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1 Strength, Poul Anderson and

I ntroduction
Vou are about to enter a fantasy world that belongs to Larry Niven.

Three years ago, Ace published THE MAG C GOES AWAY, a beautifully illustrated book in which Larry
Niven told the story of the end of nagic. As Sandra Mesel said in her Afterword to that book,
"Magic no longer exists in our world. But if, as all traditional cultures assert, it ever existed,
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then why has it disappeared? If nmagi c vani shed because its driving energy was depl eted, what
caused the shortage? And above afl, how did people react to the crisis?"

to THE MAG C GOES AVWAY was trenmendous. Headers |If" -d what Larry Nfven did with fantasy, making it
as much a IB of ideas as the hard science fiction for which he Is justly i.. <nous. And in that
response this book was born

"I have a proposition for you," said JimBaen, then Ace's science fiction editor, to Larry Niven,
"I will do all of the work and you WD take all of the credit.” Niven. of course, has been too
smart to believe a statenment |ike that for nore years than he mght Iike to admt, but the project
was a good one. and it prospered. Several well-known science fiction and fantasy authors, adnmirers
of Niven and of THE MAG C GCES AWAY, wrote their own stories in the universe that N ven had
created. Larry Niven read each story, and made suggestions fromtine to tinme, but each author
brought to the work his or her own magic, and each story is a unique achievenent in its own right.
Then Alicia Austin added her magic, with illustrations that make it clear why she has won the Hugo
and Worl d Fantasy Award.

Here is the result: THE MAG C MAY RETURN. Original stories by Poul Anderson and M| dred Downey
Broxon, Steven Barnes, Dean Ing, Fred Saberhagen—and the original Larry N ven story about the
Warl ock, "Not Long Before the End." as a refresher course in the nature of nana,

Enj oy.

I Xj ot Long

The End

Larry Niven

A swordsman battled a sorcerer once upon a tine.

In that age such battles were frequent. A natural antipathy exists between swordsnmen and
sorcerers, as between cats and snall birds, or between rats and men. Usually the swordsman | ost,
and humanity's average intelligence rose sone trifling fraction. Sonetimes the swordsman won, and
again the species was inproved; for a sorcerer who cannot kill one nmiserable swordsnman is a poor
excuse for a sorcerer.

But this battle differed fromthe others. On one side, the sword itself was enchanted. On the
other, the sorcerer knew a great and terrible truth.

W will call himthe Warl ock, as his nane is both forgotten and inpossible to pronounce. H s
parents had known what they were about. He who knows your nane has power over you, but he nust
speak your name to use it.

The Warl ock had found his terrible truth in mddle age.

By that tinme he had traveled widely. It was not fromchoice. It was sinply that he was a powerful
magi ci an, and he used his power, and he needed friends.

TOE MAGC MAY RETURN
NOT  LONG BEFCRE THE  END

He knew spells to nmake people |ove a nmagician. The Warlock had tried these, but he did not I|ike
the side effects. So he commonly used his great power to help those around him that they m ght
| ove himw thout coercion

He found that when he had been ten to fifteen years in a place, using his magi c as whi mdictated,
his powers woul d weaken. |If he noved away, they returned. Twice he had had to nove, and twi ce he
had settled in a new | and, |earned new custonms, made new friends. It happened a third time, and he
prepared to nove again. But sonething set himto wondering.

Why should a nman's powers be so unfairly drained out of hinf
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It happened to nations too. Throughout history, those |ands which had been richest in magi c had
been overrun by barbarians carrying swords and clubs. It was a sad truth, and one that did not
bear thinking about, but the Warl ock's curiosity was strong.

So he wondered, and he stayed to performcertain experinents.

Hi s | ast experinent involved a sinple kinetic sorcery set to spin a netal disc in mdair. And when
that nmagi ¢ was done, he knew a truth he could never forget.

So he departed. In succeedi ng decades he noved again and again. Time changed his personality, if
not his body, and his magi ¢ becane nore dependable, if | ess showy. He had di scovered a great and
terrible truth, and if he kept it secret, it was through conpassion. His truth spelled the end of
civilization, yet it

was of no earthly use to anyone.

So he thought. But sone five decades later (the date was on the order of 12,000 B.C.) it occurred
to himthat all truths find a use sonewhere, sonetinme. And so he built another disc and recited
spells over it, so that (like a tel ephone nunber already dialed but for one digit) the disc would
be ready if ever he needed it.

The nane of the sword was direndree. It was several hundred years old, and quite fanobus

As for the swordsnman, his nane is no secret. It was Bel hap Sattl estone Wrldess ag Mracl oat roo
Con-onson. His friends, who tended to be tenporary, called himHap. He was a barbarian, of course.
A civilized man woul d have had nore sense than to touch direndree, and better norals than to stab
a sl eeping wonman. Which was how Hap acquired his sword. Or vice versa

The Warl ock recognized it long before he sawit. He was at work in the cavern he had carved
beneath a hill, when an alarmwent off. The hair rose up, tingling, along the back of his neck
"Visitors," he said.

"I don't hear anything," said Sharla, but there was an uneasiness to her tone. Sharla was a gir
of the village who had conme to live with the Warl ock. That day she had persuaded the Warl ock to
teach her sone of his sinpler spells.

"Don't you feel the hair rising on the back of your neck? | set the alarmto do that. Let ne just
check ..." He used a sensor tike a silver hula hoop set on edge.

10
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"There's trouble comng. Sharla, we've got to getl you out of here."

"But . . ." Sharla waved protestingly at the table where they had been worki ng

"Ch, that. Wt can quit in the mddle. That spell isn't dangerous." It was a charm agai nst

| ovespel I's, rather nmessy to work, but safe and tame and effective. The Warl ock pointed at the
spear of light glaring through the hoopsensor. "That's dangerous. An enornously powerful focus of
mana power is nmoving up the west side of the hilj. You go down the east side.”

"Can | hel p? You've taught nme some mmgic.

The magi cian laughed a little nervously. "Against that? That's direndree. Look at the size of the
i mge, the color; the shape. No. You get out of here, and right now. The hill's clear on the
eastern slope.”

"Come with ne."

"I can't. Not with Girendree | oose. Not when it's already got hold of sone idiot. There are
obligations.”
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They canme out of the cavern together, into the mansion they shared. Sharla, still protesting,
donned a robe and started down the hill. The Warlock hastily selected an arm oad of paraphernalia
and went outsi de.

The intruder was halfway up the hill: a large but apparently human bei ng carrying sonething | ong
and glittering. He was still a quarter of an hour downsl ope. The Warl ock set up the silver hula
hoop and | ooked through it.

The sword was a flame of mana di scharge* an eye-hurting needle of white light. A@irendree, right
12
NOT LONG BEFORE THE END

enough. He knew of other, equally powerful nmana foci, but none were portable, and none woul d show
as a sword to the unai ded eye.

He should have told Sharla to informthe Brotherhood. She had that much nagic. Too | ate now.
There was no colored borderline to the spear of light.

No green fringe effect meant no protective spells. The swordsman had not tried to guard hinself
agai nst what he carried. Certainly the intruder was no nmgi ci an, and he had not the intelligence
to get the help of a magician. D d he know not hi ng about G irendree?

Not that that would help the Warl ock. He who carried direndree was invul nerable to any power save
Airendree itself. O so it was said.

"Let's test that," said the Warlock to hinmself. He dipped into his arm oad of equi pment and came
up with sonething wooden, shaped |ike an ocarina. He blew the dust off it, raised it in his fist
and pointed it down the nountain. But he hesitated.

The loyalty spell was sinple and safe* but it did have side effects. It lowered its victins
intelligence.

"Sel f-defense," the Warl ock rem nded hinself, and blew into the ocari na.

The swordsnman did not break stride. direndree didn't even glow, it had absorbed the spell that
easi -

ty.
In m nutes the swordsnan woul d be here. The

Warl ock hurriedly set up a sinple prognostics spell. At |east he could |learn who would win the
com ng battle.

No picture fornmed before him The scenery did not
13
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even waver.

"Well, now," said the Warl ock."Well, now "And he reached into>iis clutter of sorcerous tools and
found a metal disc. Another instant's rummagi ng produced a doubl e- edged knife, profusely inscribed
in no known | anguage, and very sharp

At the top of the Warlock's hill was a spring, and the streamfromthat spring ran past the
War |l ock' s house. The swordsnan stood | eaning on his sword, facing the Warlock across that stream
He breathed deeply, for it had been a hard clinb.

He was powerfully muscled and profusely scarred. To the Warlock it seened strange that so young a
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man shoul d have found tine to acquire so nany scars. But none of his wounds had inpaired notor

functions. The Warl ock had wat ched him coming up the hill. The swordsman was in top physica
shape.

Hi s eyes were deep blue and brilliant, and half an inch too cl ose together for the Warlock's
taste.

"I am Hap," he called across the stream "Were is she?"

"You nean Sharla, of course. But why is that your concern?”

"I have cone to free her from her shaneful bondage, old man. Too | ong have you—
"Hey, hey, hey. Sharla's ny wife."

"Too | ong have you used her for your vile and | echerous purposes. Too—

"She stays of her own free will, you nit!"

"You expect ne to believe that? As lovely a woman as Sharla, could she |Iove an old and feeble
war | ock?"

"Do | | ook feebler'
14
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The Warl ock did not .look Iike an old man. He seenmed Hap's age, sone twenty years old, and his
frame and his nuscul ature were the equal of Hap's. He had not bothered to dress as he left the
cavern. In place of Hap's scars, his back bore a tattoo in red and green and gold, an el aborately
curlicued penta-granic design, alnost hypnotic in its ex-tradi nensional involutions.

"Everyone in the village knows your age," said Hap. "You' re two hundred years old, if not nore."

"Hap," said the Wirlock. "Bel hap somnething-or-other roo Cononson. Now | renenber. Sharla told ne

you tried to bother her last tine she went to the village. | should have done sonething about it
then."

"dd man, you lie. Sharla is under a spell. Everybody knows the power of a warlock's loyalty
spell."

"I don't use them | don't like the side effects. Wo wants to be surrounded by friendly norons?"
The Warl ock pointed to Airendree. "Do you know what you carry?"

Hap nodded om nously.

"Then you ought to know better. Maybe it's not too late. See if you can transfer it to your |eft
hand. "

"I tried that. I can't let go of it." Hap cut at the air, restlessly, with his sixty pounds of
sword. "l have to sleep with the dammed thing clutched in nmy hand."
"Well, it's too late then."

"It's worth it,"” Hap said grinmy. "For now !l can kill you. Too |ong has an innocent worman been
subj ected to your |echerous—

"I know, | know. " The Warl ock changed | anguages suddenly, speaking high and fast. He spoke thus
for

is
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al nost a minute, then switched back to Rynal dese. "Do you feel any pain?"

"Not a twinge," said Hap. He had not noved. He stood with his remarkabl e sword at the ready,
gl owering at the magician across the stream

"No sudden urge to travel ? Attacks of renorse? Change of body tenperature?’ But Hap was grinning
now, not at all nicely. "I thought not. Wll, it had to be tried."

There was an instant of blinding |ight.

Wien it reached the vicinity of the hill, the meteorite had dwindled to the size of a baseball. It
shoul d have finished its journey at the back of Hap's head. Instead, it exploded a nillisecond too
soon. When the |light had died, Hap stood within a ring of craterlets.

The swordsman's unsymmetrical jaw dropped, and then he closed his mouth and started forward. The
sword hummed faintly.

The Warl ock turned his back

Hap curled his lip at the Warl ock's cowardi ce. Then he junped three feet backward from a standing
start. A shadow had pulled itself fromthe Warl ock's back

In a lunar cave with the sun glaring into its nouth, a man's shadow on the wall might have | ooked
that sharp and bl ack. The shadow dropped to the ground and stood up, a humanoid outline that was

| ess a shape than a wi ndow view of the ultimte bl ackness beyond the death of the universe. Then

it |eapt.

Girendree seenmed to nove of its own accord. It hacked the denmon once | engthwi se and once across,
whil e the denon seenmed to batter against an in-

r
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visible shield, trying to reach Hap even as it died.

"Clever/' Hap panted. "A pentagram on your back. a denon trapped inside."

"That's clever," said the Warlock, "but it didn't work. Carrying direndree works, but it's not
clever. ! ask you again, do you know what you carry?"

"The nost powerful sword ever forged." Hap raised the weapon high. His right armwas nore heavily
muscl ed than his left, and inches longer, as if GKrendree had been at work on it. "A sword to make
me di e equal of any warlock or sorceress, and without the help of denons, either. |I had to kill a
woman who loved ne to get it, but |I paid that price gladly. Wen | have sent you to your just
reward, Sharla will come to ne—=

"She'll spit in your eye. Noww Il you listen to me? Girendree is a denon. If you had an ounce of
sense, you'd cut your armoff at the el bow "

Hap | ooked startled. "You nean there's a denon inprisoned in the netal ?"

"Get it through your head. There is no netal. It's a denon, a bound denobn, and it's a parasite.
It'Il age you to death in a year unless you cut it |loose. A warlock of the northlands inprisoned
it inits present form then gave it to one of his bastards, Jeery of Sonething-or-other. Jeery
conquered half this continent before he died on the battlefield, of senile decay. It was given
into the charge of the Rainbow Wtch a year before | was born, because there never was a wonan who
had | ess use for people, especially nmen."

"That happens to have been untrue."

"Probably @irendree's doing. Started her gl ands
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up again, did it? She should have guarded agai nst that."
"A year," said Hap. "One year."

But the sword stirred restlessly in his hand. "It will be a glorious year," said Hap, and he cane
f orwar d.

The Warl ock picked up a copper disc. "Four," he said, and the disc spun in mdair.

By the tinme Hap had sl oshed through the stream the disc was a blur of notion. The Warl ock noved

to keep it between hinself and Hap. and Hap dared not touch it, for it would have sheared through
anything at all. He crossed around it, but again the Warl ock had darted to the other side. In the
pause he snatched up sonething else: a silvery knife, profusely inscribed.

"Whatever that is," said Hap. "it can't hurt ne. No nagic can affect me while | carry direndree."
"True enough," said the Warl ock. "The disc will lose its force in a nminute anyway. In the
meantime. | know a secret that | would like to tell, one | could never tell to a friend."

Hap rai sed direndree above his head and. two-handed, swung it down on the disc. The sword stopped
jarringly at the disc's rim

"It's protecting you," said the Warlock. "If direndree hit the rimnow, the recoil would knock
you clear down to the village. Can't you hear the hun®"

Hap heard the whine as the disc cut the air. The tone was going up and up the scale.

"You're stalling," he said.

"That's true. So? Can it hurt you?"

"No. You were saying you knew a secret." Hap braced hinself, sword rai sed, on one side of the

di sc,
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whi ch now gl owed red at the edge.

"I"ve wanted to tell soneone for such a long time. A hundred and fifty years. Even Sharla doesn't
know. " The Warl ock still stood ready to run if the swordsman should come after him "I'd | earned a
little magic in those days, not nuch conpared to what | know now, but big, showy stuff. Castles
floating in the air. Dragons with golden scales. Armes turned to stone, or w ped out by
lightning, instead of sinple death spetls. Stuff |ike that takes a | ot of power, you know?"

"1"ve heard of such things."

"I didit all the time, for nyself, for friends, for whoever happened to be king, or whomever |
happened to be in love with. And | found that after 1'd been settled for a while, the power would
|l eave nme. 1'd have to nmove el sewhere to get it back.™

The copper disc glowed bright orange with the heat of its spin. It should have fragnented, or
mel ted, | ong ago.

"Then there are the dead places, the places where a warl ock dares not go. Places where nagic
doesn't work. They tend to be rural areas, farm ands and sheep ranges, but you can find the old
cities, the castles built to float which nowlie tilted on their sides, the unnaturally aged bones
of dragons, like huge lizards from anot her age.
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"So | started wondering."

Hap stepped back a bit fromthe heat of the disc. It glowed pure white now, and it was like a sun
brought to earth. Through the glare Hap had | ost sight of the Warl ock

"So | built a disc like this one and set it spinning.
20
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Just a sinple kinetic sorcery, but with a constant acceleration and no limt point. You know what
nmana

tar
"What's happening to your voice?"

"Mana is the nane we give to the power behind magic." The Warl ock's voi ce had gone weak and hi gh.

A horrible suspicion cane to Hap. The Warl ock had slipped down the hill, |eaving his voice behind!
Hap trotted around the disc, shading his eyes fromits heat.

An old man sat on the other side of the disc. His arthritic fingers, half-crippled with swollen
joints, played with a rune-inscribed knife. "What | found out —eh, there you are. Wll, it's too
| ate now. "

Hap rai sed his sword, and his sword changed.

It was a massive red denon, horned and hooved, and its teeth were in Map's right hand. It paused,
deliberately, for the few seconds it took Hap to realize what had happened and to try to jerk
away. Then it bit down, and the swordsman's hand was off at the wist.

The denon reached out, slowy enough, but Hap in his surprise was unable to nove. He felt the
tal oned fingers close his w ndpipe.

He felt the strength | eak out of the tal oned hand, and he saw surprise and di smay spread across
the denon's face.

The di sc exploded. Al at once and nothing first, it disintegrated into a flat cloud of netallic
particles and was gone, flashing away as so nmuch neteorite dust. The light was, as |ightning
striking at one's feet. The sound was its thunder. The snell was vaporized

21
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\

copper.

The denon faded, as a chanel eon fades agai nst its background. Fading, the denon slunped to the
ground in slow notion, and faded further, and was gone. \When Hap reached out with his foot, he
touched only dirt.

