnded by one who has not tried his nettle on
hur dl es

ore easily surmounted. And the greater the charm the Heater is the sickness and agony for
failure. It takes a stout heart to attenpt such castings, knowing the difficulty and the
consequences of error. If anything is the mark of the sorcerer, it is possession of enornous
bravery."

"Then why not carry a grinoire as does the al chem st?" Al odar asked. "Or have a library, like the
megi ci an guilds. Reading froma correct text to reduce the risks would seem easy enough. "

"Because," Kelric responded, "no witten |anguage or special synbol ogy yet evolved can convey the
preci se nuances of tone which are essential for a successful charm They are passed by word of
mouth fromunwilling teacher to foolish pupil, fromgeneration to generation. It is the only way
that the lore of sorcery is preserved. And far better it would be if the craft sank into decay, as
has the practice of w zardry."

Al odar frowned. "Wy do you al ways deprecate your craft, master Kelric?"

"Way? You ask why?" Kelric snorted. "Is it not obvious? Ch, | was |ike you once, young and eager
lured by the pronise of power, the respect of all with whom| dealt, the ability to control and
mol d the thoughts of others to my will."

Kel ri c paused and closed his eyes for a nonent, pulling the nenories to the surface of his

thoughts. "And | succeeded," he said, again |ooking Alodar in the eye. "I |earned quickly and
di scovered many new charms known to no others. | acquired the fane of nasters many years ny
senior. But at the sane tinme | |ost what every sorcerer |ooses and can never regain . . . Today's

battle is over. Wien you | eave you will share a slap on the back and a few tall stories with your
contrades in arms. You will relax in each other's presence, feeling wann in the glow of friendship
and trust. But it would not be so if you were a sorcerer. Wiat man then would talk with you over a
cup of rum or bet the bill on who is first to pinch the barmi d? And what worman woul d cone
willingly into your arms and | ook trustingly into your eyes as you nurnured sweet nothings? You
woul d be shunned by all and dealt with only by necessity. Only by spilling sone of your

vital forces would you see an occasional glinpse of soft thigh and at that you woul d judge
yoursel f lucky. It takes bravery to be a sorcerer, | have said, and far nore than what is required
to cast the charns."

The cabin was silent for a minute and Al odar | ooked at Aeriel, then darted his eyes away. "My
quest is for the hand of the queen," he said. "The enbrace does not natter."

He nodded slowly and touched the pouch with the sphere at his side. "Let us return to the matter
of instruction," he said. "If sorcery is taught by oral neans only, how then do new charns ever
cone about? It would seemthat the nunber would gradually dimnish away as masters nmet untinmnely
ends before they could pass on their heritage."

"New charns are always in the nmaking," Kelric replied. "The trances you see ne slip into to aid ny
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concentration in matters of prophecy are not only a crutch for an old man. No indeed, the trance
is primarily the means by which the master frees his nmind of the encunbrances of this existence.
Wth it he opens up his inner self and seeks out the states where the cadences of charns roll |ike
thunder and the words flash in strokes of |ightning before the eyes. Upon return to the here and
now, often the mind is exploding with the power of a new charm hitherto unknown to man."

"Then why not effect such a state often,
accumul ate with time?"

Aeriel asked, "and bring back great powers that can only

"Alas, ny lady," Kelric replied, "it is as | have often said. Each charm enacted, even the trance
of seeking, subtracts something of vital presence fromthe sorcerer who uses it. Each of us is
born with a fixed supply of whatever is his for life; once we have used it all, we perish. And the

| eeching of inner power depends on the strength of the charm | restrict nyself nowonly to
illusions for the court or sinple prophecies of short range and even for those | need the aid of
sand, fire, or cards. | dare not try to enchant a single person, no matter how shallow his mnd
for fear of consuming all that remains."

"Then why do you not have nore interest in the eye?" Al odar interrupted. "You said that it can
anplify the powers that a sorcerer naturally possesses."

"No, ny pul se does not quicken as | think of the sphere,” Kelric said. "I amso snmall a shadow of
my prinme that | dare not use such a device. It nmeans nothing to ne, though in the hands of a young
man, a fool with no thought of the morrow, such an eye indeed increases the charmof enchantnment a
t housand f ol d.

"You see, despite the fear in which sorcerers are held, despite the way arns are flung over eyes
when we approach, enchantment is not easily achi eved. Renmenber that the charm nust be recited
thrice and eye-to-eye contact must be nmintai ned throughout the third recital. It is not easily
acconplished if the intended victimis on guard. And the nore insidious enchantnments are the
hardest of all to effect. The conplete extinction of consciousness is the easiest by far. You
becone the automaton of the sorcerer and think your own thoughts no nore,

"But the nore subtle enchantnents in which some or nost of your own free will and thoughts remain
are very difficult. The charms are long, the restive forces great, and the drain on the vitality
greater still. Yet, how subline is that charmthat gives you the heart of a |ady and changes
nothing else | She feels she acts of her owmn free will but the grip of enchantnment binds her to
you. It is this power which nakes the sorcerer so feared.

"And such is the strength of the eye that it can give the master the potency the sagas ascribe to
him Gaze on it but an instant and you are undone. Fromthe crushing of all free thought to the
gentl est suggestion, it will be as the sorcerer wills it. And nore besides; when the lid is open
the eye reaches out and conpels, drawi ng you to | ook, tenpting you, forcing you, conjuring you for
just one little glance and then you are trapped forever

"But enough for now," Kelric concluded. "It depresses ne to think of it further. Tonmorrow, if you
still are steadfast in your foolishness, we will start with the cantrip for the tossed die."

"I will be at your cabin door," Al odar said. "Your words have not dissuaded ne."

Kelric scow ed and then | ooked at Aeriel. "And now ny | ady, what are your plans for the next
hour ?"

"I must readjust sonme of the berth assignnments,
"and then con-

Aeriel replied, waving to the littered chesttop,

fer with the cooks to reaffirmthat we are well enough provisioned."

"Then | suppose the chance of your changing into sonething |l ess practical while | amhere is
slight?" He |eered.
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"Ch, begone, Kelric,
the court."”

Aeriel said, "and try your persuasive manner on one of the other women of

"As ny lady wi shes." Wth shoul ders stooped the sorcerer shuffled out of the room

Aeriel and Al odar renmained in silence pondering Kelric's words for several mnutes |onger. Then
she arose and turned up the wick of the single lanp hung on the cabin wall.

"You show great trust in nme, Aeriel," Alodar said, "and | pledge to showit is well placed. \Wen I
can control the eye, | will use it nbst certainly to benefit the queen.™

Aeriel turned to | ook back at Alodar with a small snile. "You have denonstrated your worth

al ready, Alodar. Else | would not have striven to aid you when you petitioned in Anbrosia. | ask
only that you serve her with your head as well as your heart. The latter is too frail an organ to
use in affairs of state."

"My notives are indeed fromthe heart," Alodar admtted, "although not in the way that you mni ght
think. But what of you? What draws you to such service of the queen?”

"It is apparent, is it not," Aeriel replied, "that Vendora never can be truly certain of counse
gi ven her by any man? She has great need for someone to see through the enption to the truth that
i es underneath.”

"Then what is your reward for the service that you provide to the crowmn?' Al odar asked.

Aeri el rubbed her eyes and | ooked at the pile of docunents. "There are tinmes indeed when | wonder
why | travel the path | do. But ny father served Vendora's as mnister of nobst grave counsel
Alas, | was an only child. But |I have tried to aid the crown of Procolon in the tradition of ny
fam |y nonethel ess. As for the drones who buzz about Vendora, enough of them seek her favor first
through me that | have few idle hours in Anbrosia. For-

tunately | am keen enough to see through their interests, so that | have not been greatly
di sappoi nted. And those who are not so dull, those who indeed mght..."

Aeriel broke off and | owered her head with a touch of color in her cheeks.

"I tell too nuch," she said. "The petitioners who beset the fair 'at*y concern ne not at all. | am
no | onger Vendora's compani on in whispered schoolgirl romances. She is now the queen and | her
counsel or. Such petty concerns are fromlong ago."

"Shall you then spend the rest of your days in Vendora's shadow, passing into spinsterhood as the
reward for your dedication?”

"l said, Alodar, that | have not been disappointed in ny dealings with the men of the court, nor
have | been a recluse. As for the course of my life, it will depend upon the man the fair |ady
settles upon as her consort. If he is strong enough to rule Procolon through her, then perhaps |
will no longer be needed and can then seek nmy own destiny."

"For my own part, | thank the random factors that no such decision has yet been nmade," Al odar
sai d. "Though obvi ously Vendora does not |ack ardent and able suitors.”

"Ardent yes, but able, only perhaps, Alodar. The man who fills the needs of the queen and the
ki ngdom has yet to prove hinself. And be forewarned in your own quest that nore than chance
af fects the queen's nmoods. She is strong willed and can be influenced only by subtle

pressures.

"Feston struts about the court in jingling nail, but then nust show his enpty pockets. Basil gives
great strength to Vendora's coffers, but nust apol ogi ze when one of bis band refuses to draw
sword. And Duncan will find that he is called upon to do far nore than nerely throw his sphere
about the queen,

"And if you prove as inconplete as the rest, Al odar, repeated opportunities to |ose face will
present themselves to you as well. My task is to give Vendora the man who is the best for
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Procolon, and | work diversely at ny craft"

"Then you have been ny unknown ally all the while," Al odar exclained. "Wiile | toiled in the
al chem st shop

and the magician's @Quild, | despaired of returning in time. But through your nachinations, | dare
say none of them can show hinsel f suprene.”

"Take care at what | say, Alodar," Aeriel replied. "Vendora makes the final decision stflL Feston
and the rest have already established their claimto be suitors. | strive to delay Vendora's
choice, not for you, but for the best, whoever that may be."

"And if the hero for Procol on does cone forth and you are then free of your charge," Al odar asked,
"what sort of man then would you seek for yoursel f?"

Aeriel laughed. "In truth, | have no answer." She paused and then after a nmoment continued softly.
"Suffice it to say that the man in nmy dream knows full well how to judge the relative worth of two
wonen. "

Aeriel slowy swept her hands back to rest on the chest behind her and | ooked deeply into Al odar's
eyes. Her face was framed with twin cascades of amber, falling upon shoul ders that beckoned in the
| anpl i ght. Her eyes sparkled with the deepness of jet, and her |ips, though turned in a smal

snmle, were taut with resol ution and chall enge.

Al odar took a step towards her, then another. She said nothing; her eyes held his and there was no
change hi her expression. He stopped and with slow deliberateness surveyed her body. He | ocked his
eyes back on hers and advanced another step forward. Aeriel, still silent, flicked a curl fromthe
cascade behind to fall over her shoul der

Al odar stopped and blinked, trying to understand the intensity of the feeling suddenly rushing
over him Hi s loins tightened and the i nage of Vendora, this tine only days old would not come. He
saw only Aeriel, proud Aeriel, warm Aeriel, challenging himln his resolve.

He struggled to hold on to his quest, but in a flood of enotion, it was swept away. "At the ball
| saw the object of ny deepest desires,” he said sinply, "and it was you."

He swept her into his arms, half expecting a haughty | augh at his weakness, but he did not care.
He thrust his Iips on hers and pulled her body to him pressing the breath from her |ungs.

Aeriel did not resist, but clasped her bands behind him

and grasped as savagely as did he. After a |long nonent be pulled his head back slightly, but
Aeri el pursued and reattacbed her nouth to his. Sone tine |ater, how | ong Al odar could not tell
their crushing grips relaxed, and he led her to sit on the bunk behind them

"When | saw you again in the palace," Aeriel said as she recovered her breath, "I remarked on the
coi nci dence. That waa because the vision that | sawin Kelric's illusion was you."

"My thoughts are a junmble," Al odar said, shaking his head. "For nearly a year | have pursued the

queen. | turned away the favor yow showed ne at Iron Fist for the quest of her hand. But sonehow,
Aeriel, | have seen too nuch of the woman you are, and the strength to resist is now far harder to
find."

Aeriel smiled at Al odar and then | ooked down to his side. She squeezed his hand and gently touched
the poucb that held the sorcerer's eye. "You have made nmy heart glad, Al odar,"” she said, "although
by ny selfish actions | do not deserve it."

She was silent a nonent and then trenbled with a deep sigh. She squeezed her hand into a fi st
until the knuckl es showed white and | ooked back into his eyes. "Wiy do you quest for the fair
| ady," she asked, "if not for her beauty and power, |like the rest?"

"It is for nmy heritage," Al odar replied. "I desire to recover ny rightful peerage of the real mand
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the respect that goes with it. As consort to the fair [ady, none could deny themto ne." He
stopped and thought of his dreamof the hero's welconme in Anbrosia. "And for the touch of glory
that goes with it as well,” he said quietly.

"And | have pledged to serve the crown," Aeriel said. "To see that the best nan stands at
Vendora's side." She paused and | owered her head. "Continue with your quest, Alodar. The fan- |ady
needs you far nore than I."

"I have not quested in blind steadfastness," Al odar protested. "Along the way | have faltered and
puzzl ed at the path | choose. And nothing has given ne such pause as you, Aeriel. Can | truly
throw ny heart into pursuing a goal if you are not part of that success?"

"We are both tired, Alodar." Aeriel shook her head gently. "You fromthe battle and I fromthe
wor k t hat

must go on. The fatigue weakens our judgnent and nakes us easier prey to our desires. | apol ogize
for tenpting you so. In the norning we will be refreshed and have reaffirmed our resolve to do
what we nust do."

Al odar frowned at her words, his head reeling fromthe enbtions that swng back and forth as if at
the end of a snapping whip. He tried to renenber the forces that drove himon, and in the corner
of his mind he finally saw a vision of Vendora, the queen. "Perhaps you are right," he said, "but
I do not think a single night will unscranble ny thoughts. | thunder after an abstract goal
Aeriel, but have no idea what | will do after it is achieved.”

"I't is a conundrum" Aeriel agreed. "But for now, Procolon is in peril, and you rmust |learn howto
use the sorcerer's eye."

Al odar nodded his head slowy and started to speak again, but suddenly two soft knocks echoed from
the cabin door. "The queen's council assenbles to plot the course for the norrow, nmy lady," a
voi ce said fromw thout. "Your presence is requested at once."

Aenel 's expression nelted into one of annoyance and Al odar |et out his breath as the tension oozed
away. The nobod was broken and Aeriel spoke as if nothing had happened as she waved himto the
door. "l nust prepare. Good |uck, Al odar, good luck in your quest."

"My lady," he nmunbled thickly and left with eyes averted.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN The Sorcerer's Revenge

ALODAR st eadi ed hinself against the roll of the deck as he wal ked slowy towards the small hole in
the corner of Kelric's cabin. Two weeks had given himsea | egs. Holding his head and eyes steady,
he concentrated on the two tiny sparkles of light which stared back at him A bare three feet

away, he lowered hinself to his knees and began to undulate his hands in the outline of a pie-
shaped wedge. A tiny nose poked out of the hole; |ong whiskers jutted hesitantly into the room

Al odar rapidly ran through the glanpur, his face contorting into a grinace as he | abored to
stutter past the last few words. As he finished, the rat extended its head fromthe hole and then
its entire body. Torn between instinctive fear and unbel i evabl e good fortune, the rodent noved
slow y across the intervening space towards Al odar's hands.

As the rat advanced, Al odar felt the reaction, an unconfortable tug that pulled fromhis toes and
fingers up through his body and then spilled out into the air above his head. Like a nail agai nst
sl ate or bone agai nst jagged bone, the feeling coursed through him too nmuch to ignore, yet
sonehow too undefined to nmerit the aversion it produced.

He shook his head in annoyance. The rat suddenly halted in rnidstride and | ooked nervously back to
its hiding place. Al odar frowned with renewed concentration and slowy started the enchantnent. He
stared at the rat as he spoke, trying to bore past the gleaming eyes into the small nind behind.
He conpleted the first recital and the rodent did not nove; during the second it resuned its
cautious tread forward.
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Al odar began the third. Al though his nmouth seened filled with cotton, and nausea bubbled up from
his stomach, his pul se qui ckened when the barrier suddenly gave way. In a rush, he felt hinself
drawn into the small confusion of the rat's nmind, tasted its hunger and felt the sharp edge of its
fear. For a nonent he paused, marveling at what he had done, but the grow ng disconfort forced him
to continue his task. He frowned deeply and then carefully separated the pul sing enotions fromhis
own. Like a potter at his wheel, he nmassaged the sinple thoughts and reshaped them rounded the
corners of the apprehension to a snmooth pebble and tickled the stomach to growl all the nore.

Al odar unstuck the last word fromhis throat and the rat did not bolt away. Wth trusting eyes it
sat placidly on the planking and curled its tail about its |legs. The uneasy tug at Al odar's
i nnards continued for a mnute nore but then began to fade. He sighed with relief, know ng that he
had succeeded and the worst was over. He narched the rat, stiff-legged like a child's doll,
towards the illusion of the cheese at his feet. Wien the twi tching nose was w thin inches, he
rel eased control of the linbs and | et the rodent pounce on the inagined feast of its own will. The
rat showed no concern for Alodar's presence; with a vicious bite, it snapped its jaws on enpty ah-
Al odar felt the upwelling of sinple anticipation in the rodent's brain and carefully stimul ated
the tongue and stonmach to nake each gulp a savory delight. In a nonent the phantom norsel was
conpl etely devoured, and the rat again curled its tail in contentnent. Al odar watched for a second
and then suddenly took away the cfoak that sheltered the fear. The rodent started and quickly
scanpered back into its hole.

"You nust maintain eye contact at all tines, Alodar," Kelric said over his shoulder. "Had you not
| aced yesterday's bait with that sedative, the rat would have broken away when you faltered. And
the disconfort you felt was nothing conpared to what it would have been if the charm was not
conpl eted. "

"I will gradually reduce the dose," Al odar said. "In a
few days nore, | will be able to enchant a rat as well as

one who does not have the benefit of al cheny. And by

working up gradually, | think | progress far faster than
otherwi se." He bent down and picked up the crunb of cheese he had dropped nearby. "It is the sane
with the illusions. By starting with a real sanple, | can nake themnore realistic with far |ess

effort. The drain of the vital force nade nme hesitate, but without the aid of thaumaturgy | woul d
have been unable to get both the glamour and the enchantnment finished together."

"Ch, you are progressing well enough w thout such aids,'
there is no reason not to proceed as | did in ny youth."

Kelric grow ed. "Your nmind is quick and

"It is ny training as a thaumaturge that provides the edge," Al odar said. "Wthout sone neasure of
cunni ng, one cannot aspire to be a master."

"Yet sorcery is not learned by wit alone," Kelric warned. "It takes dedication as welL" He paused
and scratched his side. "Although | nust adnmit, | find no fault with you there. You have | abored
hard and indeed are further along than | thought possible in such a tinme."

"The perseverance cornea from al chemy,"” Al odar replied.

"And the precision with which you speak the charns?" Kelric continued in mld annoyance. "Do you
have a craft for that as well?"

"Magic." Al odar |aughed. "The rituals would not conplete if not correctly performed.”

Kel ri c shook his head and stroked his chin in thought. "The crafts have al ways been so separated,"
he muttered. "Perhaps there is some profit in intercourse between them"
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"Regardl ess of that, my concentration is now totally on sorcery," Al odar said. "Wat next nust |
| earn of the fundanmental charms before | advance to ones nore potent?"

"You have yet to show nmastery of the sinple illusions for dunb beasts wi thout the fancy
shortcuts," Kelric said. "And believe nme, those nust be second nature to you before you can
profitably continue. You should rest and try again with the rodent tonorrow "

Al odar frowned and started to protest the delay but a last runble of his stomach changed his mnd
"You are right. | can tolerate no nore, at least for today. | will go topside to clear nmy head."

Kelric nodded in agreenent. "And | shall attend the queen in your absence," he called after
Al odar. "Perhaps sonme |lady of the court will [ower her guard and let ne | ook her in the eye."

Al odar slowly clinbed the conpani onway to the main deck, pushing his thoughts of Kelric and
sorcery aside. He pressed on the hatch and frowned as he had to shove with his shoulder to pry it
open. Wth a forceful crash, it slamed shut as he et go. He reached for a |ine nearby to steady
himself in the gusts that | ashed the deck

The notion of the barge as it plowed through the waves was even nore apparent than it was bel ow
H gh walls of spray rained over the bow Ever so often the |ine between water and air seened high
above the tightly wapped spars that tilted madly with the wi nd.

Al odar bowed his head and stonped purposefully to the rail anfdship to join a soliatary figure
that was peering out over the churning sea.

"A bit rough today," Al odar greeted Grengor as he reached his side.

"Yes, that it is, naster Al odar," Gengor replied drawi ng his hood cl oser about the wi de face and
stubbl e of beard that protruded fromit. "Everyone below is packed together |ike fortune cards but
no one conpl ains. Not even the ones who must guard the sorcerer fromthe south. The disconfort is
far | ess, they judge, than enduring the wet and cold up here."

Al odar nodded and | ooked out over the rail across the water. "I cannot see any of the fleet in
these waves and spray," he said.

"Long ago, each has furled sail and shipped oars to ride out the storm W will be | eagues apart
when it bl ows over."

"And no nearer Arcadia either | wager," Alodar said. "This wind fromthe south blows us farther
fromking Elsinor with each mnute."

"Per haps so, naster,
well."

Grengor said, "but the sane wind batters any eneny wargal | eys out here as

Al odar grunted in reply and then both nmen | apsed into silence, drawi ng their cloaks about them and
exposing little save their eyes to the lash of wind and wave. As they watched, the broad bow nosed
down under the wall of water which broke over it, and spray bounded across the

deck to strike Alodar in the face. He and Grengor retreated aft as the bow sluggishly rose and the
wave roll ed underneath.

The ship plunged over the back of the wave and net the overtopping crest of the next one | ow hi
the water, shuddering as the shower pounded the deck. This tine both G engor and Al odar were

pel ted where they stood. The ship began to right itself wi th agoni zing sl owness, barely com ng up
to level as the wave slid past.

Al odar turned to Grengor with a question in his eye. By his snall experience, the barge at first
had seened a city afloat, but the trenble and groan as the ship steadied for the next pitch upward
put in perspective how snmall they were in the fury of the storm He arched his eyebrows in
surprise as Gengor returned his glance. He expected to see the condescending snmle of the
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experi enced sailor, but saw instead a set jaw and eyes alive with concern

The next wave hit the barge and a cascade of water skittered the | ength of the deck, spiraling
past their boots and drenching their cloaks to their knees. Again the water tunbled off in giant
falls to the side, but Alodar held his breath as he waited for the bowsprit finally to break
through to clean air.

He | ooked all about the deck, expecting to see that only he, Grengor and the hel neman were insane
enough to be about. He saw instead a head energing froma hatchway near the forecastle. In a
monent, another figure was on deck and Al odar winkled his brow in puzzlenent. The wi nd and wat er
howl ed as before, but no cloak protected the newcomer and his pole axe of shining steel. Wth a
somewhat halting step, he lunbered past, not even acknow edging the snmall nod that Al odar threw
his way.

"One of Feston's men, no doubt," Grengor said. "Too disdainful to return even the slightest
courtesy to soneone not of his faction.™

"It is of no inportance, Grengor," Alodar said as he stared at the figure retreating past them and
climbing the | adder to the poop deck. "Such slights might have angered me greatly a year ago, but
now | give themno thought."

Al odar watched the man finally reach the I evel of the poop deck and then point hinmself hi the
direction of the deckhouse. He took one slow step and then anot her. Just

like the gait of the rat on which he had denobnstrated the charm Al odar thought. So totally
entrapped that every notion had to be directed by the enchanter

"Grengor," Alodar cried, suddenly breaking out of his slowreverie. "Wiat duty did you say that
Feston's men perforned today?"

"Why, let me see." Grengor said. "The oarsmen yesterday and again on the norrow. It nust be the
sorcerer then that they watch today."

"Then follow nme quickly," Al odar yelled, springing across the deck and then i medi ately stunbling
as the roll of the ship caught himin mdstride. "To the hel msnman! | fear he needs our aid."

Al odar and Grengor raced to the |adder as the figure ahead of thementered the snmall enclosure on
the deck above. Wth a strong pull on the railing, A odar junped up onto the deck, just in time to
see the axehead plunge into the unprotected chest of the hel msnman. A feeble cry of surprise and
pain was swept away by the wind. The assailant flailed his blade again at the bloody formas it
fell

Al odar and Grengor burst into the house with swords drawn. Wth near sinmultaneous thrusts, they

j abbed their blades forward and felt the parting of flesh and jarring contact with bone, Al odar
drew his sword out with a wench and stepped back in anticipation of a sw nging axe-blade in
reply. The figure paid themno attention. Wth a face undi storted by apprehensi on or pain, he
swung his next blow at the wheel, oblivious of the bl ood gushing fromthe two fresh wounds in his
si des.

The wheel exploded fromits post in a shower of splinters and careened across the deck. G engor
thrust out again, his sword biting deeply into an armas it swung past, but the guardsnman took no
noti ce. Al odar watched in anazenment as the axe rose high overhead and crashed it down on the post,
splitting it asunder.

"Enchant nent, master Al odar," Grengor called out. "Sonmehow the sorcerer fromthe south has nade
hima slave. | can dispatch himin a few strokes nore, but | fear his damage is done. Get quickly
bel ow and alarmthe rowers to bend their oars. Wthout the helm we cannot |ong stay pointed into
the wind. And the patch that was

pl aced over the hole ripped by the wargalley may not last long if we are wallowing in the
troughs. "
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Al odar grasped what Grengor was saying. Wthout another word, he ran fromthe deckhouse to the

| adder | eading to mdship. Another wave toppled over the bow and raced down the deck. As the water
coursed by, he felt a slight lurch and then saw the runoff at his feet reverse direction and head
for the port side. Wth a backstraining pull, he flung the hatch cover aside and bolted downward
to the first deck. He ran for mdship where the passageway opened wi de on either side to the
benches of the rowers. As he sprinted along, he could feel a noticeable tilt to port as the ship
responded to each wave.

Up ahead, before he reached the benches, he heard the sound of a disturbance and saw several heads
pop from cabins along the way. He pulled hinself up as he passed the | ast cabin, ready to shout
the alarm But the sound died in his throat as he saw the reason for the conmotion. Two nore
guards with Feston's arm bands were hacking at the oars along the benches, ignoring the bl ows

rai ning down to stop them

Anot her wave roll ed under the ship, and Al odar grabbed for support as the deck tipped dizzily to
the side. Through a port, he saw the choppy horizon shoot past skyward and then slowy return as
the barge al nost righted itself.

Reversing direction, he sprinted the length of the ship. On a dead run, he barrelled by the two
guardsmen who stood with hal berds at parade over a single entrance that led to cabins far aft. The
men hesitated at Al odar's approach, not inmediately dropping their weapons to bl ock the way.

Al odar thundered past their indecision, yelling over his shoul der about an oversi ght as he passed.
One turned to follow, then shrugged his shoul ders and resuned his stance. Raci ng down the narrow
passageway, Al odar pushed aside a curtain and exploded into a great cabin at the very stern of the
ship. Only a few supporting posts interfered with a volume open frombeamto beam w ndowed on
three sides with huge sheets of isinglass painted opaque by the bounding spray.

Vendora shrieked at Al odar's sudden entrance. Aeriel rose to her feet, eyes wide in surprise at
the intrusion, Kelric sat nunbly crossl egged before the two and re-

sponded not at all. "A full nmoon of pardons, ny fair lady," Al odar gasped, "but | fear the shipis
in great danger. W nust sound a general alarmbefore it is too late.™

"Wiat is the peril, Al odar?" Aeriel asked as she picked up her cloak. "Wat besides the storm
presents risk for the royal barge?"

"I amnot a man of the sea," Alodar replied, "but we have | ost our steerage and with the weakened
hull we may founder."

"Then there is no time," Aeriel decided. "W nust board the other vessels, those that can."

"The | ongboats are far smaller than the barge,"” Al odar said. "They could be easily swanped in the
hi gh waves. Qur safety would be greater if we could get the great ship about."

"Then which is it?" Aeriel said. "If the hull does not hold, there may be little time to change
our mnds."
Al odar quickly thought of the enchanted guardsmen and the struggle amidst the oars. "If | were to

decide, my choice would be for the I ongboats despite their neager size. But by no neans can we
provi de for everyone aboard."

"Then we shall begin with the queen," Aeriel said waving her hand to the door

Al odar nodded, grasped Vendora by the wai st and began to push her down the corridor. Aeriel tugged
Kelric to his feet and spun himto follow. The two guards turned questioning. glances to the queen
as she cane to their station, but she waved themto silence as she passed.

The ship lurched violently as they reached the com pani onway to the main deck. Cabin doors al ong
the corridor burst open in surprise. Vendora cried out as she reached for the railing and tunbl ed
fromher footing instead.

"What happens with the fan- |ady?" Feston shouted as he peered out of his doorway in the direction
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of the queen. Receiving no answer, he reached back inside his cabin and buckled on his sword to
foll ow.

"Lord Feston races after the queen," a voice shouted from another of the open doorways. In an
i nstant Basil and Duncan al so scranbled forth.

Al odar pulled Vendora to her feet. As the ship righted, he pushed her up the | adder bangi ng shins
and ankl es

in his haste. They clinbed but four rungs when the barge rolled again, this tinme heeling far over.
Al odar grasped the rails with both hands and hel d Vendora agai nst his chest as she fell backwards.
Behi nd him he could hear Aeriel's frantic struggle with Kelric as their feet slid fromunder them
and they grasped wildly for balance. Al odar gathered up his strength and, with one thrust, shoved

the queen to the hatchway. Holding her firmy with one arm he shoul dered the hatch aside with the
other and stepped into the fury of the qui ckening storm

Grengor and the others of his band were there at the opening, extending arns to aid. He shoved
Vendora forward and turned to pull Aeriel and Kelric up onto the deck. The wi nd now cane at his
side, stinging his cheek with the spray. The barge was wallowing in the troughs.

"The | ongboats," Al odar shouted. "W nust get the fair |ady safely over the side.” He | ed Vendora
across the heaving deck and the party streaned after. They clinbed the | adders to the stern and
ran to where the two boats were battened besides the weckage of the deckhouse. Quickly, the
canvas covering was ripped away. Al odar thrust Vendora and then Aeriel into one of the hulls as
the barge lunged dizzily when another wave rolled underneath. Feston and the others expl oded from
the hatchway as Al odar's nen cranked at the hoists and swng the boat over the side.

Wth great |eaping strides, Feston bounded across the deck and up the | adder. He plunged into the
mari nes, shoul dering several aside, and junped aboard next to the queen. "Followers of |ord
Feston," he bell owed above the wi nd, "assenble unto ne and aid the fair lady."

The men scranbling on deck | ooked about hesitantly for a nonment; then they shouted with alarm as
they saw the activity at the stern. The boat began to | ower, and they sl oshed through the water,
climbed up the | adders to the poop, and ran to the rail. A knot of nen collected against the

bul war k and, pushed from behi nd, Basil and Duncan tunbl ed aboard into the m dst of Al odar's snal
crew. The barge listed heavily and several nore sprang to the rail and junped into the descendi ng
boat .

"Too many," Al odar shouted. "W& will sink as surely as the barge. Cast off, cast off before nore
hurl aboard.” Grengor and another of his nen began to pay out rope

nmore qui ckly and the sl oop plunged away fromthe rolling deck

"Fol | owers of my banner," Feston shouted, "seize the second boat and after us."

"To ny banner,’
after

Basil yelled as loud. "Prevent the others fromtaking what we nust have, and then

ne.

Al odar | ooked up to the deck as his own boat hit the waves. He could see the beginnings of a ne
as the factions fought with drawn swords for possession of the other |ongboat. In the press of
battle no one could focus his attention on the bl ocks, and the boat rerai ned i mobile on the deck
Al odar turned back to his own plight and quickly counted the nen aboard. O his own eight, he saw
that all had nade it safely. Vendora, Aeriel, Kelric, Feston, Basil and Duncan were acconpani ed by
a tangle of six nore nen. \Wose supporters they were, he could not tell

"Man the oars," he conmanded. "Get us clear of the barge before some wave dashes us back into her
side. You there, make roomfor the queen. My fan- lady, if you and | ady Aeriel can nove forward,
you will find that the small shelter will protect two fromthe strength of this gale.”
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"I command the forces of the queen," Feston grow ed as he wiggled hinself erect in the pile of
men ami dship. But before he coul* say nore, a wave broke over them ending a deluge of water into
the m dst.

"The rest of you to the bailing," Al odar continued and several of the men about Feston began to
| ook for buckets hi the hatchway aft. Feston glowered at Al odar for a nmoment, and then a second
wave washed over the rails. The nen about himfilled and dunped buskets furiously. Wen Basi
thrust one into Feston's hands, he bent and started bailing with the rest.

Al odar turned to | ook back towards the barge and saw that the thrust of the wi nd had opened a wi de
gul f between them The huge ship was crosswind. As she rolled, the |leeward rail al nost touched the
waves.

"Grengor and you, Melab, in the rear," he shouted. "Let us assenble the mast and try to erect it
now. If we are lucky and the wi nd slackens, we will be ready to hoist sail."

Al odar gl anced about the boat. Except for Kelric still 1 'ne in a junble, his face barely above
water, every ™ was usefully enployed. He shut out all thoughts of the precariousness of their
position and bent his mind to the task of raising the nast.