Behi nd Hap was a trench of burnt earth.
The spring had stopped. The rocky bottom of the streamwas drying in the sun

The Warl ock's cavern had col | apsed. The furnishings of the Warl ock's mansi on had gone crashing
down into that vast pit, but the mansion Itself was gone wi thout trace.

Hap clutched his nessily severed wist, and he . said, "But what happened?”

"Mana, " the Warl ock munbl ed. He spat out a conplete set of blackened teeth. "Mana. Wat |
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di scovered was that the power behind nagic is a natural resource, like the fertility of the soil.
When you use it up, it's gone."

" But —

"Can you see why | kept it a secret? One day all the wide world's mana will be used up. No nore
mana, no nore nmagi c. Do you know that Atlantis is tec-tonically unstable? Succeedi ng sorcerer-

ki ngs renew the spells each generation to keep the whole continent fromsliding into the sea. \Wat
happens when the spells don't work any nore? They coul dn't possibly evacuate the whol e conti nent
intine. Kinder not to let them know. "

"But .. . that disc."

The Warl ock grinned with his enpty nmouth and ran his hands through snow hair. Al the hair cane
23
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off in his fingers, leaving his scalp bare and nottled. "Senility is like being drunk. The disc? I
told you. A kinetic sorcery with no upper linmit. The disc keeps accelerating until all the mana in
the locality has been used up."

Hap noved a step forward. Shock had drained half his strength. H's foot cane down jarringly, as if
all the spring were out of his nuscles.

"You tried to kill ne.

Ttie Warlock nodded. "I figured if the disc didn't explode and kill you while you were trying to
go around it, direndree would strangle you when the constraint wore of f. What are you conpl ai ni ng
about? It cost you a hand, but you're free of direndree."

Hap t ook another step, and another. Hi s hand was beginning to hurt, and the pain gave him
strength. "Ad nman," he said thickly. "Two hundred years old. | can break your neck with the hand
you left nme. And | will."

The Warl ock raised the inscribed knife.

"That won't work. No nore nagic." Hap slapped the Warl ock's hand away and took the Warlock by his
bony t hroat.

The Warl ock's hand brushed easily aside, and cane back, and up. Hap wapped his arnms around his
belly and backed away with his eyes and mouth wi de open. He sat down hard.

"A knife always works," said the Warl ock
"Ch," said Hap.

"I worked the metal nyself, with ordinary blacksnmith's tools, so the knife wouldn't crunble when
the magi ¢ was gone. The runes aren't nagic.

They only say—
"Ch," said Hap. "Ch." He toppled sideways.

The Warl ock | owered hinself onto his back. He held the knife up and read the markings, in a
| anguage only the Brotherhood renmenbered.

AND THI'S, TOO, SHALL PASS AVWAY. It was a very old platitude, even then
He dropped his arm back and | ay | ooking at the sky.

Presently the blue was blotted by a shadow.
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"I told you to get out of here," he whispered.
"You shoul d have known better. \WWat's happened to you?"

"No nore youth spells. |I knew |'d have to do it when the prognostics spell showed blank." He drew
a ragged breath. "It was worth it. | killed Girendree."

"Playi ng hero, at your age! What can | do? How can | hel p?"
"CGet me down the hill before ny heart stops. | never told you ny true age—

"I knew. The whol e village knows." She pulled himto sitting position, pulled one of his arns
around her neck. It felt dead. She shuddered, but she wapped her own arm around his waist and
gathered herself for the effort. "You're so thin! Conme on, love. W're going to stand up." She
took nost of his weight onto her, and they stood up

"Co slow . | can hear ny heart trying to take off."

"How far do we have to go?"

"Just to the foot of the hill, I think. Then the spells wJ work again, and we can rest." He
stunbled. "1'mgoing blind," he said.

24
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NOT LONG BEFOHE THE  END
"It's a snooth path* and all downhill."

"That's why 1 picked this place. | knew I'd have to use the disc sonmeday. You can't throw away
know edge. Al ways the tine cones when you use it, because you have to, because it's there."

"You' ve changed so. So—so ugly. And you snell."

The pulse fluttered in his neck, like a hunm ngbird' s wi ngs, "Maybe you won't want ne, after
seeing ne like this."

"You can change back, can't you?"
"Sure. | can change to anything you like. What col or eyes do you want?"

"I'l'l be like this nyself sonmeday," she said. Her voice held cool horror. And it was fading; he was
goi ng deaf.

"I'l'l teach you the proper spells, when you're ready. They're dangerous. Bl ackly dangerous."

She was silent for a tine. Then: "Wiat color were his eyes? You know, Bel hap Sattl estone
what ever . "

"Forget it," said the Warlock, with a touch of pique.
And suddenly his sight was back

But not forever, thought the Warlock as they stunbled through the sudden daylight. Wen the nmana
runs out, 111 go like a blown candle flane, and civilization will follow No nore nagic, no nore
magi c- based industries. Then the whole world will be barbarian until nen |learn a new way to coerce
nature, and the swordsmen, the damed stupid swordsnen, will win after all.

27

Eart hsti ade
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When Zal azar saw the lenticular cloud decapitate the nountain, he knew that the old nmagic in the
world was not yet dead. The conviction struck himall in an instant, and with overwhel ning force,
even as the cloud itself had struck the rock. Dazed by the psychic inpact, he turned round shakily
on the steep hillside to gaze at the countenance of the youth who was standi ng beside him For a

| ong nonent then, even as the shockwave of the crash cane through the earth beneath their feet and
then bl asted the air about their ears, Zalazar seened truly stunned. His old eyes and m nd were
vacant alike, as if he might never before have seen this young man's face.

"Grandfamer." The voice of the youth was hushed, and filled with awe. H s gaze went past Zal azar's
shoul der, and on up the nountain. "Wat was that?"

"You saw, " said Zal azar shortly. Wth a hobbling notion on the incline, he turned his attention
back to the mracle. "How it came down fromthe sky. You heard and felt it when it hit. You know
as nmuch about it as | do."

Zal azar hinmself had not particularly noticed one small round cl oud, anong other clouds of various

shape di sposed around what was in general an ordinary sumrer sky. Not until a conparatively rapid

relati ve novenent, of something small, unnaturally round, and very white agai nst the high deep

bl ue had happened to catch the corner of his eye. He had | ooked up directly at the cloud then, and
t he nmonent
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he did that he felt the nagic. That distant di sk-shape, trailing small patches of ivory fur, had
come down in an angled, silent glide that sonehow gave the inpression of heavi ness, of being on

the verge of a conplete | oss of buoyancy and control. The cloud slid, or fell, with a deceptive
speed, a speed that became fully apparent to Zal azar only when the long path of its descent at
| ast intersected age-old rock. "Gandfather, | can feel the nagic." "I'm sure you can. Not that

you' ve ever had the chance to feel anything like it before. But it's something everyone is able to
recogni ze at once." The old nman took a step higher on the slope, staring at the nountain fiercely.
"You Were born to live with nmagic. W all were, the whole human race. We're never nore than half
alive unless we have it." He paused for a nonent, savoring his own sensations. "Well, |'ve felt
many a great spell in my tine. There's no harmin this one, not for us, at least. In fact 1 think
it may possibly bring us sone great good."

Wth that Zal azar paused again, experiencing sonething new, or maybe sonething |ong-forgotten. \Was
it only that the perceived aura of great spells near at hand brought back nenories of his youth?
It was nore than that, probably. O d wellsprings of divination, caked over by the years, were

proving to be still capable of stir and bubble. "All right. Wiatever that cloud is, it took the
whol e top of the nountain with it over into the next valley. | think we should clinmb up there and
take a | ook." Al above was silent now, and apparently tranquil. Except that «-* |arge, vague

pl ume of gray dust had becone visible above the truncated nmountain, where it drifted fitful-fly hi
an uncertain w nd.
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The youth was eager, and they began at once. Wth his hand upon a strong young arm for support
when needed, Zal azar felt confident that his old |inbs and heart woul d serve himthrough the
clinb.

They stopped at the foot of an old rock slide to rest, and to drink froma high spring there that
the old man knew about. The m dsumer grass grew lush around the water source, and with a sudden
concern for the mundane Zal azar pointed this out to the boy as a good place to bring the fl ocks.
Then, after they had rested in the shade of a rock for a little longer, the real clinb began. It
went nore easily for Zalazar than he had expected, because he had help at the harder places. They
spoke rarely. He was saving his breath, and anyway he did not want to talk or even think nmuch
about what they were going to discover. This reluctance was born not of fear, but of an al npost
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childish and still growi ng anticipation. Watever else, there was going to be magic in his life
again, a vast new store of magic, ebullient and overflow ng. And feeding the magic, of course, a
snmal |l ocean at |east of mana. Maybe with a supply like that, there would be enough I eft over to
et an old man use sone for hinself. . . unless it were all used up, maintaining that'altered
cloud, before they got to it...

Zal azar wal ked and clinbed a little faster. Mana from somewhere was around himalready in the air.
Tantalizingly faint, like the first warmw nd fromthe south before the snow has nelted, but there
i ndubi tably, |ike spring.

It was obvious to the old man that his conpani on, even encunbered as he was by bow and qui ver on
his back and the small tyre at his belt, could have
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cl anbered on ahead to get a quick |look at the wonders. But the youth stayed patiently at the old
man' s side. The bright young eyes, though, were for the nost part fixed on ahead. Maybe, Zal azar
t hought, looking at the other speculatively, naybe he's a little nore frightened than he wants to
admi t .

Maybe | amtoo, he added to hinself. But | amcertainly going on up there, neverthel ess.

At about mi dday they reached what was now the mountaintop. It was a bright new tabl el and, about
hal f a kilometer across, and as flat now as a certain parade ground that the old man coul d
remenber. The sight al so nmade Zal azar think imagi natively of the stunp of sonme giant's neck or
linb; it was rimed with soil and growth resenbling scurfy skin, it was boned and veined wth
white rocks and red toward the mddle, and it bubbled here and there with pure new springs, the
bl ood of Earth.

Froma little distance the raw new surface | ooked preternaturally snooth. But when you were really
near, close enough to bend down and touch the faint new warmh of it, you could see that the
surface left by the mighty plane was not that snooth; no nore |evel, perhaps, than it night have
been nade by a small armnmy of nmen with hand tools, provided they had been well supervised and

i nduced to try.

The foot trail had brought themup the west side of what was |eft of the mountain. The strange
cloud inits long, killing glide had come down also fromthe west, and had carried the whol e nass
of the nountaintop off with it to the east. Not far, though. For now, fromhis newy gained
advant age upon the western rim of the new tabl etop, Zalazar could see
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the cl oud agai n.

It was no nore than a kiloneter or so away. Looking |like some giant* snow white, not-quite-rigid
dish. It was tilted al nost on edge, and it was half sunken into the valley on the nmountain's far
side, so that the place where Zal azar stood was just about on a horizontal level with the enornous
di sh' s center.

"Come," he said to his young conpanion, and imrediately |led the way forward across the snoot hed-

of f rock. The cloud ahead of themwas stirring continually, like a sail in a faint breeze, and
Zal azar realized that the bulk of it nust be still partially airborne. ProBably the | ower curve of
its circular rimwas resting or dragging on the floor of the valley below, |ike die basket of a

bal | oon ready to take off. In his youth, Zalazar had seen balloons, as well as nagic and parade
grounds. In his youth he had seen nuch.

As he wal ked, the raw mana rose all around himfromthe newy opened earth. It was a nmaddeni ngly
subtl e enmanation, |ike ancient perfune, |like warmair froman oven used yesterday to bake the
finest bread. Zalazar inhaled it like a starving nman, with nind and nmenory as well as lungs. It
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wasn't enough, he told hinself, to really do anything with. But it was quite enough to nake him
renenber what the world had once been |ike, and what his own role in the world had been

At another tinme, under different conditions, such a fragrance of mana ni ght have been enough to
make the old man weep. But not now, w th the wonder of the cloud visible just ahead. It seened to
be waiting for him Zalazar felt no inclination to dawdle, sniffing the air nostalgically.
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There was nmovenent on the planed ground just before his feet. Looking down without breaking
stride, Zalazar beheld small creatures that had once been living, then petrified into the
mountain's fabric by the slow failure of the world's mana, now stirring with gropings. back toward
life. Under his sandaled foot he felt the purl of a new spring, alnobst alive. The sensation was
gone in an instant, but it jarred himinto noticing how quick his own strides had suddenly becone,
as if he too were already on the way to rejuvenation.

When they reached the eastern edge of the tabletop, Zalazar found he could | ook al nbost straight
down to where a newly created slope of talus began far below. Fromthe fringes of this great nass
of rubble that had been a nountaintop, giant trees, freshly slain or crippled by the I andslide,

jutted out here and there at deathly angles. The dust of the enornous crash was still persisting
faintly in the breeze, and Zal azar thought he could still hear the [ ast w thdrawi ng echoes of its
roar

"G andf at her, | ook!"

Zal azar raised his head quickly, to see the tilted | ens-shape of the gigantic cloud bestirring
itself with new apparent purpose. Half rolling on its circular rim which dragged new scars into
the valley's grassy skin below, and half lurching sideways, it was slowy, ponderously making its
way back toward the nopuntain and the two who watched it.

The cl oud al so appeared to be shrinking slightly. Mass in the form of vapor was fum ng and boiling
away fromthe vast gentle convexities of its sides. There were al so sidewi se gouts of rain or
spray, that
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woke in Zalazar the nenory of ocean waterspouts. Thunder grunbled. Or was it only the cloud's

wei ght, scraping at the ground? The extremity of the round, rnountain-chopping rimlooked hard and
deadly as a scimitar. Then fromthe riminwards the appearance of the enchanted cl oudstuff altered
gradual ly, until at the hub of the great wheel a dullard m ght have thought it only natural

Anot her wheelturn of a few degrees. Another thunderous lurch. And suddenly the cloud was a hundred
meters closer than before. Soneone or sonething was nmaneuvering it.

" & andf at her ?"

Zal azar spoke in answer to the anxious tone. "It won't do us a bit of good to try to run away."
H s own voice was cheerful, not fatalistic. The good feeling that he had about the cl oud had grown
stronger, if anything, the nearer he got to it. Maybe his prescient sense, |ong dormant, had been
awakened into sonmething like acuity by the faint accession of nana fromthe newy opened earth. He
could tell that the mana in the cloud itself was vastly stronger. "W don't have to be afraid,

| ad. They don't nean us any harm™

"They?"

"There' s—soneone—nside that cloud. If you can still call it a cloud, as nuch as it's been
changed. "

"Inside it? Who could that be?"
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Zal azar gestured his ignorance. He felt sure of the fact of the cloud' s being inhabited, wthout
bei ng able to say how he knew, or even beginning to understand how such a thing could be. Wzards
had been known to ride on clouds, of course, with a mninmumof alteration in the material. But to
alter one to this
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extent. ..

The cl oud nmeanwhile continued to work its way closer. Turni slide, ponderous hop, gigantic bunp
and scrape. It was now only about a hundred neters beyond the edge of the cliff. And now it
appeared that something new was going to happen

The tilted, slowy oscillating wall that was the cloudside closest to the cliff had devel oped a
rolling boil quite near its center. Zalazar judged that this hub of white disturbance was only
slightly bigger than a nan. After a few nonments of devel oprment, during which tine the whol e cl oud-
mass slid majestically still closer to the cliff, the hub blew out in a hard but silent puff of
vapor. Were it had been was now an openi ng, an arched doorway into the pale interior of the

cl oud.

A figure in human shape, that of a woman nobly dressed, appeared an instant later in this doorway.
Zal azar, in the first noment that he | ooked directly at her, was struck with awe. In that nonent
all the day's earlier nmarvels shrank down, for him to dinensions hardly greater than the

ordi nary; they had been but fitting prologue. This was the great true wonder.

He went down at once upon one knee, averting his gaze fromthe personage before him And w thout
raising his eyes he put out a hand, and tugged fiercely at his grandson's sleeve until the boy had
knelt down too.

Then the woman who was standing in the doorway called to them Her voice was very clear, and it

seermed to the old nan that he had been waiting all his years to hear that call. Still the words in
38
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t hensel ves were certainly prosaic enough. "You nmen!" she cried. "I ask your help."

Probably ask was not the nbst accurate word she could have chosen. Zal azar heard hi nsel f babbling
sonme reply immedi ately, some extravagant prom se whose exact wording he could not recall a nonent
later. Not that it mattered, probably. Conmitrment had been denanded and gi ven

H s pl edge once nmade, he found that he could raise his eyes again. Still the huge cloud was easing
closer to the cliff, inlittle bunps and starts. Its |ower flange was continually bendi ng and
flowi ng, naking slow thunder against the talus far below, a roaring rearrangenent of the fallen
rock.

"I amJe," the dazzlingly beautiful woman called themin an inperious voice. Her robes were rich
bl ue, brown, and an ermne that made the cloud itself |look gray. "It is witten that you two are
the men | need to find. Wio are you?"

The terrible beauty of her face was no nore than a score of nmeters distant now. Again Zal azar had
to look away fromits full glory. "I am Zal azar, mghty Je," he answered, in a breaking voice. "I
amonly a poor nman. And this is ny innocent grandson—Bornmanus,"” For a nonent he had had to search
to find the nane. "Take pity on us!"

"l nmean to take pity on the world, instead, and use you as nay be necessary for the world's good,"
t he goddess answered. "But what worthier fate can nortals hope for? Look at ne, both of you."

Zal azar raised his eyes again. The wonan's countenance was once nore bearable. Even as he | ooked,
she turned her head as if to speak or otherw se com
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muni cate with soneone el se behind her in the cloud. Zalazar could see in there part of a corridor
and also a portion of sonme kind of room all limed in brightness. The white interior walls and
overhead were all shifting slightly and continually in their outlines, in a way that suggested
unal tered cl oudstuff. But the changes were never nore than slight, the |argescal e shapes renaining
as stable as those of a wooden house. And the |ady stood al ways upright upon a perfectly |eve
deck, despite the vast oscillations of the cloud, and its turning as it shifted ever closer to the
cliff.

Her piercing gaze returned to Zalazar. "You are an old man, nortal, at first glance not good for
much. But | see that there is hidden value in you. You nay stand up."

He got slowy to his feet. "My lady Je, it is true that once ny hands knew power. But the |ong
death of the world has crippled ne."

The goddess' anger flared at himlike a flame. "Speak not to ne of death! | amno nere norta
subject to Thanatos." Her figure, as terrible as that of any warrior, as femal e as any succubus of
| ove, was now no nore than five nmeters from Zal azar's hal f-closed eyes. Her voice rang as clearly
and commuandingly as before. Yet, mxed with its power was a tone of dooned hel pl essness, and this
tone frightened Zal azar on a deeper |evel even than did her inplied threat.

"Lady." he murrured, "I can but try. Watever help you need, | will attenpt to give it."
"Certainly you will. And willingly. If in the old tinmes your hands knew power, as you say, then
you
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will try hard and risk nuch to bring the old tines back again. You will be glad to hazard what
little of good your life may have left in it now Is it not so?"

Zal azar could only sign agreenent, wordlessly.
"And the lad with you, your grandson. |s he your apprentice too? Have you given him any training?"

"I'n tending flocks, no nore. In nmagic?" The old man gestured hel pl essness with gnarled hands. "In
magi ¢, great |ady Je? How could | have? Everywhere that we have lived, the world is dead. O so
close to utter deadness that—

"I have said that you nust not speak to ne of death! | will not warn you again. Now, it is witten
that ... both of you nust cone aboard. Yes, both, there will be use for both." And, as if the
goddess were piloting and powering the cloud with her will al one, the whole nass of it nowtilted
gently, bringing her spotless doorway within easy stepping distance of the lip of rock

* * * *

Now Zal azar and Bornmanus with himwere surrounded by whiteness, sealed into it as if by nounds of
glowi ng cotton. White cushioned firmess served their feet as floor or deck, as |level always for
themas for their divine guide who wal ked ahead. Witeness opened itself ahead of her, and seal ed
itsel f again when Bornmanus had passed, wal ki ng cl ose on Zal azar's heels.

The grinding of tormented rock and earth bel ow could no | onger be heard as the Lady Je, her robes
of ermne and ultramarine and brown swirling with her long strides, |ed themthrough the cloud.
Al nost there was no sound at all. Maybe a little w nd,
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Zal azar decided, very faint and sounding far away. He had the feeling that the cloud, its power
and purpose sonehow regai ned, had risen quickly fromthe scarred valley and was once nore swi fdy
ai r bor ne.

Je came to a sudden halt in the soft pearly silence, and stretched forth her arms. Around her an
open space, a room swiftly began to define itself. In nmonents there had grown an intricately
formed chanber, as high as a large tenple, in which she stood like a statue with her two puny
nortal figures in attendance.

Then Zal azar saw that there was one other in the roomwith them He nuttered something, and heard
Bormanus at his side give a quick intake of breath.

The bier or altar at the rooms far end supported a figure that m ght al nost have been a gray
statue of a tornented nman, done on a heroic scale. The figure was youthful, powerful, naked. Wth
linbs contorted it lay twi sted on one side. The head was turned in a god's agony so that the short
beard jutted vertically.

But it was not a statue. And Zal azar could tell, within a monent of first seeing it, that the
sleep that held it was not quite—er not yet—the sleep of death. He had been forbidden to nention
death to Je again, and he would not do so.

Wth a doubl e gesture she beckoned both nortals to cross the roomw th her to stand beside the
figure. While Zal azar was wonderi ng what he ought to say or do, his own right hand noved out,
without his willing it, as if to touch the statue-man. Je, he saw, observed this, but she said
nothing; and with a great effort of his will Zalazar forced his own armback to his side
Meanwhi | e Bormanus at his side was stand-
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ing still, staring, as if unable to nove or speak at all.

Je spoke now as if angry and di sappointed. "So, what buried value have you, old man? If you can be
of no help in freeing ny ally, then why has it been ordained for you to be here?"

"Lady, how should | know?" Zal azar burst out. "I amsorry to disappoint you. | knew sonething,
once, of magic. But ..." As for even understanding the forces that could bind a god like this, |et
alone trying to undo them.. . Zalazar could only gesture helplessly. At |ast he found words.
"Great lady Je, | do not even know who this is."

"Call him Phaeton."
"Ah, great gods/' Zalazar nuttered, shocked and near despair
"Yes, nortal, indeed we are. As well you knew when you first saw us."

"Yes, | knew . .. indeed." In fact he had thought that all the gods were |ong dead, or departed
fromthe world of humankind. "And why is he—ike this?"

"He has fallen in battle, nortal. | and he and others have laid siege to Coudholm and it has
been a long and bitter fight. W seek to free his father, Helios, who lies trapped in the sane
ki nd of enchantment there. Through Helios' entrapnent, the world of old is dying. Have you heard
of C oudholm old nortal? Arong nen it is not often naned."

"Ah. | have heard sonething. Long ago .

"It stifles the mana-rain that Helios cast ever on the Earth. Wth a fleet of cloudships like this
one, we hurled ourselves upon its battlements—and were defeated. Mdst of the old gods lie nowin
tormented sl unmber, far above. A few have switched sides wll-
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ingly. And all our ships save this one were destroyed."

"How coul d they dare?" The words burst from Bormanus, the first he had uttered since boarding the
cl oud-vessel. Then he stuttered, as Je's eyes burned at him "I mean, who would dare try to
destroy such ships? And who woul d have the power to do it?"

The goddess | ooked at the boy a nmonent |onger, then reached out and took himby the hand. "Lend ne
your nortal fingers here. Let us see if they will serve to drain enchantnent off." Bornanus
appeared to be trying to draw back, but his hand, like a baby's, was brought out forcibly to touch
the statue-figure's arm And Zal azar's hand went out on its own once nore; this time he could not
keep it back, or perhaps he did not dare to try. His fingers spread on rounded arm nuscl e, thicker
by far than his own thigh. The touch of the figure made himthink nore of frozen snake than flesh
of god. And now, Zal azar felt faint with sudden terror. Sonething, some great power, was urging
the freezing near-death to desert its present captive and be content with Zal azar and Bornanus
instead. But that mghty urging was mghtily opposed, and came to nothing. At last, far above

Zal azar's hjad, as if between proud kings disputing across sone infant's cradle, a truce was
reached. For the nonment. He was able to w thdraw his hand unharmed, and watched as Bornanus did

t he sane.

The goddess Je sighed. It was a world-weary sound, close to defeat yet still infinitely stubborn
"And yet | amsure that there is something in you, old man ... or possibly in your young conpanion
her e.
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Sonething that in the end will be of very great inportance. Sonething that nust be found
though | see, now, that you yourselves can hardly be expected to be aware of what it is."

He cl asped his hands. "Ch great |lady Je, we are only poor humans . . . nortals ..."
"Never mind. Intine | will discover the key. What is witten anywhere, | can eventually read."

Zaf cy-ar was aware now of a strong notion underneath his feet. Even to weak human senses it was
evident that the whole cloud was now in purposeful and very rapid flight.

"Where are we goi ng?" Bormanus nuttered, as if he were asking the air itself. He was a very
handsome youth, with dark and curly hair.

"We return to the attack, young nortal. |If npst of our fleet has been destroyed, well, so too are
t he defenses of Coudholmnearly worn away. One nore assault can bring it into nmy hands, and set
its prisoners free."

Zal azar had been about to ask some question, but now a distracting realization nade himforget
what it was. He had suddenly becone aware that there was sone guardi an presence, sprite or denpn
he thought, nelded with the cloud, driving and controlling it on Je's commands. It drew for energy
on sone vast internal store of mana, a treasure trove that Zalazar could only dimy sense

Now. in obedience to Je's unspoken orders, the light inside the roomor tenple where they stood
was taking on a reddish tinge. And now the cl oud-carvings were disappearing fromwhat Zal azar took
to be the forward wall. As Je faced in that direction, pic-
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tures began to appear there nagically. These were of a cloudscape first, then of an earthly plain
seen froma height greater than any nountain's. Both were passing at fantastic speed.

Je nodded as if satisfied. "Come," she said, "and we will try your usefulness in a new way." Wth
a quick gesture she opened the whiteness to one side, and overhead. A stair took formeven as she
began to clinb it. "W will see if your value lies in reconnoi-tering the eneny."
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Clinging to Bormanus' shoul der for support, Zalazar found that the stairs were not as hard to
negotiate as he had feared, even when they shifted formfromone step to the next. Then there was
a sudden gapi ng purpl e openness above their heads. "Fear not," said Je. "My protection is upon you
both, to let you breathe and live."

Zal azar and Bornanus nounted hi gher. Wnd shrieked thinly now, not in their faces but round them
at sonme little distance, as if warded by some invisible shield. Then abruptly the clinbing stair
had no nore steps. Zal azar thought nmat they stood on an open deck of cloud, under a bright sun in
a dark sky, in some strange real mof neither day nor night. The prow of the cloudship that he rode
upon was just before him he stood as if on the bridge of sone proud ocean vessel, |ooking out
over deck and rounded bow, and a wild vastness of the el enents beyond.

Not that the ship was borne by anything as small and sinple as an earthly sea. The whol e gl obe of
Earth was already so far bel ow that Zal azar could now begin to see its roundness, and still the

47

S

EARTHSHADE

cloudship clinbed. Al natural clouds were far below, clinging near the great curve of Earth,
though rising here and there in strong relief. At first Zalazar thought that the star-pierced

bl ackness through which they flew was enpty of everything but passing |ight. But presently—with,
as he sensed, Je's unspoken ai d-he began to be able to perceive structure in the thinness of space
about him

"What do you see now, ny sage old man? And you, ny clever youth?" Je's voice pleaded even as it
nmocked and conmanded. Her fear and puzzl enent frightened Zal azar again. For the first tinme now he
knew true regret that he had followed his first inpulse and clinbed a chopped-off nountain. Where
now was the good result that prescience had seened to prom se?

"I see only the night ahead of us,
hal f asl eep.

responded Bornmanus. Hi s voice sounded renmote, as if he were

"I ... see." said Zal azar, and paused with that. Miuch was coming clear to him but it was going to
be hard to describe. The cloud structures far below, so heavy with their contained water and their
own nundane | aws, bl ended al nost inperceptibly into die base of sonething much vaster, finer, and
nmore subtle. Sonething that filled the space around the Earth, fromthe |l evel of those |ow clouds

up to the vastly greater altitude at which Zal azar now stood. And higher still . . . his eyes, as
i f ensnared now by those faery lines and arches, followed them upward and outward and ever hi gher
still. The lines girdled the whole round Earth, and rose ..

And rose ...
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Zal azar clutched out for support. Cbligingly, a stanchion of cloudstuff grew up and hardened into
place to neet his grasp. He did not even look at it. H's eyes were fixed up and ahead, | ooking at
Cl oudhol m

| magi ne the greatest castle of |egend. And then go beyond that, and beyond, till inagination knows
itself inadequate. Two aspects domnate: first, an alnost invisible delicacy, with the appearance
of a fragility to natch. Secondly, alnpst ommi potent power—er, again, its seening. Size was

certainly a conmponent of that power. Zalazar had never tried to, or been able to, inmagine anything
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as high as this. So high that it grew near only slowy, though the cloudship was racing toward it
at a speed that Tal azar woul d have described as al nost as fast as thought.

Then Zal azar saw how, beyond C oudholm a thin crescent of Mon rose wonderfully higher still; and
agai n, beyond that, burned the blaze of Sun, a jewel in black. These sights threw himinto a
sudden terror of the depths of space. No longer did he marvel so greatly that Je and her allied
powers coul d have been def eat ed.

"Great lady," he asked hunbly, "what realm whose donminion is this?"

"What | need fromyou, nortal, are answers, not questions of a kind that | can pose nyself," Je's
broad white hand swung out gently to touch himon the eyes. Her touch felt surprisingly warm Her
voi ce conmmanded: "Say what you see.”

The touch at once allowed himto see nore clearly. But he stuttered, groping for words. \Wat he
was suddenly able to perceive was that the Sun |ived at

50
EARTHSHADE

the core of a magnificent, perpetual explosion, the expandi ng waves of which were as faint as

Cl oudhol mitself, but none the less glorious for that. These waves noved in sonme nmediumfar finer
than the air i nore tenuous than even the thinning air that had al nost ceased to whistle with the
cl oudshi p' s passage. And the waves of the continual slow sun-explosion bore with thema nyriad of
al most infinitesimal particles, particles that were heavy with mana, though they were al nbst too
small to be called solid.

And there were the lines, as of pure force, in space. |In obedience to sone el egant system of |aws
they bore the gossamer outer robes of the Sun itself, to wap the Earth with delicate energy .
and the mana that flowed outward fromthe Sun, great Zeus but there was such a flood of it!

The Earth was bathed in warnth and energy—but not in nana, Zalazar suddenly perceived. That fl ow
had been cut off by O oudholmand its spreading wings. (Yes, Zalazar could see the pinions of
enchant nent now, raptor-w ngs extending curved on two sides fromthe castle itself, as if to
enbrace the whole Earth—er snother it.) Through them the comon sunlight flowed on uninpeded, to
make the surface of the world flash blue and erm ne white. But all the Inner energies of magic
were cut off...

Zal azar realized with a start that he was, or just had been, entranced and nuttering, that soneone
with a mghty grip had just shaken his arm mat a voice of divine power was urging himto speak
up, to make sense in what he reported of his vision

"Tell clearly what you see, old man. The w ngs,
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you say, spread out from O oudholmto enfold the Earth. That nuch | knew already. Now say what
their weakness is. How are they to be torn aside?"

"I ... 1 ... the wings are very strong. They draw sustaining power fromthe very flow of mana that
they deny the Earth. Sone of the particles that hail on them go through—but those are without
mana. Many of the particles and waves renain, are trapped by the great wi ngs and drai ned of mana
and of other energies. Then eventually they are let go."

"dd fool, what use are you? You tell me nothing I do not already know. Say, where is the weakness
of the wings? How can our Earth be fed?"

"Just at the poles . . . there is a weakness, sonetines, a drooping of the wings, and there a
little nore mana than el sewhere can reach the Earth."

Suddenly faint, Zalazar felt hinself begin to topple. He was grabbed, and upheld, and shaken
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again. "Tell nore, nortal. Wat power has created d oudhol n?"
"What do | know? How can | see? What can | say?"

He was shaken nore violently than before, until in his desperate fear of Je he cried: "Geat
Apoll o himself could not |earn nore!”

He was rel eased abruptly, and there was a precipitous silence, as if even Je had been shocked by
Zal azar s free use of that nane, the presence of whose owner only his nother Leto and his father
Zeus could readily endure. Then Zal azar's eyes were brushed again by Je's warm hand, and he cane
fully to hinself.

C oudhol m was bearing down on t hem " And
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Hel i os is trapped up t here?" Zal azar wonder ed al oud. "But why, and how?"

"Why?" The bitterness and soft rage in Je's voice were worthy of a goddess. "Wy, | nyself hel ped
first to bind him Was | nade to do that, after opposing himand bringing on a bitter quarrel?

do not know. Are even we deities the playthings of some overriding fate? What was Helios' sin, for
such a puni shment ? And what was ni ne?"

Agai n Zal azar had to avert his gaze, for Je's beauty glowed even nore terribly than before. And at
the sane tinme he had to strive to naster hinmself, hold firmhis will against the hubris that rose
up in himand urged himto reach for the role of god hinself. Such an opportunity existed, would
exi st, foreknow edge told him and it was somewhere near at hand. If he only .

His internal struggle was interrupted by the realization that the cloudship no | onger noved.
Looki ng carefully, Zalazar could see that it had come to rest upon an al npbst insubstantial plain.

Strai ght ahead of himnow, the bases of the walls of C oudholmrose. And there was a towering
gate. Je was addressing himalnost calmy again. "If your latent power, old nortal, is neither of
heal i ng nor of seeing, then perhaps it lies in the realmof war. That is the way we now nust pass.
Kneel down."

Zal azar knelt. The right hand of the goddess closed on his and drew himto his feet again. He
arose on lithely muscular legs, and saw that the old clothing in which he had wal ked the high
past urel ands had been transfornmed. He was clad nowin silver cloth, a fabric worked with a fine
brocade. Hi s garnents
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hung on himas solidly as chain mail yet felt as soft and light as silk. They were at once the
clothing and the arnor of a god. In Zalazar's right hand, grown .young and muscul ar, a short sword
had appeared. The weapon was of sonme netal vastly different fromthat of his garnments, and yet he
could feel that its power was at |least their equal. On his left armnow hung a shield of dazzling
bri ght ness, but seeningly of no nore than a bracelet's weight.

The front of the cloudship divided and opened a way for the man who had been the ol d herdsnan

Zal azar. The thin cloudstuff of the magic plain swirled and rippled round his boots of silver-
gray. His feet were firmy planted, and though he could plainly see the sunlit Earth bel ow, he
knew no fear that he mght fall

He gl anced behi nd hi monce, and saw the cl oudship altering, disintegrating, and knew that the
nanel ess denon who had sustained it had come out now at Je's conmand, to serve her in sone other
way.