Weary with cold and fatigue, Al odar steadied one leg on top of the small shelter and held the

gl ass fromthe neager stores to his eye. The wi nd was dyi ng beneath a placid noon, and the sea was
growing calm Al about the boat, nen slunped in the disarray of sleep. Al odar |eaned against the
mast, now holding aloft a sail unfurled to catch the breeze that renmained fromthe storm How
soothing it would feel to collapse anong the tangle of linbs at his feet and | et consci ousness
slide away as it had fromthe rest. But he dared not relinquish the grip. So | ong as be stayed
awake, threatening, cajoling, and pushing hinself harder than any, the random collection of nen
who had junped fromthe barge would act enough in consort to save their lives.

Twi ce again Festoa had bal ked at the continual bailing, but Al odar had stared hi mdown. One of his
mari nes and Duncan's retainers squabbl ed over what constituted a fair share of the |oad, and he
had pushed between them before their inattention let the boomrun free and rake across the rear
deck with a vicious sweep.

They sonmehow had bail ed enough to keep afloat, nended the sail at least thrice, and tunbled in
rough wat er throughout. To relax now and | et chance determ ne which of Feston's, Basil's or
Duncan's foll owers awoke first might throw away all they had struggled for in the past four days.

Wth only hal f-open eyes, Al odar slowy scanned the sea. The clouds were all but swept away, but
the sliver of noon did not provide enough light to see to the horizon. They nmust find | and soon
and drifting about aimessly the few hours till dawn was a waste they could ill afford.

Al odar grinmaced and col | apsed the glass. He stepped down into the junble of sleeping forms and
gingerly picked his way to where Kelric was curled up in the stern. The sorcerer shivered in his
sl eep. H's breath gurgled and wheezed as it struggled in and out of his lungs. Hs flesh

was pale and hung linply on his scrawny frane. The exposure had been hard for all of them but on
the old man it had taken the greatest toll.

Al odar bent down and gently shook hi mawake. In the quietness of the night, Al odar expl ai ned what
had to be done and then |istened attentively as Kelric provided the detailed instructions. In an
hour, he had nenorized the cantrip and returned to the shelter am dship

Al odar clinbed wearily to the roof, made hinself as confortable as possible, and began the charm
Had he been fully alert, he would have spoken the words with great care, fighting the increasing
resi stance a neasured step at a tune. But both his mnd and body were dulled, He rattled oS the
three repetitions |ike a school boy reciting his pledge to the queen. In an instant it was
finished. He blinked in surprise at how nild was the internal reaction

Al odar slowy scanned a full circle fromwhere he sat and then closed his eyes agai nst the scene
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An image of what he had just seen sprang into sharp focus as if lighted by the noonday sun. He
willed his thoughts forward and, like a great-w nged bird, he seemed to spring fromthe boat.
Soaring | ow over the water, his mnd raced ahead of the bow, straining for the horizon and sight
of ship or land. The m|es sped by, but the scene renmi ned an unbroken circle of water as far as
he coul d see.

Gradually the rush of his thoughts began to slow, though he strained all the harder, the waves

di ssolved into an indistinct haze, and the sky dimed. H's pace slowed to a crawl and then, at the
nmonent he seened to stop, the scene blacked out fromview Instinctively Al odar realized he had
reached the limts of his vision and brought his thoughts back to his inert body sitting on the
shel ter roof.

Wth his eyes still closed, he turned his head and sought
to port, again sailing over the waves far faster than any
ship could take him He breathed deeply as he finally

sl owed, hoping to see a |landfall of Arcadia before the
scene faded away. But when the bl ackness cane, the

ocean | ooked as unchanging as it had fromthe bow, and

Al odar returned a second tinme to begin the search anew.
He turned to starboard and saw over the horizon in a

heart beat. Before he even noticed any sl ow ng, he saw a

. O low bills pushing down to a sandy beach. Land, he dimy thought in his trance, land to
t he west and not

far away.

He willed his thoughts to return so that he could break the spell and head for shore; but to his
surprise, the rush in his mnd continued onward. Up into the hills his sight took him past

snoul deri ng canpfires and huddl es of sleeping figures. On and on his thoughts raced, to higher and
rougher ground. The nountains were cleft and folded, fissured and cracked with junbles of boul ders
strewn about. Alodar's attention wandered over the scene but then focused upon a sl ender spur of
rock that soared before him A nonolith of cold granite, it stood like a giant spike thrust into
the contours of the hills and seened to chall enge even the peaks beyond for height.

Al odar recognized the spire as the one he had seen when he tried to use the sorcerer's eye. As
before, he felt hinmself drawn inside into a tonmblike room In the very center stood a stone coffin
with a thick glass lid, and Al odar's thoughts rushed forward to peer inside. He saw a nan of

m ddl e age, eyes peacefully closed, and mouth curled up in a haughty smile. The hands were fol ded
across the chest over a robe sprinkled with many snmall, stylized | ogos of flane.

Al odar tried to | ook about the room but the scene suddenly went black. He felt hinself slowy
pitching forward fromthe roof of the boat's shelter. He quickly blinked his eyes open and grabbed
at the nast. _to steady hinself. A nonent of vertigo washed over himand then a hot fever that
turned his linbs to rubber. Al odar clutched at the mast to gain support and gradually the feelings
subsi ded, | eaving hi mweak and | ethargic.

Slowy Al odar clinbed down into the hull and picked his way aft. For a noment, he puzzled at his
vision but then pushed it aside, too weary to expend the effort when there were nore inportant
things to be done. The coast was not that far away; perhaps by late norning, they could be safely
ashore.

Al odar nodded his head wi th decision, |oosened the
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boom and cut hard on the tiller to aimthe small craft
| andward. The wind hit the sail at a flatter angle. Wth

gat hering nmomentum the boat began noving towards the

shore. Al odar |eaned against the after railing, holding the craft on course and staring into the
dar kness.

The hours passed, and gradually the sky brightened, until the boundary between sea and air could
be discerned hi all directions. A odar watched the west. Finally a second hazy |ine appeared above
the first. As the boat approached, it resolved into individual low hills that began to | oom hi gher
and hi gher on the horizon. Eventually the sound of breaking surf nmingled with the whistling of the
wi nd. Al odar saw a row of whitecaps racing up towards a

sandy beach.

Wth nore seanmanship and al ertness, he mght be able to bring the boat smartly about and drop sai
and anchor. But such detail was beyond what little energy remained. Holding his course, the craft
sped directly onwards and, with a sudden |urch, ran aground.

The sl eeping nen scranbl ed awake with surprise. "You there," Al odar shouted, "to the shelter and
rouse the queen. And you on the left, give aid to the sorcerer. He is too weak even to walk on his
own. "

The men sluggi shly conplied and, one by one, dropped overboard to bead for shore. Water began to
bubbl e in through the hull. The | ongboat sagged gently to one side as she slowy filled. Duncan
arose froma position in the bow Wth shaking | egs, he staggered to the queen

"At last, ny chance to protect the fair lady," he croaked through Iips cracked fromthe salt air.
He withdrew his sphere fromthe snmall bag at his waist After several nonments, Al odar could see a
shi nmering bubbl e of translucence which engul fed Duncan and Vendors. His two followers rolled the
bubbl e up on the bulwark and tossed it into the waves, tunbling Duncan and Vendora together in a
confusi on of cloak and gown. Obviously, fromits notions, the bubble could not be used in any
rough sea. Al odar watched as the attendants junped in after and began pushing the two | andward,
untouched by the chilling water. He saw Aerial cone back to join him as the last two, they junped
overboard and waded to shore. Watersoaked and fatigued as they were, sinple foraging and |ighting
a fire took the resf of the day. Only Alodar's curt comuands and st eadfastness kept tenpers in
line and linmbs nmoving until it was done. As darkness fell, the snall band huddled in cl ose about
the flame,

king at last dryness, warnth, and rest fromtheir ordeal

"Now t hat the energency is over," Feston said, rub-hinfi his hands together and then touching the
hilt of his sword, "we can, | feel, revert to our original chain of command. And ny first
direction is that we should abandon this beach and quickly search out a cave in the hills, so that
the night can be spent in sone sort of shelter.”

"There is no strength left for that, Feston," Al odar said. "W have already endured the el enents
for four full nights. Another will tax us less dearly than a search w thout |ight over the rough
ground. "

"l have given a directive," Feston grow ed. Wth a savage gesture, he withdrew si x niches of blade
fromhis scabbard. A sudden runbl e of disapproval checked his action, and Feston | ooked quickly
about at the men who circled the fire. "You there, by your insigna, you are royal marines. Follow
the orders of your commander," he said.

"W serve the person of the fair lady," Grengor said quietly inreply. "Until she gives us
direction otherwise, we will follow the conmand of naster Al odar. You bail as well as any nan
anong us, lord Feston, but it is lady Aeriel's page who has seen us safely through the storm™

"And that is the truth, Vendora," Aeriel cut in. "Just as at lron Fist, the thaumaturge has proven
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his worth to the crowmn of Procolon. Let the deed and not the station be your guide, ny fair lady."

"l amnot so dimof sight or slow of mnd as you soneti nes nake ne, Aeriel," Vendora said, pulling
erect and drawi ng her robe about her. She | ooked slowy about the ring of Al odar's marines, each
grimfaced and with a hand on sword hilt. "I observed with care the events of the past days.

I ndeed, the man has acted well in behalf of the crown. But tell nme, Al odar, how did you know, when
none el se did, that the barge woul d founder?"

“In truth, nmy fair lady," Al odar said, "I do not knowthat it did. The hel m nay have been repaired
or the patches held. The barge still nay be plying the seas, having ridden out the stormas well
as we. Yet, to determine with certainty the seaworthi ness of the vessel could well have been
fatal. | made the decision that | felt | had to."

"And then, instead of possible confort in ny stateroomon board, where has your decision brought
your |iege?" Vendora said.

"To the uplands north of Bardi na—north of the boundaries of Procolon itself—ny fair lady," G engor
cut in. "I canpaigned here in your father's tine and recogni ze the bl ack oak which creeps down
fromthe hillside."

"My fair lady," Basil said, "perhaps this makeshift al chem st has served you well these past days,
but we are by no neans safe frommjor peril. Qur voyage was for aid to stop the forces that
threaten to overrun the kingdom In the west we fight no | ess than denons, and our arny nmakes no
headway in dislodging the grip of their crazed servants fromthe [and. And fromthe south narch
even nore, to stab at the heart of Procolon."

He paused and | ooked about the | andscape. "W cannot chance another voyage across a sorcerer-

wat ched sea in such a little craft. And little tinme remains to return to Anbrosia for one nore
seaworthy. Qur one hope now lies in recruiting to our cause the barbaric nomads who ai m essly roam
these lands. And only by statesnmanship and bribery can we bend their primtive passions to our
will. Fortunately for you, ny fair |ady, watersoaked though this tunic is, it still safely
protects many a jewel of great value. Appoint ne |eader, and | will see you safely hone in
triunph.”

"If the danger is as black as you paint it," Duncan said, before Vendora could reply, "then a
handful of jewels will be no guarantee against the treachery of these sinple-n nded ones. Permt
me to be always at your side, ny fair lady, and with ny sphere and conmand of the others about ne,
no matter what happens, your safety can be assured."

"Enough, enough!" Vendora cried, with a hint of irritation in her voice. "W nust deal first with
the matter of Al odar's reconpense for services duly rendered. | doubt that any of you would act
with such decision, faced with the question of abandoni ng ship. Indeed you did not. Such bol dness
nmust not be stifled, but rather it should be encouraged. Tell me Al odar, what boon do you wi sh
from your queen?"

Al odar breathed deeply and then replied with a rush. "You speak of boldness, ny fair lady, and it
encourages ne to speak of my driving quest."

Wth a sweep of his hands, he turned and addressed

the entire assenbl age as well as the queen. "You all know

t lord Feston acconpanied the fair lady fromthe con-fi es of & siege at Iron Fist, and for his
effort he was made no less than suitor for her hand in marriage. Then Basil the apothecary, arnmed
with the treasures secured at real peril fromthe Funus Muntains, earned like status for his aid
to the power of the throne of Procolon. And finally, Duncan of the Cycloid Guild offered the fair

| ady protection nost magical; and for this, he too is suitor for her hand. My fair |ady, though ny
deed may in your mnd not conpare with these, ny desire is yet no less. | too seek your nobst roya
favor and your hand."
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Vendora threw back her head in a peal of laughter. "Ah Alodar," she said at last. "You do lighten
the weariness that hangs so heavily upon me. But stay, your words are well chosen, and by logic's
| aws you have saved and prospered the life of the queen as well as any. Stand forward by the fire
so that | can note you better."

Al odar slowy rose and approached the queen, his heart pounding with the little energy that
remained in him He felt every inpulse to glance away as she stared, but he held his gaze |evel
| ooki ng back at her squarely.

"You are conely | ooking enough,"” Vendora said, as she turned to face the others. "My good conpany,
may | present Al odar, suitor for the hand of the queen of Procolon."

CHAPTER SI XTEEN Al odar Enchant ed

ALODAR stretched his legs and sniled. The weariness of their journey still hung over him and the
meager norning nmeal did little for his hunger, but he was content. He flexed his fingers in the
coarse sand just inches away from Vendora's arm He | ooked about the canp. Only Grengor and a few
of

his marines remai ned. The rest were away, scouting the surrounding hills for signs of the nomads.
Down the beach, Aeriel stood alone, staring out to sea. Behind a nearby dune, Kelric had yet to
stir from his slunber.

Al odar shot a sideways glance at Vendora while she idly scraped a bit of beach tar from her gown.
He had come this far fromthe nost humnbl e begi nnings, spurred on only by hopes and dreams. To rank
finally above themall must be within his grasp, if becom ng a suitor ever was. It was only a
matter of seizing the opportunity.

Al odar | ooked to the north and saw the line of hills slowy converge upon the sea. The beach
narrowed to a slender ribbon and then ternmi nated abruptly against a rocky point that cut off the
view. Back to the west, a sprinkle of vegetation dotted the slopes, chokecherry and spi cebush
still green beneath the bare branches of oaks and dogwoods thai yielded to pines and cedars as the
el evation clinbed. At the limt of vision, a hint of snowy whiteness nmingled with the hazy purples
of the great mountains that thrust into the interior

Al odar lazily scanned the panoranma a second tine. As he | ooked to the lower hills, he caught sight
of one of the scouting parties that had left at dawn. He squinted into the norning light, trying
to resolve sonme detail, and decided finally that the specks slowly bobbing his way nust be Basi
and his retainers. As they drew cl oser and confirmed his guess, he sat upright and then pointed at
t he approaching figures.

"Look, Grengor," he said. "Basil does not return enpty handed. He left with two foll owers but
there seemto be four nmen marching back to canp.”

"And by the | ooks of the last," Gengor replied, "he journeys as a captive rather than a friend.
It is not an auspicious beginning, if we are to convert all of these wild northmen to our cause."

Everyone turned to watch Basil's progress; several mnutes later he puffed into the canp. "My fair
| ady," he ¢ said, as he rushed to the queen, "already | prove the great worth of my wealth to your
crown. Behold, | bring forth your first new subject fromthe wastel ands."

Basi| paused to catch his breath, and Al odar | ooked at the captive. H s hair was matted in snarls;
even though no breeze was bl owi ng, Al odar caught the pungent odor of

his body. H s chest and | egs were bare. The muscles trenbled in his arms as he strai ned agai nst
the cords which bound his hands together behind his back. He | ooked around the circle of arned
men, and his expression stiffened into a nmask of defiance when he returned Basil's

stare.
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"The barbarian's mouth dropped when | showed hima few sanples of ny gens,"” Basil continued.
"Great treasures were back in his canp and a fair trade for a few of the jewels could surely be
made, he clained. And while he fingered them it was sinple enough for ny followers to overpower
hi m from behind and drag hi m here. "

Basi| stopped and | ooked at the dying enbers of the fire. "And | think that there is sufficient

means in canp to nake himtell us the rest of what we nust know. " Hi's eyes w dened and he |icked
his |lips as he pushed a coal aside with his boot "Were the rest of his group is hiding and how
many they may be. It can be found in a few hours, if you fcnow how "

"But the gift of one of your pretty stones would have been sinple enough," Gengor interrupted.
"And far less trouble than torturing one who probably woul d have dealt in good faith. | do not
care for how you have acted in behalf of the fair |ady, apothecary, and even |l ess for what you
propose to do."

Basil turned and faced the nmarine. "The tenporary success of your naster has weakened your

j udgrment, sergeant," he said. "As you apparently have forgotten, Procolon is in grave danger of
bei ng overrun. W do not have tine to barter for days with each scattered tribe that we neet. W
must convince themin haste to harken to our banner, using whatever tools prove nost expedient.
And the fair lady will reward the suitor who provides the arny to save her crown, not the one who
| abors over sone petty distinction for what is just." He stopped and | ooked back at the prisoner.
"Besides, he is as likely to be a treacherous brigand as a sinple wanderer. There is no other way
in which we may proceed."

"What about enchant nent?" Al odar said suddenly. "He could hold nothing back if under the charm of
a sorcerer. If his tribe proves friendly, then he can be freed."

"Kelric would attenpt no such feat when fully in health and in the confort of Anmbrosia." Basi
waved t he words

aside. "He certainly will not try such an adventure now. "

"I was not thipking of Kelric,
give the charma try."

Al odar replied coldly. "I have studied enough that | amwlling to

"An idle bluff," Basil shot back. "The fair lady will not be fooled by such blatant attenpts to
win further favor."

"It is not a bluff,” Alodar said. "I have been succets-ful with far-seeing. There is no reason why
| cannot enchant as well."

Before Basil could reply, Vendora rose and extended her palmfor silence. She | ooked at Al odar and
snoot hed a | oose curl in place. "Kelric never wavered in expounding the difficulties of his
craft,” she said. "And even in his prinme, his enchantnments nunbered | ess than a dozen. Can you
really performas you clai n?"

Al odar | ooked back into Vendora's eyes. "l have never attenpted it before, ny fan- |lady," he said,
"but ny studies thus far have increased ny confidence so that | feel there is a reasonabl e chance
of success. If you would prefer touching the nonad's mind, rather than tearing his body, then
shall attenpt it."

Vendora's eyes narrowed, and then she | ooked back at Basil. "If Al odar indeed can effect such
enchantnent, then it is a skill which I can enploy well in ny service," she said. "I thank you
Basil, for your efforts in ny behalf, but | judge it is in my best interest if you turn the

prisoner over to the aspiring sorcerer."

Basil's scowl deepened, and he stood silently for a long monent. Finally, with a wave of disgust,
he spun and tronped off to the other side of the firepit. H's followers pushed the barbarian
forward, and the nomad pitched to his knees at Al odar's feet.

"Get Melab," Alodar said to Grengor, "and prepare to hold the prisoner steady. | will consult with
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Kelric and | earn what | nust know. "

Al odar ran up the beach to the |l ow ridge where Kelric slept. He touched the sorcerer's arm and
gently rocked himback and forth. The flesh felt hot; as the eyes slowy opened, Al odar touched
the bare forehead and frowned.

"Ah, my sugar plum" Kelric's voice wheezed. "Are you so inpatient for nore that you disturb ny
sl eep?”

"It is only your student," A odar said. "And | interrupt your rest on service to the queen."

Kelric started to reply but gagged instead and then coughed spasnodically for several minutes. He
shook awake and wi dened his eyes as he recogni zed Al odar hovering over him "Not nore sorcery,*
he whi spered at last. "You push too hard, Alodar, and will end in no better condition than I."

"I wish that Basil carried with himthe substance of his trade, rather than the tokens of his

weal th," Al odar said, ignoring the sorcerer's words. "Wth the proper ingredients, | could brew an
al chem cal potion to cool the fever and purge your sickness. But neither ny thauma-turgy or
Dunoan's magi ¢ sphere can offer any aid."

Kelric shrugged and rattled out a deep sigh. "It is far less disconforting than if | attenpted one
charmtoo many," he said, "and the visions that swimbefore nmy eyes are as good as any | have had
when in a trance. Let it be, Alodar. Even though a sorcerer can see the workings of fate, he
cannot alter them?"”

Al odar | ooked back over his shoulder to the firepit. Grengor and Melab struggled to hold the
captive in a sitting position, and Vendora stood with her hands on her hips, |ooking Al odar's way.

"I was successful with the cantrip last night," Al odar said. "Even the third repetition cane
wi t hout nuch difficulty. The queen now has need for an enchantnent, and | feel | amready to
attempt it."

"No, Alodar," Kelric said weakly. "Do not be msled just because one charm seens to progress well.
You were probably fatigued and your senses dull. If you tried the very sane cantrip fully alert,
you mght find it beyond your power to conplete it."

Kelric rai sed one shaky hand and notioned Al odar closer to his head. "And the enchantnent of a
mnd as conplex as a nman's is too large a step,"” he continued softly. "I studied for two years
before ny nentor judged ne proficient enough to try it. If you have seen afar for the first tine
| ess than a day ago, then you nust rest instead, before pursuing anything nore."

"But it is for the queen," Alodar said, "and the favor that | hope to find in her eyes because of
it."

"Ah, the fair lady." Kelric choked out a |augh. "Even

| have not dared dream so high." H's chest heaved wlth effort for several nonments nore, and then
he slowy sh»ok his head. "In ny youth, it was always just one charmnore," he said. "Just one
nmore and ny power woul d be great enough that nen would bow their heads with respect and ny choice
of the | adies would be a pleasant confusion." He shook his head a second tinme. "You state that you
do this for the queen, Alodar, but in the end | doubt that she will behave differently than any

ot her."

He stopped and | ooked Al odar in the eye and saw the resolution. "But | recognize the fierceness
t hat cannot be denied," he sighed at last. "And there will be little nore that | will teach you.
If you rmust know of enchantnents, then listen to ny words well."

Kel ri c whispered the charm and Al odar concentrated intently to renenber the strange pattern of
words. It was only a third the length of the cantrip for far-seeing. After a short while, he
returned to Vendora and the others. He | ooked about and raised his brows in surprise as they al
stepped back and flung their arms over their eyes. He coiled into a crosslegged position and
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directed Grengor and Melab to set the captive before him Wiile the two nmarines held the nomad's
head steady and pressed his eyelids open, Al odar began the charm

The first recital went snoothly enough; but fromthe first word of the second repetition, Al odar
felt the beginning of the resistance. Hee spoke half a dozen words correctly, then al nost gagged
as he attenpted the next. He tried to force his tongue flat in the bottomof his nouth, but spasns
of nausea forced his |ips closed each tinme he pursed theminto a circle. He braced hinself,
concentrated on the next three in succession and finally forced them out.

He |icked his spray-chapped Iips, and beads of perspiration broke out on his forehead. The rest of
the charm faded away. Alnost in panic, he nentally grabbed at the chain of words as they seened to
di sappear down a hole in his nenory. He focused on the next and brought it back into sharpness. By
hol ding his breath, he kept his stomach calm Wth excruciating sl owess, he finished the second
recital.

Al odar felt dizzy, A chilling nunbness ran up and down

his legs. His tired body protested the abuse. The thought that the strain would only increase
began to wei gh heavily on his nmind. He broke the starting word of the final repetition into
syl l abl es and concentrated on uttering the first correctly. But each tinme he opened his mouth, his
lips trenmbled and he fought to force back the runbles of his stomach. He gasped |ike a man choking
and beat his fist into the sand to pop the sound free, but it would not come. For several ninutes
he struggled, his arnms twitching and his eyes stinging with salty tears. A dull pain started to
throb in the base of his neck and pul se upwards between his ears as the realization that he ni ght
not finish began to form

In desperation Al odar flailed about and untied the pouch with the sphere fromhis side. He grasped
the coldness and held it at eye |evel, hoping sonehow to tap its reputed powers to aid in
finishing the charm He stared at the closed eye, but his thoughts crackled with tenseness. The
strange feeling that poured over himoutside of the Cycloid @Quild would not cone.

Wth a final effort he twisted his lips into the correct formand squeezed his sides. A raspy
grow dribbled fromhis nouth and then his head seemed to explode in a flash of light, as if he
had been struck by a well-aimed mace. A searing pain raced through his body. Wth a feeling of his
skin being stripped away, he slid from consci ousness.

"The queen explicitly left himin our custody," a voice shouted angrily.

"Then you did not discharge your duty with nuch conpetence," a second answered. "Well, we have
what we need to know, and one barbarian |life nore or |ess does not natter.'"

Al odar blinked his eyes open and then quickly squeezed them shut again. He noved his head slowy
to the side and felt a sudden throbbing that continued unabated for several mnutes. He w apped
his arns about his stomach, but the pressure did not help, and he kept his lips firmy pressed
together, trying to force back the queasiness. Kelric had been right; he had pushed too far and
m sspun t he enchant nent.

Al odar felt a gentle touch on his brow and cracked one

lid open to see Aeriel bending over him "You have been in a swoon for over a day," she said. "And
during the night, Basil carried out the rest of his plan."

Al odar propped hinself up on one elbow, grimacing at the pounding the notion started in his head.
"Then what did the apothecary |earn?" he asked weakly. "I think nmy sorcery will not be the means
by which we deal with the

nonads. "
"Their canp is to the north, beyond the rocky point," Aeriel said. "Their group is a snmall one;

their nen nunber no nore than ours. They plunder as much as they hunt. On the norrow they wJ nove
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sout hwar ds, | ooki ng for shipwecked booty fromthe storm W nust either retreat before them or
make the conditions of confrontation our own choosing. Fromthe way the captive related their
history, a civilized parlay is out of the question.”

"Are they the only ones with whomwe can deal ?" Al odar asked.

"No, there are others scattered throughout the north. The larger tribes are in the hills to the
west, seeking the game that winter drives down fromthe higher peaks. But _ enough of that. Let
the other suitors carry forth the queen's banner for awhile. Fromthe | ooks of your face, you need
more rest | can fetch you a neal, as well."

Al odar slowy shook his head. "Had | succeeded, there would have been no denying ny prinmacy," he
groaned. "As it is, now | nmnust strive all the harder not to |oose

nore ground.”

"Keltic warned that it takes nore than a week for a misspinning to fade," Aeriel replied. "Are you
truly ready to contest again after a single day?"

Al odar tried to push hinself to a sitting position, but his armtrenbled with the effort, and he
col | apsed back to the ground. "Perhaps just a little while |longer to gather ny strength,"” he said.

"And the neal ?" Aeriel asked.

Al odar clutched his stomach. "Food | can still do without." He | ooked into her face filled with
concern. "But your presence would be a confort indeed."

Aeriel smiled, sat down beside Al odar, and placed her hand lightly on his shoul der. Al odar nmanaged
to smle back and then turned his attention to the | oud voices around the firepilL

"Sweet bal mon their prowess!" Feston said, pounding a fist into an open palm "W still outnunber
them by one or two. If we strike at dusk, surprise will cany the day. And it is only force that
these barbarians respect. They will subnmit to us no other way."

"You speak with the inprecision of a neophyte," Dun-can shot back. "Suppose we were to take their

canp. What woul d we have when we were done? Half of our nen slain and half of theirs. Qur nunbers
woul d be no greater than what we have now. And W& woul d have traded ten stout hearts for an equal

nunber who will serve only with a sharp blade at their backs. Let us retreat south, | say, as best
we can. Even if they catch up, ny sphere will protect the queen fromharm"

"A fight in their canp would not be as bad as all that,'* Basil said, "if we could fell the
chieftain with one of the first blows. According to our captive, his hold on the group is slight.
He bullied themto rob anyone who ventured this way, regardless of the profit init. Wy, their
treasure he bragged of was no nore than sone alchenmist's rotting sanples they had plundered a week
ago. You look with scorn at what | have done with a barbarian. But apparently that was nothing
conmpared to what this chieftain delights in whenever a civilized nman falls into his clutches. If
we can kill the leader, then the rest just might lay down their arnms and follow the victors."

"Such a blow will not be swung easily," Grengor said quietly. "These nomads are a suspicious |ot.
They woul d insist we drop our arns before entering canp. And if we rushed them the | eader would
be in the center. W would have to hack through themall to approach him" He stopped and rubbed
his chin. "It would take a berserker to slash through the defense—a berserker or perhaps someone
li ke Feston's guard whom we saw on the royal barge. Hi s own safety concerned himnot. |ndeed, he
took nore than one nortal wound wi thout even flinching."

"More sorcery," Duncan sneered. "That plan is no better than any other." He | ooked at Kelric,
propped up against a rock a little distance away, his arnms sagging linply at his sides, and then
over to Al odar, barely man-

aging to hold his head off the ground. "One nearly dead and the other unable to conmplete an
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enchantnent. | say that the key to our dil emma sonehow invol ves the use of ny sphere and that we
shoul d not act until we discover it"

"Then what is your proposal, Duncan?" Vendors asked. "If we cannot gain by arns or guile, how does
your magi c assenble the arny that | need?"

Duncan | ooked back at the queen and then dipped his head in silence. For a | ong nonent, G engor
and the suitors stood shuffling their feet in the sand, saying nothing. Finally Vendora turned to
two other nmarines standing further back. "Bring ne Kelric," she said.

The two nmen fetched the sorcerer. Wth a hand under each arm they brought himto stand before the
queen. Vendora | ooked at the sagging form and spoke softly. "Master Kelric," she said, "I amsorry
that your loyalty to the court has brought you such distress. But with the conditions being as
they are, can one final enchantnent nake any difference?"

"You are so tactful with your words, ny fair lady," Kelric wheezed wi thout bothering to raise his
head fromhis chest. "Since nmy hours seem nunbered and no one cares how nany remain, why not one
final gesture for the glory of Procolon, you say." He nodded his head back and forth. "There are
not enough jewels in Basil's coffers to make me want to attenpt it."

A flicker of irritation crossed Vendora's face, and then she pressed her lips in thought. After a
I ong monent, she reached forward and touched Kelric's arm Frowning with the effort, she bent over
and brushed her mouth against his cheek. "I amnot so renoved fromthe gossip of the palace that I
do not know for what reasons you ply your craft,"” she said. "W have ignored your plight since we
| anded, one and all, it is true. But if you performthis |abor in ny cause, then your nurse and
conforter shall be none other than the queen of Procolon."

Kelric raised his head and | ooked at Vendora through hah* open eyes. "And if that confort requires
a caress or two or perhaps even a |lack of haste to resnmooth a gown bl own above the knee by the
wi nd?" he said.

"We shall see later what it entails. Performfor me what | require and you will be appropriately
rewar ded. "

"You are no different fromthe | owest chanbermaid," Kelric said. "Full of vague prom ses that nust
be wrenched out of you, once the deed is done."

Vendora drew erect and placed her hands on her hips. "There are two inportant differences,

sorcerer. First, | amnone |less than the queen. And second, even if | were not . . <" She left the
sentence unfini shed and curved her lips into a slight snile.

Kelric's eyes wi dened as he drank in Vendora's beauty. "But, ny fair lady," he said, "in refusing
an enchant nent before, ny words have been true. Wth full health | would fail; now even if |
desired it as nothing el se, the result would be the sane."

Al odar frowned in concentration as he sensed the opportunity. The suitor that resolved the course
of action would gain, relative to the others. Despite how he felt, he nust enter the discussion
He ignored the weakness and pushed hinself up

He | ooked to his side and saw the top of the sphere poking out of the sand from where he had
dropped it. He scooped it up and slowy clinbed to bis feet, panting rapidly. For a nonment he
gently swayed back and forth, waiting for the throbbing to quiet and the flashes of light to clear
fromhis eyes.

"But with the sorcerer's eye, would not the effort for enchantment of only one be greatly
reduced?" he called out. "And with a willing subject, even |ess required."

Al'l eyes turned to Al odar as he weaved across the beach and finally thrust the eye into Kelric's
hand. "Use it," he said. "It will be sone time before | will be of full service to the fan- |ady."

Kelric | ooked down at the translucent orb, up to Alodar, and then back to the queen. He ran his
eyes over her a second tine and then scratched his side. For a | ong nonent, he was silent. "Ch, it
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just nmight work," he conceded at last. "Yes, with the help of the eye. | learned the charmin ny
yout h and thought | never woul d have cause to use it. And for the attention of the fair |ady
agai nst expiring alone, | may as well try."

"Then there remains only the matter of the subject,” Vendora said, |ooking quickly around the
circle. "Who anong you will seize the opportunity for greater glory?"

Heads dropped as she scanned the group. As if she

were a sorceress herself, the circle of nmen avoi ded her eyes. A m nute passed and no one noved,

"Men of great bravery and pledged to the fair lady!" Keltic |aughed. "And not one as brave as an
old man with insufficient strength to draw a sword, "

"My life for the crown of Procolon | have always sworn," Gengor responded quietly. "I do so
still. But that life |I have pledged to give in honor in battle, not snothered and stol en away by
the foul ness of sorcery."” "But it seens the only way," Al odar said. "Wthout the enchantnment, we

will not bend this first small band to our side."

"Then let it be you, suitor and savior of the queen,"” Duncan sneered. "You have the righteous air
of the pure hero of the saga. If you are indeed true to your ideals, then it is you who should do
t he deed."

Vendora turned to Alodar and her lips curved into a small snmile. "It seens your boasts with
sorcery far exceeded your craft, Al odar," she said. "How soon then will it be before you can sw ng
a blade and carry an equal load with the rest?"

Al odar licked his lips and held hinself steady as he returned the gaze of the queen. He heard
Aeriel rush to his side but nodded before she could speak. "It is as Kelric states, ny fair |ady,"
he replied, "a question of bravery. Wen you weigh the virtues of your suitors, renenber who spoke
when all the others remained silent."