Then Zal azar faced ahead. He coul d see, now, how nuch danage the great walls of C oudhol m had
sust ai ned, and what had caused the danage. O her cloudships, their insubstantial w eckage m xed

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Magic%20May%20Return.txt (20 of 101) [1/19/03 6:14:38 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20M agi c%20M ay%20Return.txt

with that of the walls they had assailed, |lay scattered across the plain and piled at the feet of
those enduring, fragile-looking towers. Nor were the wecked ships enmpty. Wth vision sonmehow
granted him by Je, Zalazar could see that each of them held at | east one sl eep-bound figure of the
stature of a god or demigod. They were male or female, old-looking or young, of divers attributes.
Al'l were caught and hel d,
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| i ke Phaethon, by sonme powerful magic that inposed a quiet if not always a peaceful slunber.

Mow, where was Je hersel f? Zal azar realized suddenly that he could see neither the goddess nor her
attendant denon. He called her nane al oud.

Do not seek me, her voice replied, whispering just at his ear. Mike your way across the plain, and
force the castle gates. Wth my help you can do it, and | shall be with you when ny help is
needed.

Zal azar shrugged his shoulders. Wth part of his mind he knew that his present feelings of power
and confidence were unnatural, given himby the goddess for her own purposes. But at the sane tinme
he coul d not deny those feelings—nor did he really want to. Feeling enormously capable, driven by
an urge to prove what this divine weapon in his new right hand could do, he shrugged his shoul ders
again, | oosening tight new nmuscles for action. Beside him Bornmanus. who had not been changed, was
| ooking about in all directions alertly. Wth one hand the lad gripped tightly the small lyre at
his belt, but he gave no other sign of fear. Then suddenly he raised his other hand and pointed.

Coming fromthe gates of C oudholm which now stood open, already hal fway across the w de plain
bet ween, a challenger was treading thin white cloud in great white boots.

Zal azar, watching, raised his sword a little. StiD the goddess was letting himknow no fear. He
who approached was a red-bearded man, wearing what | ooked |ike a winged Nordi k helm and other

equi pnment to match. He was of no remarkabl e height for a hero, but as he drew near Zal azar saw
that his
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arnms and shoul ders under a tight battl e-harness were of enornous thickness. He bal anced a
nmonstrous war-hanmer |ike a feather in one hand.

I should know who this is, Zalazar thought. But then the thought was gone, as quickly as it had
conme. Je nmanages her tools too well, he thought again, and then that idea too was swept fromhis
m nd.

The one approaching cane to a halt, no nore than three quick strides away. "Beturn to Earth, old
Zal azar," he called out. jovially enough. "My bones already ache with a full age of conbat. |
yearn to let litde brother Hypnos whisper in ny ear, so |l can lie down and rest.! don't know why
Je bothered to bring you here; the proper time for humans to visit Coudholmis |ong gone, and
again, is not yet cone.”

"Save your riddles," Zalazar advised himfearlessly. This, he thought, in a nonent of great glory
and pride, this is what it is like to be a god. And in his heart he thanked Je for this nmonent,
and cared not what mi ght happen in the next.

"Cho," Red-beard remarked good-hunoredly. "Well then, it seens we nust." And the sword and hanmer

| eapt together of thenselves, with a blare as of all war-trunpets in the world, and a clash as of
all arnms. It lasted endlessly, and at the sane tinme it seenmed to take no tinme at all. Zal azar
though | that he saw Red-beard fall, but when he bent with sone intention of dealing a finishing
stroke, the figure of his opponent had vani shed. Save for Bornmanus, who had prudently stepped back
fromthe clash, he was apparently al one.
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Well fought! Je's voice, frominvisible |ips, whispered beside his ear. There was new excitenent
in
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the words, an undertone of savage triunph

Zal azar, triunphant too—and at the sane tine knowi ng an undercurrent of dissatisfaction, for these
deeds were not his of his own right—soved on toward the open gate. He had gone a dozen strides
when somet hi ng—he thought not Je—drged himto | ook back. When he did* he could now see Red-beard,
hammer still in hand, stretched out upon the cloud. There was no sign of blood or injury. At Red-
beard's ear a wi nged head was hovering, whispering a conpulsion fromdivine lips. And on the face
of the fallen warrior there was peace.

Wiy do you pause? Je demanded in her hidden voice. She required no answer, but Zal azar nmust go on
Al'l Je's attention, and Zal azar's too, was bent now upon the open castle gate. It slamed shut of
itself when he was still a hundred strides away. Now he could see that what he had taken for
carved dragon heads on either side of the portal were alive, turning fanged jaws toward him

Zal azar gl anced at the | ad who was wal king so trustingly at his side, and for the first tinme since
| andi ng on the cloud-plain he knew anxieryT"Lady Je," he prayed in a whisper, "I crave your
protection for ny grandson as well as for nyself."

/ give what protection | can, to those | need. And | foresee nowthat | will need him later on

The dragons guarding the gate stretched out ther necks when Zal azar cane near; fangs |ike buncheu
knives drove at him The shield raised upon his left armtook the blows. The sword flashed |eft,
| ashed right.

Zal azar stepped back, gasping; he | ooked to see
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that Bormanus, who had kept clear, was safe. Then Zal azar willed the swordbl ade at the great
cruciformtinbers of the gate itself. They splintered, shuddered, and swung back

Je's triunmph was a shrill scream al nbst soundl ess, inarticul ate.

Zal azar knew that he must still go forward, now into Coudholmitself. He bal anced the shield upon
his left arm hefted the sword again in his right hand. He drew a deep breath, of anple-seening
air, and entered the pal ace proper

He cane to door after door, each taller and nore magnificent than the last, and each swung open of
itself tolet himin. Around himon every hand there towered shapes that should have been
terrible, though he could see themonly indistinctly. Sonething told himwhich way he nust go. And
he pressed on, through one royal hall and chanber after another

until he had entered that which he knew nmust be the greatest hall of all. At the far end of
it, very distant from where he stood, Zalazar saw the Throne of the Wrld. It was guarded by a
wal | of flame, and it was standi ng vacant.

As Zal azar's feet brought himcloser to the fire, he sawthat it was centered on a plinth of
cloud, that supported another man-like figure, like that of tortured Phaethon but larger still.

It is Helios, said Je's disenbodi ed whisper. Pull himfromthe flanes, restore himto his throne,
and mana will rain upon the Earth again.
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The flame felt very hot. When Zal azar probed it with his sword, it pushed the swordbl ade back
" But
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what power is this that inprisons hinP Je?"
Do not ask questions, nortal. Act.

Zal azar stalked right and left, seeking a way around the flames or through them The figure inside
them did not seemto be burned or tornmented by the terrible heat, but only bound. But Zal azar as
he approached the tongues of fire had to raise first one hand, and then his shield, to try to
protect hinself fromradiance and glare. The only way to reach the bound god seened to be to | eap
directly into the nanes, or through them

Zal azar tried. Unbearable pain seared at him and the tongues of flame seized himlike hands and
threw hi m back. The instant he was clear of the flames, their burning stopped; he was unharned.

Je shrieked words of conpulsion in his ear. Zalazar wapped hinself in his silvery cloak, raised
his shield, brandished his sword, and tried again. And was thrown back. And yet again, but all to
no avail. And still Je made himtry. She stood near now in her full inmged presence.

And yet again the tongues of fire gripped Zal azar, and hurled himflying, sprawing. Wen Zal azar
saw that the nmetal of his shield was running now in nolten drops, he cried aloud his agony: "Spare
me, great Je! What will you have fromnme? Only so much can you nmake of ne, so much and no nore."

"I will rmake whatever ! wish of you, nortal. W are so near, so very near to victory!" Her gaze
turned to Bormanus, and she went on: "There is a way in which we can augnent our power, as
foresaw. Murder will feed great nagic."

Zal azar canme crawling along the floor, toward the
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goddess's feet. He nmade his hand let go the sword. Onfy now he realized that no scabbard for it
had ever been given him "Goddess, do not demand of me that | kill my own flesh and blood. It will
not bring you victory. | was never a great wi zard, even in nmy youth. No Al hazred, no Vul can the
Shaper. Though even before I net you | had convinced nyself of that. A warrior? Conqueror? No, |
amnot Trillion Mu either, though I have killed; and yours and your denobn's power could sustain ne
in conbat for a tinme even agai nst Thor Red-beard hinself. But | cannot do nore. Even nurder wll
not give me power enough. And if it could, | wll not—=

In fishwife rage, Je lost her self-control. "What are you, thing of clay, to argue with nme?" She
grabbed Bornmanus and forced him forward, bent down so that his neck was exposed for a swordstroke.
"Earth is mne to deal with as | will, and you are no nore than a clod of earth. Kill him"

"Destroy ne if you will, goddess. If you can. I will not kill him"

Je's eyes glowed, orange fire froma volcano. "I see that ! have nmaddened you with ny assistance,
until you think you are a demigod at least. You are not worth destruction. If | only w thdraw nmy
sust ai ni ng power, you will both fall back to earth and be no nore than bird-dung when you | and.
Where will you turn for help if | abandon you?"

Zal azar, on his feet again, turned, physically, looking for help. The half-nmelted shield now felt
i npossi bly heavy, weighing his |left arm down. The brocade of his god-garments hung on hi mnow |ike
|l ead. The last tine the flanmes had thrown him sone
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of their pain had remained in his bones. At a thought from Je, the cloud-floor of the palace would

open beneath his feet. He would have a long fall in which to think things over
The Throne of the Wrld was enpty, waiting. No help there. But still he was not going to nurder
Je's voice surprised himin its altered tone. It was | ess threatening now "Zalazar, | see that I

must tell you the truth. It need not be Helios that you place on the Throne when you have gai ned
the power. It could be ne."

"Your'
"The truth is that it could even be yoursel f."

"I ?" Zal azar turned slowy. Looked at the Throne again, and thought, and shook his head. "I am
only a poor man, | tell you, goddess. Alone and alnost lost. If it is true that | can choose the
Rul er of the World, well, it rmust be sone cruel joke, such as you say that even gods are subject
to. But if the choice is truly mine to nake, | will not give it to you. As for taking it nyself,
I, I should not. | have no fitness, or powers, or wealth, or even famly."

Silence fell in doudholm It was an abrupt change; a stillness that was sonething nore than
sil ence had descended. Zal azar waited, eyes downcast, holding his breath, trying to understand.

Then he began to understand, for the last three words that he hinself had spoken seened to be
echoing and re-echoing in the air. Al his life he had been a poor nomad with no famly at all

Even the flanmes of Helios' prison seened to have cool ed sonewhat, though Zal azar did not
i medi ately raise his head to ook at them Wen it seened
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to himthat the silence night have gone on for half an hour, he did at |last | ook up

He who had wal ked with Zal azar as his conpanion had at |last taken the |yre fromhis belt, and the
others were allowed to recognize hi m now.

Je had recoiled, cringing, herself for once down on one knee, with averted gaze. But Zal azar, for
now, could | ook

Wiite teeth, inhumanly beautiful and even, snmiled at him "Od man, you have decided well. One
conmes to claimthe Throne in time, and Thanatos will be overcone, and your many-tines-great-
grandsons will have to choose again; but that is not your problemnow | send you back to Earth.
Retain the youth that Je has given you—+t is fitting, for a new age of the world has been

ordai ned, though not by me. And nenories, if you can, retain themtoo. Magic nust sleep.”

Bright, half-nmelted shield and silver garnents fell softly to the floor of cloud, beside the
sword. Zal azar was gone.

The bright eyes under the dark curls swept around. The god belted his Iyre and unslung his bow.
There was a great recessional howing as Je's denon-servant fled, and fell, and fled and fel
agai n.

Je raised her eyes, in a last nonent of defiance. The wi nged head of Hypnos, already hovering
besi de her ear, silently awaited a command.

"Sl eep now, sister Je. As our father Zeus and our brothers and sisters sleep. | join you
presently," Apollo said.
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"Keep your head down, Oroles/' Thyssa muttered, her face hidden by a fall of chestnut hair. Cross-
| egged on the noored raft, his lap hill of fishnet, little Oroles had forgot his nending in favor
of the nearby commotion

Though the | ake was a day's ride end-to-end, it was narrow and shall ow. Fisher folk of Lyris
traversed it with poted rafts and exchanged rude jokes over the canoe, hewn from an enor nous
beech, which brought the Moessian dignitary to Lyrian shores. The boy did not answer his sister
until the great dugout bunped into place at the nearby wharf, made fast by many hands. "Poo." said
Ooles, "foreigners are nore fun than nmendi ng ol d Panon's nets. Anyhow, King Bardel doesn't mnd
me | ooki ng."

Thyssa knew that this was so; Lyrians had al ways regarded their kings with nore warnth than awe.
Nor woul d Boerab, the staunch old war mnister who stood at the king's left, mnd a boy's
curiosity. The canoe was very fast, but skittish enough to pitch dignity overboard when
dignitaries tried to stand. And what |lad could fail to take joy in the sight? Not -Oroles!

Yet Thyssa knew al so that Mnister Dirrach, the shaman standing alert at the young king's right
el bow, would interpret a comoner's grin as dunb hisol ence. "The shaman ninds," she hissed. "Do
you want to | ose favor at the castle?"
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G unbling, six-year-old Ooles did as he was told. Thus the boy mnissed the gl ance of feral hunger
that Dirrach flicked toward the nubile Thyssa before attending to his perquisites as nminister to
Ki ng Bardel of Lyris.

Dirrach seened barely to sway nearer as he spoke behind young Bardel's ear: "The outlander nust
not hear you chuckling at his clunsiness, Sire." he suggested in a well-oiled baritone.

Bardel, without noving: "But when | can't laugh, it seems funnier."

"Averae of Moess is devious," the shaman replied easily, while others rushed to help the
outlander. "If you think himclunsy, you may falsely think yourself secure.”

Bardel gave a grunt of irritation, a sound nore mature than his speaking voice. "Dirrach, don't
you trust anybody?”

"l have seen duplicity in that one before,” Dirrach murnured, and swayed back to prevent further

i nterchange. Truly enough, he had known Averae before, and had been uneasy when he recogni zed the
Moessi an. Dirrach breathed nore easily now that he had sl andered the man in advance. Who knew what
crimes the outlander might recall? Then Averae stood on the wharf, and Bardel stepped forward.

Thyssa had not noted the shanman's gl ance because her attention was on the king. In the two years
since his accession to the Lyrian throne, Bardel had grown into his royal role—+ndeed, into his

father's broad | eather breastplate—w thout entirely |osing the panache of spirited youth. Tanned
by sunmer hunts, forearns scarred by conbat training with the veter-
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an Boerab, the young Lyrian king fluttered girlish hearts |like a warm breeze anong beech | eaves.
And whil e Bardel watched the Moessian's unsteady advance with cal m peregrine eyes, Thyssa saw a
twinkle in them Flanked by Boerab and Dirrach, arms and enchantnment, Bardel of Lyris was a

bel oved figure. It did not matter to nost Lyrians that his two ministers |oathed each other, and
that Bardel was just not awfully bright.

Thyssa, fingers flying anong the tattered nets, seemed not to hear the royal anenities. Yet she
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heard » a query from Averae: . Shandori an ninister?" And heard Boerab's runbled, ".
.Escorted fromthe Northern heights. . .tombrrow " Then Thyssa knew why the castle staff and the
fat nerchants in Tihan had been atwitter for the past day or so. It could nean nothing | ess than
protracted feasting in Bardel's castl e!

To an Achaean of the distant past, or even to Phoenicians who plied the Adriatic coast to the far
Sout hwest, this prospect would have inspired little awe. No Lyrian conmoner could afford woven
garnments for everyday use; only the king and Boerab carried iron blades at their sides, each
weapon purchased from Ostran ironnongers with packtrains of excellent Lyrian wi ne.

Nor would the royal castle in Tihan have excited nmuch admration fromthose | egendary outl anders.
Sonme hundreds of famlies lived in Tihan, thatched walls and roofs protected by stout oak
pal i sades surrounding town and castle on the |ake's one penin-IRtda. Bardel's castle was the only
two-story structure Ckpaci ous enough to house king, staff, and a smal
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garrison nostly enpl oyed for day-| abor

Hi e ponmp that acconpani ed BardeFs retinue back to nearby Ti han woul d have brought snmiles to
Phoeni cian |ips but as Thyssa viewed the procession, her eyes were bright with pride. "Rem nd ne
to brush your |eather apron, Ooles,” she smled; "if you are chosen to serve during feast-tine,
there may be red neat for our stew. " Unsaid was her corollary: ana* since | nust play both father
and nother to you,

perhaps | too will nmake an inpression on soneone.

* * * *

A d Panon was | ess than ecstatic over the job on his nets. "Your repairs are adequate, Thyssa," he
admtted, then held an offending tangl e between thunb and forefinger; "but Oroles nmust |earn that
a knot needn't be the size and shape of a clenched fist. Teach himas 1 taught you, girl; nothing
magi ¢ about It"

"Not hi ng?" Oroles frowned at this heresy. "But Shaman Dirrach enchants the nets every year."

"Pah," said the old man. "Dirrach! The man coul dn't—ah, there are those who say the nman coul dn't
enchant a bee with honey. Sone say it's all folderol to keep us in line. Some say," he qualified
it.

"Pl ease, Panon," said Thyssa, voice cloudy with concern. "Big-eared little pitchers, "she ruffled
the ragged hair of Ooles, "spill on everyone. Besides, if tfs folderol how do you explain ny
father's afagstone?"

[. el ], —= The ol d man smled, "maybe sonme Jiauill magics. It doesn't take nuch
enchantnent to -tool a fish, or a rabbit. And Urkut was an uncanny ifcarksman with a sling."
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At this, Oroles beaned. The boy had no menory of the nother who had died bearing him and chiefly
second- hand know edge of his emgrant father, Urkut. But the lad had spent many an evening
scrunched next to the fireplace, hugging his knees and wheedling stories from Thyssa as she
stirred chestnuts fromthe coals. To the girl, a father who had seen the Atlantic and Crete had
traveled all the world. One raised across the nountains beyond Lyr-is was an enigrant. And one
whose slingstone was so unerring that the mssile was kept separate in Ukut's waistpouch, was
definitely magical. Indeed, the day before his death Urkut had bested Dirrach by tw ce proving the
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incredible efficacy of his sling. It had cone about during an aurochs hunt in which Bardel, still
an inpressionabl e youth, and Boerab, an admirer of Urkut, had been spectators.