The first recitation had been | ong. Al odar sagged with weakness as he sat in front of Kelric, who

still held the small sphere at eye level. He | ooked fromthe notionless old sorcerer, nunbling
before bom to the ocean beyond. In the |ow afternoon sun, he could see the sail of the | ongboat
still fluttering above high tide. He | ooked to the south, over the unending beach that finally

blurred out in the distance. He studied the hills to the north that curved to the surf, cutting
off his view

Then with a sudden shock, Al odar felt his gaze wenched in the direction of the sphere. Instinct
took over; he tried to draw his head away or raise an arm but his nuscles would not respond. Wth
great effort, he squinted his eyes to thin slits, resolved to catch only a glinpse of what Kelric
held in his hand and then dart

But he could only blink once, then stare directly
into the gl obe.

A single eye, now fully open, glowed back at him its -j golden yellow and dilated with power.
Around the white perfectly spaced black | ashes stood tensely erect, and tiny crackles of blue
flane darted fromone hair to the next. The eye floated free in the confines of the sphere,
circled with but a hint of the palest flesh. In fascination, Al odar exam ned the orb which
confronted him feeling that he nust let no part go unstudied or neglected. Even fromthe

di stance, he could sonehow tell that the lashes curved inward in the same precise arcs; not a
single vein marked the perfect whiteness in which the pupil swam

Wth a | ast shudder, he stared straight at the pupil and felt a sudden dizziness as the world
about hi m swept away. The sea, the hills, the men who stood with faces guarded, one by one they
di mred and were gone. Al odar |ashed his nmind out in blackness. He groped for the fabric of his
exi stence but felt it dissolve. The other suitors, the craftmasters, Vendora, Aeriel—visions of
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t hem war ped before himand slid away into the bl ackness. And Al odar, Al odar the suitor, the
neophyte magi ci an, the alchenist's apprentice, the journeyman thaumaturge, the one who quested for
the fair lady—+ike the layers of an onion, his self-inages were peeled off and crunbl ed away.
Shell after shell faded into oblivion. As the innernpst core was bared and di ssolved with the
rest, Al odar screanmed in anguish and then was quiet.

Now there was only the eye and the eye was everything. The bl ackness was conpl ete; he coul d not
see. The silence was conplete; he could not hear. He was conposed of nothingness; he could not
feel. But the eye was there. The eye woul d provide; the eye would guide him What was proper for
himto see, he would be shown. .Wiat was proper to hear, he would hear. What was proper for himto
feel, he would feel

Gradual ly and gently, he began to perceive. At first it was only a whisper and, because there was
not hing el se, he dwelt upon it; the murnur grew into a hiss of surf on sand. As it did, the
darkness lifted; the sun shone behind Wn lighting a gentle sea, broken only by a single mast
standi ng above the tide. The sea ran upon a beach, a

beach that stretched off in the distance to the south and butted against hard granite hills to the
nort h.

He felt the wind course about him heard the call of gulls above the beach. The scene before him
shimered for an instant. Then, where there had been no one, a tired old man was sitting in the
sand. Wthout asking, Alolar knew the man was Kelric the sorcerer. He heard a cough behi nd.

W thout turning, he knew of the marines and the nmen of the court of Procol on

He watched the sorcerer without feeling. And as he waited, he felt hinself take form felt the

| ayers build upon the seed that sprang into being as he watched. He was Al odar, Al odar the
journeyman thaumaturge, the alchem st's apprentice, and the neophyte mmgici an. Feeling coursed
through his linbs. He was Al odar the fighter and he felt a restlessness welling up in him to take
formand guide himto action. He felt a desire to strike, to bring forth blood, to hack until be
could hack no nmore. And it felt right. He was Al odar and this was his purpose for being.

He rose to his feet, eyes still on the sorcerer who sonehow held his attention. Behind the huddl ed
formhe saw a worman, | ooking away, wal king slowy al ong the beach. She was beautiful, cheeks
aglow, crimson hair flowi ng behind as the waves rolled up to touch her bare feet.

In a flash he was Al odar the suitor as well as the fighter. As he | ooked at the worman, sonething
began to matter greatly. It bubbled up beside the desire to fight and it grew angular and sharp
and sawed at his mind for attention. But the lust for blood flamed higher, and the edges of the
other desire shrank beside it. The sharpness rounded and it subsided. She was only Aeriel, a |ady
of the court. He was Al odar the journeyman thaumaturge, the alchem st's apprentice, the neophyte
megi ci an—but nost of all, Al odar the warrior

The feeling exploded within himand he drew his sword with a mighty flourish and a piercing
scream Wthout waiting for the others, he turned and raced out of the canp, across the sand, and
to the fight, to the blood that beckoned himfromthe hills to the north.

Li ke a machine of the thaumaturges, Al odar stonped forward with an even cadence up and over the
| ow dunes,

across the gullies that enptied to the sea, striding evenly, breathing evenly, not pausing to
check his direction or how far he had gone.

He was aware of the others scurrying behind, trying to keep pace. Once, after an hour, two of the
mari nes raced bv carrying the sorcerer between themon a nakeshift stretcher. The ol d nman raised
hi nsel f shakily on one armas they cane al ongside and | ooked Al odar deeply in the eyes. Al odar
paid himno heed. After a noment, Kelric signaled that all was well. Hi s bearers dropped back to
join the throng behind.
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The sun sank towards the west, casting the men's shadows before themas they finally clinbed
through a cut in the hills. At the narrow pass, Al odar felt a sudden conpul sion to pause. He
waited for the rest to draw up beside himand | ook down to a cove beyond.

They saw a narrow finger of the sea crook inland in the nmidst of a scattering of small canpfires.
Around each, two or three nmen sprawed in relaxation, talking, picking fleas fromeach other, and
gnawi ng on the renains of the evening neal. Nearest the inlet, one roared with laughter, holding
high a silver cup and wi ping the back of his hand on a woolly vest. On the peninsula of Iand

bet ween the bay and the sea, wonen and children clustered about |ow slung tents and hobbl ed

poni es.

"It is as the captive painted it," Gengor said. "If we hurry we can take themas they eat."

"Then |l et us group at the outcropping over there/' another man replied. "Wth master Al odar
rushing out, and a bit of luck, he will have the chieftan down just as we show oursel ves and
charge. ™

Al odar heard grunts of agreenent, and the desire to rest quickly passed. The bl oodthirst rose
again, and he jerked at the hilt of his sword. He struck out in the | ead down the hillside,
scranbling over the rocks and just barely remaining behind cover. The urgency boil ed hi gher, and
his nostrils flared in anticipation. The rest followed behind as he descended the irregular trail

Hal fway down, his view suddenly blurred. As he lurched around a | arge boul der, he did not see the
cove, but nmore of the hills leading to higher mountains in the distance. In the very center, a
nmonolith of cold granite

soared into the sky. Al odar stopped and blinked in confusion. He was Al odar the bl oodspU er, wth
a purpose soon to be fulfilled. There was no roomin his existence for anything but his mnission.

But the spire conpelled, and he felt hinself drawn forward. He seened to skimover the rough
ground. Like a tiny leaf blown by the wind, he hurled to the tower. At its base, his conpul sion
grew, and he | aunched hinmself up the side. Hand over hand, as rapidly as he seened able, he
clinbed into the sky, drawing nearer to whatever called him In an instant he neared the peak and
stopped to stare at what was before his eyes. The stone was snooth, with no nore grips to pull him
hi gher; but directly in front, protruding fromthe rock, was the tarnished surface of an ancient
bracel et .

As Al odar reached forward to pull it fromthe wall, the vision wavered and blurred. He felt the
presence of the eye expand in his mnd, grow ng, consum ng, absorb- : ing into blackness the
sights about him The scene flashed away and he | ooked down into a cove populated by a snmall tribe
of barbarians. He blinked again, but the inmage renained firm

He resunmed his hurried descent, untroubled by what he had seen and intent only on what he was
meant to do. ¢« Down the hillside the party went, until at |ast they stood poised at the

out croppi ng, barely fifty yards fromthe small canp at the water's edge. Wth perfect cal mess,
Al odar marched out fromthe hiding place and headed straight for the barbarians, his hand on the
hilt of his sword and his gaze steady.

The men hi the canp spotted himal nost imedi ately. A odar heard an order barked fromthe water's
edge as two nen rose to neet him He closed half the distance and scanned those still seated,
mar ki ng for sure the one who comuanded them

"Drop your arms," the two guardsmen grow ed in unison as he approached. Al odar took but two nore
steps and felt the last restraint hurl away. The lust for blood billowed up. Wth a frenzy, he
drew his sword. Swinging it high overhead, he ran at the two with a chilling yell

The man on the right cleared his blade of the scabbard but did not have tine to use it. Alodar's
sword swung down into his shoulder with a bone-breaking thud. As

the man sank, clutching spasnodically with his free hand
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the wound, Al odar pulled his sword backwards and
wenched it free. The ot her nomad stood opennout hed,
till not conprehending the folly of such a suicidal attack
Al odar thrust his dagger into the nomad's stonmach with
his left hand in a swiping zigzag that spilled the man to
t he ground.

The nmen behind all scranbled to their feet. The ones nearest instinctively drew their swords as

Al odar thundered into their nmidst. They formed a shall ow bow around him animal hide shields high
and swords pointing out. Al odar |ooked beyond, down to the water's edge, where he saw t he
chieftain now on one knee, peering in puzzlement at the commotion

Usi ng sword and dagger together, Al odar lunged at the two imediately in front. As his bl ade
skittered off their shields, he bolted around them The man on his |left slashed backwards, and

Al odar felt the sharp edge of pain race through his left arm He convul sively dropped his dagger
and faltered for a step, his vision fogging fromthe blow But the urge to run anmok welled up even
stronger and beat down the pain, hurling it away. Wth the armdangling at his side spew ng bl ood,
he sprinted down the beach to bis target.

The chieftain rose to his feet, barking new orders to the nen scattered along the way. Behind
Al odar, the original group pounded after, now out of sword reach but sealing off all retreat.

d ancing quickly to the side, Al odar saw a bowran nock an arrow and began to track his progress
across the sand. One arrow sailed by in front, and then a second fell niches behind.

He burst across the | ogs which defined the chieftan's canpfire and cl osed upon the three nmen who
still stood between himand his goal. Wth a savage yell, he hacked | ow underneath the falling
shield on his right and hit just above the ankle, sweeping the man fromhis feet. The two on the
I eft both slashed downward on bis unprotected side but nissed as Al odar di pped and scranbl ed

f orwar d.

The man nearest swung again, this tine in a low horizontal arc. The point reached Al odar's calf,
and his | eg buckled. The | eader and the two aides closed about him each eager to deliver a nortal
bl ow.

The pain coursed up through his |l eg and spine as Al odar struggled to stand and get past the
chieftain's guard. Three bl ades were raised against him but he concentrated only on one, trying
to find an opening before they fell

Suddenly beyond the periphery of the canp, a mighty yell arose and the nmarines and the rest of the
royal party charged into view. The three swordsnen hesitated and turned to see the cause for the
commotion. Al odar saw his chance. He swung his sword up into the air, reversing his grip, and

pl unged it daggerstyle at the face of the | eader. The point caught the barbarian in the left eye
and snapped his head backwards with the fury of the bl ow.

The ot her two nomads spun back to see their |eader fall and then dropped their jaws as they saw
Al odar standing with both arns at bis side, staring vacantly. One took a step forward, sword stil
hi gh, but then hesitated to | ook back at the wall of nen racing his way.

Al odar felt the fury slowy subside and the pain fromleg and armreturn. As the del ayed bl ow

sl ashed down, his |leg again buckled. The sword caught himin the flesh of the shoul der and
deflected off and down into the sand. Wthout caring, he saw the nomads waver and then throw down
their swords

The world without fell away and the crescendo of the pain rose higher. In desperation Al odar

sought out the eye, the eye which had conforted him which had provided for him which gave him
his reason for being and protected himfrom pain
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But the presence was not there and the pain grew stronger, throbbing through linb and torso and
beating on the fiber of his brain with ever-increasing strokes of |ightning. Al odar groped for a
touchstone, sone reference point in the void to guide himto the eye, but none was there. Then, as
he was on the edge of consciousness, a vision cane of a granite crag, a bracelet enbedded in its
peak, and the sleeping formof a great wizard. As the pain finally overwhel ned him Al odar clawed
the air, reaching out to grasp at the strange force whi ch beckoned hi mover the hills.

PART FI VE

The W zard

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN The | nprobable I np

"LOOK, Grengor, he stirs." Alodar heard the words filter through the nunbness that perneated his
entire body. He opened his eyes slowy and saw Aeriel's auburn curls cascadi ng down about his
face. He shifted the position of his head and felt her caress on his cheek. A dull throb pounded
in his head.

"Gently, Alodar," she said softly. "My lap will serve as well as any cradle till you nend. There
was sone sweetbalmin the chieftain's plunder but it was far fromfreshly brewed. It closed the
wounds and stinulated the regrowh, but it still will be some tinme before you are whole." A

Al odar frowned as dimnenories stirred. A bouncing ride, thin acorn gruel forced between his I|ips,
Aeriel's soft words, sunlight and canpfires swirled together in a blur. He | ooked out into the
evening light and saw a dozen canpfires scattered about the slopes of a w de-nouthed valley. The
hills cane together |ike cupped palmnms, and ferns and | ong-stemed grasses clustered near the snall
streamthat ran where they touched. On the sl opes, the naked oaks were few, and stately pines
soared over a hundred feet into the sky. Ponies whinnied in the distance, mxing their cries with
the guttural accent of the north-men's voices. In the group nearby, two tangl e-haired wonen served
the queen, while one of the nmarines passed a waterskin back to a chieftain.

Al odar opened his mouth to speak, but Grengor cut him
of f. "Fear not, nmaster. After your deed, not a man anong
us begrudges your weight. Your litter will be carried all

the way back to the palace halls in Anrbrosia if it need

Each bearer renenbers that, because of your wounds, he did not receive any.

"And the barbarians regard you as sone great hero fromthe sagas. W tell themthat you sleep in
peace, that ., .hgy do not heed your followers* commands, once again they Vfill face your terrible
wath. Wiy, in the eight davs that you drifted in and out of your swoon, the first tribe's
terrified tale and Basil's beads have swollen our forces many fold. W are nearly a hundred now,
novi ng sout hward for the queen.”

"It is not quite so sinple, Grengor," Aeriel said. "I have seen the petty quarrels and heard the
whi spered conversations anong these hastily assenbled allies. Basil's gens and Feston's prom ses
for greater reward will not keep their attention forever. As the ranks swell, they will becone

much nmore difficult for the few of us to manage."

"I amas aware of the truth as you, ny lady," Gengor assured her. "Under the circunstances, OUT
present course seens the best. A hundred nmen will make no difference in Procolon's defense, but
there is notine to build a large and disciplined arnmny. W nmust nove down the Iine of hills that
parall el s the coast as rapidly as we can, convincing whomever we find along the way to enlist in
the cause of the fair |ady. Each of us now directs six or seven of the nomads. Wth a bold front,
per haps we can conmand ten tines that nunber. If we are lucky, we will cross the border with nore
than a thousand swords."
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Al odar struggled to sit up. "Gengor," he said, "the crag, the wizard's tower to the west, where
the snow dips to the hills. How many days for all of us on foot? W nust go there."

"Be not alarned, ny lady," Gengor told Aeriel. "It is but a delirium A small phantasm from
havi ng under-gone the charm of the sorcerer. As the body nends, so will the mnd."

Al odar still felt sick and dizzy fromhis nmiscast charm The sweetbal mwas no | onger potent enough
to blot out all of the pain. "Fetch Kelric, | say. He must interpret the vision. W cannot choose
our course until it is settled.”

"He al one of our troop has perished," Gengor said. "Even with the aid of the eye, he gave up the
little power that remained within himto quell your pain and guide your final thrust into the
cheiftain's brain. |ndeed,

had he not so passed fromus, you still would be only what he chose to nake of you."

Grengor paused and | ooked off into the distance. "But in the end, | think he judged his choice to
be the right one. As he sank away, the queen pronounced hima suitor for his deed in her behalf.
His | ast expression was a smile rather than a scow ."

Al odar was silent for a nmoment as the news sank in, But the feeling of urgency grew and pushed his
reflection aside. "There is nore to the eye than just a sorcerer's tool," he said at last. "l saw
and felt far beyond what Kelric inpressed upon ne."

"And what if it is so, master?" Gengor persisted. "The deed of the eye is done, and we nust soon
return to Proco-lon with whatever forces we can nuster. Aeriel even replaced the thing in your
pouch as you slept; no one else coveted it. Leave thoughts of sorcery here hi the uplands. Wat
can they possibly nmatter to you now?"

Al odar | eaned one hand back to steady hinmself and cl osed his eyes. The scene of the hills with the
mount ai ns behind sprang into his mnd, alnost as vivid as it had under enchantnment. Mentally he
soared over the terrain and unerringly sped to the one spot that had conpelled himbefore. The
giant spire was there and inside it was a tonb. A tonb to be opened. A wizard to be questioned.
The answer to a riddle for which he could not even fornulate the question

He thought of his quest for the queen; but beside this great yearning, it did not seemto natter.
He wrinkled his brow in puzzlenent and reached out to stroke Aeriel's armat his side. How could
the spire connect with what he strove for? It must be an enchant ment produced by the eye itself,
i ndependent of the w elder. Had he not |ooked, it would be no nore than an idle thought to be
consunmed by the fires of his ambition. But the conpul sion tugged and he knew he rnust respond.

Al odar opened his eyes and thought through what he woul d say. Waving aside Aeriel's restraining
arm he slowy rose to face the sergeant. He swayed for a nonment and then drew in a deep breath
and was steady.

"I know that it will take time as well as sweetbalmto nmend nmy body, Grengor," he said in a slow,

deli berate tone. "But ny nmind is clear, clear enough to know what

we must do. If we continue directly south as we have, we will find only nore of the smaller tribes
in our path. But in my vision of far-seeing on the boat, | |ooked down on |arger canps higher in
the interior, larger tribes hunting where the game is nore plentiful. It will take us longer to
return to Procolon, but we nust strike to the west so that we increase our chances of finding
greater nunbers.”

"But, as lady Aeriel says," Grengor objected, "it would also nean greater risk of losing contro
of whatever forces we now comand. "

"I cannot ignore what | have seen under the spell of the eye, Gengor," Al odar said. "I nust go
west and seek out the answer. This beckoning | cannot explain, but the truth of it |I do not doubt.
If you will trust me as your leader, then | ask you to join ne."
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Grengor | ooked back at Alodar's face. "The other suitors will not be convinced easily. And if we
argue in front of the barbarians, the feeble hold we have on them may vani sh."

"I will go alone if I nust," Alodar said, |ooking out over the canpfires. "But if you marines and
the nomads you command cone, then the others will follow. W are the majority. As you say, the
suitors will not risk a confrontation. They will reason that a few days detour is far better than
proceedi ng southward with a small fraction of our party."

Grengor rubbed his chin. "The south or west; we do not know for certain the outcone of our
fortunes either way," he nused.

"You followed nme onto the wargalley's deck and into the |ongboat in a raging sea,"”

Grengor was silent for a monent. "And into the nonad's canp." He sl apped his side at |ast.
"Forgive ny hesitation, master. If you command to the west, it is to the west we will go. Rest
lightly while | pass the word. W will strike into the ulterior tonmorrow "

G engor went off, and Alodar felt Aeriel's touch on his shoulder. "There is still time for rest,"
she suggested. "Cone, make yourself confortable.”

They settled to the ground and Al odar | ooked up into dark eyes that reflected the flickering gl ows
of the canp-fires. "I still quest for the fair lady," he said. "I do not

know what we will discover in the west, but | hope that somehow it will aid hi ny cause."

"I understand that." Aeriel continued her gentle stroking, "Your charge into the canp redeened
your | oss of face for the miscast sorcery. That is all in the past now The queen's favor wll
shift to the one who can aid her best on the norrow "

For a Iong while Al odar thought of his thirst for glory, the granite spire, Vendora, and the foggy
menory of Aeriel's nursing in the days past. Finally he reached out and grasped her hand in his.
"But were it not for the quest..."

Aeriel smled. "And | understand that as well," she said.

The huge fire crackled hi the first |light of dawn, and Al odar huddl ed close for its warnth. He
tentatively stretched one of his legs forward and felt the stiffness hi his calf. Idly, he
fingered a chip of agate he had found on the trail and then tossed it anong the clippings of
herbs, twi gs, rocks, and other thaumaturgi cal and al chenical gear he had scavenged al ong the way.
He sl apped at one of the fleas that he had acquired fromthe nonmadic tribesnen

"Despite its age, the sweetbal mhas done its work well, Alodar," Aeriel said beside him "Only
twel ve days of healing, and already you are nearly well."

"Yes | think | amready to try sone of the trail on ny own feet," Al odar responded, rubbing his
shoul der with his free hand as she | eaned against him And | will need to be far nore suppl e when
we finally reach the spire.”

"It is well that you are so steadfast in your deternination,” she said. "You know full well that
Duncan and the others acconpany your narines against their will. They seek only the snall est
opportunity to show you still benused fromKelric's spell. Once even a hint of doubt creeps into
your manner, they will try to exploit it to gain control."

Al odar nodded and | ooked down the trail. They were higher now, and the valley walls closed
together. Rather than scattered on a broad floor, their troop snaked back in alnost single file,
the row of canpfires strung like fiery beads on an invisible string. The trees crowded in cl ose,

taking turns eclipsing the sun as it rose into the sky. Long shafts of light filtered through the
needl es, bathing the dusty air in a golden glow Al odar heard Feston's deep voice and Vendora's
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laugh in reply. He chafed at his self-inposed exile fromher presence but, after his failure with
sorcery, thought it best to resolve the nystery of the w zard' s tower before approachi ng her
again. He | ooked back at Aeriel and saw her staring silently into the flane.

After several mnutes, Gengor walked into view fromup the trail and playfully slapped his reli ef
guard on the back as he passed. "By the spirits, a solemm lot," he cried as he approached Al odar
and Aeriel. "Did not your training naids tell you, ny lady, of the danger of staring with such
intensity into the blaze?"

"Yes, that they did, Gengor," Aeriel said, shaking her head and | ooking up to the marine as he
approached. "Many a tune they warned ne that the fascination of the flame was only the will of
sonme denon in the world beyond. Reaching out and trying to bewitch nme, just as the sorcerer does
with his eye. And many tines as a snmall girl | tested such old tales, too."

"You make nmuch too light of it, ny lady,** Grengor said. "Your maids instructed you well. As the
romances say, it is not only by the wizard' s brazier that the real ns are connected; innocent flamne
of whatever type mght serve as the neans also."

"But the sagas say that only the sinplest and | east powerful can come through of their owmn wll, 6"
Aeriel protested. "Denons of true power can bridge the gap only by the intercession of a w zard.
Unl ess he deliberately seeks to make the contact and provides the exotic ingredients for the
flame, then there can be no transferral."

"Yes, ny lady, it is probably as you say,"
shun staring at the flanme nonethel ess. "

Grengor replied as he noved across the canpsite. "But

Al odar rose stiffly fromhis sprawl ed position and tentatively stretched to his tiptoes. "Pause a
few m nutes while you can, Grengor," he said, "but we should break canp and begin the clinb.
hope to be well up the nountainside and perhaps even at the base of the spire before nightfall.”

Grengor grunted as he slunped down for a nonent's rest at the edge of the fire. One of the other
mari nes rose

and sent the word down the line. One by one, the fires were snuffed out. Soon the valley walls
echoed with the sounds of breaking canp and | oading the ponies. In half an hour, the long string
was ready to march, and they started up the trail.

The early going was easy, up a nodest incline with little rock and debris to inpede their
progress. As the sun began to arch up to its zenith, the slope steepened and the snoot hness
under f oot gave way to bare rock, tunbled and cracked by the snow nelts of spring.

Al odar panted near the lead, his lips pulled into a slight grimace as he tried his weight on his
healing leg. Wth such a large party, the pace was sl ow enough; but he was tiring rapidly and
wi shed that a good place to halt would soon appear.

"A monment, Alodar," Aeriel gasped. "I ambeginning to feel the effects of the height. Should we
not pause, even if we do not prepare a neal ?"

"l petition with the lady," Grengor said as he struggled to join them "I have an itch between ny
shoul ders that has tornented ne since we broke canp this norning."

Al odar smiled at Grengor's efforts to reach a spot high up in the center of his back. "Mld stil
for a nonent,"” he said. "I will give you aid while Aeriel catches her breath.™

G engor turned his back, and Al odar briskly began to rake the area with his hand.

"Ai eeee!" Grengor shouted and danced away. "Desist, master. Your scratch turns the itch into pain.
| prefer the nore gentle touch of the lady." He knelt down before Aeriel, and she cautiously laid
her hand on his back

"Why, there is something caught underneath your tunic, Grengor," she exclainmed. "I can feel the
lunp of it quite plainly against my palm™"

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (154 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

Al odar stepped forward and ran his hand down the neck of the garnent. After a few exploratory
jabs, he .withdrew a small, round, and barbed object. "It is an ivoryroot burr," he said. "I would
not think that such a plant could grow so far north. No wonder you had disconfort this norning.
Those spines would drive even the concentrating sorcerer to distraction.”

Grengor rose to his feet, flexed his shoul ders and grinned. "Many a wound haye | borne
in silence," he

., »t seenms this ivoryroot is nore than a match for

He attenpted to step forward to take the |lead as the est of the party began to bunch up behi nd.
But with a flailing stagger, he pitched onto the rocky slope, breaking his fall only at the | ast
instant. He turned and struggled to regain his feet as a nmarine and two barbari ans nearby began to
bellow with laughter at his plight. Al odar |ooked down, puzzled at his usually sure-footed
sergeant, and saw the reason for his fall

"Grengor," be said, "your bootlaces are tied togetherl"

Grengor scow ed first at Al odar and then at Aeri el
"Such frivolity does little for discipline on the march.
am surprised that one of you two would act so out of

character."

"But, Grengor," Aerial protested, "in no way would | do such to you. Perhaps your |aces entangled
t hensel ves when you stopped to have the burr renoved."

"Unlikely that a doubl e bucket knot could be made accidentally." G eogor retied his boots and
turned to resune the clinb. "Enough. | know better than to confront your denials. Just do not be
surprised if | give your canpfire a wider berth in the future."

Aeriel turned to Al odar and they exchanged questioning gl ances. Al odar shrugged and resuned the
clinb. Grengor worked out his heat as he attacked the ever-steepening nmountain. Soon the entire
party was again strung out in a long, thin line, clanbering over the fallen rock and gasping for
air.

They traveled for barely a quarter hour nore when the nonotony of heel on stone was broken by an
angry shout back down the I|ine.

"By the shields, | will have no nore of this badgering." The voice carried up to where Al odar
circled a large boulder in the way. "Draw your sword now, knave, and let us settle it."

Al odar quickly Iinped back down the line, shoul dering marines and nomads aside. He reached the
commotion just as blades clanked for the first time. 'To your station," he commanded the narine.
"Attend to your chieftain,” he shouted at the nonad. The two men stopped and nonentarily stepped
backwards. "Enough," Al odar concluded as he halted between them "You both

know that the gain of all depends on each of us working together, not against each other. Now what
brings on such folly?"

"He drew on ne, for what cause | do not know, nmster,'
only to defend nyself fromhis attack."

the marine said. "I unsheathed ny own bl ade

"Away with your smooth words," the other shot back, "Look at ny bead and shoul ders. Do you think
that | sweat so nmuch in this dry air to drench nme so? Ha, now |l ook at this one's goatskin. Enpty
with not a drop left for its intended purpose.

Al odar | ooked back to the nmarine. H's goatskin was flapping enpty against his side. "Perhaps a
| eak, master," he nmunbled. "And | swear | did not cone near this man until he whirled about and
accosted ne."

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (155 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

Al odar eyed the evidence, trying to forrmulate a reprinand that would deter the rest of his troop
from such conduct while not hanmpering their fighting spirit. As the marine's glance dropped to the
ground under Alodar's penetrating stare, a startled cry fromthe head of the Iine shot down the
nount ai nsi de.

"And now it is lady Aeriel," Alodar growed in irritation. He sighed and began to |inp back up the
trail. "I shall attend to your punishnment |ater."

He passed two nomads, huddl ed beside the rough path, and saw them pull their garnents about them
in a sudden gust of wind. A fine mst billowed down the trail. Before A odar could react, he was
surrounded in dimess. He frowned and tried to brush the fog away with his hands as he conti nued
upwards. He felt a tingling on his exposed skin as when he accidentally had spilled one of

Saxton's acids. His eyes began to sting, and only with difficulty was he able to force them open

He heard Aeriel call again, this time quite near. Through squinted eyelids, he could barely see
her, a little distance ahead, huddl ed behind Gengor's bul k. Al odar joined themand Aeriel slipped
from behind Gengor to his arns.

"It came up in an instant," she said. "Fromtotally clear to this biting fog."

Al odar squinted out into the swirling mist, searching for an answer. Of to his right, he caught
the dance of a feeble light. As he focused his attention, he heard a tiny

mal i ci ous | augh. Aeriel and Grengor turned in the direc-. of the noise, and at that instant
the breeze stopped.

The obscuring cloud dissolved and the light grew brighter, making smali random notions in the air.
"Master," Grengor shouted. "By the flames, sonehow a bottle has been broken nearby."

Al odar started to answer, but the air totally cleared. A tiny bunanoid figure stared back at him
out of the diffuse brightness. Scarcely a hand high, with long double-jointed |inmbs covered with
coarse bristly hair, the creature hovered on |ong, transparent, veined w ngs that protruded froma
m sshapen knob in the center of its back. The small head sat oddly out of place before horny

shoul der bl ades and shone wi th burning eyes above a gross caricature of human nose and nout h.

"Perhaps a broken bottle," Alodar said at last. "Or perhaps, Gengor, you indeed were prudent to
avoid gazing at the flane these nany years. W have an inp anong us, no doubt about it."

Al odar | ooked into the glowing eyes. He felt a sudden pressure on his shoul ders and a weakness in
his knees. "Kneel and submit. Submt to your master." A thin, reedy voice floated through his
m nd. "Resistance is futile when you are so tired."

Al odar shook his head. "It speaks," he said aloud. "Like a sorcerer, it seeks ny free will." He
| ooked back at the small devil hovering inches in front of his face and tried to concentrate, as
he had | earned under Kelric's instruction.

"Lay down your defenses,"” the voice continued. "I w H pester unceasingly until you do."

Al odar felt a prickly itching on his chest and back. The teeth in his |ower jaw began to ache. He
sensed the inp's presence in his mnd, a hard and spiny ball that pulsed its nmessage of supremnacy.
Li ke the ivoryroot burr, the sphere stabbed into his consciousness, each expansion blotting nore
of his free thought and increasing the distraction

"You cannot conquer nmy will," the sprite doned on, "Therefore it must be yours that will falter.”

Al odar's thoughts blurred in confusion. The itching spread to his linbs and the pain in his nouth
shar pened.

He felt the inpulse to do as the sprite said, to be done with the aggravati oa. But a deeper sense
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of preservation halted the reaction. He filled his lungs and focused on the throbbing irritation.
To shy away fromthe confrontation would lead only to defeat. Mentally he formed a shell around
the sphere and concentrated on expunging it fromhis mnd. "Away, detestable irritation," he
ordered. "Back whence you cane and bother us no nore."

The pul sing stopped for a nonent, but then resumed with increasing frequency. "Submit, manthing.
The itches, boils, and stings at my conmand wi |l make your existence a torture. An infestation of
a thousand fleas is nothing in

conmparison.”

"Begone," Al odar yelled as he strained to crush the ball into nothingness. "Begone before | change
my mind and choose instead to keep you hi a bottle." He clinched his fists and increased the
nmental pressure.

The itching continued, and Alodar felt as if he were plunged in a vat of ravenous beetles. He
squeezed his eyes shut. Inmagining a great vice, he turned the shaft and cl osed the pl ates agai nst
the creature. For a second, nothing happened; but then, for the second tinme, the throbbing paused.
Al odar detected a slight relaxation in the feelings which bedeviled himand pressed all the
harder. The oscill ati ons began again, but beat irregularly for only a few strokes nore. Wth a
gasp, he slammed the vice closed and felt the inmp's presence pop fromhis nind

Wt hout warning, the dancing brightness suddenly exploded in front of Alodar's nose. Wth a | oud
bang, the inp disappeared fromview Al odar blinked twice in surprise and then rubbed his eyes,
trying to wipe the afteri mages away. He | ooked quickly up and down the trail. All was quiet with
no hint of a breeze.

"An exorci smas good as any in the sagas,’
study the craft of the wizard as well?"

Grengor said. "Have you nmanaged sonehow, master, to

Al odar slowly shook his head. "My reaction was instinctive. Probably what any man would do if

i kewi se confronted." He stopped and ran his hand over bis cheek. "Perhaps my sorcery hel ped
somewhat, al though the sensations were renarkedly different. The inp did not have the irresistible
tug of an enchanter. If | surrendered, it

woul d have been because | gave ny will to him net because he took it. And for my own part, the
si ckness and reaction were not there. | just willed himaway until he accepted the command."

"But a sprite nonetheless,"” Aeriel marveled. "Unheard of this far north. It was remarkabl e enough
when some spontaneously appeared in the Funus Mountains. But here there is no source of exotic
flane to help themthrough. I do not like it, Al odar. Throughout our history, denmons have shown
little concern for the doings of mankind. But now in the cold north, the interior of snoul dering
nmount ai ns, and the rebelling west, they are everywhere—and in not one case because of the

i ntercession of a w zard."

Al odar nodded and frowned in thought. He closed his eyes; instantly the vision of the spire sprang
into view "The wizard in the tonb," he said. "He will have the answer."

Al odar wearily clinbed the rise and linped to | ook over the edge. Even his arnms throbbed fromthe
bounces of the trail. Quieting the nonmads after the appearance of the inp had taken the better
part of the day. Even without further incident their pace seened to sl ow. Now at dusk, they would
canp still a half day's march fromhis goal

Al odar topped the crest and his eyes w dened. A high neadow, |ike a giant platter, rested between
peaks which circled on three sides. At the far edge, butting agai nst one of the slopes, was

anot her barbarian canp. He quickly counted the fires and knew that they had found one of the
larger tribes. A show of force might not work this time. His force was outnunbered two to one.

Grengor and sone of the others clanmbered to his side. "A display of peaceful intentions and
qui ckly, too!" the nmarine said as he scanned the scene. "W nust give themno excuse to draw their
bl ades. "

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (157 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

As the rest of their troop poured over the ridge, a snall advance party rapidly was forned.
Al odar, Grengor, the rest of the suitors, Vendora, and two of their chieftain allies broke apart
fromthe rest and began marching across the intervening ground to the other canp. The

carcasses of two hares swung from an extended | ance as an offering of friendship.

A group of similar size left the |l arger encanpment; mdway between the two, they met under the

dar keni ng sky. Al odar stood at the head of his party, flanked by the two chieftains, and surveyed
the nen who faced them Five were sinply dressed hi |oincloths and carried swords and hi de-covered
shields. Two otheres wore vests of matted wool, and |eather belts circled then* waists. The nan in
the center towered above the rest, as tall as Rendrac had been, but trimand lean, with skin
pul l ed tight over rippling nuscles. H's hah- was jet black, fram ng deep-set, snoul dering eyes
over a jaw clanped with deternmination. His lips were thin lines, ready to challenge or yell a
warning; only with difficulty could one imgine themturned upwards in a smle. H s vest was |ined
with | eather, and iron bracelets hid each of his nassive wists.

He stood with his fists at his hips and | ooked hi turn at each of the chieftains at Al odar's
sides. "This year the ganme hi these hills is too scarce to feed us all," he growl ed. "The
tri besnen of Grak are as hungry as any. Begone back to the | ower slopes and we will have no
quarrel ."

"W do not conme to conpete for food," Basil called over Alodar's shoulder. "Qur direction is
southward to acquire great treasure that will make concerns of the stomach a minor affair. W
detour to the west only so that you have the opportunity to join and share in the good fortune to
cone. "

G ak frowned and | ooked hack to the chieftans. "It is as the | owl ander speaks,"” one said. "Already
he has showered us with jewels beyond even what you would dream And mghty fighters will sw ng
their swords anong us as well. This one hacked his way through twenty nen w thout the slightest

frown of pain."

Grak | ooked down at Al odar and shook his head in puzzlenent. "The words of a soft |ow ander can be
trusted only when a sword is at his throat," he said. "Besides this small one, w th what other
marvel s do they wi den your eyes?" He took a step forward and shoul dered Al odar asi de.

Al odar whirled and reached for his sword, Feston stepped in front of Vendora and Duncan began
funbling

for the pouch at his side. "Hold your arns,
at her. "He comes only to look."

Vendora shouted as she saw the dark eyes stare down

Grak took another step forward and Vendora, stepping from behind Feston's protection, drew herself
erect. The nomad reached out and tipped her chin up, studying her face as he woul d apprai se the
booty froma battle. Vendora did not nmove but returned his stare unblinking. Gak touched her hair
and ran a few strands through his fingers. "Like the sun," he nuttered.

"Say the word, ny fan- lady," Feston growed. "I will nake this barbarian pay for the indignity he
shows your station."

Grak continued stroking Vendora's hair. Alodar tensed, darting his eyes back to Grak's conpani ons
and deciding where to make his first thrust. It had been foolish to bring her along to the parley,
he thought. It would have been far better to ignore her command, even though she was the queen

"He has no perception of ny station," Vendora said at last, still |ooking Gak in the eye. She
paused and then snmiled. "And if you make it known, it will be to ny displeasure."

G ak's frown returned and he | ooked back to Feston and the others. "Wiose wonan is she?" he asked
"Perhaps there is sone basis on which we can barter."
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"To the four of us collectively," Duncan blurted. "No single one does she call master."”

Vendora threw back her head and | aughed. "I am sure that nmany of our ways seem strange to you,
Gak, but it is for ne to decide who is to be ny chieftain."

"In the north, a man takes what he wants,"” G ak said.

Vendora's face hardened. "The men of Procolon would make the price dear. You outnunber us, it is
true, but many a warrior would feel the sting of our blades before it was through."” She gl ared
into Gak's eyes and then softened her expression with a smle. "And the prize is not nearly as
sweet as when it is freely given."

Grak grunted and studied Vendora for a npnent nore. He turned and again faced the two chieftans.
"And do you adopt other |ow and ways as wel |l ?" he asked. "Is there none anong you who | eads the
ot her s?"

"W go to the west, another half day's journey," Al odar

said. "l lead the rest to the spire, and then we turn sout hwards."

"Denontooth."” Grak spat. "It is folly to venture in that direction. The trees are gnarled. There
is no gane. And the devils give no rest to any who strive there. My father kept us well away and
his father before him How can you | ead when you command your tribe so?"

"The barbarian speaks no less than the truth,"” Feston cut in. "It is tinme we abasdon this trek to
nowhere and proceed southwards while we still can.”

Al odar | ooked at Grak, then at the doubt forming on the two chieftains' faces. He frowned and
tried to weigh the chances of getting themall to continue.

"Here, chieftain," Basil broke the silence as he handed Grak a gem "This is a mere token of what
can be yours if you cooperate with what we wish to do. We seek little of your ganme. In a few days,
we will be well away fromthese hills. At the very least, you can show us the courtesy to let us

pass in peace. And if you join forces with ours, your rewards will be even greater."”

G ak | ooked down at the jewel thrust into his hand. He idly rolled it around his palm He stared
back at Vendora and his eyes narrowed. "Canp here for two nights while we talk," he said. "I give
you ny perm ssion.”

"And the west?" Al odar persi sted.

"As | have said," Gak replied, "there are denons there." He waved his armat the two chieftains.
"And after | have spoken with them they will not go either. It is only the trip south that we
will discuss."”

"Then if it is to take two days," Al odar said, "there is tine enough for ne to nmake the journey
alone. | will be safely returned before you are done."

Vendora | ooked at Al odar in surprise but quickly pushed her puzzl enent aside. She studied G ak and
then his canpfires. "The strength of your tribe would aid ne greatly," she said, "and as Basil has
stated, if you join forces with ours, your reward could be even greater."

Grak stood in silence contenplating Vendora's words. "Perhaps our talk will touch on nore than a
trek south," he decided.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN Denont oot h Tower
ALODAR gl anced over his shoul der as he started down the other side of the pass. The neadow t hat

held Grak's tribesmen di sappeared fromview. He | ooked ahead and visualized the contours of the
trail. Rather than noving further upstream it |ooked as if he nust traverse two valleys to reach
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the spire. And even though foraging took the entire norning, he should reach the base of the tower
by nightfall. He touched the small pack on his back and felt the reassuring lunps of his rations
and the inplenents of his crafts.

From what Grak had said, he need not worry about blundering into another group of nomads al ong the
way. And by | eaving Grengor and the rest behind, the chance of |osing control of the group was

| essened. He flexed his fingers, stretching the tendons in his arm The sweetbal maccel erated
heal i ng had continued, and the soreness was | ess than the day before. He broke into a slow jog to
test his nuscles further. For over an hour he bounded along in silence. The descent reversed into
a gentle rise and he clinbed upwards towards the next pass.

When Al odar reached the saddl epoint and | ooked into the valley, his face broke into a smle. There
on the other side, jutting up higher than the surrounding sl opes, was the spire which had been
such a persistent vision. He scanned the intervening terrain and then suddenly halted. As the
queen's party had clinbed fromthe shore, the transition from woodl ands to forest had been
gradual , the short broadl eafed trees slowy giving way to the evergreen conifers and firs. But
here the change was abrupt and startling. The pines were stunted, sone reaching only twenty feet
above the ground. Green m xed with equa

parts of brown and gray. No tree was wi thout dead and naked branches. Bare and broken snags knifed
into the sky. Under the sparse canopy of scraggly iinbs, the ground was as sterile as the trail
dust and bare rock uncluttered with snaller plants or decayi ng nul ch.

On the far slope, the trees thinned as they approached the nonolith, until only a few gnarted
dwarfs sparsely dotted the nmountainside. Across the entire canyon, the air hung with a deathly
qui et. No birds sang, no insects buzzed, no rodents chattered around the trunks. The strangeness
of the scene, now that he finally sawit, tinged his elation with an unsettling apprehension
Cautiously he resuned his tread, darting bis eyes into the thin forest on either side of the
trail

Anot her two hours passed, and Al odar reached the nadir of his traverse of the valley. He scranbl ed
across boulders in a dry stream bed and noted that here and there an occasional |ow |ying shrub
broke the nonotony of the uncovered ground. As he skirted a big rock directly in his path, he
heard a sudden rustling in a nearby bush. Many snall |izards had scanpered away as he pounded
along the trail in the preceding valley, but this noise was | ouder and hinted at something of much
| arger si ze.

He felt a gentle prickling in his mind that reni nded himof the sprite he had exorcised the day
before. He drew his sword and stepped forward. Were the undergrowth was thickest he jabbed with
hi s bl ade.

"There is no need, there is no need." A formroughly the size of a small pig leaped into the air.
"I will provide for you delights undreaned and wi thout the use of force. All you have to do is
ask."

Al odar blinked and | ooked at the figure suddenly hovering before him The snoboth skin shinmered in
an ir-ridescent purple and, except for the face, was covered by a bristly stubble of black hairs.
The eyes were ow -1i ke, golden and seening to glow fromsmall lights within. A pointed nose tw ce
the length of a man's sat on top of a small puckered nouth. Unlike the sprite, no w ngs sprouted
fromthe spindly back; thin, rubbery linbs curled tightly around the bul bous torso. The denobn
floated with no visible neans of support.

"Begone, whence you cane,"” Al odar said. "I dispatched your inpish brother and have no need for
you. "
"Do not judge so rashly,” the devil said. "I amno nere sprite whose only powers are to distract

and irritate with feeble rashes and comon pranks."” The small nouth pulled into a deep snile that
spread the rubbery face fromear to ear. "The sun is hot and there is no breeze. Wuld not a sip
of water fromnelted snow provide a refreshnent that the hot waterskin at your side could not
equal ?"

Bef ore Al odar could reply, the devil waved a sl ender hand and produced a flask filled with ice.
"Here," it said as it decanted a gurgling streaminto a clear cup. "This is but a small token of
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what can be yours."

Al odar watched the water bubble in the cup. He ran his tongue across his suddenly dry lips. "Wy
do you submt so easily?" he asked. "I would think that you would contest nmy will even nore
strongly than the sprite.”

"Subm ssion, surrender, putting aside resistance? It is a detail that need not concern us now."
The denon shrugged and pushed the container forward. "Refresh your throat, and then we can
progress to nore intense desires."

Al odar frowned and knocked the cup aside with a flick of his blade. "The sagas speak of no gift
from denonki nd that does not ultimately bear a price,” he said.

"A shrewd bargainer, | see," the denon replied w thout breaking his smile. "Then perhaps the
satisfaction of a nore sophisticated urge will change your mnd."

The air crackled and Al odar suddenly felt a gentle brush across the nape of his neck. He whirl ed
about, sword still extended, and |ooked into the face of a dark-skinned dancing girl, silently
gyrating to an unheard rhythm Her dark eyes beckoned; with a playful snap, she flicked one of her
scarves at Al odar's blade. A long swath of cloth was | ooped around her neck, over her breasts, and
tucked into the top of diaphanous pantal oons. The afternoon sun sil houetted her ninble |l egs. Her
bare arns fluttered with the notions of the dance.

"And this is no nortal sorcerer's illusion that is hi your mnd s eye," the denon said over
Al odar's shoulder. "Step forward and di scover that she is a delight to the touch as well."

The dancer gracefully advanced and fl owed past Al o-

dar's guard. She reached up and ran her fingertips down his cheek and then pressed her body to
hi m

"Just place your trust in ny hands," the devil continued. "Del egate your cares of this world to ny
attention. | will see that all is taken care of, and your petty concerns will trouble you no
nore."

The dancer cl asped her hands behind Al odar's neck. Rubbing herself against his chest, she
stretched on her tiptoes and bent back her head. Al odar shook his head. Wth his free hand he
reached behind his neck and gently pushed the girl away. "The lass will avail you no better than
the water," he said.

The dancer suddenly vani shed, and the denon streaked from behind to face Al odar again. "Then to
the crux of the matter. Perhaps you would prefer pleasure undis-torted by the infidelity of your
feebl e senses. "

Bef ore Al odar coul d speak, a gentle prickling noved in his mnd and seened to brush against a
sensitive nodul e buried deep in his consci ousness. The pressure expanded with a burst of energy,
and a sudden wave of pleasure radiated through his body: the drowsy confort of falling asleep; the
exhilaration of a last-second victory; the breaking of a three day fast; the softness of a wonan's
body; the spice of the newy mastered craft. The delights mixed together in a junble that made

Al odar gasp. Wth tears in his eyes he slipped to his knees and let his sword fall fromhis grasp

He tried to focus on his peril. Before the thought could be half formed, a second pul se triggered
the reaction and he pitched forward to the ground, drowned by the ecstasy that flowed over him He
rolled over onto his back and sprawl ed on the ground, breathing shallow gul ps of air as the
feeling slowy faded away.

"It is yours for the asking, continual and everlasting," the devil said as he floated over
Al odar's chest and peered down. "Merely surrender your will to mine and you will have strokes of
bliss that cone in an unendi ng procession

Al odar slowmy rose to sitting and | ooked at the grotesque snile. "You will never, by your own

devi ces, experience a pleasure so intense,"” the denon said. "And if you do not agree, then what
you have felt will be but a distant nenory."
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Al odar cl anped his teeth and stared at the denon. "Begone," he said weakly.

"Such power in your words." The devil laughed. "I think one nore sanple should seal the bargain."

Al odar tensed, trying to rally a defense agai nst the next onslaught, but at the sanme tinme savoring
the anticipation. How coul d anyone resist such an overpowering feeling? He banged his fist against
the ground in frustration as he realized what his next answer would be. A pulse of dull pain ran
down his armfroma wound not yet conpletely heal ed, and he blinked as an idea struck him

"But a nonent," he said to the devil as he funbled hi his pack. "I think what | construct here
will help me decide." He withdrew a small forked branch froma fallen tree and then rapidly coil ed
a hair fromhis head around the stem "You see, with inmagination," he said, holding the figure
forward for inspection, "one can construe this as a sinple nodel of a nortal man. And the nost
critical elenent is the piece of wire froma discarded pack clanp | bind to one of the arns, not
unli ke the fiber that carried sensory nessages to the brain. Finally, for the energy, ny body heat
shoul d be enough."

Wt hout pause, Al odar raced into a spellbinding. Before the devil could react, the connection was
conpl ete. The denon fl apped one of his hands on a rubbery wist. "Enough stalling," he ordered.
"Drink again of ny sweet nectar and tell ne if you can then forsake it ever nore." Al odar felt the
touch of the devil's presence. As the rapture spread through his head, he grabbed a sharp rock and
pressed it savagely against the wire. A nunbing shock exploded in his armand he screamed with
pain. Aripping sting ran up into his head, mngling with the feeling of pleasure before it could
conpletely form The diluted ecstasy soaked through his body, but the raw intensity was not so
great as before. Gasping for breath, Alodar rose to his feet, dangling, his linmp armat his side
"Begone, | comrand you," he whi spered hoarsely.

Rows of wrinkles undul ated across the devil's forehead. "A strong resistance,” he said, "but
surely you cannot wi thstand one nore."

As the next pul se cane, Al odar planted his foot over the sinulacrumand ground his heel against
the wire. Hs

knees buckl ed and his vision blurred. He felt as if a rec hot saw were sKcing his flesh and
reopeni ng the wound. The bubbl e of pleasure grew for an instant but then burst into nothingness.
The searing hurt swept it away in a torrent of agony. Al feelings were bl anked. Al odar struggled
to remain conscious in the nmael stromof pain. He gulped for air and tried to focus on the purple
denon hovering before him

The devil backed away a few feet, and then his face sagged into a comic frown. "What is your w sh,
mast er ?" he asked. "Do you desire a worman of a different type, or perhaps to tenpt an eneny into
the bliss fromwhich he cannot escape?”

Al odar broke the thaumaturgi cal connection and the pain di sappeared. "I comand you to depart this
world," he panted. "I have no use for your powers until | understand how to use themwell." He

st opped and regained his breath. "And | care not to have the tenptation of your presence to
distract ne as | struggle to ny goal. Back to the world of denons from which you cane."

"But it has taken centuries for ne to bridge the gap, master. And ny duty is to ensure that no one
passes. My punishnent will not be light if | return with a tale of failure. If you have no need,
themlet me westle with another for his will."

"Depart,"” Al odar said.

The sad expression twisted into a scowm. "Very well, naster, since it is your command. But know
that when | return, | will tell others. You proceed to a far greater doomthan what | so
generously offered."

Al odar retrieved his sword and waved it in irritation. The purple skin of the devil suddenly
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gl owed into incandescence and then di sappeared fromview The air popped as it rushed to fill the
voi d where he had been.

Al odar slowy sheathed his blade and scanned the valley floor. He listened for another rustling
but heard instead only the oppressive silence. Hs armthrobbed, and the thought of inmediately
pl ungi ng ahead was suddenly distasteful. He struggled to recapture the feeling of bliss but the
| ast hint decayed away. Wth a shudder, he sagged to the ground for a short rest.

Al odar pulied his cloak about him Al along the fina

upgrade to the base of the tower, the breeze had intensified. Now as he topped the last rise, he
squinted to keep the swirling dust out of his eyes. The nountains further west hid the descendi ng
sun. The heat of the day was gone, but dustdevils danced along the trail

A level clearing surrounded the base of the spire, three tines as wide as the nonolith itself.
Around the perineter, stunted bushes and gnarled trees huddled close to the ground, their branches
twi sted sideways and | eaves tattered and torn. The tower flung itself into the sky, steep, sharp
and angul ar, defying the elements to pull it down. It was cold and unyiel di ng, one huge rock

wi t hout fissure, a subtle pink flecked with shiny black, totally unlike the surrounding hills

whi ch crunbl ed under his heels.

Al odar ran his hand over the surface. It was a plane extending twenty feet in either direction,
straight and flat as if cut by a giant knife. He noved to the side where a second pl ane
intersected the first. They net in a shallow angle and the boundary, sharp as a crystal's, soared
into the sky. Like an irregular polyhedron thrust into the ground, all angles, lines, and pl anes,
the spire stood in jarring contrast to its surroundi ngs.

A dike of firmgranite, Al odar thought, gradually exposed as the softer rock about it weathered
away. He | ooked up the sheer wall towards the apex, trying to see the tarnished ring of his vision
inthe failing light. But the peak retreated into the soft shadows. Al he could discern were a
few possi bl e handhol ds, barely fingertip wi de, strung along the rock. He felt the urge to fling
down his pack and race up the side. But it would be safer to wait till norning, when there was
enough light to clinb safely.

Al odar stepped back a pace, and the wi nd snapped at his cloak. Puzzled, he approached the tower
again and the air fell quiet. He turned his back to the spire and extended his hand outward into
the clearing. The breeze rippled through his fingers as if he had thrust them out of the w ndow of
a rapidly noving coach. Sone sort of barrier kept out the gusts, be nused. He tw sted sideways and
knelt to the ground. Unfortunately, it was too narrow to nmake a shelter for his campfire.

Al odar wal ked back into the quickening breeze. He chopped a few |linmbs fromone of the |arger trees
and built a small square ring of shelter on the ground. In the mddle,

he piled smaller branches, tw gs, and dried grasses and struck his flint hopefully. To his
surprise, the spark caught and held. In a few nonents he had a snall fire that sonehow defied the
Wi nd,

Al odar ate slowy. Wien the sky turned bl ack, he spread his cloak and curled around the fire. A
gi bbous noon rose over the crestline in the east and cast |long, cold shadows on his sinple canp.
For several hours, he shivered with the cold and his anticipation of what the norning would bring.
He knew he needed the sleep but it would not cone.

Restl essly he sat up on one el bow and stared at the last flickers of his fire. Only a few w sps of
flame | apped up fromthe gl owi ng enbers. He watched one of the flanelets suddenly die with a fina
puf f of snoke. The kindling which had fed it slowy turned froma brilliant yellowto a dull red
Idly he turned to another spark and saw it dance along a log, lighting first one end and then

anot her. A second gl ow appeared by the first; they skittered to and fro in unison.

Al odar sat up and squinted at the canpfire as a third dancing ball joined the others. Cautiously,
he reached for his scabbard. As he touched it, a tiny laugh cut through the silence of the night.
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Al odar sprang to his feet and danced backwards, drawing his sword. The three dots junped into the
air; two flew high and the third arched over, diving for his head. He swng and mi ssed. Peals of
shrill laughter rang through the air.

He thought to knock apart the pile of wood. Before he could act, it suddenly bl ossoned in yell ow
flane. Open-nout hed, he watched as the few charred sticks sent tendrils of gold into the sky, far
hi gher and nore intense than the fire he had set at dusk. The heat burned painfully at his face.

Throwing his forearmup, he retreated towards the spire.

The three sprites converged over the fire, hovered for an instant, and then dropped what | ooked to
Al odar like the branches from one of the scrubby plants which grew nearby. The foliage fell and
instantly di sappeared fromsight, totally consuned. The yellow turned deep enerald and then
starlight blue. The heat pushed outward |i ke Duncan's expandi ng sphere, and Al odar took a step
irresistibly backwards.

The flickering flanmes took on structure. Froma rounded outline grew two snall, earlike flaps,

| ong-l1obed and filled with coarse hair. Over a |low, slanting brow, deep-sunk eyes darted back and
forth behind pocknmarked lids. A high and crooked nose sat above 1long, thin nouth that turned down
in a nal evol ent sneer. The head rose with the flane; as it did, a body filled in underneath,
hunchbacked and spindly, naked and tufted with hair on a scaly skin that flaked off into the fire.

"By the laws, a djinn," Alodar cried aloud. He | ooked up to see the inps assenble and drop nore
foliage into the blaze. The denon, already fornmed, stepped fromthe fire and another head began to
formin his place.

The fire had to be quenched quickly, before nore could pass through the gatel Wncing fromthe
heat, Al odar |unged forward, stabbing at the denon that stood in his way.

The djinn's eyes flared open at Al odar's advance. A deep runble spilled out fromhis lips. He
waved his tal-oned hand, sideways, and a sudden bl ast of ah- caught Al odar in the chest. Unlike
the wi nd of evening which had gusted and pushed, the bl ow pounded |ike a hamrer. Al odar gasped for
breath as his lungs enptied fromthe shock. He staggered forward one step. A second blow hit,

spi nni ng hi m backwards and knocking himto the ground. As he fell, the flame behind the djinn
danced skywards, coal escing into a second denon.

Al odar rose to one knee. The djinn formed a pul se of ah- that caught himon the chin and nade him
reach for the ground for bal ance. Al odar |ooked up into the eyes of the figure towering over him
Its penetrating stare rem nded himtoo nmuch of the eye that Kelric had awakened in the sorcerer's
sphere. He felt a trickle of fear race down his spine. Instinctively, he grabbed the pouch at his
side and felt the snoothness of the orb.

The denon's thick brows shot upwards into his winkled forehead as he saw the notion. He wal ked
forward and extended his hand. Al odar drew his sword, but a furnace blast skittered it away. Still
clutching the sphere in his left hand, he reached for his dagger with the other. The denpbn opened
his muth to speak and Al odar wrinkled his nose at the sudden foul stench of decay.

"An item of sonme interest, | surmise,” the djinn said

with the hint of some unplaceable accent. 'It is well that | have chosen here and now to wal k
again anong you nortals."

Al odar held his breath and said nothing as he watched the djinn approach. Wth | azy contenpt, the
denon hel d out a call oused pal mand beckon with his knobby fingers. "The pouch, if you will," he
said. "You fear already what ny power can do to you. Do not chance ny wath in addition."

Al odar stared back at the distorted face. The bl azing eyes bored into him but he suppressed the
inmpulse to flinch. He felt the prickly presence in his head, this time radiating a nunbing terror
rat her than annoyance or pleasure. "The pouch," the denon repeated. "It is so nmuch easier if you
do not resist."
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Al odar hesitated, then nodded and offered the bag tenptingly. Then, as the piercing eyes flicked
down to watch the transfer, he thrust out with the dagger and sl ashed at the denobn's outstretched
pal m

Thi ck greenish ichor oozed fromthe slit, and the denon | eapt quickly backward with an unearthly
howl of pain. "You dare to trifle so with one of ny kind," he raged as he pressed his good hand
about the wist and attenpted to staunch the flow. "Thus do | deal with such puny beings as you."
He gestured with his injured hand and another blast of ah* slamed into Al odar's kneeling form

The bl ow sent Al odar sprawl i ng backwards and he tried to flatten out for the one to follow But
the current of wind curled under himand lifted himfromthe ground. In a frantic swirl of arns
and legs, he tried to regain his balance, but the gust propelled himhigher.

"I can smash you against the rock," the djinn yelled above the howl of the wind. "You will be no
nore than shattered bone and jellied flesh. Submt your will to nmine. Even your wildest fears are
but a small hint of what | can do."

The gust abruptly stopped and Al odar crashed to the ground. Groggily he clinbed to his feet,
trying to grasp what he nust do. He was no match physically for the djinn. He could not stand his
ground as he had done with the others. If he resisted, he would be bludgeoned into subnission

The last flurries of the blast fluttered around his | egs,

dying away alnost to the stillness he had felt against the

t ower.
He stopped before he was fully erect and tried to renenber the feeling next to the rock wall. The
breeze was not nerely | ess, he pondered. The air was still, perfectly still, as if controlled

t hrough the workings of nmagic. He sucked in his breath with sudden hope. And if it were magic,
then even the denon blasts might be turned aside.

Al odar pushed asi de specul ation on the djinn's reaction if he were wong and qui ckly whirled
towards the tower. The wind increased and the dust danced about his feet, but with one quick |unge
he pounded agai nst the cold stone. He saw the denon's face contort with rage, and the canpground
exploded in a fury. Sword, the pack, |ogs, |eaves, and branches swirled into a cycl one of dust and
then hurled in Alodar's direction with a shriek of groaning air.

Al odar flung his arns in front of his face and hunched in anticipation. He heard a sharp crack

t hen what sounded like a giant bell reverberated in the night. He put down his hands and saw a
pile of debris massed a few inches fromhis feet and the glow of the fire still dinly visible in a
cloud of swirling dirt and dust. The djinn stepped forward, eyes blazing hate and tal ons extended.
He ran his claws down the invisible barrier between them Al odar winced fromthe grating screech

"You cannot stay there forever," the djinn growl ed. "The hunger and thirst will only add to your
fear. Wen you are ready to subnmit on bended knee, you will plead for ny nercy and hope for a
gentle touch."

Before Al odar could reply, the denon turned his back and wal ked through the settling dust to the
fire, now quiescently flickering lowto the ground. Two other denobns, colored and featured |ike
the first, stood clear of the blaze, awaiting his return. They exchanged deep and guttural sounds
for an instant, then stopped. Each turned his back on the other and radi ated outwards fromthe
fire, stopping and surveying the ground. Al odar watched with his back and arns pressed firnmy
against the spire, not daring to venture fromthe safety of the shield.

After several mnutes, the first returned and tossed a | oad of pebbles and snmall stones into the
bl aze. Just as before, when fed by the sprites, the flanes roared up-

ward, this tinme a deep purple that blended into the bl ackness of the sky. The second denobn
reappeared, holding two head-sized bl ocks, and tossed themafter the small rocks. The third
waddl ed back soon after, hands cupped around a boul der easily as big around as the denon was tall
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Wth a grunt, he added it to the blaze and stepped back to watch the flanes dart out from under
it.

From hi s vantage point, Al odar saw another shape begin to formin the fire, another head, many
tinmes human size with outlines that suggested a grotesque countenance. Al odar's eyes w dened as he
grasped what was happening. The inps had sonehow nmade it possible for the three djinns to span the
wor| ds and, powerfud in nortal terns though they might be, they were bridging the gap for yet nore
potent denons to cone.

He spun about and sprang for the first handhol d above his head. He pulled one leg up to a resting
pl ace and then the other. He felt sudden pain in his arns but he shoved it aside. Wthout waiting,
he reached for a new grip and scranbled up the face of the rock. The purchases were few and
treacherous, but he did not care. Seconds seened vital now. He could hope to succeed only if he
took every risk.

Up be scrambl ed, not |ooking to see how far he had cone or to judge the renunining distance. Like
the enchanted fighting machi ne he once had been, he ignored the protests of uoheal ed nuscl es and
bursting lungs. Hand over hand, in a hypnotic reverie, he drove hinself toward the sumrit. The
col umm narrowed and the rock on which he pressed offered fewer grips, but he did not notice. Wth
a rush, he clanbered onto the upshoot which bent to the final pinnacle.

The thickness of rock narrowed to thrice a man's breadth, and Al odar stopped and ran his hands
over the stony surface. In an instant he found what he sought, the tarnished bracelet set in the
stone. He pulled it. Wth astounding ease, a great slab parted fromthe nonolith, swiung out

hori zontally, and revealed stairs |eading down into the tower. Al odar gl anced back down the

di zzyi ng distance to the ground and caught one glinpse of a huge denon taking final form Wth a
| ast catch of breath, he plunged into the passageway.

The way was dark, and the entrance slab cut off al

light fromthe fire below. Wth one hand on a wall and the other in front, Al odar spiraled down
the stairs as fast as he could without stunbling. Around one circle he went, and then another. His
sense of direction becane |ost, but he continued onwards. Suddenly he hit a level floor and
staggered. The stairs had ended, and he was in a room

Al odar fumbled at his waist for flint and steel and started a snmall match to glow in the darkness.
The tiny flanme burned dinmy, but he saw what he knew was there. A stone sarcophagus carved from
solid granite lay at the far end of a vault. On the wall behind hung an enbrace of oil I|ike those
in the dungeon of Iron Fist. Al odar nmoved forward, shielding his match with a cupped hand. He
tossed the |l ast sputtering enbers of his splinter into the pool, and the roomburst into |ight.

Staring down at the stone coffin, Al odar saw a thick sheet of glass shielding the occupant from
the musty air that hung in the chanber. He placed his feet against the wall and began pushing the
slab fromits resting place. At first, the heavy covering did not nove but then, as he strained
and knotted the muscles of his back and arms, it slid an inch across the stone with a grating
runbl e. Al odar breathed deeply and pressed the snmooth edge into his palns. The gl ass slipped
further, opening a gap between it and the stone rectangle it covered. A strange, sweet snell rose
fromthe coffin to fill his nostrils, but he ignored it and shoved again. The slab jerked and then
gathered nomentum Wth a final thrust, he propelled it across the opposite side and down onto the
stone floor in a loud shatter of broken gl ass,

"Water," a voice, soft and dry, whispered up at him "On the wall as you cane in—a door to a
second room"

Al odar raced around to the other side of the vault and spied a snall bracelet, |like the one on the
outside of the tower. He pulled it open and saw anot her chanber the sane size as the first, but
filled with braziers, kindling, piles of dried plants, capped cylinders, liquids, and snall,

tightly bound chests. Just like Saxton's shop, he thought, as he spotted a flask tightly seal ed
with a metal cap. He struck off the neck against the wall and hurried back to the w zard, who was
sitting up in his stone bed and
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stretching arnms and fingers with a chorus of pops and cracks.

The wizard tilted his head backwards. Al odar poured the water down into the eager nmouth, spilling
sonme onto a robe of deepest jet, set with the logo of the flane. Al though the nusty vault
suggested a sleep of centuries, the features were those of middle age. Short ringlets of |ight
brown hair covered his head and cascaded over his ears to merge with a well trimred goatee. Brown
eyes flanked a high thin nose, delicately enscribed with tiny blue veins. Toe face was gaunt and
pal e, the hands snooth and uncal | oused. The wi zard was a man of vault and contenpl ati on rather
than sun and physical |abor. "Enough, enough," Al odar heard himsputter at |ast. "You have
awakened none | ess than Handar, the great wi zard. That | stretch and stir again is of itself a
tale for the sagas."

Handar paused and stared at Alodar. "Stand closer to the light so that | can |ook at you better,"
he commanded. "But a lad, | see. Wwo of the others would have thought it?"

"Denons," Alodar cut himoff. "Many of thembelow. | cane for help. How you can aid | do not know,
but it seenmed what | nust do."

"They woul d be the thickest here, of course,"” Handar said. "But the shield will keep the inps
away, no matter how many."

"Not only sprites," Al odar persisted, "but djinns of power as well. And they work to bring forth
even greater ones of their own volition. It was only by the smallest of margins that they did not
prevent me fromreaching you safely.”

Handar studied Al odar intently for a nonent and then shook his head. "In nunbers already," he
said. "Then we have cut the nargin exceedingly fine." He swung one | eg over the coffin wall.
"Quickly, the brazier of gold and the skin of oil beside it. There is wi zard' s work to be done."

Al odar hastened back to the storeroom and dragged forth the requested equi pnent. He set a tripod
nmdway in the roomand filled the brazier that swung beneath its apex with oil froma skin hard
and brittle with age.

"And BOWthe chal k and the woods," Handar said. "Then we can begin."

Al odar fetched the gear fromthe storeroom Wen he returned, a snmall fire was flickering fromthe
now st eady nan. The w zard was standing ready with no signs of stiffness or sleep. He reached into
the chal k box and rapidly sorted through the pieces; a snall cloud of colored dust rose fromhis
haste. At |ast he withdrew one piece and turned his attention to the bundl e of wood.