As Thyssa heard it fromthe | aconic Boerab, her father's tracking skill had pronpted young Bardel
to proclaimhim"al nost magical." Dirrach, affronted, had caused a grass fire to appear behind
them though Boerab left little doubt that he suspected nothing nore mraculous in the shaman's
ploy than a wisp, of firewick fromDirrach's pack. Challenged to match the grass fire, Urkut had
denmurred until goaded by Bardel's anusenent.

Slowy (as Thyssa woul d enbroider it, matching her account with remenbered pantoni ne while

goosefl esh craw ed on Oroles's body), the hunter Urkut had withdrawn a rough stone pellet fromhis
wal l et. Carefully, standing in wooden stirrups while his pony danced in uncertainly, Ukut had

pl aced pellet in slingpouch. Deliberately, staring into

Dirrach's face as he whirled the sling, Ukut had nade an odd gesture with his free hand. And then
the stone had soared off, not in a flat arrowourse but in a high trajectory to thud far off
behi nd a shrub.

Dirrach's boom ng | aughter had stopped abruptly when, dismounting at the shrub, Urkut groped and
then held his arns aloft. In one hand he'd held his slingstone. In the other had been a rabbit.

Qutraged by Dirrach's clains of charlatanry, Urkut had done it again; this tinme eyes closed,
suggesting that Boerab retrieve stone and quarry.

And this tinme Boerab had found a magnificent cock pheasant quivering beside the slingstone, and
Urkut had sagaci ously denied any mracul ous powers while putting his slingstone anway. It was
merely a trick, he'd averred; the magic of hand and eye (this with a meani ngful gaze toward
Dirrach). And young Bardel had bidden Urkut sup at the castle that night. And Urkut had conplied

And Urkut had died in his cottage during the night, in agony, clutching his belly as Thyssa wept
over him To this day, even Dirrach would adnit that the emigrant Urkut had been in some small way
a shaman. Especially Dirrach; for he could also point out that mana was |lethal to those who could
not control it properly.

Now, with a sigh for nmenories of a tinme when she was not an orphan, Thyssa said to the aged Panon
"Fat her always said the mana was in the slingstone, not in him And it nust have been true, for
the pellet vanished |i ke snoke after his death.” ":;i;\—=O so the shaman says," Panon grow ed.
"He who took charge of Urkut's body and wai st pouch as well.
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| heard, Thyssa. And | watch Dirrach—al nost as carefully as he watches you." The fisherman chose
two speci nens fromhis catch; one suitable for a stew, the other |large enough to fillet. "Here: an
Oroles'-worth, and a Thyssa-worth.”

The girl thanked himw th a hug, gathered the fish in her [eather shift, leapt fromraft to shore
with a flash of lithe linbs. "May you one day catch a Panon-worth," she called gaily, and took the
hand of Orol es.

"He watches you, girl," old Panon's voice foll owed her toward the palisades of Tihan. "Take care."
She waved and continued. Dirrach watched everybody, she told herself. What special interest could
t he

shaman possi bly have in an orphaned peasant girl?

* * * *

There were sonme who coul d have answered Thyssa's riddle. One such was the gaunt emi ssary Averae*
whose dignity had been in such peril as he stood up in his Messian canoe. Not until evening,
after an aurochs haunch had been devoured and a third flagon of Lyrian wine was in his vitals, did
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Aver ae unburden hinself to Boerab. "You could ve knocked nme into the | ake when ! spied your
friend, the shaman," Averae nuttered.

"Or a falling leaf could ve," Boerab replied with a wink. "You're a | andl ubber |ike nme. But be
cautious in naming ny friends/' he added with a sideways | ook across the table where Dirrach was
t ongue-1 ashi ng a servant.

"You' ve no liking for himeither?"

"I respect his shrewdness. W serve the sane king/' Boerab said with a lift of the heavy
shoul ders. "You know Dirrach, then?"

THE MAG C NMAY  RETURN

"When your king was only a pup—+ nean no disrespect for him Boerab, but this marvel ous w ne
conjures truth as it will—-his father sent Dirrach to us in Mess to discuss fishing rights near
our shore."

"1 was building an out post and only heard runors."”

"Here are facts. Dirrach had full immnity, royal pardons, the usual," Averae went on softly,
pausing to drain his flagon. "And he abused themterribly anong our servant girls."

"You nmean the kind of abuse he's giving now?" An ashen-faced w nebearer was backi ng away from
Di rrach.

A wei ghed pause: "I nean the kind that |eaves bite scars, and causes young wonen to despise al
men. "

Boerab, a heavy wonanizer in his time, sawno harmin a tussle with a willing wench. But bite
scars? The old warrior recalled the disappearance of several girls fromfarns near Tihan over the
past years, and hoped he could thrust a new suspicion fromhis nind. "Wll, that explains why we
never arranged that fishing treaty," he said, trying to smle. "Perhaps this tinme Lyris and Mess
can do better."

"Trade from Cbuda to the Phoenician coast is nore inportant than punishment for a deviate," Averae
agreed. "Do you suppose well find Shandor's fol k anenabl e?"

"Likely; they have little to |ose and nuch to gain."

"Even as you and |," Averae purred the inplication

"Even as your king and mine/' Boerab corrected. "Just so well understand one another, Averae: |'m
happy as 1 am Wuldn't know what to do with pres-
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ents from Moess or Shandor, even without strings attached. If Lyris and the | ad—ah, King
Bar del —prosper, |'mcontent."”

"Fair enough," Averae |laughed. "I'mbeginning to be glad your nana was strong during our border
clash."

Boerab, startled, spilled his brimmng flagon. "My what? Save that for comopners, Averae."

"I'f you insist. But it's common know edge in Mess that our shaman spent the better part of his
mana trying to sap your strength in that last battle. Practically ruined the poor fellow"

Boerab studied the lees in his wine. "If anybody put a wardspell on nme, he's kept it secret." The
barrel chest shook with mirth. "Fact is, | had high-ground advantage and grew too tired to nove.
If you want to believe, then believe in a safespot. For myself, | believe in ny shield."
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e Boerab could hardly be blamed for denying the old | egends. The entire region was rich in relics
of forgotten battles where mighty shanmans had pitted spell against spell, mana agai nst nana,
irresistible ax versus inmovabl e shield. The nmound that Boerab had chosen for his stand was a
natural choice for a conbat veteran; other warriors had chosen that spot before him On that spot,
magi cal murder had been acconplished. On that spot no nagic would work again, ever. Boerab had

i ndeed defended a saf espot upon which all but the npbst stupendous nana was wast ed.

Al'l Boerab's life had been spent in regions nearly exhausted of mana. O course there had been
little filings like Urkut's tricks, but— Boerab did not corn-
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m | the usual nistake of allowi ng magic to explain the commonpl ace. Instead he erred in using the
commonpl ace to explain magic. Thus far, Boerab was inmreasurably far ahead.

"I'd drink to your shield, then/' Averae munbled, "if that confounded wi nebearer were in sight."

Boerab's eyes roanmed through the snog of the lignite fire as he roared for nore wine. By now the
king and Dirrach were too far in their flagons to notice the poor service. Boerab prom sed hinself
that for the nmain feast, he'd insist on a wi nebearer too young to crave the stuff he toted. Ah;

U kut's boy, he thought. Too innocent to cause aggravation

As to the innocence of Oroles, the grizzled warrior was right. As to the consequences of innocence
he

coul d scarcely have gone farther wong.

* * * *

Thyssa, late to rise, was coaxing a gl ow from hardwood enbers when she heard a rap on her door
"Wl come/' she called, drawi ng her shift about her as die runner, Dasio, entered.

"In me royal service/' said Dasio fornmally. The youth was lightly built but tall, extraordinary in
muscul ature of calf and thigh; and Thyssa noted the heaving breast of her childhood friend with
frank concern

"Are you ill, Dasio? You cannot be wi nded by a nmere sprint across Tihaii."

"Nor aml. |I'mlathered froma two-hour run. Spent the night with the Shandorians; they'll be here
soon—with a surprise, 111 warrant," Dasio said cryptically, taking his eyes from Thyssa with
reluctance. Seeing Ooles curled in a tangle of furs: "Ah, there's
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the cub I'mto fetch; and then | can rest!"”

Choosing a nmotherly view, Thyssa set a stoneware pot near the coals. "Tell them O ol es was
breaking his fast," she said. "You don't have to tell themyou shared his gruel. Meanwhile, Dasio,
take your ease." She shook her small brother with rough affection. "Rise, little man-of-the-
house,"” she snmiled. "You re wanted— and gl anced at Dasi o as she ended, "—at the castle?"

The runner nodded, stirred the gruel as it began to heat, tasted and grinaced. "Wgh; it could use
salt/'

"Could it indeed," Thyssa retorted. "Then you m ght have brought sone. Qur palates aren't so jaded
with rich palace food as sone | m ght nane."

A flush crept up the neck of the diffident youth. Silently he chided hinself; though Thyssa and
Ooles still lived in Urkut's cottage, they did so with few anenities. Wthout even the sl enderest
dowy, Dasio knew, the girl was overl ooked by the sons of npbst Tihaners.

Presently, Oroles found his sandals and apron, then joined Dasio over the gruel. "Wat have | done
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now, " he yawned

It was as Thyssa hoped. After one dutiful nmouthful that courtesy required, Dasio set her at ease
"The pal ace cook will brief you, runt. Big doings tonight; bigger than last night. If you can keep
your feet untangled, maybe you can ask for a slab of salt—+to jade your palates," he added with a
sidelong grin at Thyssa.

Moments |ater, the girl ushered them outside. "Watch over him Dasio/' she pleaded. "And thanks
for his enploy."
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"Thank ol d Boerab for that," said the youth. "But 111 try to keep the cub out of the wi ne hel
pour tonight." Then, while Ooles tried to match his stride, Dasio trotted slowy up the dirt road
toward high

ground and the castle.

* * * *

The Shandorians arrived in midafternoon, and all Tihan buzzed with the surprise Dasio had

prom sed. Everybody knew Shandor had funny ideas about wonen, but conservative Hhaners grunbled to
see that the em ssary from Shandor was a handsone fermal e wearing crinmson garnments of the al npst
myt hical fabric, silk; and her eyes were insolent with assurance. Thyssa, contracting a day's

| abor for a parcel of a merchant's grain, knewit first as runor.

Dirrach learned of it while powdering a lunp of lightest-tinted lignite coal in his private
chanmber. It was the shaman's good fortune that such stuff was avail abl e, since when powdered it
was unlikely to be as visible when sprinkled fromshadow into fire as was charcoal or the sul phur
whi ch he used for other effects. It was the region's good fortune that Dirrach's "nmagi cs" had
never yet tapped genui ne nana.

Dirrach heard his door creak open; turned to hide his .wirk even as he opened his nmouth to bl ast
the intruder. Only one nan in all Lyris had the right to burst in thus. "Wo dares to—oh. Ah,
wel come, Bardel ," he ended lanmely; for it was that one man

"Can you believe, Dirrach?" The king's face was awash wi th sonething between delight and
consternation as he toed the door shut. "Boerab and | just did the wel cones—and where were you
anyhow—oh, here | guess; and the Shandorian has a girl for a
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servant. Wiich is fine | suppose, because she's a wonan. The emi ssary, | nmean. Is a wonman/"

Dirrach drew a long breath, noving away fromhis work to draw Bardel's attention. Too | ong had he
suffered the prattle, the presunption, the caprice of this royal oaf. Perhaps tonight, all that
could be renedi ed. "Shandor puts undue value on its fenales, as | have told you." He hadn't, but
Bardel's shortsword outspanned his nenory.

"The Shandorian's a bit long in the tooth for nme," Bardel went on, "but firmfleshed and—uh—anly,
sort of. But where do we seat a worman at a state feast? You take care of it, Dirrach; Boerab's
rounded up the kitchen staff. I'"'moff to the practice range; that crazy Cethae—the

Shandori an—aoul d pit her skill with a bow against mine. A wonman, Dirrach,"” he |aughed, snaking his
head as he ducked out the door. Hi s parting question was his favorite phrase: "Can you believe?"

Dirrach sighed and returned to his work. No believer in the arts he surrogated, the shaman warmed
to his own beliefs. He could believe in careful preparation in the |east haD, and in mistrust for
outiand-era who could be blamed for any tragedy. Most of all, Dirrach could believe in poison. The
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stuff had

served himwell in the past.

* * * *

Dirrach's seating arrangenents were clever, the hanging oil |anps placed so that he would be

partly in shadow near the fireplace. The special flagstone rested atop the bl adder where Dirrach's
foot could reach it, and specially decorated flagons bore synbols that clearly inplied who woul d
sit where. The
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shaman's duties included tasting every course and flagon before it reached the royal |ips, though
poison was little used in Lyris. Dirrach congratul ated hinself on placing the wonman across from
him for Dirrach's place was at the king's side, and anything the wonan said to Bardel could be
noted by the shanan as well. A second advantage was that wormen were wi dely known to have scant
capacity for wine; Gethae would sit at the place nost likely to permt unnmasking of a shaman's
little tricks; and if Gethae denounced himit could be chal ked up to bleary vision of an inebriate
who coul d al so be accused of hostile ains. Especially on the norrow.

Yet Get hae showed herself to good advantage as she swept into the castle with her new

acquai ntances. "I claima rematch," she said, laying a conpani onabl e hand on Boerab's shoul der
gorget. "Bardel's eye is a trifle too good today." Her laugh was throaty, her carriage erect and,
Dirrach admtted, alnost kingly. Already she spoke Bardel's nanme with ease.

Bardel started to enter the hall, stunbled as he considered letting the stately Gethae precede him
but reconsidered in the sanme instant that such courtesy was reserved for the nothers of kings. "I
was | ucky, Gethae—eoop, danmm fl agstones anyhow, ahh, snells good in here; oh, there you are,
Dirrach," Bardel rat-tied on with a wave. Actually the hall stank of snpoke and sweat —but then, so
did the king.

Boerab introduced Dirrach to the Shandorian whom he treated as an equal. "Sorry you were busy
here, Dirrach/' the old soldier lied manfully. "This aHi rdy wench pulls a stronger bow than I
t hought
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"Put it down to enthusiasm" said Gethae, exchangi ng handclasps with Dirrach. Her glance was both
cal cul ati ng and warm

"Huh; put it down to good pectorals,
ghaaaa..."

Boerab rejoined, then raised his eyes to heaven: "U p;

"l accept that as a conplinent," said Gethae, smling.

Dirrach saw that such conplinents were justified; the Shandorian's physical inpact could not be
denied, and a man |ike Boerab might find his judgment colored with lust. But Dirrach's tastes were

narrow and, "I fear we have prepared but rough entertainment for a lady/' said the shaman in cool
formality.
"I can accept that too," she said, still smling as she peered at the feast table. "Ho, Averae:

see we're to be kept apart.”

Averae of Moess found his own place with a good-natured gibe to the effect that a snmall plot with
Shan-dor woul d have been a pleasure. Plainly, the shaman saw, this wonan enjoyed the conpany of
men wi thout considering herself one. Had he only imagined an invitation in her snile of greeting?

Dirrach found that it had not been nere inmagination. Al through the courses of chestnut bread,
beef and fow , beer and honeycake, the shaman shifted his feet to avoid the questing instep of the
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| ong- 1 egged CGethae. At one point Dirrach felt his false-bottomed flagstone sink as he hastily
moved his foot, saw reflection in Gethae's frank dark eyes of a sudden flare in the fireplace. But
Gethae was stoking a fire of another sort and noticed nothing but Dirrach hinself. The shaman took
it philosophically; he could not
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help it if Gethae had an appetite for nmen in their mddle years. But he woul d not whet that
appetite either, and pointedly guided Bardel into dialogue with the wonman.

Eventual |y the beer was replaced by a tow headed | ad bearing the nost faned product of Lyris: the
heady wi ne of the north | akeshore. Gethae sipped, smacked, grinned; sipped again. Very soon she
pronounced her flagon enpty and beaned at the boy who filled it. "The lad/' she said to one and
all, 'has unlocked Lyris's wealth!"

Al took this as a toast and CGethae wi nked at the boy, who w nked back. "I predict you'll go
far,—ah, what's your nane, |ad?"

* "Oroles, ma'am" said the boy, growing restive as others turned toward the interchange. "I've
al ready gone as far as the end of the |ake."

"You'll go farther," Gethae chuckl ed.
"Here's to travel," said the king. "Keep traveling around the table, Oolandes."

Dutiful |aughter faded as the boy replied; servants did not correct kings. "Oroles, please sir—but
you're al nmost right."

Boerab, in quick jocularity: "In honor of the great Orol andes, no doubt."

"Aw, you knew that, Boerab," said the boy in gentle accusation, and again filled Gethae's flagon
his tongue between his teeth as he poured. The boy's fanocent directness, his ignorance of
protocol, his se-

*taus men struck warmresponse first from Averae, hinself a grandfather. Averae began to chuckl e,
then '.ffe laugh outright as others joined in

Oroles did not fathomthis levity and contin-
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ued in his rounds until, perceiving that his own king was | aughing at him he stopped, hugging the
wi ne pitcher to him The snall features clouded; a single tear ran down his cheek

Boerab was near enough to draw Oroles to him to offer his flagon for filling, to nutter in the
boy's ear. "No fear, lad; they're laughing for you, not at you."