Handar deftly untied the knot, sending the small sticks swirling across the floor. "Let ne see,"
he nmuttered, holding up the rods one by one and occasionally rubbing or snelling their snoboth
surfaces. "Ah, ironwood and nyrtle. The very ones for himl seek."

Handar turned quickly and cast the ingredients into the blaze. "Cone forth, Balthazar, | command
you. Awake fromyour idle reverie and sloth. Your naster decrees after these many years a new task
for his bonded servant and sl ave."

Al odar | ooked from the flame that arched between themand then into the eyes of the man he
had awakened. He saw the brow wrinkled in concentration and eyes fixed unswerving on the fire.
Bony arns extended forward, beckoning to the flame. "Wat is happening?" Al odar asked.
"Silence," Handar ordered. "W have no tinme to trifle with idle curiosity. | nust stretch to ny
limts and call up the nost powerful that | dare. Do not distract nme to our peril."

As Al odar returned to silence, he saw the begi nnings of an outline in the center of the blaze. An
orange head, eyes and ears blended with the flanmes, rose above a nassive trunk of huge scal es and
thighs the girth of barrels. Up into the roomit towered, cloven hooves and tail dancing in the
small fire fromwhich it sprang. Al odar |ooked up at the head, which now touched the top of the
chanber, and shuddered. The ears were large, covering the sides of the elongated head and endi ng
in sharp points that soared above a bald crown. The eyes were snall glistening beads of bl ack
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deep sunk beneath a jutting forehead that forned a pernmanent frown. Wth each breath, tiny
nostrils flared froma snall bunp of a nose.

A nouth shaped like an inverted U cut deeply into the
chin.

"So Handar, you again choose to settle your fate in rash manner after all of these nortal years.
It is well that you have not practiced your art in so long atine. It will make the subm ssion al
t he quicker."

"Silence, Balthazar, silence," the wi zard shot back, "I have had the will of two of your Kkind
since | toddled fromny father's knee. The passage of tine does not weaken ny steadfastness but
gives me all the nore experience and confidence to handl e your feeble puffs of will. If you do not
believe it, look into me and see what you find there."

The denon sneered frombristly jowl to jow. Hi s |lum nescent eyes bore down on the w zard. For
several mnutes there was silence. Neither noved. Al odar saw beads of sweat break out on Handar's
forehead. He saw the denobn's tail begin to twitch slowly, first to the left, then to the right.
Finally a spasmran up the entire length to the large plates which covered his back

"And so, Balthazar," Handar said, "say again who is master and who is the slave."

"I am at your bidding and service," the denon nmunbl ed.

"I cannot discern your usually wonderful diction, Balthazar," Handar continued. "Speak |ouder for
my conpani on here."

"I am at your bidding and service,
have it done?"

Bal t hazar booned. "Wat task will you give me so that | may

"Know t hen, Balthazar," Handar said, with a tinge of snugness in his voice, "that below this very
pi nnacl e several of your kindred have forced their way into the nortal world wi thout being called
here by one of nmy craft. Plunge downward and di spatch themto whence they came. Rend themlinb
fromlinb and distribute the essence of their being to the farthest corners of their natura
realm so that eons may pass before they coal esce again."

Bal t hazar gl anced groundward and stared through the rock. "But they are indeed of ny closest
kindred,'* he said. "Spawned fromthe sane clutch in which | was laid. | see they only frolic
about, and about them are none of your kind to be harned. Such action does not deserve

unjust wath fromone with your mghty will, master." "As | have said, Balthazar," Handar
commanded, "dispatch your obligation and whine no nore about it."

The tail twitched twice nore above the tripod. Then suddenly the denbn was gone. The chanber was
still, with only the small flicker of flane and a hint of a foul odor to mark his presence.

"Up to the entrance,"” Handar said. "W can see how Wl | Balthazar strives after such a long rest."”

Al odar sprang for the spiral passageway, and the w zard narched after at a nore stately pace. In a
monment Al odar reached the slab, which was still cantilevered fromthe steep sides of the pinnacle.
Raci ng out onto it, he | ooked bel ow.

The canpfire flamed in a rai nbow of colors. The original three sprites had grown to a swarm of
lights that dove and clinbed anong perhaps a dozen of the smaller djinns. In the center of al
towered a giant, fromthe distance seenmingly as tall as Balthazar, hands on bony hi ps and head
ti pped back in a fiendish yell as the snaller devils danced about him

Suddenly lightning flashed. Deafening thunder cracked through the air. As Handar reached Al odar's
side, a small cloudlet forned over the blaze. A second flash struck the earth hi the midst of the
denons. As they scranbled away, a staccato burst of ramfell and doused the fire. In a ball of
orange flame, Balthazar appeared in the middl e of the snoul dering rocks and branches. Wt hout
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war ni ng, he snatched up two of the snmall denons, one in each hand, and dashed their heads together
in a spray of greenish pulp. Wth seem ng nonchal ance, he tore linb fromlifeless |inb and
scattered themairwards to vanish in puffs of snoke and fl ame.

The denon confronting Balthazar roared in challenge and waved his arnms in warning. A giant globule
of ice suddenly appeared between his hands; with a snap of his long arns he hurled it at his
opponent. Balthazar dropped the remains of his smaller brothers, turned, and caught the missile
agai nst his scaled shoulder. It burst into a thousand tiny shards and dashed to the ground,
hissing into steamwhen it touched the still glow ng enbers. Before the other denmon could attack
agai n, Balthazar stonped the ground. A fissure opened at his feet. It raced

across the clearing fromone fighter to the other. Froma snmall crack, it grewwder till it
spanned a full six feet and caused even the pinnacle to rock as the shockwaves spread fromthe
di st ur bance.

Bal t hazar' s opponent danced to one side and then the other as the jagged crack approached, but it
sped unerringly to him Wth a guttural yell, he fell into the abyss that opened under his feet.
Bal t hazar stonped the ground again; the earth closed as rapidly as it had split asunder. No trace
was | eft of the denon, except for a few bubbles of green which oozed upwards fromthe crack that
mar ked the fissure's path.

The smal |l er denons and inps that had watched the battle suddenly began to scatter, but Balthazar
pursued each with relentless precision. He dispatched the sprites with a clap of bis hands. In a
few nmonents it was over and Balthazar streaked skywards to stand before Handar on the slab

"It is done, Balthazar," Handar said. "Transport us gently bel ow and then return whence you cane."

In a rush, Alodar felt hinself scooped up in a pillow of air and hurled down to the canpground
wi th breathtaking speed. Just when he thought that the denmon planned some revenge upon his master,
they canme to a gut-wenching halt and stood on the firm ground.

"Use the enbers,” Handar said. "It is enough to give you passageway back." Balthazar said not
anot her word but noved to the glowing remains of the drenched fire and wrapped his tail about him
He stepped upon one of the coals, still red-yellow, and vani shed from sight.

Al odar | ooked at Handar with a stunned expression on his face. The events he had just wi tnessed
were so far renoved from anything he had experienced that it was hard to believe they had
happened. The raw power of Balthazar pushed his own strivings into insignificance. He felt like a
smal | child, bew |l dered by the conplex world of adults manipulating their surroundings in a way he
coul d never hope to nmaster.

"It is cold,"” Haudar said, as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. "And | am hungry.
Repair your canp, and then we will talk."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN Possessi on by Design

ALODAR warmed his hands in front of the fire. The events of the past hour were slowy ebbing away.
He cl osed his eyes, but the vision no |longer cane. He was free of the enchantnent whi ch had drawn
himto the spire

He shook his head and | ooked across the flane at Handar, who was conpl acently pulling the renmains
of the neal out of his beard with a snmall conb. "Wy was | drawn here?" he asked at |ast. "For
what purpose did you sleep hi the tonb? How can denons of such great power cross unbidden into our
wor | d?"

“I't all will be explained in good time and proper fashion," Handar said, raising his hand to stop
the rush of questions. "But first | nust know nmore of your journey. Howis it that you and no

ot her broke the seal that awakened nme? And besi des the denpbns here, how does our world fare
el sewhere in interaction with thenf"

Al odar frowned with inpatience, then sighed when he saw Handar tilt up his chin and close his eyes
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to nere slits. "I am Al odar, suitor to the queen of Procolon," he said. "And | am here as a result
of my quest for her hand." He paused and let his thoughts tumble back into order. "Fromthe
dungeons of Iron Fist, to the depths of the Furmus Mountains, to the inner sanctums of the Cycloid
GQuild, through the enchantnment of the sorcerer's eye, | have striven to aid her cause better than
any other."

"For a nere queen?" Handar asked.

"For the respect of all men, for a parade of triunmph through the streets of Anbrosia, for the
glory of the sagas, for a reason for existing." Al odar flushed as the feelings flooded back
through him He breathed deeply, savoring the taste of his goal. "But each step along the way | ed
only to the next, the pronmi se of sone greater marvel to turn the eyes of the fair |lady. Now arm es
fromthe south

and west sweep into the heart of Procolon. If only I could find the neans to swell the ranks of
the nonmads around her banner and defeat the denon-led hordes which oppose her!"”

Al odar stopped and blinked. "Balthazar," be exclaimed. "Wth his might and the others you could
muster, we could rid the warriors who oppose the queen of the fiendish influence which drives
them O nore easily convince Gak and the other chieftains to join in the fair |lady's cause. My
quest goes onward. It was right to divert our trek southwards so that | could visit this tower. A
powerful w zard is just what the fair |ady needs in the struggle for her kingdom"

Al odar halted again and | ooked at Handar through narrowed eyes. "But | nust adnmit | viewthe
prospect with mxed feelings,” he said at last. "My efforts before have benefited others as much
as they have aided ne. Vendora would |ook to reward the wi zard who did the deed rather than the
messenger who brought him"

"Then do you wish to turn aside what aid I mght offer,"” Handar asked, "and continue your petty
struggl e on your own?"

Al odar was silent for a nonment nore. He thought of the sprite with its boils and rashes, of the
pl easures he was able to resist only with intense pain, of the raw power of Balthazar and the
other djinns. Already he had seen and experienced too nuch of what denonkind could do. He nodded
slowy with decision and | ooked Handar in the eye. "The denons nust be exorcised from our world.
No natter who gets the credit."

Handar returned Alodar's stare. He lightly touched his fingertips together in front of his chest.
"It is well that you answered as you did," he said, "for any other would have neant that your
guest was for naught."

Al odar raised his eyebrows with surprise but Handar continued. "It would be ny doomif | sumobned
Bal t hazar to satisfy my every whim Each tinme we contest, he learns nmore of nmy will, of ny
weaknesses and petty failings, ny irritations, desires, and fears. If | persisted one tine too
many, it is he who would be the naster and | the slave. It well may be that | nust call upon him
again before the struggle is finished, but it will be only when he is desperately needed and not
bef ore.

jsfor will | appear before this queen of yours juggling inps in nmy hands |like sone jester. | ama
wi zard and know better than to dissipate foolishly the power of ny craft You need not fear for the
effect of ny art on the heart of this lady. It was for a nmuch graver reason that | was laid to
rest.”

Handar col | apsed his pal ms together and brought his thunbs up to his chin. "You nention building
an arny," he said, "and using wizardry to aid in persuasion. | think that it wuld be a good
enough first test. Listen well and I will instruct you on the workings of my craft.”

"You offer to teach ne how to deal with djinns such as Balthazar?" Al odar asked.

"One as mighty as he will cone later," Handar said. "For the noment, summoning a sprite or two
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shoul d suffice to build your confidence and probably inpress this queen as well."

"But why?" Al odar asked. "You pile one nystery on top of another."

"Why?" Handar echoed, stiffening into an erect posture. "It is not for a wizard to answer why. He
does as he chooses, as he wills things to be. | elect to tell you of nmy craft now Mre will cone
when | judge you worthy to receive it."

Al odar shrugged and settled into a confortable position. Handar waited several nonents nore in
silence and then rose.

"What you saw transpire in this clearing tonight was an exercise in one of the fundanental |aws of
wi zardry," he said. "The law of ubiquity. Or stated in sinple terns, 'fire perneates all.* It is
by fire and fire alone that a bridge or gateway is formed between the denon world and ours. It is
through fire that they cone to us. The sinple blaze of a fallen log is enough to furni sh passage
for the nost feeble anong them such as tiny inps and will-0'-the-wi sps. Their presence is

harml ess, even though an annoyance and surrounded by nuch fol kl ore and basel ess superstition. Any
man with a whit of courage can bend themto his will and nake t hem behave. The powerful denbns
requi re nore exotic means of access. Fire of a natural kind will not do. Exotic plants, woods, and
even rarer substances such as rock nust burn to make the conditions right."

"Then what | surm sed was true
djinns to pass through."

Al odar said. "The | ess powerful opened the way for the greater

"Yes," Handar agreed. "But if it were as sinple as that, then long ago this world woul d have been
overrun with denonki nd. There would not be wi zards enough to westle with all that m ght appear
But hi the scheme of things, although flame is necessary, it is not sufficient. Except for an
irritating inmp or two, none of the denons have free access, even though a path nay be open. The
flame nakes a channel where there was none before, but all resistance is not overcone. The greater
the denon's power, the greater in proportion is the barrier which inpedes him A sprite, devil or
djinn of any strength nmust nmake contact with a human mnd and be pulled across the friction that
remai ns. Indeed, all of the so-called craft of wizardry is concerned with just one thing, the
establishing of a |ink between the two worlds, of making the contact of minds that allows the
denon to cone forth. Once the connection has been nade, the resistance vani shes and what happens
next is governed by the second |law, the |aw of dichotony."

"But there were no wizards pulling the sprites and djinns through,"” Al odar objected. "Once the
flane was established, they came of their own wll."

"OF that | will speak later," Handar said. "But first the |law of dichotony, or sinply stated,

' dom nance or subnission.' There is no nmiddle ground. Once the denon has been called forth, then
who controls whomis determined solely by a contest of wills. If the wizard is strong -enough, he
will dominate and the denon, at |east for the particular conjuring, will be his to command. If the
man falters and the demon wrests nmastery fromhim then he beconmes the pawn of the other world, a
warl| ock, a mere toy to strut and twi st about as it suits their eerie anusenent."

Handar suddenly raised his palns and stopped. "And that is all there is to the craft," he said.
"No words of power, fornulas, rituals or chants handed down from nmaster to pupil ?" Al odar asked.

"Only which flanes are appropriate for which denon," Handar replied. "And that is just so that the
foolish do not attenpt beyond what they are capable. But such

know edge is peripheral to nastery of the craft. The essence is the will to resist, to remain
free, to preserve one's spirit. And this central core of w zardry cannot be taught, only
experienced. "

"But the power | saw your creature unleash," Alodar said. "Wth such as he to aid you, no ki ngdom
could resist."”
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"It is as | have said," Handar replied. "The nore powerful the denobn, the stronger is his will and
the greater risk there is of subm ssion rather than domi nation. And there is sonehow a flaw in

t hose who seek skill in wi zardry and perhaps in nost nen as well. A flaw that |eads us to
tenptation al nost without fail. As we practice our art and sunmon again and again the |esser
denmons which we can easily bend to our will, we grow tired of their supplications, their flattery,

their benpaning of the small tasks that are placed upon them W reach out and try to bring forth
a devil of nore power, to test our strength against himand to nmeasure our acconplishments agai nst
our peers who strive as well. And as the sagas show, one by one, the daring craftsmen of wizardry
eventual ly attenpt what is beyond their reach and pass fromfree nen to be the tools of those whom
they wished to control. To be a wi zard is no casual undertaking, though the preparation for it is
small. And to be a great one requires character as strong as any hero in the sagas, a wll
unbending to the tenptations that demonkind will offer along the way."

"And you, Handar?" Al odar asked.

"If | were strong enough, if w zardry al one were great enough, then there would have been no need
for my long sleep of waiting for sonmeone to cone."

Al odar trudged up the pass in silence, the stiffness of his wounds al nost conpl etely gone. Except
for nore detail on how to probe through the flanme, Handar stubbornly chose to say no nore about
hi s background or any of the other puzzling questions. Mdst of the norning had passed while Al odar
gave an account of his adventures starting with the siege of Iron Fist over a year ago. Al along
the trail hack to the neadow, the wi zard's only conents had been an occasi onal grunt or

i ntrospective smle.

Al odar | ooked down fromthe pass and saw that little

had changed since his departure the day before. The goatskin huts of Gak's tribesnmen stil
clustered near the base of the nountain. Further out in the grasses, the collection of nomads who
were pledged to Vendora's banner huddl ed around a scattering of small fires, preparing a m dday
meal . Between the two canps, one isolated group stood apart fromall the rest. Al odar squinted at
a pole thrust into the ground there and saw a crude banner with the colors of the queen

"They still parley," Al odar said over his shoul der as Handar clinbed the |ast few paces to his
si de. Handar nodded wordl essly and started down the slope. In a quarter of an hour they wal ked
into the small canp.

Al odar could tell as he | ooked into the dozen or so faces staring his way that conversation had
stopped several mnutes before their final approach. Grak, other chieftains, the suitors, G engor
and Aeriel sat in an informal circle around a single fire. Al odar sought the face of the queen and
shouted his greeting. "I bring powerful resources and fresh hope for the fair lady. The w zard
Handar, and great are the denons at his conmand."

A buzz of conversation started around the group. Grak conferred with two of his nomads sitting
nearby and the other suitors exchanged gl ances anong thensel ves. "You return at a nost propitious
time, master," Grengor said. "Three of G ak's subchieftains have experienced enough of Basil's
show of genms and Feston's words of plunder to want to join our cause. If you can aid in convincing
the fourth, the one with the long unruly mane, then | amsure that chieftain will follow"

"We talk in terns of carats of ruby and ounces of soft gold,"” Basil said. "A tale fromthese
hi ghl ands, even a w zard's, carries no weight conpared to these. Return your hermt to wherever
you found himand |l et his inps scavenge his exi stence as before."

Handar turned to face Basil. H s eyes sparked and the nuscles in his face hardened. H's stare
bored into the apothecary. Basil hesitated for a nonent. Before he coul d speak agai n, Handar
| ooked away and scanned the rest of the group

"I ama true w zard," he announced slowy, "not sonme carnival attraction. A w zard fromthe tinme
of the sagas, when even kings would wal k behind. And | have heard
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of Bandar's possession, of the sprites deep within the fissures of the Funus Mountains, and of the

djinns who stunt the trees, kill the game, and make the wi nds how around the spire to the east.
It is not by chance that all of these events crowd together. No, they are deeply related. Shall
return to ny hernitage, as you call it, or do you wish to hear instead of the doom which hovers

over you like a block of granite suspended froma cotton thread?"

"If you speak of Denpntooth, then we will hear your words," Gak said. "It is but a half day away,
unlike all the battles of glory many weeks march to the south.”

The nonmads grunted their acqui escence and all of the others were silent. Handar's lips curved into
a smile. "Perhaps not the ponp and circunstance to which |I am accustoned,"” he said, "but until you
know better it wll suffice.”

He paused, then continued. "Despite the decay which has apparently rotted ny craft, you nust al
know at | east a glinmrer of how it works, of the flanme that is necessary to formthe pathway
between the worlds, of the resistance which prevents the nost powerful denons from appearing here
of their own choice. But do you know as well that with each passage into our world, the resistance
is slightly lowered? Less effort is required to bring the next denon of the sanme strength across.
When one returns, the barrier increases by a like amount. If the contacts are sporadic in space
and tine, the situation remains relatively static and no great harmis done. But concerted effort
to flood us with dermonkind could cause the barriers to fall, so that nore powerful djinns could
reach out and touch our minds with sinpler flames. And as nore cone forth, the hurdl e becones

| ower still."

Aeriel frowned. "But such a process is unstable,"” she said. "Eventually, denons of inconceivable
m ght could vent their great power as they willed."

"The potential has been present fromnman's distant nenories," Handar agreed, nodding his head,

"But so | ong as denonkind viewed our intrusions and sunmons as a nminor irritation from another
world, then it did not matter. The mighty devils soon tire of —and destroy—the few foolish nen who
challenge them But if for sone reason, by logic that only their fiendish mnds could fol-

|l ow, a demon prince came to covet our world and !"]-« hearts and nminds that dwelled within it,
then our peril would be great indeed. And if a prince did desire such a conquest, how woul d he
proceed?"

Handar paused and noted with satisfaction the upturned faces and backs hunched forward, "W cannot
know for sure, of course, but it is plausible he would act as follows. First he would wait unti

in the random course of human events the craft of w zardry sagged into a nadir of petty
exhibitions and traveling entertai nnents. Wthout great wi zards to interpret what was happening,
hi s designs woul d proceed undi scovered and unchecked for far |onger than otherw se possible. He
woul d direct his mnions to act towards a comopn goal, once they succeeded in dom nating the fools
who dared too nuch. Rather than strutting these warl ocks as com c puppets to be used and then

di scarded, the djinns would force their actions to be Iike nornmal nmen. And then, as these slaves
nmoved anong us unsuspected, there would conme a tine when a group of themwould be alone with a man
with some mlitary power, perhaps an outland baron with few guards to subdue. After a hearty neal
in front of a roaring hearth to keep out the cold, they would seize himand hold his head toward
the flame and force his eyelids open until they had another subjugation. O perhaps in a dungeon
wi t hout food or hope until the will to resist weakened. | do not know the details; they are

uni nmportant."

"Bandor," Aeriel interjected. "Fromthe beginning his possession was nost puzzling."

"From what Al odar has expl ai ned, he was probably the first of the ones who did not dabble,"” Handar
replied. "Wth his peerage, the denons had control of the beginnings of an arny. Far nore
important, it nmeant that there was opportunity for trusting |ieutenants, neighboring barons, and

captured opponents to be tricked and forced into subnissions as well. And with each look into the
flame and transferral, the resistance weakened, so that nore could come. Mdre denons to direct the
growi ng chaos of war, to conquer greater fiefdons, to bring still nore into bondage. Under the

gui se of a nortal struggle, the denon power would grow from baronies to kingdonms and eventual |y
t he whole world."
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"But how do you know?" Duncan protested. "It is a pretty theory and nothing nore."

"Yes," Feston joined in. "Except for the talk of the sorcerers, we would not even suspect that the
revolt in the west is nmore than the well-understood actions of anbitious

nen.
"Arebellion that swelled froma single barony to ally

the entire west?" Handar replied. "And one that fights with such ferocity that you cannot put it
down? Kingdons to the south who have squabbl ed anong t hensel ves for centuries suddenly uniting and
thrusting at Procol on together? A resistance so weak that not only sprites but djinns of true
power appear unsummoned about the base of the spire? These events are not random chance. W are
faced with possession by design. There is nore than the fate of the ruling class of Procolon at

st ake. "

"But if what you say is true,’
such power ?"

Aeriel asked, rising to her feet, "what can we possibly do agai nst

Handar patted his fingertips together. "W can at |east hope to defeat themin battle. Not all of
the nmen are denon-possessed, only the leaders. If we can crush the forces which march agai nst
Procol on and either slay or free the ones possessed, the resistance will return to its forner
values. Then it will be only inmps with which we will have to deal. Once on our guard, we nay be
able to resist until the prince behind the attack | oses interest and turns his attention to other
wor | ds. "

"But that is no less than what we already strive for," Basil cried. "W hope to convince enough of
these rough barbarians to the fair lady's cause so that we can crush the insurrection, as you say.
Procol on's regular arnmy battles Bandor in the west. Wth enough additional swords, we will also
halt the thrust fromthe south. Denon plot or none, our course of action is the sane."

"If you could inagine the fate which will be ours if we fail," Handar said, "then you would not be
so glib about what it is for which we will fight. Now they control only a few, but in the end it
woul d be each and every one of us a sJave. And for what perverted delights we would be the pawns,

| cannot say. To shear off our own fingers and toes one by one, to |abor for years to pound our
towers and walls into fine sand, to float for eternities with no

sight, touch or sound, to hack | oved ones into pulp. The horrors they press upon the poor warl ocks
when they are bored can be only a small glimrer of what would be."

Handar halted and a heavy silence fell on themall. Al odar saw G engor and Duncan squirm as they
i magi ned their own private hells. Aerie! bit her lip in pensive thought. Vendora stared at the
sl ow y heaving chest of Gak the barbarian.

Grak broke the silence as he rose. "It is well enough for you | oW anders to be so clear as to what
you must do. But for my tribesmen, we have heard first a day of soft prom ses and now words of
fear. W have had the devils anmong us for ages and they have given us no bother, so long as we
stay clear."

"The denpns will seek you out," Handar prom sed. "They will concentrate first on the | ow ands
where there are nore to possess, true. But eventually there will be no place in these nobuntains in
whi ch you can hide."

G ak stared down at Handar for a long tinme in silence. "You claimto be a great w zard," he said
at last. "Show ne sone of your craft so that | may verify the truth of what you say."

Handar returned Grak's stare with his chin extended. "I have said | ama w zard," he replied, "and
that is sufficient. As to the power of ny craft, Al odar can denonstrate enough to nmake you
trenble."

Grak's nostrils flared. "I have seen inps enough in my tinme not to fear their irritations. Wrk
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your spell, and we will see if | judge it to be great w zardry."

Al odar | ooked quickly at the scowing face of the barbarian. Handar's nmanner had given G ak an
insult that could not be put aside easily. And it would be uncertain that this first effort in
conjuring would be startling enough to i npress the proud nonmad. Another tack was called for if he
was to be convinced. Al odar | ooked at the sub-chief scratching his head to Gak's left. Wthout

t hi nki ng, he reached down and rubbed the latest flea bite on his leg; then his eyes brightened
with an idea.

"There are nore products fromthe | abor of w zardry than just fear,'
| provide sonething that should benefit your tribe far nore."

Al odar said. "Rest easy while

Al odar knelt to the ground and rummaged through his pack. He withdrew a few clusters of pine
needl es

and the roots froma painted daisy. He placed themin

rough stone bow by the fire. Fromthe carcass of a freshly killed hare he dripped the fats and
juices until the plants were covered. Into a w cker basket he scooped sonme ashes fromthe
snoul dering fire.

"Al'l of this is unnecessary," Handar objected. "For a sinple inp, you need only comon flane."

"I amready now," Alodar said. "The rest is for what will come after." He | ooked once nore at
Grak, breathed deeply, and turned his attention to the fire. As Handar had instructed, he let his
eyes decouple and drift out of focus.

The yell ow and gold blurred together. Wde-eyed, Al odar felt the fascination of the dancing flane
tendrils, the lure to probe the nysteries that |ay beyond. He clinched his fists and willed his
presence forward, past the incandescent sheen, into the very heart of the blaze.

Al odar stared and his sense of time nelted away. Unlike the effort of sorcery he felt no

di sconfort, no pain and gaggi ng nausea to overcone. He envisioned the pathway as a great pipe
connecting one world with the other, a vertical shaft with a tough, translucent nenbrane stretched
across its throat, preventing transfer. He concentrated on building his will, making it stronger
constructing a huge wei ght, pressing against the barrier to break the resistance and al |l ow
passage. The nenbrane tw sted, sagged and stretched out of shape so that it finally ripped and
fail ed.

He concentrated upon wishing the tattered remains of the barrier away. For a nonent, nothing
happened; then his nind exploded with the feeling of a dozen gentle pricklings. In a rush, he
sensed a dozen nore. Boiling balls of consciousness whirled in confusion, each one subtly

distinctive, diving at his thoughts and snatching themaway. "d adril," he thundered al oud, as the
identity of one sprang to nmind. "I have work for you, sprite of the water. Until | am done, your
will is mne."

The presence of the other inps i mediately wi nked away. Al odar felt only one skittering around in
his head. Hi s conversations with Handar and the experience with the sprite on the trail gave him
confidence, and he projected resolve as hard as steel. "Come forth, dadril,"” he said. "I conmmand
you to my bidding."

Instantly the air above the fire fissured with a sharp

crack. In a tiny cloud of steamy vapor, Alodar saw thick, horny wi ngs and the ends of spindly and
hairy |l egs. He heard gasps and grunts of surprise in those about himbut he ignored the
di stracti on.

"You have chosen an inp of no mean power," a voice squeaked fromthe mst. "Either submit or |et
me return. You interact further at your peril."

"Silence," A odar ordered. "There is no time for you to exercise your feeble desires. | fell the
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pul sing of your will and know | can crush it to nothingness in an instant." He grabbed the wi cker
basket and held it above the stone bow . "Quickly now, hot water to | each the ashes.”

Wthout further protest, the cloud zooned to hover above Al odar's outstretched hand. Wth a bri ef
flash of light and a tiny pop of thunder, steamy rain fell into the basket and then trickled
through to the bow bel ow.

"Enough," Al odar said after a few nonents. "Now to the bowl and boil the brew together. Use your
Wi ngs to beat the ingredients into a fine emulsion."

"But the ness will stick to ny hairs. | will be a nortal year in cleaning it all off."
"To the deed," Al odar grow ed.

Li ke a dense fog the inp settled into the bow. A nobst instantly, the container filled to the brim
with an oily water. Bubbles formed around the edges, and then a violent frothing churned in the

m ddl e. Above the bubbling, Al odar heard the high pitched buzz of the sprite's wings as the inp
stirred the m xture together

"And now cool the broth and dunp it on the sub-chieftain's head," Al odar said as he pointed to the
one with the shaggy mane. "And when you are done, rinse it clean with clear cold water."

"Atask more to ny liking." The inp |aughed as he shook hinmself free of the lather. Gasping the
bowl with all four Iinbs he chuckled as he bore it into the air and poured the contents on the
bar bari an's head.

"Now the rinse," Alodar said, "and then | conmmand you to be gone."
A second rainfall washed the |lather free. Wthout another word, the inp popped fromview.
"A petty trick," the subchieftain growed. "Is this what you call the great power of w zardry?"

"As | said," Alodar replied, "the value of the craft lies

not only in fear. Wth the aid of the sprite, | brewed a lo-tioo of alcheny. You head shoul d be
free of fleas for at least a fortnight."

The nonmad started and then cautiously raised a hand to bis head. He ran his fingers through his
hair. "There is no nore itch," he said slowy.

Vendora rose and wal ked to Grak's side. "It has a nice scent,"
you who could benefit fromit as well."

she said. "There are others anong

"Sweetbalm ny lady, there is no time to worry about the control of vermn
must get on with the task of assenmbling an arnmy for the south.”

" Feston grunbled. "W

Vendora turned to the warrior, frowning in irritation. "Yes, yes, | know, Feston. And through it
all | unfailingly nust continue to play the part of the queen." She | ooked at G ak, standing
silently with his face an unreadabl e nask, and then turned to Al odar. "And so you prove your worth
once again. No doubt, with these inps we can scout ahead to see what other tribes He in our path.
And produce nore gifts of enticement. Wth your help we nay then cross the border w th perhaps
even two thousand fighters."

"It is as the fair lady says," Al odar replied. At Iron Fist and the shore of the sea, his spirits
had soared when she gave himher attention, but this tine her manner nade hi muneasy. He studied
her beauty, still dazzlingly apparent through unkenpt hair and soiled gowmn. He glanced at Aerie
and then back to the queen. Yet the logic of what she said was firm enough.

"Then the only issue remaining is the decision of Gak the chieftain," Vendora continued, turning
her attention away. She ran the back of her hand down the nonad's arm "W have tarried a day and
of fered you nuch. Do not the rewards of journeying with us outweigh the risks?"
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Grak glanced back at his subordinate. He stooped down and rubbed some of the soap between his
fingers. He stood again and faced the queen. "And you journey to the cities of the south with
these hal fnen of yours?"

"l do."

Grak held the soap to his nose, then cast it aside with a grunt. He | ooked deeply into her eyes.
"And also with the tribesnmen of Gak," he said at |ast.

CHAPTER TWENTY The Second Quest

ALODAR nudged his mount forward in a slow wal k down the dusty street. Aeriel and Handar foll owed
on either side- Grak reined a huge gelding with his right hand and gui ded Vendora's pony with his
left. Grengor and the other suitors brought up the rear

*'| hope that Bardina is |arge enough to house a decent bath or two," Aeriel said. "The fair |ady
is not the only one who has becone rather testy fromsuch a | ong journey."

G engor rubbed at the dirt caked to his stubble of beard. "Yes, to that |I fully agree. The
barbari an horde nay prefer to canp outside the wall, but ny back has had enough of sleeping on the
hard ground. "

"We can stay but a short while," Gak said, |ooking unconfortably at the building fronts which
pressed in fromeither side. "The farm ands around will not |ong provide neat for nearly two
t housand nmouths, and rm people have little taste for your grains."

Vendora ran a hand down the | ength of her gown. 'There is tinme enough for a change of clothes and
to have ny tresses properly done," she decided. "After all, if a proud chieftain finally agrees to
soap hinself, it is a fair return.”

"And now that we are back across the border into your realm'' Basil said, "we will learn as well
how fare our forces to the south."

"More inportant than that,"” Handar added, "we will see firsthand how | ow the barrier between the
wor | ds has becone. Even if we are far fromthe battles where possession is forced, there will be
changes that we cannot help but notice. It is like a rock dropped onto a tightly

stretched bl anket. The maxi mum depression is where it falls, but the effect is felt even at the
edges. "

Al odar did not join in the conversation. In silence, he nulled over the events of the past weeks.
The recruiting had gone according to his expectations. Wth a cloud of speedy inps, they had found
all the tribes within a reasonabl e distance of their southward trek. Between Basil's gens,
Feston's proni se of steel weapons fromthe slain, Gak's endorsenents, and his own healing sal ves
all had been won to the cause. Along with the tale of the enchanted warrior, the nonmads now

whi spered of his great w zardry, of how inps had bl own the nobsquitoes and gnats away, fused broken
stonewar e together, and pressed streanbed nud into hard sl ate.

Al odar watched the activity of the street as they noved al ong, and the contrast with his nenta

i mage j ogged himout of bis reverie. The I ow buildings on either side crowded cl ose, |eaving
passage barely a coach wi de. Though it was m dday, few of the townspeople journeyed outdoors and
those marked their passage with sullen jow s and squinting eyes.

Vendora's troops reined up in the town square, scarcely

wi der than the road on which they had cone. It was deserted. Al odar cupped his hands to his nouth
to shout out their arrival. "Attend onto the fair |ady. The queen of Procol on honors Bardina.
Attend her and receive her regal presence.”

Hi s words echoed off the walls. For a long nmonment, no one stirred. Then gradually, in twos and
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threes, the townspeopl e began to appear in the doorways of the buildings and narrow all eys

bet ween. They shuffled into the square in silence, formng a thin Iine that surrounded the roya
party. Al odar | ooked rapidly about at the faces which confronted him In sone were apprehension
and even a hint of fear, hi others hate gl owered out of piercing eyes. In none was the excitenent
that shoul d acconpany a visit of the queen

The square filled, pressing in on them "The fair |ady," someone cried out. "She has conme to
deliver us at last."

"I't cannot be she," another yelled. "This handful of men matters for little. It is nore like
another witch sent to torment us further."

"My fair lady, set free my daughter. Possessed she is

Dot." An old wonan in coarse tatters pressed agai nst Duncan with arns outstretched to the queen
The magi ci an pushed her back and the crowd responded with a buzz of anger

"They are denons. Deal with them now before they can infest our townfolk further." Mre shouts
hurl ed upward and the agitation grew. Three figures in an alleyway struggled with a fourth. Wth a
final shove, they pushed himto fall through the crowd to the horses' feet.

"Anot her of your kind," a gruff voice called out as the group joined the rear of the throng. "Take
hi m when you depart. Bardina is his honme no nore."

The man staggered to his feet and absently ran one hand down the side of a tattered cloak, caked
with mud and decay. He squinted through swollen eyes past a tangle of |ong black hair that
streaked across a nearly bald crown. Bits of noldy food clotted a mangy beard. Slack jow s hung
fromwhat once nust have been a full and fleshy face.

Vendora | eaned forward in her saddle, instinctively snoothing her own hair into place. "And what
manner of visitation is this?" she asked in annoyance. "An official delegation to apol ogize for
the treatnent thus far accorded nmy presence? Speak ruffian, what nmessage have you for us?"

The man did not heed the queen but stood with hands stiffly at his sides and eyes staring straight
ahead. "Sandacar," he nmunbled at |ast. "Sandacar, ny master Sandacar, wll provide for ne."

"Periac!" Al odar exclained in sudden recognition. Handar di smounted, wal ked forward, and gently
pl aced his pal munder Periac's chin, |ooking himdeeply in the eyes. "His will, his being, his

essence, they are gone," he said. "This enpty hulk is animate only when his denon master abides
anong us."

Vendora wat ched as Periac spasnodically thrust a hand to his face and pulled free a tangle of nud
and hair. The queen shuddered and turned in her saddle. "Tell themto take himaway. Such display
is nost unfit for my presence."’

The runbling increased. Feston stood in his stirrups, arnms outstretched and notioned for silence
"You speak nost rashly," he shouted. "Know that it is the fair |ady,

indeed. Only her forgiving spirit stands between you and the sw ft vengeance of our swords. Do her
the proper honor or suffer the just consequences."

More shouts of anger hurled fromthe crowd. In a confusion of arns, they jostled one another for
roomin the crowded square. One man stunbled and fell. The others quickly tranpled over him
rai sing clenched fists.

"Honor to the fair lady," Feston blasted again as he tried to keep his bal ance while his nount
banged against its skitterish conrades. Before he could say nore, a rock whizzed overhead and the
tumul t i ncreased.

Al odar | ooked again at the swayi ng thaumaturge. He scanned the crowd that was slowy creeping

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (178 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%20-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agics,%20The.txt
closer to Aeriel and the queen. He grimaced and nade his decision

"Enough of this nmob, Grengor. W will have to attend to Periac later. Let us nove to safer
ground," he comanded as he started his horse forward.

Suddenly the townsmen exploded in hatred. Two nore rocks hurled by and then a third crashed
painfully into Alodar's shoulder. Wth a piercing shout, the nob converged, pushing the ones in
front under the horses' hooves and scranbling upon their backs to pull the riders down.

Arnms fromall sides reached up to grab at Alodar's reins. He heard Vendora scream behi nd hi m and
turned to see Basil's horse rear and toss himto the ground. Gak pulled his sword and sl ashed at
two who | eaped upwards. Duncan jostled about on his saddle as he tried to activate his sphere.

G engor and Feston kneed their mounts forward into the crowd, nmaking roomto draw and defend

t hensel ves.

Al odar turned his horse to the side, out of the clutches of the nen on the left; imediately three
fromthe right surged forward to attack with bare hands. The tallest sprang upwards and grabbed

Al odar about the waist. As he grappled to disengage, he felt his leg pulled free fromthe stirrup

and painfully wenched by another. Wth a crash, he fell to the street, barely ducking his head to
avoi d the nervous stonp of Aeriel's riderless horse.

Two of Alodar's assailants fell on top, pinning himto the pavement. A third raked his nails
across Al odar's cheek. Al odar arched his back, freeing his left arm and drove an el bow sharply
into the groin of the one astride

his chest. The man rolled off and Al odar brought his knees suddenly upward, lifting the second
fromthe ground. As the townsman fought for bal ance on one | eg, Al odar kicked savagely and
propelled himinto the forest of horse |egs trompi ng whatever was underfoot,

Al odar rolled aside, missing a kick by the third attacker. G abbing at an enpty stirrup, he pulled
hinself to his feet. He gl anced about quickly, just barely able to see over the rise and fall of
the horses' backs as they reared. Everyone was down in the confusion of the square.

"Handar," he called, "assist the fair lady." He danced aside from his antagonists as they stunbl ed
forward, pushed from behind by others trying to join the fray. He ducked beneath a horse's neck
and stepped over a body which lay spraw ed in his way.

Al odar shoul dered past a knot of intertwi ned nen, each trying to bring the others to the ground.
He el bowed a man with an uprai sed rock on the left and drove a hard blow into the face of another
He vaulted up onto a horse's back and then down on the other side, stumbling over a bl ack-robed
figure as he | anded.

"Handar!'' he shouted as he struggled to turn the wizard over. "W need a devil to aid our cause
Suggest one | should seek."

The wizard's eyes rolled in his head but then | ocked on Alodar's face. "No, you nust not," he said
thickly. "You nust deal with the townsnmen instead. In ny sleeve —the snall candles. Toss them
skyward one at a tine but do not |ook as you do so."

Al odar puzzled at the commands but did as he was instructed. He groped in Handar's clothing and
retrieved a flint and three small tapers, dimy glistening in the sunlight and strangely heavy to
the touch. The first instantly ignited froma small spark. Alodar hurled it high in the air.

He ducked his head and shut his eyes. Suddenly, even through closed lids, everything flashed

pai nfully white. The random hubbub of the nob ceased, replaced by shrieks of surprise. Al odar felt
the crowd give way around him He lofted the second candle, this tine burying his bend in his
arns. A vyell nore piercing than the first acconpanied the flash, and Al odar could hear footfalls

stunmbling away fromthe periphery of the square. He threw the third candle. The retreat turned
into a stanpede. Mire rapidly than they had rushed forward, the townsnmen tranpled one another as
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they sped away, yelling about denmons who tormented themstillL

"It is what we call sunfire," Handar yelled over the screans of the departing nmob. "W use it to
summon certain fire sprites when sinpler flames will not do. Your sight will return in a noment.
Rest patiently and all will be well."

Al odar stood up slowy and soot hed one of the horses. He saw Aeriel staggering to her feet. She
bore a few scratches and sone torn clothing but was apparently unhurt. Vendora and the rest were
either sitting or struggling upwards. Except for the party of the queen, the square was deserted.
Even Periac was not to be seen.

"The townsmen were quite startled by the fireworks," Handar said. "It probably will be sone while
before they gather sufficient courage to try us again."

"But what caused themto act so?" Duncan asked. "It is no |less than treason agai nst the queen."

"And Periac, a naster thaumaturge," Al odar wondered. "He woul d know better than to traffic with

such great risks."

"No less is to be expected when denons freely walk the land," Handar said. "Wen only will-0'-the-
wi sps could cone of their own volition and wi zards sought the rest, there was sone neasure of
control. But with a sprite in every bush, the perils and tenptations are too great. Either the
comon craftsman i s possessed by his encounter or, if he achieves dom nation, he cannot resist
using the power for his own petty ends. And if the concentration of denons is as strong as | now
fear, then we have little enough tinme to prevent the conplete disaster." He stopped and | ooked
into one of the alleyways. "Wth what G engor has caught, we will get the confirmation."

Al odar turned in the direction Handar indicated and saw the nmari ne draggi ng a scream ng youth by
the scruff of his neck back to the feet of the wi zard.

"1 never doubted the identity of the fair lady," the boy sobbed. "I never doubted it. Let nme go to
join ny brothers. Let me go. | hurl no rocks into your mdst."

"Control yourself so that you speak properly to a wi zard," Handar ordered. "W seek infornmation
about what has transpired in Bardina and the rest of Procolon.”

As Grengor released his grip, the youth nodded and shifted to one knee to bow to the queen. "M
fair lady," he stammered. Aeriel nodded encouragenent and the boy started again with a rush

"It was barely a nmonth ago that all this began. Keltic's daughter had a spat with another |ass
down the road and woke the next norning with her conely face covered with pox blisters that would
not heal. The cows in the herds nearest the east went dry and the hens would lay no | onger. The
peddl ers who trudged fromBardina to Gay-nmill and back woul d di sappear for weeks. Wen they
returned, they had eyes of madnmen and tongues that none could understand. And then in this very
square, one of the nerchant wives ripped the shawl from another to expose a little inp riding near
the base of the neck and working his mschief on whonever he passed.

"You witch!' the first exclained. 'So this is how ny Hentor's eye is nade to wander. Well it is
only just that you are dealt with in kind.' And the next norning the second was struck dunmb within
the confines of her own well-guarded house. It did not take long for the curse to be full upon us
after that. The smallest slight was dealt with in nost cruel fashion; revenge answered revenge as
more and nore trafficked with denmonki nd.

"And those who did not |ash out, those in fear of what was happeni ng around them they becane
unreasoni ng avengers seeing evi! wherever they | ooked. On the slightest pretext, many were trapped
and slain, some protesting their innocence to the end. Al conmmerce stopped and we becanme no nore
t han rovi ng bands, suspicious of one another and always tenpted to use denonpower to protect us
fromeach other. And we have no news fromthe south. No one ventures anynore from Bardi na and no
one dares step foot within the city walls.

"My nother, even she . The boy shuddered and then shut his eyes. His voice trailed off and be
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said no nore.

"I't will be the sane in every town and haml et of the kingdom" Handar told the queen. "Part of the
citizenry possessed, part tenporarily donminating sprites until their

wills falter as well, and the rest guided only by suspicion and terror. As nore and nore are
coerced in the battles with Bandor, far w der does the influence of denobnkind spread throughout
the land. "

The wi zard shook his head. "It is even worse than | feared, although our first efforts nmust be the
sane. First to the south to defeat the forces of the petty kingdons and exorci se those denons that
we can. And then to the west to add to the forces trying to route Bandor from his stronghol ds. But
fromwhat | have seen and can infer, even ten times our nunber may not be enough."

Al odar released the cinch and renoved the saddle fromthe horse's back. He |ooked into Aeriel's
eyes and read the sane weary resignation. For the last tw days the neaning of Bardina had slowy
sunk in and wei ghed t hem down.

At the very least, they had all |ooked forward to a rest fromthe trail, a return to famliar and
confortabl e surroundi ngs, decent food after a nonth of rabbit neat.

But Handar had said that all of the towns would be the same. Wherever there was a concentration of
manki nd, the denbns woul d al so be. The queen's party had to continue as before, foraging fromthe
countryside, taking all livestock fromeach farmthey chanced upon, trying to ignore the sullen
faces, driving like exiles rather than the royal party of a queen in her own realm

And behind the | oss of conforts, the depressing isolation, the hostility of the plundered

subj ects, the bickering of the free-spirited nonads, was the true neani ng of what they had seen. A
quarter of the popul ati on was denon-possessed; the rest had turned into snarling nobs. Periac, a
mast er thaumaturge, rotted away in some hidden hol e, undiscovered despite Alodar's careful search
And with each day, nore denons poured across the bridge between the two worlds.

A sudden commoti on behi nd Al odar spun hi maround and he | ooked up the sl ope. They were encanpi ng
on a gentle rise, with the nonads scattered into rough groups of fifty. The ridgeline to the south
cut off their view Now over the crest appeared two of the marines, whipping their flagging

poni es.

They raced across the inclines, splattering foamfromtheir nounts. Wth a swirl of dust, they
savagely reined to halt in the mddl e of the canp and called for the queen

Al odar crowded around with, the rest and heard the gasping report, "Banners of Procolon, no nore
than an hour's march away. But hotly pursued by a far larger force. They are in retreat and
sundown will find themin our mdst."

Al odar ran to the ridge and | ooked across the broad valley on the other side. The | and di pped to
the bed of a small, neandering streamand then rose to a crestline slightly higher than the one on
whi ch he stood. Long-stemmed grass rippled in a gentle breeze. Here and theie domes of bare rock
poked through the cover. An occasional glint of sunlight reflected off the streamas it sluggishly
trickled to the east.

The opposing ridgeline was silent and bare. Except for the stubble of grass nothing noved. Al odar
sank to the ground as Vendora and her followers arrived and clustered about. Her crude banner was
thrust into the soft earth and fluttered in the quickening afternoon breeze.

Eventually a snall cluster on horseback cane into sight, followed by precisely fornmed, squares of
men on foot. As they splashed across the stream additional groups appeared, nore ragged than the
first—partially filled squares, wavering oblongs and chaotic clusters that seened to stagger and
lurch rather than hold to a definite direction. Finally in the rear, craftsmen whi pped horses
pul I i ng overl oaded wagons, and nen with backs piled high with fanm |y possessions tugged at the
gowns of wonen staggering under the load of small children. Isolated individuals zi gzagged back
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and forth in a daze. In a ragged wave they tunbled down the slope, straining to keep up with the
warriors in front.

As the | ast stragglers forded the stream the horsenen trotted up to where Al odar stood. Wth an
armdangling at his side, the | eader slowy disnmunted and threw back his casque. The face was
gaunt and deeply lined, and the eyes glistened with pain, but Al odar recognized the bristly
noust ache and bul ky frane.

"Cedric!" he cried, "Cedric, what luck to see you here and in service to the fair lady!"

The war mast er nodded back to Al odar and stiffly ap-

oroached the queen. He grabbed (he offered banner fromthe nan behind and placed it at her feet.
"The volunteers of Anbrosia," he announced. "And a few units of the arnmy of the west as well."

Al odar | ooked at the men who formed a line a respectable pace behind. Hi s eyes wi dened as he saw
whi te-haired nmen and spindly youths far younger than he was. Another two thousand—but they | ooked
ready to drop

"Your fame is still remenbered, warmaster," Vendora said. "And no doubt it aided you well in
recruiting a mlitia to ny cause." She paused and | ooked at the haggard faces staring back. "But
why a forced march northwards? You could have aided in the siege or waited in Anbrosia until we
arrived for our offensive to the south.”

"There is no longer a siege to conduct in the west,** Cedric answered. "Bandor burst through the
lines which tried to hold him"

"I npossi bl e!l" Feston shouted above the sudden chorus of voices. "Bandor and his allies were in a
vice-like grip. He was to be crushed for his inmpudent rebellion—not our efforts against him
abandoned. "

" Abandoned they were not," Cedric replied. "But with each day, Bandor grew stronger, sending forth
nmore sallies, wecking the engines of war, capturing nore of the disheartened besiegers. Wole
conmpani es of men, nobles and warriors alike, changed their allegiances, joining the force which
seened to burst out of the west with denonic power. The three squares which marched with ne are
all that are left. Even those | had to persuade back into fornmation as they fled in panic before
the very gates of Anbrosia."

"And the kingdons to the south?" Basil asked. "How deeply have they penetrated into our heartl and?
How nmany | eagues between them and the royal pal ace?"

"The arnmies have linked," Cedric answered. "Bandor and the others pursue us together."
"But if you are so far north," Duncan asked, "what of the defense of Anbrosia?"

"There is no Anbrosia to defend,"” Cedric said wearily. "Procolon has fallen, nmy fair |ady. Your
forces and mine are all that remain." He stopped and | ooked at the setting sun. "They are at our
heel s and we no | onger have

the strength to run. Tonorrow there will be a final battle and it will be here.”

Wth a wave of his good arm Cedric pointed back across the valley. As if on a paynmaster's cue, a
Iine of nmen appeared on the other crest, their energetic step in om nous unison. The vanguard
halted on the ridgeline and spread out into the distance on either side. As Al odar and the others
wat ched, nore and nore clinbed to join them filling in the gaps and piling up behind. In the

qui ckeni ng darkness, they nerged into a solid wall, shoulder to shoul der and many rows deep

In the very center of the line, huge stones were dropped from a wagon and shaped into a ring. A
small fire sprang to life, and a dim blue-green flame twinkled in the twilight. Druns began to
sound, |eading an unearthly chant. The warriors jabbed their swords into the sky. Mndlessly they
gestured and roared, flaunting their freshness at the end of the day.
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Al odar | ooked up and down the line as it stretched before him uniformy thick and extending
farther than he cared to i magi ne. He | ooked back over the royal forces and tried to visualize them
strung out thinly to meet the next day's charge

He and the others were silent with shock as they watched the scene fade into the night. The line
of men dissolved into the darkness, but dancing |ights nmarked where they stood. An occasi onal beat
of lum nescent wings fluttered in their nmidst, and soft but spinetingling | aughter wafted across
the vall ey.

Al odar recalled his longing for battle before entering Bardina and felt it dash to splinters
agai nst the hard strength of what he had seen. He followed the flittering of inp glow and sniled
ruefully at his hopes, of tipping the balance with the control of a single denon

He shuddered as the final reality hit him Tonorrow, outnunbered, by how nmany he could not tell
they nmust defeat those denon-driven, scream ng hordes, or it would all be over. There would be no
fab: lady, no Procolon, no Anbrosia. Al would be swept away and replace by horrors that even
Handar had difficulty describing.

Vendora stood speechl ess, her face a tight mask and her fists clenched at her sides. Grak placed a
hand on her

shoulder. "So this is the battle for which we will receive our great rewards,"” he growed. "It is
nmore likely that our will see few of us again.”

om Vendora blinked and her eyes w dened as she | ooked up
at the nomad.

"No, I will not abandon you," Grak promised. "It is not for the pretty rocks or shields of shiny
steel that | have pledged ny sword to your aid. We will see tonorrow through, no matter what the
consequences. "

"And after a neal for nmy weary nen, we will plan,” Cedric said. "They will attack at dawn and we
nmust be depl oyed as best we can."

Handar | ooked at Al odar in the darkness, his eyes glowing. He sighed. "I wi sh that there had been
nmore tinme. W might have had a better chance.”

Al odar raised his eyebrows as Aeriel approached and she | aughed sel f-consciously. "Vendora has
decreed that our council tonight be held as a proper court,"” she said "So after a hurried neal |
did what | could to clean ny tunic and wash ny hair." She whirled for his inspection and patted a
hand to her hip. "Yes, even the magi c dagger. Sonehow Basil nanaged to carry two with him

t hroughout the entire trek. He presented one to the queen, and she insisted that | display mne."

Al odar nodded and acconpanied her to the fire pit where the advisors were assenbling. The noon was
nearly gone, and the yellow flanes sil houetted the closest figures in harsh shadows. He | ooked
around the group and saw Cedric resting confortably, the Iines of pain in his face softened into
creases of fatigue. The vat of sweetbal m Al odar had brewed with ingredients scavenged fromthe

ref ugees was not the best; but there was enough so that each of the warnaster's men received sone
share He saw Cedric nod his head slowy as he listened to Grak explaining the nunmbers and weapons
of his nen While he talked the nomad pul |l ed unconfortably at a silken shirt enbroidered with
metallic threads that sparkled in the firelight. Cearly nore than will owbark had been requis-
tioned fromthe fleeing subjects of the queen

"The fair lady," Grengor announced, rising to his feet and pointing to the periphery of
illumnation. Qut of the

shadows Vendora sl ow y approached, wal king in synchro-nization to a silent pronmenade. She wore a
gown of gold, and her hair was pushed high, held in place by jeweled conbs. She snmiled as she
slowy sat in a chair roughly constructed froma wagon's planki ng. She notioned the assenbl age to
rest as well.
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"The hours till dawn are few enough," Feston nuttered. "I hope, ny fair lady, that you do not
intend to start with the ritual proclamations.”

"I amstill the queen of Procolon, if only for one nore night," Vendora said. "AH shall be

conducted with the proper decorum”

Feston frowned but said no nore. For a noment a heavy silence hung on themall. "There is very
little to discuss,"” Cedric said at last. "W are too few to have nmany options. My nen wth mai
will take the center and Grak and his nonmads will formon either side. The horses we have nust
guard both flanks and try to prevent an envel opnent."

"And while you hold themat bay, there may be tine to slip away," Basil suggested. "W shoul d be
able to bribe enough silence for a safe hiding place."

"Wth ny sphere, the nunber acconpanying need not be |arge," Duncan added. "Consider carefully, ny
fair lady, the choices you have left."

"We are pledged to fight for this woman, one and all,"” Gak growed. "To slink away is to cast
asi de one's honor."

"Do not be swayed, my fair lady, by the folly of the sagas,"” Basil said. "The fate of nost of
those assenbl ed here may be determined, it is true. But for one with personal resources, the
result need not be so clear."

"The sphere wards off denmons as well as nortal blows," Duncan rem nded the queen

"Duncan, you are not the only suitor to whom| can turn for aid," Vendora said. "In fact | have
decided today to increase ny options further." She stopped and swept her arm across the circle.
"Stand up, Grak, and receive the congratul ati ons of your peers."

The nonad rose stiffly and placed his hands behind his hack, glowering at the | ooks cast his way.

"For what deed this time?" Aeriel asked. "Are not four suitors enough to play one agai nst the
ot her ?"

"I could justify it as a reward for assenbling ny barbarian arny," Vendora replied.

"But that is favoritismeven nore blatant than at lron Fist," Aeriel said. "It is not because of

his aid al one that we have gathered as many as we have."

"I could say for assenbling nmy arny,
so, and that is reason enough."

Vendora repeated, "but | will not. It is because | want it

A rash of whispers shot around the circle but Vendora ignored them and continued. "You cannot
fault the role of queen that | have played. My father taught ne in fine detail how to bal ance the
conmpeting factions and to wi n i ndependent power to ny cause. But | ama wonman as well as a queen
Not all of ny choices will be nmade because they suit the purposes of the state."

"But your beauty is renowned throughout the kingdom ny fair |lady," Duncan protested. "W suitors
pursue you as well as the dignity of the crown."

"Ch | know you would eye ne even if | were a wench in a tavern." Vendora smled. "But wthout the
glitter of the throne, how many gens or nagic spheres would you offer ny way? Grak pledged to
Vendora the wonman, and for that he would have the sane reward if he alone canme to nmy banner. After
tonorrow it may no longer matter; you will not suffer for the one night he is your equal."

"Qur fate cannot be as certain as all that," Aeriel cried. "Surely fight or flight are not al

that we can consider. Handar, | do not believe you slept only to warn us of what we would finally
di scover of our own accord. What el se can we do besides stand firmand wave our swords until we
are swept away?"

"Yes, there is another hope," Handar said as he rose slowy and stepped to the center of the
circle near the fire. "Another chance, less direct but one that we nust take as well."
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He | ooked around the group and saw everyone waiting for himto continue. "Years ago when it was
deci ded that one day what we see about us indeed could cone to pass, the great w zards pl anned
what nust be our defense. Qur hope would not lie in struggling with the m schievous inps, the
devils of power, or even the great denons. No,

we nust strike instead at the capstone. W nust subjugate the very prince who plots agai nst us and
bend himto our will to trouble us no nore. Only with one such as he working for our good fortune
rather than against it could we ensure that our peril was gone. Directed by his hunan nmaster to
turn his attention el sewhere, he would bring his minions home and | ook to other worlds to satisfy
his lust for conquest. And even though the barriers subsequently mght fall again, he would be
bound to prevent any free transfer.”

"But a denon prince, one nore powerful than Balthazar," Al odar protested. "Has any w zard ever
tried to undertake such a task?"

"No, such a conjuring has never been attenpted," Handar replied. "And for two conpelling reasons.
The first is the flane; the prince can be sumoned only by the burning of a netal extracted and
purified from many substances which are nearly its twin. From no common earth does it cone. And as
far as I know, only one quantity of sufficient size has been refined by the nost painstaking

al chemst's art."

"Then where is it now?" Al odar asked. "Back in your spire?"
"No." Handar smiled. "Mich nearer than that. Here, Al odar, let nme see the sorcerer's eye,"

Al odar reached into his pouch and handed the wi zard the nearly forgotten orb. H's eyes w dened
with surprise as Handar suddenly snatched it away and hurled it to the ground. The sphere hit a
rock with a crash and shattered into a nyriad of tiny jagged pieces. The eye was gone and Handar
st ooped and picked up a single crystal of shining metal hidden in its interior.

For a nonent Al odar was silent, studying first the remains of the sphere he had struggled so hard
to obtain and then the gl eanmi ng beauty Handar held between thunb and forefinger. "But if you knew
that it was there all along, why wait until nowto bring it forth? Wen | awakened you at the
tower, why did you not summon the denon prince at once and be done with it?"

"As | have said," Handar continued, "No such conjuring has ever been attenpted. | am anong the
best of nmy craft, but Balthazar is the limt of what | can hope to

master. For one such as the denon prince, no nortal w zard would have the strength to inpress his
domi nati on

upon
him"

"Then what is this hope of which you speak?" Grengor asked. "If none can subdue this mighty denon,
then we are left with nothing but to struggle with blade and shield."

"No wi zard, | said," Handar replied. "One armed only with the powers of ny craft, no matter how
skillful, would have no chance to succeed. Therefore we consulted with masters of the other arts,
an event nost unheard of. But thaumaturge, al chem st, nmagician, sorcerer—they all agreed that none
of their arts singly applied could fare any better than mne. The one to confront the denon prince
woul d need proficiencies far greater, far nore enconpassing than any of those in a single craft.
He woul d need to be an archinmage, the master of all the arts."

"But even if such a wonder existed," G engor persisted, "would even he be enough?"

"l do not know," Handar said. "But by logic, there is nothing nore potent that a nortal could try.
We know t hat know edge of one of the arts is insufficient. But yet this one spark of hope is
there. Even though each art would fail by itself, perhaps, if used together by soneone versed hi
themall, the effect of the whole night be greater than the sumof the parts.”
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Handar stuffed the crystal into a pocket and then touched his fingertips together and rested his
thunbs on his chest. "And so we, the great w zards, nmade our plan on this prem se. W began by
building Iron Fist, the fortress of the far west. Geat effort was spent in raising its |ong,
smooth walls. Miuch thought was given to the design of its passageways and m ghty keep. Many denons
were pressed into the labor of its construction. Wen the trigger was conplete, we set them upon
thensel ves until they all were destroyed.™

"The trigger?" Feston interrupted. "I was at the fall of Iron Fist but saw nothing of what you
speak. "

"The trigger was the castle itself," Handar said. "After we had finished the other tasks of our
plan we went to sleep in the tower to the north. And so long as the interaction with denmonki nd was
random we woul d sl unber on. Awakeni ng—Ay awakeni ng—was not to conme unti

preci pitated by the desires of the denon prince for our world. Wen the prince finally directed
his attention to us, his first act would be to attack our tower. He could not penetrate our
protective shield so he acted instead to ensure that no nortal woul d awaken us either

"And after the passage of tinme had sealed us away fromother nmen with taboo and superstition, his
interest then naturally focused on the structure for which we had | avished so nmuch care, the
nmghty fortress built by the wi zards he was unable to reach. He could not but think that sone
great secret of our craft |lay sonewhere hidden within its protective walls. And so, after
isolating us hi the north, he directed the sack of Iron Fist to |l earn what we nust have hi dden
there. That attack started the sequence of events that resulted in my awakeni ng and the

cul mi nation of our defense as well."

"None coul d fathom why Bandor chose to raze the castle rather than fortify it for his own." Feston

nodded his head. "But you speak of a man of great skill to |lead the defense. Ask and you will hear
of my prowess hi that fall, how | saved the queen froma dire fate and becane suitor for her
hand. "

"Ah, skill in arms. Mst conmendable,"” Handar said. "But was it by that skill that you nade your

escape with the treasures that were hidden there?"

"Way no, it was not so," Aeriel interjected before Feston could speak again. "It was Al odar who
solved the riddle of the colum and the well. It was he who found the passage that |let us reach
the cool air of the hills "beyond."

"Most clever for you to solve the riddle, Alodar." Handar smled. "But then, cunning is the nmark
of the nmaster thaumaturge.”

He patted his fingertips together and then put his hands behind his back. Like a lecturer before a
group of apprentices, he slowy circled the fire with his chin bent down to his chest. "But there
was nmore buried in Iron Fist than just a means of escape. As we returned fromny tower, Al odar
told me that he carried away a scrap of paper with a single formula, nost arcane. A formula that
was used to probe the secrets of the Funus Mountains."

"And not by the novice alone," Basil interrupted. "My nminion Rendrac pitted his great bul k agai nst
t he heat of

t hose furnaces. He brought forth a treasure the |likes of which man has not hitherto seen. It was
pl edged to the queen to provide the nmeans by which she night finance her struggles.” He drew his
dagger and waved it about. "And for ny great generosity | amher suitor as nuch as any nobl eborn.”

"I have heard of Rendrac's fate," Handar continued. "Wth ointnent applied thickly, he braved the
nmountains, only to die a suffocating death in the end. And with no ointnent, the treasure could
not be reached. Only by pushing onward agai nst great pain could one hope to return with both orbs
of magic and his life. But then, perseverance is the touchstone of the naster alchem st."

"I't may have been w zardry which placed the spheres in the nountains,"” Duncan said. "But it was ny
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magi ¢ whi ch conpl eted the sphere of protection, proof against man and denon alike. Wat greater
gift could one give a queen in exchange for marriage vows."

"Yes, magic and wi zardry nixed," Handar adnmitted. "A source of heat, |asting forever, to keep the
| ava bubbling in its basin of solid rock. And the two inconplete spheres placed by a fire denmon hi
the bowel s of the mountain. Two spheres, not one, and subtly different. Wen conpl eted by
tradition the results are the sane. Wth a different ritual perforned with precision, however, one
becones instead a sorcerer's eye." Handar shrugged. "But then, precision is the essence of the
master magician. It was the eye that led Alodar to ne and conpleted the chain for which Iron Fist
was the trigger."

"Kelric showed great bravery in unlocking its power," Gengor said. "Even though he died with the
badge of a suitor, he knew that he willed his own death by attenpting to use it"

"Great courage indeed." Handar nodded. "But which was greater? Wio anbng you subnmitted to | ook
into the eye when it opened? It is one thing to resign yourself to death but quite another to
accept an uncertain fate which my be even worse. But then, bravery is the heart of the nmster
sorcerer. And through it all, who ran the entire gauntlet of tests, refusing to succunb to the
events which threatened to doninate hin®"

Handar stopped and turned to face Alodar. "But then, strength of will is the quintessence of the
master wizard.

Yes, our plan enconpassed nore than the nmechani smfo our awakeni ng. They included as well the
means by which we would find and test the one who possessed the inherent capabilities to nmaster
all the arts. The Iid of nmy coffin was not pushed aside by a random nmessenger. It was done by the
one whom we sought."

Al odar blinked. For a nonent, he was speechless. "I have faced these trials as you say," he said

at last. "But | do not know of what you speak. | sought only the hand of the queen."

"Yes, ny lad," Handar replied. "Mst certainly you noved forward from endeavor to endeavor with
some other goal in mnd. But the first quest is but the shadow of the second. It is for nore than
a single kingdomthat you are here. Al else is the pettiness of dull history and not the fabric
of the sages."

"But | could have faltered along the way,"
step, what then of your plan to save us?"

Al odar protested. "Had | not acted correctly at each

"To defeat the demon prince, the need is for the archi-mage," Handar said. "No less will do. Not
one who clains to know all the crafts, not one who is willing to |l earn them But one who possesses
the attributes that nake a great master of themall. W had to take the risk that soneone capable

of being the conplete nmaster would be present at Iron Fist when it fell,"

"But in no craft am| master, let alone five," A odar protested. "l studied thaumaturgy for a few
years, alcheny for half of one nore. Wth each art nmy know edge and experience is |ess than the
one before. | have controlled a few sinple inps and exorcised one or two nore. Yet | would fear

Bal t hazar or the tower denpns, |et alone their master."

"It is not their power on which you should dwell,"” Handar said. "That is as they would wish. It is
their will that nust be your focus, independent of how they nmani pul ate the natural elenents at
their disposal. Such is the way with Balthazar and with the prince as well."