Bet hae could not tell whether Boerab was praising or scolding the boy and resolved to generate a
diversion. Wth a by-your-leave to Bardel she stood. "At such a nerry noment, a guest m ght choose
to pay tribute.”

"Hi-said," from Averae, "because | wish I'd said it first." Mre nerrinent, fueled by al cohol
"1 yiekl/' Gethae mnmed a fetching swoon, "to Mess—for once."

Bar del understood enough of this byplay to | ead the guffaws. Averae bowed to the king, to the
worman, then performed qui ck syncopated handcl aps before turning expectantly toward the door

A btocky Messian—+t was poor formto seat one's bodyguard at a state feast—entered, arns
outstretched with obvious effort to hold their burden. At Averae's gesture, the man knelt before
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t he beam ng .young ki ng. ,

"May you never need to use it, sire," from Averae.

Bardel took the wi cked handax, licked its cold iron head to assure hinself of its composition. It
was a heavy cast Ostran head, hafted with care, and as Bardel swung it experinentally the appl ause
was gener al

Except for Dirrach. The shaman nmuttered sonmething unintelligible and Bardel's face fell. "This
0
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pl eased ne so," said the king, "that | forgot. Trust Dirrach to renmind me: no weapons in the feast
hall. No, no, Averae," he said quickly; "you gave no of-fense. Boy/' he offered the ax to Oroles,
"have a guard put this in ny chanber. 11l sleep with it tonight."

So if shall be mine tomorrow, thought Dirrach

Oroles, cradling the wine pitcher in one arm took the ax with his free hand. Its weight caused
himnearly to topple, a splash of golden Iiquid cascading onto the flagstones. Dirrach was not
agi |l e enough and, wi ne-splattered to his knees, would have struck the boy who bolted fromthe hal
with wine and weapon.

But: "A boy for a man's job," Boerab tutted. "At |east we have wine to waste."

Dirrach quenched his outward anger, resunmed his seat and said innocently, "I fear we have given of -
fense to Moess." He knew the suggestion would be remenbered on the norrow, despite Averae's denia
whi ch was i medi ate and cordi al

Then it was Gethae's turn. The Shandorian reached into her scarlet silken sleeve, produced a
sueded pouch, offered it to Bardel with a small obeisance.

"What el se mi ght Shandbrians have up then-sleeves,” murnured Dirrach with fal se bonhoni e.

"A body search mght reward you," Gethae replied in open invitation. Dirrach did not need to
respond for at that noment Bardel enptied the pouch into his hand. There was total silence.

"Ch dam," Cet hae breathed, and chuckled; "1'd hoped to keep them danp." Bardel, perplexed, held
several opaque porous stones. One, by far the |argest,
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was the size of a goose egg, set into a horn bezel hung froma finely braided | eather |oop. The
others were unset and all had been snoothed to the~texture of eggshell

Dirrach al nost guessed they were gallstones, for which nagical properties were sonetinmes clai med.
I nstead he kept a wise |look, and his silence.

Gethae retrieved the great stone. "Here; a bit of magic fromthe northern barbarians, if you'l
stretch a point." She extended her tongue, licked the stone which actually adhered to the noi st
flesh until she plucked it away, held it aloft. Even Dirrach gasped.

The properties of, hydrophane opal were unknown even in Shandor; Gethae had been jesting about
magi c. The Shandorians had inported the stones fromthe north at trenmendous expense; knew only
that this nost porous of opals was dull when dry but becanme a gtinering pool of cloudy

| um nescence when danpened. As the noisture evaporated, the stone woul d agai n becone | ackl uster
Thus the Shandorians did not suspect the enornobus concentration of nana which was unl ocked by
noi st eni ng a hydr ophone.
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Had Get hae known the proper spell, she could have carved away the Ti han peninsula or turned it aH
to netal with the power she held. Even her fervent prayer for strength to pull a Lyrian bow had
been enough earlier, before the opals in her pouch had dried. Yet none of this was suspected by

Gethae. Her fluid gesture in returning the huge gemto Bardel was half of a stormspell. She, with
the others present, in-, terpreted the sudden skin-prickling electricity in the ~vlic as the
product of awe. '~ "Bardel took the gift in wondernment. "Spit is nmag-
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"Or water, w ne* perspiration," Gethae chuckled. "I have heard it argued that oil scum on water
creates the sane illusion of nmagical beauty. And has the sane natural explanation/' she shrugged.
"Don't ask ne to explain it; nerely accept it as Shandor's gift."

This called for another toast. "Where the devil is that w nebearer?" Bardel asked.

O oles scurried back fromhis errand to pour. Even Bardel could see the boy trenbling in

antici pation of punishrment, saw too that the outlanders had taken a liking to the slender child.
Wth wisdomrare in him Bardel suddenly picked up the snallest of the opals, still opaque and
dry. The king ostentatiously di pped the pebble into his wine, held it up before Ooles who
marvel ed silently at the transformation. "For your services,"” said Bardel, "and for
entertainment." Wth that he dropped the opal, the size of a babe's thunbnail, into the hand of
O ol es.

Bar del acknow edged t he appl ause, hung the great hydrophane anul et around his own sweaty neck

pl edged packtrains of Lyrian wine as gifts for Mdess and Shandor. "And what say you of outl ander
magi cs," he asked of the glumDirrach. It was as near as Bardel would conme to conmanding a
performance fromhis shaman. He knew sone doubted Dirrach/s mracles, but Bardel was credul ous as
any bunpki n.

Dirrach grasped his talisman of office, a carved wand with conpartnented secrets of its own, and
waved it in the air. "lron strikes fire on stone,” he intoned; "stone holds inner fire with water.
But true nmana can bring fire to fire itself." It only sounded

MANASPI LL
silly, he told hinself, if you thought about it. But the
-powdered lignite in the wand woul d keep anybody el se fromthinking about it.

Dirrach knew where the fireplace was, did not need to | ook over his shoul der as he nanipul ated the
wand and trod on the false flagstone, feeding pungent oil to the blaze. He felt the heat, saw
astoni shment in the eyes of his audience, snmiled to see Ooles cringe against the wall. He did not
realize that the flames behind himhad, for a nonment only, blazed bl ack. The gl eam ng hydrophanes
of Bardel and Orol es were near enough that Dirrach's wandpass had called forth infinitesi mal mana
in obedience to a reversal gesture-spell. It did not natter that Dirrach was wholly inconpetent to
command nmana. All that mattered was the nana and the many neans for its discharge as nmgic.

Knowi ngly or not. The jewel at Bardel's throat glinmrered with unspent |ightnings.

Unawar e of the extent of his success, and of the enornmpus forces near him Dirrach nixed blind
luck with his sleight-of-hand and his hidden-lever tricks. The shaman was a bit flumobxed when two
white doves fluttered up fromthe fal se bottomof his carven chair; he'd only put one bird in
there. He was simlarly pensive when the coin he "found" in Averae's 'beard turned out to be, not
the |l ocal bronze celt Dirrach had pal ned beforehand, but a silvery roundish filing which Averae
clained before either of themgot a good | ook at the picture stanped on it. Inspection

« Would have told themlittle in any case: the Thracian ,: portrait of Al exander was not due to be
reproduced tr centuries to cone.
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And when a spatter of rain fell inside, all assumed that it was al so raining outside; even roya
roofs | eaked a bit. At |ast Gethae sighed, "My conplinents, Diirach. But tell me: how did you
breed mice to el k? That was subtly done."

Indeed it was; so subtly that only Gethae had noticed the tiny antlered creatures that scanpered
across hearthstones and into the fire during one of Dirrach's accidental spells. Dirrach did not
know if his leg was being pulled, and only snil ed.

Bardel called for nore wi ne when the shaman cl ai med his mana was wani ng. Orol es was pouring when
Aver ae asked what credence might be placed in the tales of ancient shanans.

"Much of it is true," replied Dirrach* taking an obligatory sip fromBardel's flagon, thinking he
lied even as he gazed at the truth gleam ng darkly on Bardel's breast. "Yet few of us know the
secrets today. You' d be surprised what silly frauds |'ve seen; and as for the nonsense | hear from
afar: well— Aping a lunatic's expression, hands fluttering |ike his doves, D rrach began a

| udi crous capering that brought on gates of mirth. And while his audi ence watched the wand he
tossed into the air, Dirrach dropped a pinch of death into the king's flagon. There was enough

poi son there to dispatch a dozen Bardels. Dirrach would feign illness presently, and of course the
wi nebearer would later be tortured for information he did not have.

But there was information which Dirrach |acked, as well. He would never have performed a gestural
war dspel | p nor given anyone but hinself the gift of conversing with other species, had he known

j ust

what occult meanings lay in his numrery.

* * * *

The next day was one of sweltering heat, and did nothing to sweeten the odor of the fish Thyssa

was filleting outside Pan on's smokehouse. "Oroles, turn these entrails under the soil in Panon's
garden," she called. "Oroles!™

The boy dropped his new treasure into his waist-pouch, hopped fromhis perch on a handcart and
scranbled to conply after nuttering sonmething, evidently to thin air.

"Don't conplain," she said, tasting perspiration on her |ips.

"l wasn't," said Ooles. "Did you know the castle mdden heap is rich with last night's |eavings
and, uh, sue—succul ent nice?"

"How woul d you know," she asked, not really listening.
"Ch—sonething just tells ne."
Despite her crossness, Thyssa smiled. "Alittle bird, no doubt."

Pausing to consider: "That's an idea," the boy said, and trudged off, head averted fromhis

bur den.
H dden from Thyssa by the snokehouse, Oroles could still be heard as he distributed fish guts in
the garden. "Don't take it all,"” he said. "lI'msupposed to plant this stuff." Thyssa thought she

heard the creak of an old hinge, clucking, snapping. "No I'mnot; “you're tal king people-talk,"
Oroles went on. Mdre ' creaking. No, not a hinge. What, then? "There's a ferret under the cart
that can do it too. Funny | never noticed it before." Creak, pop. "All right, if you prom Jw not
to steal grain."
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There was nore, but Thyssa first investigated the cart. A dark sinuous shape streaked away nearly
underfoot to find refuge in Panon's woodpile; there had been a ferret hiding there! Thyssa crept
to the edge of the snbkehouse, spied Ooles dividing his offal between the dirt and a raven that
was half as large as he. Neither seened to fear the other. If she hadn't known better, Thyssa
woul d have sworn the two were actually exchangi ng the polite gossip of new acquai ntances. But the
boy didn't seemto be in danger, and he had few enough playmates. Thyssa tiptoed back to her work,
waved the flies away, and chose another fish fromthe pile.

Presently Orol es returned, searched around the cart, then began to string fillets onto withes. "
wonder if the shaman is sick in the head," he said.

"Not he," Thyssa | aughed. "Wy would you think thatr'

"He keeps squatting at his wi ndow, running back to leap into bed when servants appear, going back
to the wi ndow, —you know," O ol es said vaguely.

Dirrach's chamber upstairs in the castle faced the dawn, away from Panon's cottage. O oles would
have had to clinb a tree to see such goings-on. "Your little bird told you," said Thyssa.

"Oolite a big one," Oroles insisted, as a raven flapped away overhead. Thyssa felt the boy's
forehead. Such behavior was not at all usual for Ooles.

* * *
“ oy

Dirrach did not step outside his chanber until he spotted Bardel near the vineyards with the
outl and-ers. The shaman had retired fromthe feast with conplaints of a gripe in his belly, fully
expecting to

wake to the sweet nusic of lamentations fromservants. Told of Bardel's vineyard tour, Dirrach
suspected a ruse; continued to fake his illness; told hinself that Boerab nust go next. Dirrach
knew t he poi son had gone into the flagon, had seen Bardel swill it down.

Maybe the fool had thrown it all up soon after Dirrach took his | eave. Yes, that had to be the
answer. The only other possibility was sone inexplicable mracle. Wll, there were other paths to
regi cide. One path would have to be chosen while the outlanders were still avail able as suspects.

At the noon neal, the king glowed with health and camaraderie. "Try sonme nmore stew, Dirrach; just
the thing to settle your innards.”

"Aye, and to bank your fires for negotiations," Gethae put in. "Bardel wouldn't hear of serious
talk while you were indisposed.”

"Bardel was nearly indisposed hinself, this norning," Averae grunted. Noting Dirrach's sudden
interest, he continued: "Set your entrails right before your king runs out of Iuck."

Boerab grunted at this understatenent; but courtesy forbade outright nention of a king' s death.
"Made ne dizzy to watch him Dirrach; clinbing like a squirrel to fetch grapes that were stil
unripe."

A king, engaged in such foolishness! Dirrach's face mrrored the thought.
"It wasn't the clinb that inpressed nme, so nuch

as the fall," CGethae said, her hand tracing the tunble

«of a falling leaf. She went on to describe Bardel's

Acrobatic ascent, the gl eam of the hydrophane on his

<>fereast as he sweated to the topnost extent of a vine
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high in a beechtree.

Bardel , deluded that such childish heroics nmade the right inmpression: "I don't think 1 missed a
branch on the way down."

"Brought enough of them down with you/' Boerab snorted. "Wat a thunp you nade!"

Di rrach picked at his food, wondering how nuch of the tale was decoration. Taking it at half its
face val ue, Bardel should now be lying in state—and in a basket, at that.

From Gethae: "1've never seen better evidence of a wardspell."

At this, Bardel thanked his shaman for his coronation wardspell, now several years old and, in any
case, known by Dirrach to be pure counterfeit. O was it? Dirrach silently enunerated the scars
and brui ses sustained by Bardel since the coronation; rejected his wardspell out of hand. Still
sonet hi ng was accountable for a flurry of bizarre events-1-and all since the previous evening. \Was
the wonan teasing himwith covert hints? Dirrach all owed hinself to wonder if one of the

outl anders was a true shaman, and felt his flesh creep. Forewarned, a wi se man woul d take carefu
note of further anonmali es.

M ndful of royal duties* anxious to show hinmself equal to themin the very near future, Dirrach
suggested a brief attendance to local matters before the open-ended negotiations. Wile em ssaries
| ounged at one end of the chanber, Bardel settled several conplaints fromcitizens of Tihan and
vicinity. The runner, Dasio, rounded up petitioners quickly—-all but one, for whom Dasi o had

prom sed to pl ead.

When a squabbl e between farners had been con-

cluded, Bardel stood up. "Is that the last, runner?"
"Yes, sire,..."
"Well then,..."

"And no, sire," Dasio said quickly. "I nmean, there . is one snall matter, but of great inport to
the girl, Thyssa." Dasio saw the king's inpatience, felt the cold stare of Dirrach. Yet he had
promi sed, and: "She begs the special attention of the shanman but dared not |eave her work to nake
petition."

Bardel sat back in obvious pique. Dirrach opened his nmouth to deny the petition; renenbered the
visitors. "Quickly then," he said.

"The girl fears for her brother, Ooles. She thinks he is suddenly possessed; and truly, the cub
is not hinmself. Thyssa craves audi ence with our wi se shaman, and is prepared to pay in nenial
| abor . "

"Thyssa? Oh, the daughter of Urkut," Bardel said.

Dirrach's eyes gleanmed as he recalled the girl. Prepared to -do services for him was she? But
ti me enough for that when Dirrach occupied the throne. "Next week, perhaps,” he muttered to
Bar del .

"But her brother was the pup | rewarded | ast eve," Bardel nused. "He seened only too nornal then
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What exactly is his trouble?"

Alarnms clanmpbred in Dirrach's mnd as Dasio blurted, "He thinks he talks with animals, sire. And to
truth, it seens that he does!"”

The shaman | eaned, muttered into the royal ear. *Ine shanman will make conpassi onate treatnent
before this day is done," Bardel said, parroting what in his ear. So saying, he concluded the ses-

too
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Fol lowing Dasio to the girl's cottage, Dirrach applauded hinself for the delay he had caused in
negoti ati ons. The outl ander runners, in search of boundary clarification, would need three days
for round trips to Shandor and Moess. In that time, a crafty shaman might |earn nore of these
evi dences of true occult power and perhaps even circunvent the luck of a king.

Dasi 0 had alerted Thyssa to expect the shaman; traded worried glances with her as Dirrach strode
into the cottage. Dirrach waited until the girl and O ol es had touched foreheads to his sanda
bef ore bi ddi ng Dasi o | eave t hem

"The boy knows why | conme?" Dirrach kept the edge off his voice, the better to interrogate them
The nore he | ooked on Thyssa, the nore honeyed his tones becane.

Thyssa had told the boy, who rather enjoyed his sudden celebrity. "He's never acted this way
before," she said, winging her hands, "and | thought perhaps sone fever—"

Dirrach nade a few stately passes in the air. Afaint cluttering reached them from outside. The
opal of Oroles nestled in the boy's wai st pouch unseen and, somewhere in the distance, a dog how ed
interror. Kneeling, Dirrach took the boy's arms, then his hands, in his own. No trenbling, no
fever, no perspiration; only honest dirt. "Hs fever is in his bones, and will subside," Dirrach
lied, then pointed to a cricket at the hearth. "What does the insect say, boyr

"Bugs don't say much, 'cause they don't know nuch/' was the pronpt reply. "I tried earlier; they
just say the sane things: warm cold, hungry, scared

—you know. Bugs ain't smart."

"How about m ce?"

"Alittle smarter. Wiat does 'horny' nean?”

Dirrach woul d have shared a knowing snmile with Thyssa, but saw her acute disconfort. To Oroles he
said, "It seens that your ability comes and goes."

"I't went today while | was working under Panon's raft. You have to strip and swi munder. You know
those baitfish he keeps alive in a basket? Not a word," Oroles said in wondernent.