The wi zard paused and then continued slowy. "I understand sonme of what you feel, but events have
proceeded all too quickly. I could wish to see you develop nore fully in ny craft, to build the
confidence needed before you were distracted by the task for which you

were grooned. But tonorrow precludes such an option. And master in the arts or not, we have no
ot her candidate. You are the best that nortal nmen at this junction can offer.™

Al odar | ooked around the circle, his nmouth suddenly dry. He saw all eyes staring his way awaiting
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his decision. He felt a touch on his armand turned his head to see Aeriel at his side. Nunb with
the wei ght of what was asked of him he | ooked at Vendora and thought of how hard he had struggl ed
for the prize of possessing her. He ran his tongue across his |lips and visualized his dream of the
triunphant march of the hero. He brushed his hand by his side and then suddenly | ooked across at
Cedri c.

The warmaster returned his stare, cool and steady, "I said to wear the sword so that it did honor
to us both," Cedric said. *'| have no cause to wish it back."

Al odar gl anced at Aeriel standing quietly beside him only dimy aware of the pain her grip sent
through his arm He | ooked back at the wi zard and read the truth of all that Handar had said.

"Is it so certain that | alone have wal ked this path for you?" Al odar asked.
Handar nodded silently.

Al odar filled his lungs with a rush of air. "It is not for this that | have quested," he said.
"But | have offered nmy life once already and that was nmerely for a queen. How can | sacrifice |ess
for what you ask?"

"It is as | knew you would say." Handar tossed Al odar the crystal of netal.

"But when and how should | use it?" Al odar asked. "Now, just before the attack, during the battle,
or only if all seens irretrievably |ost?"

Handar slow y shook his head. "That is for the archi-nage to decide," he said softly.

PART SI X

The Archi nage

CO

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE Master Tinmes Five

"THAT shoul d be enough curing,"” Al odar said as he dropped the fornul a-laden scrap to the ground.
The potter grunted and slowed the spin of his wheel to a halt. Al odar peered into the |arge
barrel. Guided by overhead torchlight, he scooped out the last of the small, dripping

punmi cestones. He felt the rubbery coating that had been flung against the inner walls of the
barrel and nodded with satisfaction at its dryness.

Pressing all that goldenrod for the nilky sap had taken tine, and he had been forced to try four
times for the desiccation to activate properly twice. But otherw se these crude potato barrels
woul d not be watertight.

"Put it on the wagon with the other," he said, "and take them down to the streamto be filled.
Grengor has a party building a damand will sound alarmif anything stirs on the other crest."

The potter waved his understandi ng, and Al odar pushed the details fromhis mnd. H's thoughts
raced forward to the next task to be perforned in the little time renmmi ning before dawn. After the
council had broken up, he had tal ked with Handar for another hour about what to expect when he
tried to conjure the denon prince. Each question had led to two nore; when the w zard finally
broke of f, Al odar was no nore sure of his course of action than when he began. But he coul d not
tolerate the frustration of waiting and plunged into a whirlwi nd of activities, manipulating the
things that he coul d understand, seeking ways to conbine the virtues of the five arts, to scrape
toget her the neager resources at hand into potent weapons for the battle. The bog illusion was
prepared and the denon for the barrels nust wait unti

the proper tine. Wuat next could be done with the bits of board and netal that renmained in the
canmp?
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"I did not expect to find you still about." Handar's voice cut through Alodar's reverie. "Let the
t haumat urges and al chemi sts anong the refugees handle these tasks. If anyone is to get his rest
tonight, it should be you."

"l cannot stand idly by while others rush forward for our cause arnmed only with their swords,"
Al odar protested. "I have spent the evening fornmulating a nmeans by which we can match the I ength
of their line to ours." He waved at the departing potter. "And sonething to halt the ones that

ni ght break through.”

"I al so have been busy," the wi zard said. "On the wings of djinns, |I returned to the tower. |

awoke two sl eeping conrades fromtonbs |like my own. Their power is not as great as mine but it
will be used tonorrow. More than Balthazar will be wenched fromhis study of other worlds to
struggl e agai nst his brethren."

"These other places?" Al odar asked. "Several tinmes you have nentioned them Wat have they to do
with us?"

"Though | have never seen one," Handar answered, "the denons speak of many worlds parallel to
theirs, sone in fact inhabited by nen |like ourselves. And on sone of these the crafts by which nmen
lifted thenselves from savagery are different fromthose we use here. There the five arts have
fallen into disrepute, their principles forgotten or distorted, their place taken by other skills
simlar in nature but guided by different laws. The truth of thaumaturgy remain only in a few
inperfectly renmenbered spells; instead, a huge edifice of conplex postul ates has been erected to
explain the nature of space and tine. Inpatient with the uncertain success of al cheny, they
replaced it with another art. The beautiful symretries of mmgic becane a thing unto thensel ves,
synbol s to be mani pul ated and arrayed, their underlying significance lost. The skill of the
sorcerer to enchant fell away, and the practitioners concentrated i nstead on small changes in
character of those with whomthey dealt. And whol e popul ati ons cope with devils and inps by
turning their backs on them and dismissing their existence as primtive superstition. Places such
as these are not threatened by denonkind, or if so, care little for the consequences of the
interaction. And perhaps this indifference is what

draws the prince's attention to us. | do not know | only can hope that you will find the neans to
turn it in another direction.”

"There will be little tinme for another neal tonorrow," a second voice, brittle with strain,
interrupted the conversation. Al odar turned to see Aeriel approach fromup the slope. She thrust a
still-steanmi ng piece of fow into his hand. Her face was tight, and she avoi ded his gl ance and

| onered her head, Al odar frowned and gently placed his fingertip under her chin. He raised her
face to his and saw tears sparkling hi the corners of her eyes.

The wi zard cleared his throat. "I will attend to the others of ny craft,” he rmunbl ed and
di sappeared into the darkness.

"Do not grieve yet," Alodar said after a nonent. "Handar and the others will aid our cause. And
when the tinme conmes | will also be ready."

Aeri el opened her mouth to speak but then stopped and sighed uncertainly. "My tears are not for
what may happen at the worst,"” she told himsoftly. "If that is to be our fate, then we will share
it. It is the possibility of victory on which | ponder. And | am troubl ed about how | truly fee
about it."

"But if we win the battle, it will nmean the war as well," Al odar assured her. "All denobns gone,
and the ones they control restored to their former dispositions.”

"Yes, | understand the aftermath either way," Aeriel said. "Just as | knew how you woul d respond
when Handar presented you with the decision. | adnire you for that, Al odar, and wi sh you to find
the sane strength in me."

Al odar blinked and tried to understand the neaning of her words. "Adnmiration is too tane a
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description for what | feel for you, Aeriel. And the support you have given the queen is second to
no ot her."

"But do you not see?" Aeriel cried. "If you finish the second quest, you succeed in the first

al so. You will have saved Procol on, you al one, and no one can deny it Ven-dora can have no ot her
choice but to select you above all the others. Craftsman and peer alike will demand it. There wll
be no nore need to play one against the other for nonentary gain. And so, either way, | wll be

the I oser. What follows defeat | do not w sh upon anyone, and yet, if we win, the result for ne
will be no different”

Al odar sucked in his breath. Part of his mnd wanted to pull away and deny Aeriel's logic, the
| ogi c he knew had al so deeply troubled his own thoughts. He | ooked into her tear-filled eyes, and
his throat grew tight. "Your bol dness exceeds even ny own," he whi spered.

Aeriel paused and then continued nmore slowy. "On the royal barge | stated that ny goal was to
serve the queen, to see that she finally selected the mate that woul d make her ki ngdom secure. And
so | have done, acting unselfishly to advance your banner because you seened the nobst worthy. But
through it all, my own feelings becane harder and harder to push aside."

Aeri el again ducked her head. "In the nountains to the north you expressed what your feelings
woul d be if you did not quest for the queen. And so long as the pursuit continued and did not
reach for its climax, it was enough. But the events have conpressed too quickly. They transcend
the struggle for a single kingdom Now there can no uncertainty about Procolon's future if you
pass one final test. And so, even though everyone el se makes their individual sacrifices to aid
our comon cause, mne | cannot give freely. Here aml, a lady of the royal court, proud of ny
record of putting state before self. One who | ooked with disdain at those who maneuvered to
protect their own petty interests. But when | face ny own test, when | amcalled upon to part with
sonething that truly nmatters, | find that | fall short of nmy inmage of nyself. | hesitate;
falter. Other feelings are there and | cannot deny them |f one were to ask if | truly prefer a
victory tonmorrow, a victory that allows you finally to choose Vendora over all others ..."

Al odar's thoughts expl oded. Perhaps it was the fatigue, the uncertainty of what |ay ahead, the
pressure of keeping so many thoughts hidden, Aeriel's presence, the openness w th which she
reveal ed herself to him But regardl ess of the reasons he could suppress his feelings for her no
longer. Wth all the rest, like a sprite's dustdevil, they whirled in his mnind

It was her conpani onship he had enjoyed in all the wanderings to the north. If ever there was a
fair lady worthy of the quest of any of the heroes of the sagas, he thought, it was Aeriel and no
other. But the pursuit of Vendora, the battle, the confrontation with a prince of

denons, they all crowded in and tunbled together. He could not sort his feelings out and speak
with decision. But after tonight, he nmight never see her again, he thought dimy above the
confusion. They could not part until he told her sonething of what he felt.

He drew his free armaround her and pulled her to him "I know the fair lady for what she is," he
said softly, "it was not for her that | quested so nuch as for what she represented. And

understand as well the conflict that brings your tears. It can be no less storny than ny own. Many
times in nmy quest, | thought of you and what in the end success would mean. And each tinme, like a
timd magician, | would not conplete the ritual and drive ny thoughts to their conclusion. Instead

I bound themup and stuffed them away, selfishly taking all the warmh and confort of your
attention and deferring to | ater what the consequences m ght be,"

He paused and squeezed her tightly. "The sands have been cast, and the events of tonorrow wll
thunder to their resolution, regardl ess of our |ongings. But no matter what happens, Aeriel, |
want you to know this. You are not the only one who will | ose fromeither outcone.”

Aeri el sobbed once and then smiled through her tears. Hungrily her |ips sought his. Al odar stopped
his mental struggle and let his thoughts slide away in the heat of their passion. Tinme passed, but
he did not care. Finally they stood apart, |ooking deeply into each other's eyes.
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After a nmonent Al odar gl anced away and then with a snmile held up the piece of chicken that was
still tightly clutched in his hand. Aeriel |aughed, and the npbod suddenly was broken. The

ventil ated enotions evaporated away into the gloom Aeriel licked her |ips and then accepted the
offered bite. Wthout saying nore, they took turns shredding away pieces of neat fromthe bone.

"I amglad you came with the neal," Al odar said when they were done.

"And 1," Aeriel replied as she pulled the wi shbone apart fromthe rest. "A superstition that plays
no part in your crafts, I know But certainly a wish for good fortune could do us no harm™
Al odar nodded, and they snapped the bone. "I will carry the favor into battle," he said as they

carefully put the pieces away into their pockets. He | ooked to the east

and again drew her gently to him In silence they stood together, waiting for the first rays of
dawn.

Al odar's heart pounded to the beat of the druns. He | ooked quickly at the half circle of the sun
and then at the warriors already on the march towards them Under the brightening sky the fina
contingents of the queen noved into position. Because of Gengor's dam the neandering stream had
swollen into a long, shallow | ake. On the side nearest, Al odar saw the glint of sunlight from
Cedric's mlitia. Shoulder to shoulder, they stood behind a row of |ong pikes thrust into the soft
shoreline. Five rows deep, the warriors marked a contour of the valley, a spiny serpent of steel

a thousand feet long, silent and waiting.

Grak and his kinsmen spread out on both sides to extend the defense farther. Mich | ess densely
packed, the nomads formed narrow strings of |eather, each man refusing to hide behind anot her
Tucked just behind the last in line on the left, a small cavalry, |ed by Feston, pawed the ground.
O the twenty horses, only a dozen wore nail, another five were nere ponies. Their nervous snorts
fogged the cold nmorning ah-. Directly behind Cedric and in front of the knoll on which Al odar
stood, a score of archers finished stringing their bows and slowy testing the tensions. Alittle
to their left, Handar paced with two other bl ack-robed wi zards.

Al odar | ooked hastily about to ensure that all his preparations were ready. Hi s marines stood on
guard around a small semicircle pulled bare of grass and shrubbery. A cauldron of wax bubbl ed at
the center. A supply of nolds crudely pounded frompots and plates |ay near the thaumaturge
standi ng nearby. Two of the refugees, too old to swing a sword, but understanding well the
futility of further flight, beat a pile of willowbark into powder for the next batch of sweetbal m

Near Al odar's feet, a row of bottles, apparently enpty but all tightly corked, stood in a row. The
one on the left dangl ed above a fire in a pit, and the next was piled on all sides with gl owi ng
coals. Down the line, the intensity of the applied heat declined until the bottle on the farthest
ri ght bobbed hi a bucket of water fromthe icy stream At the end was a glove with the wist tied
around the snout of a bellows and the tips of the thunb and little finger neatly

clipped off. Farther away stood the wagon with the two barrels of water. Seven hobbl ed horses, the
wor st of Vendora's scavenged | ot, nmunched on the grass nearby.

Al odar | ooked to the crest behind and saw all the rest gathered in small clunps to watch the

out come. The sun reflected brightly off Vendora's gown. At her side he could see Duncan squeezi ng
the pouch that contained his sphere. Basil kept |ooking over his shoulder as if he hoped to find a
refuge he had nmissed before. At the |last nonent, Alodar had sent Aeriel away to join them as he
wat ched, she reluctantly faded into the throng.

Al odar turned back to face in the direction of the druns. The cadence was sl ow and boom ng. Each

throb seened to intensify with hypnotic incessancy. On every beat, the troops of the rebellion

t ook anot her synchroni zed step down the incline. The sl ow march was deli berate, Al odar knew. The

final yell and haphazard rush would cone only after Vendora's defenders bad been given anple tine
to contenplate the nmight arrayed agai nst them
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They marched in rectangles three men deep and thirty wi de, each one marked by a | ong banner
hanging linply froma | ance that poked skyward. Only narrow gaps separated groups one from

anot her. But when Al odar |ooked to the left and right, he saw the air shinmer and the approaching
men seemto fade fromview Except for a narrow portion of the Iine about the sane | ength as that
of the royal forces, no nore of the huge arny that had reached the crest the night before was

vi si bl e.

"Even though we are outnunbered," Gengor said at Alodar's side, "if they do not choose to use
their superior forces to envelop us, we still have a chance. The center will hold, and the
savagery of Gak's kinsnen will be nore than a match for minds that are denon-doped.”

"They all nove against us," Alodar replied. "You see but part of the illusion that | amcasting in
order to nullify sone of the advantage. Last night Cedric and Grak agreed that it would be folly
to stretch our Iine to match their length. Densely clustered, we would stand no chance agai nst a
sweep of the flanks. They said that they needed to defend a pass rather than a plain. So with the
arts, | have attenpted to formone."

G engor winkled his brow and Al odar conti nued

"They came too |ate yesterday to get a clear view of the |land between us. |If we can convince them
that deep bogs lie on either side, they will conpress into the middle and trip over thenselves as
they try to jockey forward. The inp dadril carried water-filled jugs into the sky. He

periodi cally dunped them as he rose, thereby replacing their contents with the vapors of the
various | ayers. Upon return to earth, each jug was then subjected to fire and cold as you see at
my feet, and the sky above now bends the rays of light as | choose. The warriors coning down the
hill do not see the enpty plain to our right and left but a far wetter marsh we skirted in the
north."

"But shimering ah- alone will not bend themfromtheir instructed course,"” G engor objected

"And so the canphor was used to nake the solvent, inperfect as it was," A odar said. "Delivered by
the sprites into the path of the march, it has eaten at the grasses and rock for |ong enough that
nore than one bog-hole will result. For the rest, though you cannot hear them no |ess than a
dozen sirens caress their ears as they approach. And this tinme theh' song is not a neaningl ess
wai | but the word of sorcery as | have instructed themto say. Visions of cattails, rushes, sedge,
and m |l kweed will mix with the flickering air. By thenmselves, each part of the effect would be
insufficient, but together they will do what they nust."

Al odar smiled as he saw a bl ock of nmen enmerge fromthe haze and nove behind the |line that marched

wi t hout defl ection down the center. Another group appeared and then another. "If | had had a magic
sound box for the croak of the frog and buzz of the fly I could have used it as well. But no
matter, it seems to be working with what | have already done. W still have to face themall, but

at least not at the sane tine."

Suddenly the druns stopped. Wth a yell, Bandor's warriors flashed their swords and raced down the
remai ning portion of the hill. Scream ng unearthly warcries, they dashed into the water, tronping
up a fine spray with their passage. Sone |ost their balance and fell, but the ones behind ran over

them eyes gleam ng. The precisely fornmed rectangles pulled apart into ragged |ines and then
disintegrated entirely. In twos and threes, they staggered to dry land and flung t hensel ves at
Vendora' s defense

Al odar caught his breath with the first clang of sword on shield. He saw a nomad ni nmbly si destep
an awkward thrust and then slash downward on the exposed neck and shoul der that tunbled after
More warriors reached the line. Wth a shout of their own, Cedric's center and G ak's barbarians
met the attack. The noise of contact popped and groaned all along the line into the norning air
Al odar saw the mailed militia momentarily fall backwards fromthe shock but then stand firm and
cut down the first who reached them The nomads whirled their swords in great sw nging arcs and
| eaped forward to neet their foes knee deep in the water. The attackers fell |ike wheat before a
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scyt he.

Bef ore the nomads advanced farther, hastily barked commands pulled them back into a nore
disciplined Iine. Wth taunting swords, they awaited the next rush, which cane with far nore

caution. Bandor's troops reconsoli-dated into a wall, and the first row waded across to neet the
def enders. More bl ocks squeezed in behind but hesitated at the far side of the lake, unwilling to
stand in the cold water behind those who fought in front. Farther up the hill, other groups ducked

behind their shields as they cane within range of the hail of arrows. Al odar quickly surveyed the
entire line. For the nonent they had held the first charge.

Al odar let his breath out and then snapped his attention back to his own duties. "Quickly,
Grengor,"” he ordered. "Untether the horses that pull the wagon and get two nen al ongsi de the
barrels. | will tell you in a nonent where we will best need them™

"Qur proper place is down on the line with the rest, master," Gengor shot back. "I do not |ike
thi s meani ngl ess guard duty, The wounded who can walk will find this place well enough and the
t haumat urge and al chem sts can tend to the nmending as well as you."

"W cannot hold this position, forever," Al odar said. "W nust be ready for the breakthroughs
wherever they may cone. Do as | say. Your utility will be far greater.” Al odar did not wait for a
reply but swung his eyes to the small fire under the bottle on the left. In an instant, he wlled
his presence through the flanme. A sparkle of light, no bigger than a firefly, danced before him

"You nake a great error, nmaster," a tiny voice whined.

"Even the nost immature inp has powers which are great conmpared to m ne. Wy, since ny hatching,
only the wi zard Maxwell on another world has even bothered with nmy summoning. "

"Into the glove," Alodar ordered. "There is no time for wordy qui bble." He picked up the bell ows
and ran to the wagon. As he clinbed aboard, the spark of light foll owed and di sappeared into the
interior of the contraption in his hand.

"To what position?" G engor asked, slapping the reins against the horses' backs. "I would think
that the nomads on the east will nost need whatever help we can offer.”

"Cedric says that stopping the first penetration, no matter where it occurs, is npbst inportant,"”
Al odar replied. "No one can aggressively hold a line if he feels his backside threatened. And if
the eneny is halted once, they will be less bold a second tinme. Now silence, | nust concentrate on
where it will be."

Al odar | ooked back at the Iine. The battle surged forward and back. In the center, as nen fell on
either side, those behind noved up to fill in the gap. Cedric's forces buckled and bowed,
alternately retreating anong the pikes or pushing the attackers back into the |ake. The struggles
of the barbarians gradually diffused into an unstructured nel ee, each nomad fighting al one,

whi pping his sword in all directions in vengeance for his fallen conrades. Wth each passing

m nute, they thinned and weakened, but the confusion they caused on the other side was as great as
their own, and no advantage i nredi ately coul d be taken

For an instant Al odar grinmaced with distaste at what he woul d feel next, but then plunged into the
charm The prophecy would be for this place and only for nonents away; it should not be a severe
undert aki ng. He spoke the words quickly, too intent on what he nust do to notice greatly the
disconfort. In a monent it was done. Wth unblinking eyes, he scanned the future of the tunult.

The swirl of fighting blurred and then jerked back into focus. The turbul ence | ooked the same on
the left In the center, Cedric held firm although his line was far nore shallow. Al odar sl ewed
past the center but then halted and | ooked again. There on the boundary, between Cedric's mail and
Grak's barbarians on the right, the Iine sud-

denly ruptured and a nmass of yelling warriors streaned through

Al odar blinked back to the present. "To the west," he shouted, "and use the whip!" A wave of
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nausea rose fromhis stomach as the wagon |urched forward, but he paid no attention. Steadying
hinself with one hand, he reached for a deep-bow ed | adl e bounci ng on the wagonbed.

"Use the barrel in the rear first," he said to Mel ab, who rocked along at bis side. "Insert the
hose and prepare the plunger so we will be ready when we arrive,"

The marine put the round wooden Iid with the wi de rubber flange into the nouth of the barrel and
inserted one end of a hose into a snall hole near the center. He pressed tentatively on the
surface and a spray of water shot fromthe other end of the hose.

"One nore burst so | can fill the ladle," Al odar said, bending forward to catch the last of the
stream Wen the spoon was full, he flung the hose aside and cradled the sl oshing bow. They raced
past the archers nocking the last of their arrows and the w zards observing w thout apparent

enoti on. He | ooked back to the line and yelled for Grengor to stop. The |ast oscillations of the
wagon had barely faded away when, just as he had envisioned, four men fell side by side in near

uni son, and the attackers surged through

"Wet themall," Al odar yelled. Melab quickly bent his back to the barrel cover, and another narine
with the hose arched a geyser into the | eading edge of the warriors rushing their way. Al odar
| ooked quickly at the distance to be covered and then at the apparatus he still held in his hand

Whil e the mari nes washed the spray back and forth over the fighters as they charged, he carefully
set the ladle of water on the wagonbed. Then, inserting the thunb of the glove into the bow, he
bound the netal wheelrins as a heat sink and began to punp the bell ows.

Al odar saw the glove expand into a balloon and felt the jet of air escaping fromthe fingerhole of
his crude tee-junction strike his cheek. He cocked his head to the side to intercept the rush from
the other airstream burbling up through the water in the ladle. He | ooked up at the warriors

t hunderi ng towards them swords held high and eyes wide with blood lust. "Only the coldest to the

t hunbhol e," he yelled. "I do not care how warmthe other side becones."

"As you wi sh, master," the voice inside the gl ove squeaked, and the bubbling streamturned icy
cold. Alodar |ooked at the nmarines and saw the strain on their faces as they watched the approach
The fastest of the intruders sprinted forward and, with a yell of glee, |ocked his eyes on where
Al odar's unprotected form huddl ed on the wagon.

Al odar's legs strained to bolt away, but he held hinself firmand punped all the harder. He
cringed in anticipation of the dowmward sw nging bl ow but, as he did, felt a sudden resistance to
his i nward squeeze.

Al odar gl anced up and ducked to the side as the warrior pitched forward into the wagon, his arm

| ocked and his face in a puzzled stare. He | ooked back at the others who foll owed and saw t hem
fall to the ground one by one, mmcking the grotesque statues of the children's gane. He exam ned
the glove and found the finger frozen solid in the small block of ice that had fornmed in the

| adl e.

"A sinple matter of thaumaturgy,"” he explained to Melab as he rose. "And a denon who coul d
separate the hot air fromthe cold in order to freeze the small quantity that once was a part of a
| arger whole." He |ooked for a final time at what he had done. "The circles of mail are just the
right size to hold the water until it freezes into a solid coat. | witnessed the effect once
before, although it was with a caloric ointnent rather than common ice."

The squad of archers cane rushing up, and Al odar turned away, not caring to watch how they ensured
that the downed warriors would bother themno nore. He breathed deeply and tried to prepare

hi nself to recast the prophetic enchantment. But before he could act, a sudden shout fromthe west
caught his attention. At the very limt of Alodar's illusion, a troop of horsenen forded the
stream and turned towards the battle. Wth a trunpeteer's charge, they kicked their nounts into a
run and bore down on the flank. As Al odar watched, Feston wheeled his cavalry to neet the attack

For the better part of a mnute, the horsenen raced

over the tall grass. Feston surged to the front and, with
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his sword over his head, waved on the stragglers. The

troops rushed together with the sharp report of steel on

steel. Great jets of nmud and uprooted grass expl oded sky-ward fromthe inpact. The cries of nen
and horses in pain replaced the dull runble of the charge. The thin lines broke and dissolved into
small swirls of energy, ringing sword on shield and riders tunbling to the ground.

"They circled around the illusion on the far side," Al odar said. "And if on one flank, then why
not the other?" He whirled to the east and saw four horsenen crossing the stream downstream of
Grengor's dam Al odar | ooked back. Feston's troop was fully engaged, the archers busy with their
grueling task, and the line of warriors still pressed fromthe south. He thought of the inpact of
even four swords cutting into their thinly held flank. "They will nove too fast for this to work
again," he shouted to Grengor as he flung the bell ows aside. "Enough of the fancy craftwork. Back
to our post and the few horses that we have. There is no one else to stop them™

The wagon turned a slow circle and then bounced back to the clearing. Al odar sprang fromthe bed
and ran for one of the horses. He scooped up and sheathed his sword and then junped into the
saddl e. Wenching around the reins, he kneed his nmount into a gallop. The renai ni ng nmarines
abandoned their guard duty and foll owed.

Bandor's horsenen saw his troop com ng and veered from beari ng down on the nomads to neet the
charge. Both nmen and horses were heavily draped in nmail. The norning sun flashed angry reflections
fromthe polished surfaces of helnms caped with billow blue plumes. A long standard decorated with
Bandor's arnms fluttered froma staff on the | ead horseman's saddl e, Although the heavily nuscled
mounts raced rapidly forward, the nmen sat stiffly erect as if walking hi a procession

As they approached, each of the four reached to his side and spun a spiny balled nmace into the
air. Alodar drew his sword in response. Closing for the collision, he tried to recall Cedric's

i nstructions on how best to deal with the whirling weapon. He frowned as he studied their orbits
above the warrior's heads. They rotated so slowy that he could see the dodecahedral symretry of
t he spi kes.

He blinked and pul | ed back on the reins. "Magi c
weapons!" he shout ed. "Maces of crystal resonance. I
read of themin the library of the Guild. It is no wonder

they come with only four. Qur netal will do us no good."

He slowed to a trot, but two of his followers sped past and converged on the | eader from both
si des.

The mari nes swung their swords hi gh sinmultaneously, ainming at the warrior's exposed side and his
hand stiffly holding the reins. Wth a sudden jerk, the mace wenched out of its fiat trajectory
and smashed into the bl ades, one after the other. Sparks flew at the contact and netal shrieked in
protest as the surfaces grated together. One sword snapped at the hilt and sprang skyward. The

ot her broke nearer the middle, sending both halves spinning to the ground. Before either man could
recover, the nace dipped | ower on its second revolution, crashing into one narine's jaw and
hitting the other in the chest. Wth what sounded like the bursting of a bag of coins, the
ringlets of mail tinkled to the ground.

"Stop the swing. It is the only way," Al odar shouted. "Hanging linply, they have no power; but so
Il ong as they whirl we have no weapon to stand against them" He | ooked quickly about as the rest
of the nmarines sped forward to engage the others. He saw one innmedi ately knocked to the ground and
heard agai n the shriek of breaking netal.

The | eader did not turn to continue his attack on the marines as they rode past. He sighted on
Al odar and kneed his horse forward. The banner on the nmast at the rear of his saddl e snapped
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stiffly with the increased speed. Al odar's eyes flicked to the standard, and he saw what he nust
try. Gathering his resolution, he grabbed his reins with his teeth. Sheathing his sword, he

| oosened a small shield hung fromhis saddle and held it stiffly with both hands. Biting down on
the | eather, he hunched behind his protection and ainmed for the slowy revol ving ball

At the last instant before they collided, Alodar tilted the top of his shield backwards and ducked
even | ower underneath its layers of hide and steel. Wth a jolt that shocked his arns nunb, the
ball hit the flat surface, crunbling nmetal and ricocheting up and over his sheltered form Hs
horse stunbl ed, dropping one knee to the ground and then the other. Al odar pushed from his
stirrups as he fell, tossing the pieces of shield skyward.

Wth one arm he reached across the warrior's wai st, pivoting hi msel f up behi nd on t he
horse's back. He ducked beneath the nace as it swung overhead. Wth his

ot her hand, he ripped the banner fromits mast. He flung the tangle of cloth upwards into the path
of the ball just as it cane around a second ti ne.

The sharp spikes ripped the fabric, but Al odar tugged and crashed the weapon down to his side. The
horseman pulled on the chain, but before he could wench it free, Alodar's two narines circled
back al ongsi de and grabbed his arns. Al odar |inked his hands around the helm Wth a back-
straining tug, he rolled off the horse. One marine pulled with the thrust and the second pushed
fromthe other side. The warrior tipped and then slid fromthe saddle.

Al odar scranbl ed free and spun about in tine to see one of Bander's nen |ean |ow and dip his mace
as he raced by. Alodar dived for the ground, feeling the weapon whistle past his ear. He | ooked up
to see another of his marines charge fromthe left, his surcoat outstretched in imtation of what
he had just seen. The second nmace snagged as the two nmen collided. They tunbled to the ground in a
heap with the rest.

Al odar got to his feet and saw the last two of his troop staying just beyond the range of Bander's
remai ning warriors, tauntingly holding forth scraps of cloth rather than gl eam ng swords. Al odar
exhal ed slowy, bracing hinmself to return to the wagon and prepare for the next breakthrough

Bef ore he could act, he heard the begi nning of a high-pitched buzz above the clash of battle. The
men still remaining on horseback obscured his view, but there was no m staking the direction from
which it came. Along the line, the fighting nomentarily stopped. Even Bander's nen | ooked over
their shoulders for the source of the noise. Then suddenly the sound grew into an ear-ringing
crescendo. Fromthe south, a streak of black darkened the sky and descended onto the battlefield

The plungi ng shaft broke against the line of Cedric's nmail. Like a wave agai nst a shall ow shore,
it rolled down its length to the |ast conbatants at either end. Wth cries of pain and alarm the
rearmost line bolted fromtheir formation, madly flailing arns and beating at mailed chests and
backs. Despite his |losses, Cedric had stood three deep against his foes; but now he thinned to
two, and in sone

pl aces a single defender opposed ths wall massed agai nst
hi m
"I'nmps, a swarmof inps," Grengor exclained as he rode closer, draggi ng one of Bander's ensnared

foll owers along the ground. "They are stinging through the ringlets of mail. No man can swing a
decent blow with such distraction froma dozen directions at once."

Al odar grabbed his glass to see if the flanks escaped the enraged buzzing whi ch hovered over the
center. But his attention was pulled upwards as he saw a spray of fiery arcs bendi ng down out of
the sky towards Grak's nomads. G| -soaked rags attached to | ong-vaned arrows descended in
formation and followed precise trajectories to land in the barbarians' rear. As each hit the

ground, it exploded in a shower of flanme that flashed in a display of eye-paining brilliance.
Al odar shielded his face fromthe bursts. As he blinked his eyes back into focus, he saw that
where each arrow had struck stood a small, scaly, grotesque form a miniature of the denons which

had confronted himat the foot of Handar's tower.
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Wthout delay, the |lobster-red devils opened their nouths into wide ovals; fromeach bel ched forth
balls of fire that energized the air into i ncandescence as they passed. The first hit two of
Grak's nen squarely on their |eather-covered backs. Wth screans of surprise and showers of

gl owi ng enbers, they imediately crunpled to the ground and were still. Bander's nen rushed
forward into the gap.

Al odar swung his gl ass back to where he had | ast seen the wi zards. He saw Handar comi ng his way,
pulling the long hens of his robe high fromthe ground. To the east, another w zard hastily
extended the tel escoped | egs of a portable tripod he had swung fromhis back. Wth practiced
precision, he lit a fire in the wildly swi nging brazier. A denonic form appeared, hovering in the
air overhead. The wi zard gestured once, and the djinn | eaped skyward, deformng |like a scarf of
sheerest silk and creating a howing wind with his passage.

The wind buffeted at the fireballs as they sped on their deadly trajectories, and snmall w sps of
flame tore away fromthe gl owi ng spheres. Then whol e balls blew out, |eaving dark, carbon bl ack
cores bare and cool. Wth a

dul'l thump, they struck |eather backs and fell harmessly to the ground.

The wizard renmaining in the center conpleted his conjuring, and Al odar saw nore of the fire devils
spring into existence. These bell owed gl obules of flame |like the ones their cousins |ofted from
the Crestline to the south but they rode on the air with the sl ow beat of thick pockmarked wi ngs.
G eat, gaping holes tore through the swarm of inps, |eaving small anorphous snears of crackling
ooze, slowy sinking to the ground. The flight fromthe line halted, but the defenders wavered,
still fearful of the attacks which cane fromthe rear and uncertain of the aid which had conme to
hel p them

Suddenly a series of flashes and expl osions erupted fromthe stone firepit on the southern crest.
Sparkl es of light soared skyward, and fromeach sprang a djinn to join in the fray. Aformlike a
sal anander, purple skin glistening with wetness, soared above the rest, his body-length tai

slowy uncoiling to reveal rows of stiletto-sharp stingers attached at either side. In imediate
answer, three snaller djinns streaked fromthe north, gliding with undul ati ng menbranes stretched
bet ween outflung arns and |l egs. From small knobs on their heads, bolts of |ightning cracked
through the air, converging on the purple one with a web of forked energy. But before the
acconpanyi ng thunder could reach the ground, the sal amander flicked his tail forward, draw ng the
strike onto his stingers and cascading the energy down to the tip of his tail, which began to gl ow
with an expanding ball of crackling bl ueness.

More unearthly forns sped across the valley, and each was net by a denon conjured by the w zards
on the northern slopes. Streaks of energy pul sed through the air, and Al odar was forced to turn
his eyes away fromthe intense flashes. Up and down the ragged battleline, strokes of pink and
orange and bolts of deep magenta ripped through the sky. Wile nmen bel ow stood dunbfounded, a
second battle formed above, fire, wind, and water hurling with awesone force between the foes.
Moving too fast for the eye to follow, the denmons darted past one another, blasting forth their
weapons, dodgi ng behi nd defenses that nen coul d not conprehend and drowning all the shouts bel ow
with then: raspy cries.

M nutes passed as the battle raged and Al odar saw a second swarm of inps swoop down to replace the
first roasted out of the sky. Mre volleys of fire devils zoonmed overhead and began to project
their balls of flanme. Al odar | ooked to the two wi zards, surrounded by concentric rings of exotic
flanmes, gesticulating wildly, and trying to direct all the denbns under then" control. He searched
for Handar and saw himonly some ten yards away, raising his hands upwards before the begi nnings
of an outline in the center of a high-leaping flame. A odar ran forward to the w zard as the
orange head and massive formslowy took form The cloven hooves and tail flickered into existence
as he reached Handar's si de.

"So, Handar, the battle goes not quite so well as you had hoped," Balthazar's voice rasped out at
them "For no long stretch of time did your meager forces hold at bay Bandor and his minions. Too
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soon did you call forth those | esser devils over which you have sone sway. It is time, is tt not,
to |l et down your waning resistance and |l et me assune control of what is rightfully mne."

"Silence." Handar ordered. "Such speculation is not for your slothful neditation, so |long as you
are mne. There is work to be done. Ri se and dispatch those who oppose us." "Can you truly force
me yet another tinme?" Balthazar shot back, his deep set eyes boiling down on the w zard standing
before him

Handar .did not reply. Wth lips set firmy and fists clenched, he returned the denpbn's stare with
an unflinching one of his owmn. As in the tower, Al odar saw the veins in Handar's forehead bul ge
with the effort.

"Go and do ny bidding," Handar gasped in a dry wheeze at |ast, shaking with effort as he spoke.
"The line here on the west. Rid themof the devils which bonbard their backs with fire."

"I go to slay a few," Balthazar growmed. "But if there is nore to be done, then | will return, and
you nust rein-struct ne."

Wth a rush of air, Balthazar streaked away, soaring high over the battlefield and then plummeting
to earth with hands outstretched as he darted into the fire devils, smashing them out of existence
with sharp claps of power. "Handar, what is the nmatter?" Al odar asked as the denon departed. "It
is not as it was in the tower."

The wi zard sank slowy to the ground and pressed one fist to his sagging head. "So nmany, there are
so many," he npaned. "Wo of the council would have thought that they would conme across with so
many? It is not only Balthazar on whom | nust concentrate but the ninor djinns as well."

Bef ore Al odar coul d speak again, Balthazar screaned across the slope to hover above them "I rid
you of four," he said. "Do you wish to try to direct ne to another task?"

Handar clinbed to his feet and stared again at the denon above him Wth gl owering nenace,
Bal t hazar hunched his huge scaly shoul ders and | ooked back at his naster

M nut es passed and Handar trenbled fromthe exertion to inpress his will as he had done before.
Suddenly he brought both clenched fists to his forehead and screaned in pain. "I cannot hold," he
yelled. "He is too strong and I cannot hold."

Bal t hazar rasped a stonmach-curdling |augh. "On your knees and sal ute your naster," the denon

cried. "It has taken many a summoning, but the final victory is mne."

Al odar | ooked rapidly about. The defendi ng denons were fewer in nunber and huddl ed as shiel ds
around the two wi zards on the ground. Like great hawks, the djinns fromthe south dove and bl asted
those that rerained fromthe sky. Additional clouds of inps appeared fromthe south, and no devils
rose to challenge them More fireballs slammed into the rear of the nomads, |eaving gaps too w de
for a single blade to guard. The salient on the west expanded, and the |line of barbarians tunbled
backwards, letting them pass. Cedric's forces sagged in the center. Mire and nore left the line to
slap away at the darting inps. For a noment, Cedric's booni ng conmands held the formation, but
then col ums of Bandor's men blasted through in two places. To the east, nore fire devils flew
through the sky, and the snell of burning flesh and leather drifted along the Iine. At the far end
of the other flank, Al odar saw sone of the horsenen thunder past Feston's few remai ni ng defenders
and swerve to the north, heading for the clunps of onlookers on the crest.

In ones and twos, nmen began to fling down their weapons and run fromthose who chased them Then
like a dam crunbling froman overwhel ming flood, Cedric's |line

collapsed fromend to end, and a solid wall of Bandor's forces charged forth, waving their swords
and shouting victory. Here and there, isolated clunps of nen stood their ground, flicking swords
outwards at the warriors who swelled to surround themon all sides. But, except for them the
entire defense dissolved in confusion
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Al odar stood rooted in position, watching the cavalry charge up the hill. He took one last |ook at
the havoc as Bandor's arny hacked its way forward. His marines still struggled wth Bandor's
horsenen on the ground. He | ooked across the other crest and saw it clear of nen and the huge
stone firepit silent and dimy glowi ng. He touched the pocket containing the wire he had beaten
fromthe rare netal. He knew that he could forestall bis task no | onger

"l shall use the portal the prince has erected to send his mnions to us,
the gesture will synbolize nore strength than we have."

he said al oud. "Perhaps

Al odar shook his head and sprinted to the west, hoping to duck into the shinmering air before any
of Bandor's men turned to cut hi mdown.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- TWD The Final Battle

ALODAR panted up to the deserted firepit. Screans echoed across the valley, but he turned his back
so that he could concentrate. He lit a fire and thrust the end of the exotic wire into the heat.
Impatiently he waited for ignition

Several mnutes passed but, although the coil grew painfully hot, the silvery-gray luster did not
change. "I expected as nuch," Al odar nuttered to hinself. "Despite his great prowess, Handar never
worked with any substance that required nore than an open flane. He did not

consider that kindling the gateway to a denmon prince would take a bit nore effort.”

He dropped the wire and qui ckly pushed sone of the larger bricks, still warmto the touch, into
the formof a crude anthanor. He stuffed kindling in its base, started a second bl aze, and bl ew
air through the chanber with a piece of hose until the stones glowed cherry red. Cautiously he
inserted the end of the coil. Alnost instantly, it ignited. Squinting at the intense spot of flane
as it raced around the |oops, he willed his adversary to cone forth.

For an instant, nothing happened. Then the ground shook in a great spasmthat crashed together the
stones of the pit. The wind how ed, and the sky grew suddenly dark. The air above his head

expl oded in a shower of inp light, and hundreds of shrieking voi ces bonbarded his ears with sound.
More devils burst forth with sizes and shapes that spanned the descriptions of the sagas. Spitting
fire, roaring the wind, throwi ng sheets of hail and ice, and quaking the ground they shredded the
el ement s.

Finaly, with a flash of blinding |ight and a clap of thunder, a last figure stepped forth fromthe
fire. Then all was quiet. Al odar stared with surprise. The form confronting himwas not a stooped
djiinn or a towering hulk such as Balthazar. Barely his own height and with straw pale hair pulled
back over a snooth brow fl ecked with gold, the denon prince gl owered through eyes half cl osed
under long curving |l ashes. Hs face was thin and delicate with an upturned nose, thin |lips, and
ears barely pointed. Rather than the coarse and hairy nakedness of his kindred, he wore a flow ng
gown of deepest sea green which covered all his slender body except for the tips of his fingers. A
prince of denonkind, Al odar thought, but w thout a close | ook he would pass for the ruler of sone
exotic and far-away real mof nen.

"So you seek a prince of ny kind," a voice tinkled fromslightly parted lips. "Your folly only
makes possible a little sooner what would be ny pleasure in a short tinme to conme." He waved one
draped arm across the valley. "The end of the battle is but mnutes away, and soon an entire
mortal kingdomwill be mne. Wth the name of El ezar on every being' s lips, enough of my ninions
will come forth that the resistance to passage will vanish. Any of my kind Chen will journey
freely between the real ns."

Al odar braced hinmself as he tried to hold in focus the plan he had constructed the night before.
He felt his face tighten into a gri mmask, hiding the small kernel of self-doubt he harbored
i nsi de.

"Submit," he commanded with a throat suddenly dry. "Subnmit to himwho ordered you forth."
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El ezar threw back his head in a human gesture and his laugh jingled skyward. "Such inpertinence
and bluster! You nortals think that because the browbeating of a hapless inp or sinple devil is
successful, you are nore than a match for any of our realm Look at me. How closely do | resenble
the | esser ones over which | hold sway? The ratio of their power to nmine is no greater than that
of a toad to yours."

"The relative strengths of our wills cannot be decided by words al one," Al odar said, "no matter
how glibly spoken." He paused and then continued with a rush. "I have been chosen as the one to
bring you to subnission. Show ne the reason that this is not so."

El ezar's finely pencilled brows raised slightly. "The question is not who is the stronger. Only

the means by which | will denonstrate it to you." He studied Al odar for a monent in silence. "No
doubt you have net the mild annoyances of the lesser sprites. Tell ne, if you can, how what they
do conmpares to this?"

Three of Elezar's long fingers undulated in a conplex gesture. Suddenly Al odar felt an itching
rash break out on his back and spread over his linbs. Involuntarily he raked one hand across his
thi gh and reached frantically between his shoul der blades with the other. Down the small of his
back he gouged, along both | egs and across his chest. Werever he touched, the itch seened to
increase with nmaddening intensity, driving his uncontrolled flailing into a frenzy.

For over two mnutes, he spun about on the ground in a tight ball, kicking up dust. Then, just as
suddenly as it had begun, the feeling slipped away.

"Or perhaps you have dealt with denons of fear," Elezar continued.

Al odar felt a paralyzing chill race down his spine. Hi s chest nuscles cranped and he gasped for
breath. He | ooked up wi de-eyed at El ezar and threw his hands across his face. Thoughts of searing
thirst, smashed bone, and

ragged lungs ripped fromhis chest flashed through his mnd. Nothing mattered but escape. Hs
intent, his reason for being there, his plan to cope, all vanished with a brain-nunb ing jolt. He
tried to rise on wobbly | egs, but the trenmbling nmuscles would not respond.

"And the strong enotions nmani pul ated by ny | esser minions are not the only ones for which | am
your master." Elezar shrugged. "I can crunble you as well with ones nore subtle, wth gut-burning
rushes of anxiety, the nuscle-knotting barriers of frustration, the will-sapping bl anket of
despair."

Al odar tried to stop the swirl of his thoughts and bring them back under his control. Unlike the
projections of the other inps and devils, the brutal force of Elezar's onslaught had raced through
his m nd undi m ni shed by any feeble resistence he could offer. Like a scrap of paper in a storm
his will was bl own about with no volition of its owm. There was no way he or any other w zard
could tope to stand for nore than an instant against a prince of demons. It was foolish even to
try. Alodar felt his spirits sag. Wth a trenbling |lip he choked out a sob

It was a problemwi thout solution, a task that could not be done. Al odar's head throbbed with the
i mpossibility and the muscles of his neck strained in painful contractions. His |left cheek began
to twitch and his hand shook uncontroll ably.

Al odar's stomach churned and his thoughts cut through his mnd Iike a spray of stinging acid.
Submi ssion seenmed a minor price to pay if it would end the uncertainty and gi ve himeven a nonent
of peace. Alodar lifted his eyes upwards and opened his mouth to speak

The denon cut himoff. "Even with those, it is hatch-ling's play. | choose to use instead the
means that will give ne the nost satisfaction.” He gestured a final time and Al odar felt the
i ntense feelings evaporate away.

"You have tasted ny mght,"'
choose

El ezar continued, "and now know wel |l what easily can be your lot if I

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (200 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file://IF|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%620-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agi cs,%20T he.txt

toinflict it."

He stopped and parted his thin lips in a twisted snile. "I want your subm ssion as a gift, freely
gi ven. Under no duress, with your thoughts conpletely your own. You nortals pride yourself on your
| ogi c, on how you can sort through the facts and conditions to the concl usion that

is inescapable. In the end you will be nmine, if you choose to resist or not. Is it not better to
mnimze the disconfort if the final result is the same? | will give you a few nonments. | want
your deci sion based on the cold |light of your clearest reason. Contenplate it in the pavilion I
erect for you here. In the neantine | will anuse nyself with reports of the battle."

A nmonmentary burst of |ight dazzled Al odar's eyes. Wen he could see again he found hinmself in a
donel i ke cage. Iridescent struts crisscrossed and joined in a conplex web that rose fromthe
ground on all sides and net in a point over his head. He | ooked for Elezar and found hi m standi ng
sone five feet away, conversing in rasping tones with two hovering devils.

Al odar slunped to the ground. For a nonent he sat in stunned silence. The validity of the denon's
| ogi ¢ was overwhel ming. There was no way for a wizard to struggle against him Despite his slight
form Elezar could not be resisted.

Al odar blinked and sat upright. He pulled into focus dimoutlines splattered about in his mnd. He
breat hed deeply to steady hinself and renmenbered the sketchy plan that the denon had so viciously
dashed away.

Al odar grabbed at the two bars nearest and felt themyield to his touch, stretching |ike rubber
away from his body. He changed his grip and forced the bars apart; but as he did, two adjacent
ones contracted cl oser together. He could not enlarge the opening. He rose to a crouch and felt
the pressure of the webbing on his back. Straining with his legs, he forced hinself to a standing
position, but no spar ripped or parted.

He withdrew a snmall knife fromone of his pockets and vigorously sawed at the strut nearest. His
eyes widened with surprise as the blade grated across a surface suddenly hard and unyiel ding. Even
though it retained a soft and mal eabl e texture under his hand, the line of contact with his knife
seened |ike the strongest steel

Al odar turned slowy to examine the intricately woven net, frowning as he caught hints of a subtle
symretry. He pushed again with his knife and net inflexible resistance. Wien he extended a finger
the bar bowed gently to his touch. Wth his shou' der and head, he forced a deep bul ge that crept
back into place when he rel eased

the pressure. He turned the knifeblade on its side. Surprisingly, the flat edge caused the
greatest indentation of all. Somehow the blunter the object, the nore effect it had. But what
could be flatter than a plane of steel?

Suddenly, like the ingredients of a conplicated fornula, all of the el enents of what he must do
coal esced together. He would have only one try, he thought excitedly, but nothing else offered
even a glimer of hope. He glanced at Elezar, still occupied with the denons. Hi s pul se qui ckened

as one of the hovering devils darted away. Hastily he patted at the many pockets of his tunic,
throwi ng out vials, matches, string, a mrror, pebbles, tw gs, scissors, and the other contents as
he searched for what he needed.

Finally he found the piece of Aeriel's w shbone and forned the bindi ng. Goosebunps raced along his
arms and legs as he felt his body heat provide the energy for the connection. Slowy he renoved
the bone fromhis pocket and placed it on the ground. He | ooked across the valley at the swirling
confusion on the slopes and Bander's wavi ng banners already on the opposite crestline. For a
nmoment, he thought of Aerie! racing away fromwarriors in hot pursuit, or already thrust to the
ground, hut he pushed the possibility aside. He grabbed the bone Iike a knife and, with bold

sl ashes, drew a sunmoni ng nessage in the soft ground. Across the valley, the other part of the
bone woul d al so be scratching the earth, copying his notions stroke for stroke. Twi ce he | ooked
over his shoulder at Elezar's back and increased the speed with which he inscribed the words that
expl ai ned what she nust bring.
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When he was done, Al odar studied the webbing carefully one final tine. He found the junction he
want ed and settled on his knees before it, trying to burn the position of the vertex into his

m nd. He closed his eyes and practiced hitting the exact spot with no clues to aid him Over and
over, with nethodical repetition, he conditioned hinself to performthe precise stroke. Wth each
fleeting nonent, the chance of finishing his preparations before having to face El ezar's awesone
power di m ni shed, but there was no other course to try.

Finally he heard a commotion down the slope and turned his head to see Aeriel struggling up
the hill, batting

away a small swarm of inps. Her clothing was torn and her face and arnms swollen with many angry
wel ts. She hobbl ed barefoot over the rough ground, the remmant of a boot top still tied about one
|l eg and the |ast drops of bog solvent dripping into snoking rivulets on her skin.

Gasping for breath, Aeriel struggled upwards to the far edge of the firepit. One small devil flew
from El ezar and yanked at her hair. She stunbled with exhaustion and fell. The prince turned to
wat ch as she shakily propped herself on one arm Wth a final effort, she tossed her dagger into
Al odar's cage, collapsing a second tine.

"A common blade will avail you nothing." Elezar said, drawing his attention back to Al odar. "The
sharper the edge, the greater will be the resistance of ny pavilion to it. And even if you were to
break free, your legs could not propel you away so fast that my power could not follow Now tel

me of your decision. AmI| not your naster, the master of your will freely given? O nust | take it
i n exchange for pain and suffering?"

Al odar grabbed the dagger and it instantly nolded itself into the contours of his hand. He ran his
finger along the bl ade edge and felt the magically perfect flatness. Elezar raised his eyebrows
expectantly, but Al odar ignored the question. Making sure he was back in position he began the
charm

"Answer nme not with gibberish," Elezar snapped. "And do not trifle with ny patience."

Al odar raced on through the three recitals, pushing aside the nausea and not contenpl ating the
consequences. Wth a rush, he conpleted the last word and | ooked at hinself in the small mrror at
his side.

Instantly the world vani shed. He was in total darkness and w t hout sound. The sickness in his
stonmach, the residual aches from El ezar's bonbardnent, even the tactile sensation of kneeling on
the ground, all were gone. As when Kelric had enchanted himwith the eye, he was totally cut off
fromany stinulation fromthe outside

Mental |y Al odar sighed with relief. He had not been sure he could conpl ete anot her enchant nent,
but the resistance was far less with hinself rather than soneone el se as the subject. Apparently
he still had his consciousness, even though he knew nothing of what went on around him

He jerked his attention back to his task and visualized

raising his hand to cut at the cage with the nmagi c dagger. He felt nothing and had no way of
knowing if he had hit the vertex at the precise spot but he had to assune that he

di d.

Next he imagi ned hinmself junping upwards and crashing into Blezar. Mentally he wapped his arns
around the denon as they fell. Straining nuscles that he could not feel, he crushed his arns
towards bis chest. At Handar's tower, even a denon had felt physical pain when cut. Now to see if
a denon prince could also feel it. Wth unwavering persistence, Al odar focused on a picture of

El ezar encased in his arns, with spindly ribs cracking one

by one.
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For a monment, nothing happened. Then Al odar felt a sudden stabbing thrust into bis bubble of
bl ackness. Sonehow, in a way he could not describe, his barrier thinned and retreated before a
probi ng pressure. A portion of his wall paled fromblack to gray, and the begi nnings of pain

trickled i nwards

Al odar concentrated on controlling his senses. He increased the intensity with which he bl ocked
them out. Pushing against the indentation, he halted the rush and forced it backwards. Wth a
shove, he slamred it into the snmooth wall of nothingness which surrounded him

Anot her thrust foll owed and then another. Like an inverted sea urchin, the spines poked i nward
fromall directions. Alodar felt the seed of doubt, the kernel of fear, the germ of indecision
take root in his mnd. For a nmonent, he faltered. Then he focused on the first and repelled it
away. One by one, he expelled themall and reinforced the thickness of his protection

Finally Alodar felt a uniformpressure on all sides. There was no hint of pain or distress, but
instead a subtle disconfort, as if he were surrounded in a growing crowd. He braced hinsel f
agai nst the squeeze and exerted his will to keep Elezar's influence away. But the pressure
increased. Wth a shudder, his barrier constricted closer to his innernost being.

Al odar felt his pride pushed on top of his curiosity, his anger mngled with his need to succeed
Hi s drives tunbled anmong his doubts and fears. The winkles of his personality collided as they
were pressed by the uniform snmoothness. He strained to expand the bubble, but the

pressure waxed greater. The sphere contracted with a jerk, once and then twi ce again. The forces
gathered nmonmentum hurling inward, inploding himtowards a featureless smoth mnd and t hen non-
exi stence.

Al odar reached for intense feelings to counteract the thrust. He thought of Aeriel's blistered
face and torn hair. He renenbered Periac's nmindless stare in Bardina's town square. He saw Quant 0s
fall on the deck of the royal barge, the warriors on the walls of Iron Fist, and all the others
who resisted the denmonic forces which swept fromthe west and south.

The inrushing walls slowed their acceleration but still continued collapsing. H's thoughts nerged
together and distorted into inconprehensible babbles. In desperation he recalled the events of his
own quest, the humiliation with which it started, the pain, fatigue and frustrations he had borne
along the way. He tasted again the decision to shoulder the burden that Handar gave him the trap
for his relationship with Aeriel no matter what the outcone. Al of these feelings squeezed out of
the recesses of his nind and flowed into the determ nation with which he strained. Mentally he
gritted his teeth. Wth a wench, he tightened his grip about Elezar. As his horizon of

consci ousness closed in, he willed his knees up onto the denon's chest and gouged theminto

El ezar's stomach.

One by one, the efforts added to bis defenses. And with each thought, each nmenory purged fromits

hi di ng pl ace, the onslaught slowed. But onward it canme, shredding nmenories, flattening the essence
of his being. Alodar felt parts of hinself distort and then fade away. But as he shrank, he

tenaci ously | ocked onto one thought and held it precisely. He pictured his vice-like grip and the

break-ni g of El ezar's body.

As the last hint of consciousness flickered, Al odar screanmed his defiance, willing all his nuscles
to aid in a back-cracking snap. Like an arrow shot skyward, reaching the zenith of its trajectory,
the inrushing forces decel erated agai nst the dense kernel they labored to crack. At the very limt
of Alodar's existence they coasted to a halt.

For a long tune, nothing nore happened. Conpressed to near madness but holding to his one thought,
Al odar resisted the weight which would crush himand strained his arns towards his chest.

T

Finally, after how long he could not tell, he felt a slight |essening of pressure. Then, with a
sudden rush, the blackness ballooned to its original size. As quickly as it had vani shed, his
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personality inflated to its former shape and size. He waited for another attack, but the linit of
his bubble was quiet and still. He hesitated a while |onger and then decided to act. Cautiously he
opened a pinprick in the blanket, a tiny tunnel by which a whisper could reach himfromthe
outside. For a nonment there was silence. Then, in perfect clarity, a thought seeped through his
screen.

"Pl ease master, unhand ne so that | may serve you," Elezar begged. "My body is broken and it will
need repair."”

Al odar struggled up on one arm but Handar gently pushed hi m back down on the pallet. "Rest," the
wi zard said. "It all proceeds as you have commanded it. The | esser denobns are being tracked by the
greater and di spat ched back whence they canme. Your servant will ensure that they do not threaten
us in like fashion again. And those subjugated, nmen and w zards alike are being restored to their
forner state. There is nuch confusion throughout the |and, but | and the other freed w zards are
spreadi ng the word about what has happened. And the fair lady and the rest have survived it all
with no nmore than mnor scratches and wounds."

Al odar nodded i n understandi ng and slipped back into his painful and exhausted sl unber.

"You recovered far faster fromyour wounds after Kelric's enchantnent,” Grengor said irritably as
they slowly bunped along. "A nonth's lingering in the north while Vendora and the rest marched in
triunph back into Ambrosia! You should know by now not to trust what she and the other suitors

m ght do in your absence."

Al odar did not immediately reply, deep in his own thoughts. Like waves |ashed by a storm they
crashed against the rocks of his innernost self. He | ooked at Handar, now freed from Bal t hazar's
domi nance, and across at Aeriel riding a pony at his side. She dropped her eyes and did not return
his gl ance. He touched the proclanati on which had come at last, fingering the thick seal and |ines
of signatures fromthe grateful subjects far

and wi de. He thought of his satisfaction in solving the riddles of Iron Fist and the Cycloid
Quild, the self-esteemfrom having braved the Funus Muntains and the sorcerer's eye, the pride in
havi ng Cedric's respect. He puz-zeled over how enpty the glory seened now that it was won.

"The sunmons explicitly stated that | was to travel when | felt ready," Al odar said. "And we broke
canp as soon as the w zard's council was concluded. | amsure the fair |ady had enough to keep her
occupi ed hi ny absence."

"Wthout the persuasive presence of the archimge, | doubt if our agreenment could have been forged
hi a year, let alone a nonth," Handar told G engor. "Al odar properly saw his duty to serve his
craft before the whimof a queen."”

The wi zard nodded and continued. "And the accordance was a good one. Elezar has agreed only to
halt voluntary and coordi nated transfer between the worlds. He cannot stop a summons by hunmanki nd,
even if he wished to. As long as we possess the knowl edge and neans to reach through flanme across
the gulf which separates us, even without the anbitions of a prince, there will always be risk and
potential for great peril.

"To subnit to periodic exam nation by one's peers is a difficult step for men of ny craft to take,
but it gives us a chance to detect something am ss before it gets out of hand. It was Al odar's
persistence and vivid retelling of how vast were El ezar's powers conpared to our own that finally
convinced us to establish the testing procedures. And with ny awakened conrades and the nost

power ful who practice today in agreenment, the lesser will follow After these cerenpbnies in
Anbrosia, whatever they may be, | will cross the isthnus to the south and carry the word further."

Grengor did not reply, and the four turned their horses fromthe nuddy side street onto the
cobbl est oned avenue. Mentally Al odar pictured the scream ng crowds, swirling streanmers, and sl ow
procession to the palace gates. He tried to recapture the exhilarating taste of so |ong ago: the
vision of the royal guardsnen clearing the way; the brave lads darting fromthe side to touch the
horse that bore him the young girls batting their eyes as he passed; the
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chant that echoed fromthe walls in a deafening crescendo. Al odar the hero, Al odar the savior of
the fair lady, Al odar of Procol on

Al odar licked his lips and frowed at the dryness in his nmouth. The i mage was as vivid as before,
but the excitenment which should acconmpany it was gone. As they approached the main boul evard, he
reached across bis saddl e and squeezed Aeri ePs hand.

They turned the corner, and the enpty street rang with the clop of their horses' hooves. Al odar
reined to a halt and | ooked about with puzzlement. He scanned the Iine of rooftops to the pal ace
in the distance. Both skylines were deserted, as silent as the wal kways underneath. Anbrosia was
as unmovi ng as the quiet and open sea.

For several minutes, the three halted in silence. Then they heard the sound of horses other than
their own, and Al odar saw four riders conming their way.

"Lord Festil, Feston, Basil, Duncan," Grengor exclained as the riders drew near. "Were is anyone
el se? Did not Mel ab's nessage of our coming reach the queen? |Is not the reception and weddi ng
cerenony prepared?”

"A weddi ng cerenony there was, indeed," Festil announced as he stopped before them "But it was

for that unclean nomad fromthe north. She rushed it through as soon as she felt she could. Only
after it was done did Vendora send the summons demanded by her subjects. For three days now the

entire city has wi ned on the pal ace grounds in celebration.”

"Then ny summons is for an enpty honor and no nore," Alodar said. He turned to Aeriel and snil ed.
"I am no | onger honor bound. Grak is destined to be the victorious suitor, after all."

"You do well to cover your anger," Festil replied. "Wth | ow cunning, she conspired to satisfy a
personal whim at the expense of the state. And the barbarian! Already his outland ways ofiend many
who have upheld Procolon's proud tradition."

"Land for his kinsnen as reward for their defense of the fair lady," Feston grow ed. "Land held
for centuries by the ol dest of our noble houses and ripped away | ess than an hour after the crown
of consort was on his head."

"Tal k of new taxes,
treasure. Every

Basil muttered, "and hints of confiscation of ny jewels as a nationa

merchant on the street |aments about how an outsider tranples on the delicate bal ance of factions
whi ch has supported the queen. And that stiff-necked Cedric has been made grand nmarshall of arns.”

"He demands magi ¢ swords and shields in exchange for the right of the guilds to keep their gates
seal ed," Duncan cut in. "And roomin the royal chanbers for the objects, but not for those who
would wield them None of the magicians will stand for it long. Wth the right one to | ead us, the
barbari an soon will be deposed."

"Yes, the orbhol der speaks truthfully,” Festil agreed as he di smounted. Feston and the others
foll owed. As Al odar watched, they knelt and placed their swords at his feet.

"There is doubt and suspicion still," Festil said. "Vendora's grip on the throne is little better
than before. The denons have left us all untrusting. Only one stands out fromthe rest. Only one
has the unbl emi shed standard and reputati on around which all can rally. Take up the banner

Al odar, and the peerage will follow"

"And the nerchants al so," Basil continued. "Wth my fortune and the promise of a return to the way
things were, none on the streets will dare oppose you."

"The weapons of the guilds which Grak craves so," Duncan said. 'They will be for our warriors
instead. Lead us forth, Al odar. Take the last snmall step to finish what you have started."

"There is no other," Feston concluded. "Wth you at the lead, the rebellion will be short and
swift. Even with Cedric and Grak to defend her, it can hardly |ast nore than another year. And

file:/l/F|/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20Lyndon%20-%20Master%200f%20Five%20Magics,%20The.txt (205 of 207) [6/4/03 9:25:37 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Lyndon%20Hardy/Hardy,%20L yndon%20-%20M aster%200f%20Fi ve%20M agics,%20The.txt
when we are done, you will be king and not consort. You can do with Vendora what you wll."

Al odar sighed at the news. Warily he | ooked down at the figures kneeling before him He saw part
of his dream if not the whole. And with one nore effort, the rest could be his. One nore
struggle. The huniliation of his father erased, the cheers of all lords and craftsmen, and bows
and flattery any time he wanted them He paused and gl anced to the side. He could even choose
Aeriel as his queen.

Al odar slowly exhal ed and shook his head. What woul d he have when he was done? Wth the homage of
a Festil,

woul d there also be the offered sword of a Cedric? Wth a chest of Basil's jewels to bribe away
resi stance, would there also be the pride of a struggle hard fought and won? Wth Duncan's sphere
to shield fromassassins, what would he see in Aeriel's eyes?

The ponp of tradition, the intrigues of state, the fear of the shadow behi nd the next col um—was
it for these that he had cast aside the cape of the thaunaturge?

Al odar ran over the reasons for his quest but found they had nelted away. Instead he tasted the
excitement of the rising air car, the snell of freshly ground duckweed, the beauty of a six-fold
symretry, the nystery of an out-reaching tendril of the mind, the wonder of what |ay beyond the
flame. He stared at the men awaiting his answer.

No, by the laws, it was not for this that he was neant, bis thoughts thundered suddenly with
determ nati on. The quests were done; they were conpleted. There was no renai ni ng adventure that
now cried for a finish.

"Vendora's decision frees ne of any further service," he shouted aloud. "I need pursue her no
further. What concerns the lord and craftsnman is no longer an affair of mne." He turned to Aerie
and spoke with rising excitenent, "The consort has been chosen and your obligation is done," he
said. "Aeriel, Aeriel, we have not lost the final battle after all. The way is clear for us to
pl ot our future together. There are no nore gauntlets to be run."

Aeriel started to smile back but then caught herself in mid-expression. Her brow winkled and she
stiffened hi the saddle. "It is well enough for you to exercise a second option, once the first is
deni ed you. But despite how !l may feel, the man who possesses ny spirit will be the one who
chooses me freely over all others, no matter how exalted they nmay be."

Al odar raised his eyebrows in surprise and then for a | ong nonent was silent. He glanced at the

kneeling men and back to Aeriel. "I pursued the queen to find the glory and honor it would bring,"
he said slowy. "And Handar stated that the first trek was but the shadow of another. But through
it all, I was on a third quest as well, Aeriel, the one that all of us take, the quest to find
onesel f."

Al odar stopped and | ooked at each of thore who faced him "The man that | have found is not the
one that you seek,"” he told themat |ast.

He turned to Gengor with a sad smle and gave hima salute. "Neither am| a warrior. You and the
other marines have served ne well, Gengor, but a far better future will be yours if you seek our
Cedric, the grand marshal! and place your trust under a proper naster."

He turned to the wizard. "Continue your journey southward, Handar. Your task is far nore inportant
than any ponp and circunstance here."

Al odar | ooked back at Aeriel. "Through the random factors of fate, | amthe makings of an
archi mage, the naster of all five of the arts. Who knows what will happen when |I am as proficient
as Handar and the others intended me to be? And the answer to that riddle is nmy destiny.

"I still have the option, Aeriel. |I believe what Festil and the others say. One nore canpai gn and
it would finally be over. But | choose to turn away fromthe queen, step aside fromall the paths
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that | could follow to pursue what she represents. | elect to seek instead teachers of the arts. |
will study with themall until | can rightfully call nyself master. The beginning will be

thaumat urgy under Periac in the north as quickly as I can find him" He stopped and breat hed
deeply. "And nore than anything else, Aeriel, ny choice is to have you at ny side."

Aeriel's face softened but her eyes kept a hint of fire. "I have been a counselor of state, a
nmol der of a kingdom s destiny,” she said. "I do not intend to replace it with stoking dinner fires
and beating clean the laundry."

"Come with me," Alodar said softly, "and we will journey on your quests as well as mine."

Aeriel finally smiled. She headed her horse around the way they had conme. Al odar nodded and turned
his mount to follow Wthout |ooking back, they galloped away into the pages of the sagas.
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