Dirrach persisted. The boy showed none of the fear or caution of a small boy perpetrating a | arge
fraud; but to ensure Dirrach of the sister's pliant services, Ooles nmust seemto be nending. The
shaman hinted broadly that cubs who |ied about mana coul d expect occult retribution, adding,

"Besi des, no one would believe you."

Ooles said stolidly, "You would. A raven told nme he watched you running to and fro from your bed
to your w ndow this norning."

"The raven lied,"” Dirrach said quickly, feeling icy centipedes on his spine.

"And the ferret is angry because Dasio is standing between himand a rat nest, right outside."
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Dirrach flung open the door. In the dusk he saw Dasio patiently waiting nearby, his feet |ess than
a .pace away froma well-gnawed hole in the foundation wattling. No sign of a ferret—but then
there wouldn't be. Dirrach contai ned a nounting excitenment, sent the girl away with Dasio, and
began test-

eing the boy further. Though | acking cl ear concepts of M3erinental controls, the shaman knew t hat
he
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nmust verify the events, then isolate the conditions in which they occurred.

An hour later, Dirrach stood at | akeside with a shivering and very wet Oroles, smling at the boy.
He no | onger doubted the gift of Oroles; had traced its mana first to clothing, then to

wai st pouch, finally to proximty of Oroles with the tiny stone in the pouch. Such know edgei of
course, must not be shared.

Teeth chattering, Ooles tugged his | eather breechcl out on and fingered his waistpouch. "Can
have ny gl eanst one back?"

"A pretty bauble," said Dirrach, eyeing its noonlit glitter; "but quite useless."
"Then why can't | have it back?"

Dirrach hesitated. The boy would conplain if his treasure were taken, and no breath of its

i mportance could be tolerated. |If the boy should drown now? But too nany peopl e woul d wonder at
Dirrach's peculiar mnistrations. Ah: there were other, |arger stones; one of which just m ght
expl ain much of young Bardel's escapes fromdeath. Inperiously: "Take the gl eanstone i cub; | can
get all of theml| want."

"Hie raven told you, | bet," Ooles teased.

Dirrach | ed the boy back to the cottage, subtly |eading the conversation where he willed. Before
taking his leave, he |l earned that Oroles's wi nged crony had adnired the gl eanstone, had .cl ai ned
to know where a great many of them could be found near a warmspring in the northern mountains. It
was not difficult to frighten the lad into silence, and to enlist himin the effort to |locate a
spring whose warm waters night have curative power. Dirrach returned to the castle in good spirits
that night, resolved to keep

his curtains drawn in the future.

* * * *

. After a dull norning spent on details of safe-passage agreenents, the outlanders were
anenable to an afternoon's |leisure. They groaned inwardly at

Bardel 's proposal, but the deer hunt was quickly arranged. Dirrach woul d have preferred to wait
in

Titian, the sooner to hear what his snmall conspirator mght learn of the thermal spring; but the
shaman had been absent fromstate affairs too nuch al ready;

..who knew what friendships Bardel mght nurture with outlanders in the interinP Dirrach's fingers

ePitched for a mana-rich hydrophone; the sooner he “could experinment with them the better for
him The
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v A series of small things suggested to Dirrach that ':$ ihe great stone at Bardel's throat was
constantly ac-”'Jive. Wen Boerab stood in his stirrups by die king's "stde and waved their
beaters toward a ridge, both Jjpaen found thensel ves unhorsed conmically. They the groom whose
saddl e knots had slipped, it was Dirrach's surm se—a | ucky guess—that |~tnot-Ioosening spells were
easy ones, even by acci-43dont. Far better, Dirrach thought, if he could surrep-i piously try
spells while within armis reach of Bardel />srbut the king was nmuch too alert and active during ~
irfcunt, and at the negotiation table such incantatory woul d be even nore obvious. And al ways the
kept one eye on the wi nged notes that swept «ky, and thought of ravens.

hunt was not a total loss for Dirrach, who ned a wager fromhis king early in the afternoon. of
t he Shandorian gens, is it?" Bardel | aughed.
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"Fair enough! If | can't capture nmy quarry intact, a stone is yours."

"But if he does, Dirrach, you have an iron axhead to hone," Boerab grinned. "Bit of honest |abor
woul d do you no harm" and the warrior rode off with his king.

The deer they surprised in the small ravine anpbunted alnost to a herd. H's fool hardi ness grow ng
by the minute, Bardel was in his glory. His shaggy nmountain pony fell on the slope but, wth
preternatural agility, Bardel leapt free to bound downward as deer fled in all directions. GCethae
funbled for an arrow, but with a savage cry of battle Bardel fell on the neck of the single stag
from above, caught it by backsweeping antler tines, wenched it crashing to earth beneath himin a
flurry of brush and bel | owi ng.

Scranbling to avoid the razor hooves, whooping for the joy of it, Bardel strove to choke the stag
into subnmi ssion, and king and quarry tunbled into the dry creekbed. Something arced away,
butterfly-bright in the sun, and Bardel's next whoop was of pained surprise. He stag found firm
footing. Bardel, now i npeded by a |inp, was not so lucky. Wth a snort of terror the stag flew up
the ravi ne and Bo6rab, bow drawn, feathers brushing his cheek, relaxed and saluted the aninmal with
a smle. It had been too easy a shot.

Wil e Boerab shared his smle with Gethae (for she had witnessed his act of nercy), others were

hurrying to Bardel. It was Averae who found the great opal anulet adorning a shrub, its braided

thong severed in the nelee, and Dirrach who noted silently that possession was nine parts of the
nmana.
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Bereft of his protection, Bardel had i nmedi ately sustai ned a gash bel ow t he knee. Bardel accepted
the bl eeding nore easily than Boerab's rough jests about it; jokingly questioned the shanmans ol d
wardspel | ; retted the gemat his throat; and resuned the hunt. But the king was sobered and his
leg a bit stiff, and on their return to Ti han Bardel nade good his wager. Boerab saw to the battle
wound while Dir-rach, pocketing an opal the size of a sparrow egg,

retired to "rest" until evening.
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* * * *

Trenbling with glee, Dirrach set the opal on a tabletop to catch the late sun in his chanber. He
di scovered the knot-Iloosening spell after sundown, and wasted time gloating while a warm breeze
dried the last of the noisture fromthe hydrophane. Dirrach became glumas the spell seened | ess
effective with each repetition. The knock at his door startled him

"Dasio the runner, sire," said a youth's voice. "I bring the girl Thyssa and her brother, Ooles.
They said it was your wish," he finished tentatively. Unheard by the shaman, Dasio nurnured to the
girl: "If you should scream nany would hear. |'ve heard ill rumors of our shaman w th—=

The door swept open to reveal a snmoothly cordial Dirrach. Wth nore expertise in sorcery, the
shaman could have the girl at his whim it was the brat who might hold the key to that darker
desire for power. Affecting to ignore Thyssa: "I hope your mind is clearer tonight, boy, come
i n—but cone al one.”

Thyssa, stamering: "Qur bargain, sire, | uh—night sweep and nend as paynent while you exam ne
the boy."

"Anot her tinme. The cub does not need distraction,” Dirrach snapped, closing the heavy door. He
bade Oroles sit, let the boy nibble raisins, listened to his prattle with patience he had | earned
fromdealing with Bardel. He approached his topic in good tine.

Ooles trusted in the shaman's power, but not in his snile. It becane genui ne, however, when
Ooles adnitted that the raven had pinpointed the thermal spring. "He brought proof," said Ooles.
"It's at the -, head of a creek a few m nutes west of Vesz. |Is there a place called Vesz? Do
ravens like raisins? This one wants better than fish guts. Do you have a pet,

It was worse than talking with Bardel, thought Dir-. "The village of Vesz is near our northeastern

but several creeks feed the place.” C "Not this one. It disappears into the ground again. He
raven likes it because humans seemafraid to there. On cool nornings it snokes; is that Ool es
narrowed his eyes. "I think that's . How could water burn?" 5 Dirrach rejoiced; he had seen
warm wat er enit of vapor. Three ridges west of Vesz, the boy on, now straying fromthe subject,
now return-to it. Dirrach realized that such a spot should be

to locate on a chilly dawm. |?- Gradually , the shaman shaped his face into a until the boy
fell silent. "It's well-known that lie," Dirrach said with scorn. "I amangry to you taken in by
such foolishness." He paused, 1 his bogus anger for effect. "There is no such or creek. Do not
anger me further by ever it again. To anyone! Pah! You ought to be
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ashanmed/' he added.

Oroles shrank fromthe shanan's wath as he withdrew a nutshell from his wai stpouch. "Mybe
there's no snoking water, but there's this,"” he insisted/ enploying the shell |ike a saltshaker

"And where does the tying raven say he stole this?" Dirrach licked his |lips as he spied/ in the
danmp sprinkle of loam a few tiny nodul es of opal escence.

"Scraped froman enbanknent, fifty w ngbeats south of the spring," said Oroles. "Sure is slippery-
dirt; nmy pouchstring keeps | oosening."

Dirrach feigned disinterest, stressed the awful punishnents that would surely await Ooles if he
repeat ed such drivel to others. Dirrach could hear a nmurnur of nale and fenale voices in the hall
"Your sister fears for your enpty head, boy," Dirrach repeated as he opened the door. "Do not
worry her again with your gift of speaking with animals." He ushered Ooles through, careful to
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show ostentatious concern for die boy, caressed the small shoul der as he presented Oroles to his
sister.

And then Dirrach realized that the voices had been those of Boerab and the form dabl e Gethae, who
strolled together toward the old warrior's chanber, tippling froma pitcher of w ne. Both had
paused to |l ook at Dirrach in frank appraisal

The shaman di sm ssed the youngsters, nodded to his peers, said nothing lest it sound like an

expl anati on. Gethae only glanced at the spindly formof Ooles as he retreated, then back to
Dirrach. One corner of her nmouth tw tched down. Her nod to Dirrach was sage, scornful, insinuating
as she turned away.

Dirrach thought, That's disgusting; he's only a Ht-
tte cub! But Gethae would have agreed. Dirrach returned to his chanmber and his experinents, Barde

and his guest to theirs.

* * * *

The Shandori an runner was gone for two days, the Moessian for three; anple tinme for Dirrach to
reassure hinself that the fresh windfall of mana was genuine and resided, not in outlander
sorcery, but in hydrophane opals. By tireless trial, error, and indifferent |uck the shaman had
enl arged his magical repertoire by one nore spell. It would sumon a single nodest thunderbolt,
though it was apt to strike where it chose, rather than where Dirrach chose. In that time he
fought small fires, quailed at fog-weathed specters, and ducked as various objects flew past him
in his chanber. But as yet he had not been able to bring any of these phenonena under his control

It was no trick to arrange a surface-mning expedition "on the king's business"—Bardel rarely

bot hered to ask of such things—and to stress secrecy in his instructions to the nminers. Gstensibly
the nen sought a special grit which mght be useful in pottery glaze. Dirrach was adamant that the
stuff must be kept dry, for he had |learned two nore facts. The first was that the things were
potent only when danp. The second was that only so nuch mana | ay dornmant in an opal. Once drained

by conversion of its potential into mag-, $& the stone might still achieve a dimluster; but it
Wul d no | onger summon the nost flatulent thunder-icfBp or untie the | oosest thong. The specinen
won | fom Bardel was still, after many experinments, nmild-% potent; but the pinpoint notes in the

| oam sanpl e

no
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were al ready drai ned of mana.

Dirrach saw his mners off fromthe trail head above Ti han, giving themthe exhausted grit as a
sanple. He regretted his need to stay in Tihan, but the outlanders required watching. The ten
packass | oads, he judged, would easily overmatch the mana of Bardel's great amulet.

"If you succeed i send a nessenger ahead on your return/' was Dirrach's last instruction before
the packtrain lurched away toward a destination a day's hike to the north.

Dirrach turned back toward Ti han, imagining the paltry castle below himas he would have it a
mont h hence, when he'd | earned the spells. Stone battlenents to beggar the anci ent Achaeans; gol d-
ti pped roofs; vast packass trains trundling to and fro; fearsone heral dic beasts of |iving stone,
i ke those of |egend, guarding his vast hoard of opals. And of course, a stockade full of wenches
wested as tribute from Mess, Shandor, Cbuda,—t occurred to Dirrach that he was still thinking
smal | . He nmust, obviously, conjure his great castle directly atop the thermal spring. It would
stand on vapor, and soar into the clouds!

Al the world would trenble under the omi potent gaze of the great King Dirrach. Wiy not the great
God Dirrach? Nothing would be inpossible, if only he avoided sone |ethal experiment. A rea
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war dspel | was necessary, but so far he had not duplicated his accidental success with Bardel. A
hot coal could still blister the shaman's finger; a pinprick could still pain him Hurrying to die
castle, Dirrach pondered ways to steal the great stone from Bardel's breast. He consi dered seeking
out the cub, Ooles, to enploy the
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raven as a spy—-yet that woul d soon be unnecessary, he deci ded.

For Oroles, the raven was not the only spy. In Panon's snokehouse, the fisherman took a | oad of
wood fromthe boy, chose a billet. "Don't ask me why all Tihan is edgy," he grunted. "Ask your
friend, the ferret. Better still, don't. You'll have nme believing in your gift, pipsqueak."”

"I can't ask Thyssa," O ol es conplai ned,
j unpy. !

' cause the shaman said not to. But everybody's so

Panon coughed, waved the lad out with him brought a brace of cured fillets for good neasure.
"Huh; and why not? Geen clouds formover the castle, fires snmoul der on cobbl estones near it,
thunder rolls from nowhere,—sonme say the outlanders bring w zardry."

"What do you say, Panon?"

"l say, take these fillets hone before the flies steal themfromyou," smled the old man. "And
steer clear of anything that smacks of sorcery." He did not specify Dirrach, but even Oroles could
make t hat connecti on.

Panon's smile lingered as he watched the boy depart. If the old tales could be believed, neither
O ol es nor Thyssa had nuch to fear from nost magical events. Both had hearts so pure as to
conprise a nmild wardspel |l —even t hough Panon had often seen Thyssa enbroidering her tales of the
redoubt abl e Urkut; intoning foreign words of his, copying out-lander gestures as her father had
done to entertain her once. The girl had a marvel ous menory for such things, but little interest
in the occult. Besides, Panon nmused, if such incantations worked, why was Thyssa
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not weal thy? Panon shrugged, wi nced, rubbed his shoulder. If his rheumati smwas any guide, al
Lyris

woul d soon be enriched by sunmer rains.

* * * »

Try as he might for the next two days, Dirrach could not entice Bardel into another wager, nor
further physical risks. At length Averae exclained in the parley room "I do believe Dirrach
craves your anulet, sire, nore than he wants a parley. Wiy not just give it to himand be done
with it?" Dirrach maintained his conposure while withing inside.

"Because it's mine," laughed Bardel. "I even sleep with it."
Boerab exchanged a snmile with Gethae and nurnured, "To each his own."
"To each sonebody el se's," she rejoined, then cocked an eyebrow at the shaman; "however snall.’

Because Bardel joined in the general |aughter, Dirrach imgi ned that he was bei ng nocked by al
present. The anxiety, frustration, and juggled plans of Dirrach kindled an anger that boiled to
the surface; Dirrach |l eaped to his feet. The noist opal in his waistpouch validated his dignity as
Dirrach unl eashed his easiest spell with all the gestural strength he could sunmon, cloaked in
ver bi age. "Let those who think thensel ves superior be | oosened fromconceit/' he storned.

The next instant, all but the invul nerable Bardel were grasping at clothing as every knot within
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five paces was | oosened.

Gl lanmps fell fromlashings to bounce fromfloor and table. Boerab and the outlanders fought to
hol d their clothing—and Dirrach hinself was depantsed.
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wi thout a word, eyes flashing with contenpt, Gethae gathered her clothing and strode out, living

proof that she could conbine nudity with pride. Averae sputtered and funed, his gaunt rib cage
heaving with pent rage as he struggled to regain his finery.

As for Boerab, the staunch warrior faced Dirrach over the head of their opennouthed king, |eather
corsel et and gorget at Boerab's feet. "Mana or nmunmmery, Dirrach,"” he roared, "that was a stupid
ni st ake! You've affronted guests; friends I"

Dirrach retied his trousers, funbled wth waist-pouch, a furious blush on his features. "The first
of -fense was theirs," he said huskily. "High time you learned a little respect."

"I'l'l show respect for lunps on your head,"” Boerab replied, taking a step forward. "Stop ne if you
can."

"Hol d, Boerab,"” cried the king, finally on his feet. "Wat wll our guests think?"

"They' || think we need to strangle that piss-witted child nolester,"” said Boerab. But Dirrach had
already fled into the hall.

"Who is king here, you or I?" Dinly, Bardel recognized the need for a regal bearing; for a
measured response to this sudden turn. "For all you know, Dirrach could turn you into a toad
Boerab. "

Averae, who had watched the confrontation in silence, now spoke. "Wl | spoken, sire. It strikes ne
that you nay have need for nore than one shaman. A bal ance of powers, as it were."

"But we don't have— Bardel began, and stopped.

"You have only Dirrach," Averae said for himand added gently, "W know that, Bardel; but nutua
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| oathing and nmistrust are brittle bases for a treaty. Wth Dirrach, | fear—+ fear |I'mgiving
counsel where none is asked/' he finished quickly.

"No, go ahead and say it,"'
children."

Boerab urged. "Everybody knows our fine shaman is a sodom zer of

"Everybody but ne," said Bardel, aghast.

"And who was to tell you?" Boerab spread his big hands, then launched into a description of what
he and Gethae had w tnessed outside Dirrach's chanber. As usual, the tale grewin the telling.

Averae was not surprised. "Dirrach is unwel cone in Mess because he preyed sexually on the young,"
he said w thout enbellishnent.

In the hallway, Dirrach ground his teeth as he listened, enraged at the irony of it. The king was
still ignorant of his real transgressions, but seemed ready to punish himfor inagi ned ones!

"Have Dirrach confined in his chanber,"” said the king sadly, "until | can deci de what nust be
done. If you can confine him" he added with sudden awareness.

"Cold iron is runored to block any spell,"” Averae said nmldly.
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"And | have an idea where we can | ocate another who's adept, or could becone so, at Dirrach's
specialty. | don't think | really thought it possible until now+the nunbo-junbo, | mean," Boerab
sai d.

Dirrach heard heavy footfalls, thought of the cast-iron ax, and ducked into a shadowed al cove as
Boerab huffed past. The shaman could not return to W chanmber now-but perhaps he woul d not need
to.

MANASPI LL

At dusk, Dirrach enmerged fromhiding. By turning his tunic inside out and janmm ng sandals into his
belt, the shaman passed unrecogni zed in the dusty byways of Tihan. Twi ce he nel ded with shadows as
men clattered by, clunsy with bronze weapons they seldomused. Dirrach felt certain he could
conmand their fear, or at any rate their trousers, in a confrontation. Yet the uproar would | ocate
him Thunderbolts mght not help. Dirrach made his way unseen to a hayrick near the palisades,
clinbed atop it, and sniffed a breeze chill with hum dity as he burrowed into the hay for the
night. He willed the rains to hurry; they kept nost fol k indoors.

Sunmoned in early norning, Thyssa ran with her friend Dasio before a danp wind as Dirrach, in his
perch at palisade height, scanned northern hills for sight of a nmessenger of his own. Wile the
girl made a fetching obeisance to Bardel, wondering what her sin night be, Dirrach spotted his nman
astride a pack-ass. Shouldering a stolen mattock, blinking dust fromhis eyes, Dirrach trudged out
fromthe untended palisade gate into the teeth of the wind to intercept his man.

In the castle, Thyssa was tongue-tied with astonishnent. "I, sire? Bubbut, 77" Her pretty nouth
was dry as she stared up at her king. "But shamans are nen, and | know nothing of necromancy or—,
sire?"

"Ch, stand up, Thyssa, he's not angry—-are you, Bardel ?" Boerab dug a gentle elbow into Bardel's
ribs. No, not angry, Boerab judged; but perhaps a bit bew tched. How | i ke the dunderhead to notice
beauty only when it lay beneath his nose!
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"I"'mtold you mght be of great service to Lyris," Bardel began, "if you can but recall your
father's ancient spells. Dirrach has crimes to answer for. Hie question is, could you repl ace
hi n?"

Slow y, Thyssa was persuaded that this was no trick to convict her of forbidden arts, and no roya
Jest. She adnmitted the possibility that Ukut, in his tale-spinning, mght have casual ly divul ged
know edge of occult powers which he had learned in distant lands. Ukut's failure to make full use
of such know edge mi ght be ascribed to disinterest, fear of its msuse, or even to a bl ocking
spel | . Added Boerab, who did nost of the coaxing: "Now it's tine to find out, Thyssa. How well do
you recall Ukut's tales, and what secrets m ght they hol d?"

Thyssa nodded, then closed her eyes in long reverie. It seened an age before a smle of
rem ni scence tugged at her lips. Hesitant at first, Thyssa knelt before cold ashes in the
fireplace. A few gestures mned placenent of invisible kindling, whirling a nonexistent firestick
other actions not so transparently pantonim c—and then the barest w sp of snoke sought the flue.
Wth practice, she coaxed a flane upward, but turned in fear toward Bardel who bent near, his huge
sweat - st ai ned anul et swinging |like a pendul um

Too dull-witted to consider the dangers, Bardel grinned at her and wi nked: "Now try it on the
Cagst ones/'

Fl agst ones burned, too. The problem was in quenching them Thyssa finally thought to reverse her
gestures and after sone failures, sighed as the flane wi nked out. Thyssa was, of course, wholly
i n*
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nocent of the oral shorthand equival ents which sorcerers of old had used. Thyssa wondered al oud
why Urkut had never put such spells to work around the cottage* then recall ed another of her
father's anecdotes. She got it right on the third try. Boerab nade her erase the spell, |aughing
nervously as an oak table levitated toward the roof. Again, the reversal worked when she did
everything in order; the heavy table wafted down.

Urkut's spell over food was not to he deduced as a preservation spell just yet. Thyssa tried it on
their noon neal of bread, beer and fruit, but nothing obvi ous happened and the experiment was soon
consunmed. Thyssa had no inkling, yet, that their lunch could have been stored for a century

wi thout losing its freshness.

His belly full, Bardel urged the girl to devise sonme spell of a nore warlike nature. "The sort of
thing that gave warl ocks their name," he said. "W may need it; don't forget, Dirrach is at
| arge. ™

Boerab shuddered. "And if it goes awy? Thyssa toys with thunder as it is.

"The nearest ny father got to a curse, so far as | know, was when he'd speak of shamans and their
powers," she reflected. "Then he'd say a prayer for deliverance—and do sonething like this." She
began a two-handed ritual; paused with a frown, reversed it; began anew with a nod of
satisfaction.

The trapspell, far older than any of them could know, was very special. Lacking mana to energize
it, Ukut had never known—until too |ate—whether it worked. Fundanentally it was a shrinkspell,
positively pol arized against evil and those who enpl oyed it

\
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by magi cal nmeans. Only those present—the king, the girl, the warrior, and a nobuse near the
heart h—eoul d be the beneficiaries, and then only in proximty to a source of nmana. As with the
preservation spell, nothing spectacul ar happened; but the room grew oppressively warm

"l guess | forgot sonething, Thyssa si ghed.

Boerab, rising: "You're the best judge of that. But perhaps you'd best stop for now Think back
and nake haste slowy; as for ne, 111 just nake haste. There's bad weather" brewi ng and well never
find Dirrach in a storm"

"l hope it cools things off" Bardel nodded; "even ny amulet is hot."
Thyssa took her |eave, welconming warmrain on her face as she hurried homeward. It did not seem

li ke the kind of weather that woul d cool Tihan nmuch.

* * * *

Dirrach's nmessenger bore the best possible news, and estimated that the grit-1laden packass train
was ,no nore than a hal f-hour behind. The nan had no way of knowing G rrach's outlaw status and
dutifully returned, on the shaman's orders, to direct the pack-train toward a new destination
Jubilant, Dirrach took shelter fromintermttent w nd-driven showers under a stand of beeches.
From his pronontory, he could see groups of Tihaners searching |ofts and hayricks. It would be
necessary to comandeer an outlying farnmhouse and to detain the nminers until he had puzzled out
ways to make hinmsel f invincible.
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And how | ong might that take? Perhaps he should retreat further into the hills with his nana-rich
ore. Later he could return with gargoyles, griffons, even

- arm es of honunculi.

As the little group of mners struggled fromtheir protected declivity into the open, heading for
their new rendezvous, Dirrach allowed hinself a wolfish grin. Then his features altered into
sonet hing | ess predatory as he watched the packtrain's advance.

The skins over the packs gl eamed wetiy, and the | ead mner fought a cloud of biting flies—er
sonet hi ng—so dense that Dirrach could see it fromafar. Then pack | ashings parted—untied

t hensel ves, Dirrach surni sed—and both skins began to flap in the wind. The | ead packass took
fright, bucked, stanpeded the animals behind it, and in the space of three heartbeats the
procession erupted into utter nind-numbing chaos.

* FLASH * BLAMM™MM .

A great light turned the world blue-white for an instant, thunder following so close that it
seenmed sinul taneous. Now the nminers waved, sought to slow the naddened aninals, and fled through
clouds of grit as the pack contents whirled downwi nd, spilled into the air by the | eapi ng beasts.

One m ner disappeared in a twi nkling. A packass, then another, flew kicking and hawing in the
general direction of Tihan—but at treetop level, a sight so unnerving that nminers scattered in
terror. Paralyzed with inpotent rage, Dirrach knew that a trickle of water into one of the packs
had triggered a series of ;; events; a series that had scarcely begun.

o< As the stormwaxed, Dirrach hurried toward one
v pack animal in an attenpt to save some of its |oad
Wthout getting downwind of it. Dirrach had seen a
$fitan vanish in the stuff, but could not know the nman
122
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had reappeared safely under his bed in Tihan. The packass saw Dirrach, rolled its eyes, grew fangs
the length of shortswords, roared a carnivore's challenge. Dirrach scrabbled into a tree with a

bl eat of stark horror. From his perch, he could see clouds of fine grit blow ng over palisades
into Tihan in a nmonumental nanaspill

* * * *

A d Panon blinked as a grit-laden gust of wind whirled past himat the dock; steadied hinself
above his nets with outflung arms. He could never recall |ater what he nuttered, but the next
nmoment he stood anmid a welter of fish, all flopping determnedly fromthe lake into his pile of
net. Panon sat down hard.

On nmerchant's row, the bronzeworker followed a reluctant custoner outside in heated exchange over
prices. A blast of w nd peppered them both and suddenly, his heel striking sonething nmetallic, the
customer spraw ed backward onto a pathway no | onger muddy. It was literally paved for severa

paces with a tightly interlocked mass of spearheads, plowpoints, adzes, trays; and all of glean ng
i ron.

The tanner was wi shing aloud for better naterials when he ducked out of the foul weather to his
shop. He found his way bl ocked by piles of fragrant hides.

The produce nerchant spied a farnmer outside, rushed out to conplain of watered nilk, and braved a
gritty breeze. The nmen traded shouted curses before discovering that they stood ankle-deep in a
cowflop carpet. It spread down the path as they fled, and nore of it was raining down.
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An agfng mlitianman paused in his search for Dir-
124
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rach to surprise his young wife, and found that he had al so surprised one of the castle staff. The
younger man cleared a windowsill, but could not evade the maledictions that floated after him He
hopped on through the gathering storm his transformation only partial, for the nonent a man-sized
phal lus with proninent ears. He elicited little envy or pity, since nost of Tihan's folk had

probl ems of their own.

Bardel was inforned by a w de-eyed Dasio who could still run, though for the time being he could
nol nmake his feet touch the ground, that the end of the world had arrived. The king how ed for
Boer ab, aghast as nore citizens crowded into the castle toward the only authority they knew.

One extortionate shopkeeper, perched on the shoul der of his haggard wi fe, had become a tiny gnone.
The castle cook could still be recognized fromhis vast girth, but fromthe neck up he seened an
enornmous rat. Bardel saw what the citizens were tracking into the castle, winkled his nose, and
stood fast. "BCOERABBBB!"

The ol d sol dier stunped in, double-time, sword at ready, but soon realized he was not facing
insurrection. "It pains ne to say this," he shouted over the hubbub, "but Thyssa may have made
some small niscal cul ati on—

"Al'l this, the doings of one girl?" Bardel's wave took in the assenbl ed throng.
It was Dirrach's erstwhil e nmessenger, breathless

fromrunning, who set themright. "No, ny lords/' he

croaked. "The shaman! | saw it begin with ny own

eyes." Convinced as always of Dirrach's powers, the

man attached no value to the wi ndborne grit. Thus

125

THE MAG C MAY RETURN

he did not describe it, and a great truth passed unnoti ced.

"Shaman. . .Dirrach. . .the nplester,"
gri m nods.

several voices agreed; as Boerab and his king exchanged

Bardel notioned the eyewi tness forward, hardly noticing that the knee-hi gh shopkeeper was already
beginning to growto his original size. "Tell us what you know of Dirrach,” said the king, "and
sonmeone

fetch the girl, Thyssa."

* * * *

Sodden and nud-spl attered, Dirrach nade his way unchal l enged in waning |ight to the unoccupied
cottage of Thyssa. He noved with special care, avoiding accidental gestures, forewarned by
personal experience that the hydrophone fallout was heavier in some places than in others. He no
| onger entertained die | east doubt that Bardel enjoyed magi cal protection so |ong as he wore the
anmul et .

Face-to-face intrigue was no |longer possible, and Dirrach judged that raw power was his best
option. It should not be difficult to west the small stone from Ooles. Far greater risk would
liein finding the nmeans to steal the king's great opal. Perhaps an invisibility spell; Dirrach
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had seen the passage of sonme unseen citizen as footprints appeared in one of Tihan's nuddy paths.
The shaman had seen Bardel |ose his amul et once through accident, knew that it could be |ost again
through stealth.

Dirrach plotted furiously, filing vengeful ideas as he ravaged the small cottage in search of the
wai st - pouch of little Oroles. He knew it likely that the boy had it with him but trashing the
pl ace was thera-
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peutic for Dirrach

If the locus of power lay in hydrophanes, then none but Dirrach hinself could be allowed to have
them during the conming power struggle. Once Bardel was dead—and stiff-necked Boerab as well, by
what ever neans possi bl e-+he shaman could easily fill the power vacuum he had created. Tinme enough
then to organize a better mning foray!

Dirrach paused at the sound of approaching footfalls, strained to pull hinmself up by naked
rafters, and stood near the eaves in black shadow. One of the voices was a youthful male; Dirrach
hel d his one-pi ece bronze dagger ready.

"I'l'l be safe here," said Thyssa, just outside.

"So you say," replied Dasio, "but I'd feel better if you let ne stay. Wiy d' you think the
out | ahders packed up and left so fast, Thyssa? As the Shandorian wonan said, 'only fools fight
mana.' Wio knows what curse Dirrach will call down on Lyris next?"

Stepping into view below Dirrach, the girl shook her head. "I can't believe he intended all this,
Dasi 0." There was sonething new in Thyssa's tone as she cl osed the door; sonmething of calm and of
maturity.

Dirrach heard footsteps dimnish outside, grinned to hinself. He had no way of know ng why this
peasant girl's self-confidence had grown so, and did not care. One of the rafters creaked as the
shaman swung down.

Thyssa whirled to find Dirrach standing between her and the door. "Were is the cub? No, don't
scream " the shaman ordered, the dagger his author-

"Ceaning a huge pile of fish with a friend/' she
1z7
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sai d. "Perhaps Panon should thank you for them Dirrach. And don't worry, | won't scream It may
be that you and | have some things in comon."”

At that nmonment, Oroies burst into the cottage. Dirrach grasped the |ad, enraged both by the
surprise and the girl's treatnment of himas an equal. O oies squalled once before Dirrach's hand
covered his nouth. Sheathing his dagger quickly, Dirrach wenched the | ad's wai stpouch away and
cuffed Oroi es unconscious. Then Thyssa did cry out.

The shaman was not certain he could silence her quickly and nmade a snap decision. "The cub is
hostage to your silence," he snarled, slinging the boy over one shoul der.

Thyssa's hands canme up, churning a silent litany in the air. "I don't think so," she said, and
Dirrach found hinself rising helplessly into the eaves again. He dropped the boy who fell on
beddi ng, then | ocked one armover a rafter as Thyssa reached into a corner. She brought out a
wi ckedly tined fish spear.

Thyssa, advancing, clearly reluctant with the spear: ''Even a rabbit will protect her young."
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Dirrach saw that the tines of bone were bound to the spearshaft with sinew, invoked his sinplest

spell with one hand, and barked a | augh as the sharp tines fefl fromtheir binding. But sonething
el se happened, too; sonmething that startled Thyssa nore than the | oss of her weapon. She stepped

back, hugged the boy to her, gazed up at Dirrach in fresh awe.

Dirrach felt distinctly odd, as if the rafter had swollen in his enbrace. "Get me down," he hissed

in holl ow braggadocio, "or | turn you both to stone!"
Thyssa reversed the levitation spell, naive in her
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fear of his power—though that fear was fast being replaced by suspicion. The shaman rel eased the
rafter as he felt the return of his weight—er sone of it, at |east. He sprawl ed on the packed
earth, then | eaped to his feet and stared up at the girl.

Up? He glanced at hinself. His clothing, his dagger, all were to the proper scale for Dirrach; but
he and his equi pnent were all a third their former size. Thyssa's trapspell, dormant until now,
had energized in response to his evil intent with nmagic.

The shaman's fall had been a Iong one for such a snall fellow and, in his fury, Dirrach sunmoned a
thunderbolt. The flash and the sonic roll were dependabl e.

And so was the trapspell. Thyssa covered her ears for a nonment, blinking down at a tw ce-

di minished Dirrach. H s dagger was now no |larger than a grassblade and fear stayed his steps.
Qbviously the girl had done this; what if she stepped on himwhile he was only a hand's | ength
tall?

Little Oroles stirred, and Thyssa ki ssed the boy's brow. She was shaken but: "I was wrong,
shaman, " she said evenly. "W have nothing in comon."

Her eyes held no nore fear, but Dirrach thought he saw pity there. This was too nuch to bear; and
anyway, he already had the boy's manastone. Dirrach snarled his frustration, squeezed through a
crack in the heavy wall thatch, hurled hinself out into the

ni ght.

* * * *

Had the trapspell depended on wi ndbl own particles of opalescent grit. Dirrach nmight have grown
tall within the hour. But Thyssa's spell had drawn on the

mana of Bardel's anulet, and the shaman had a | ong skulk to the castle.

Hi s mind, and other things, raced with himbefore the keening of a fitful wind. He listened for
telltal e human sounds, found that he could easily hide now, kept his small bronze fang in his
fist. Dirrach recalled the vines that clinbed past the royal chanber and knew that stealth was a
simple matter for one of his size. Now and then he paused to listen. It seenmed that even the

| eaves teased himas they scurried by.

At | ast he reached the castle wall, planning headl ong. Once he had cut his way through the upper-
story thatch, he could hide in the king's own bedchanmber and wait for the king to sleep. And
Bardel slept like the dead. A predator of Dirrach's size and cunning could easily sever the amul et
cord, steal the protecting nmanastone, then slice through a king's royal gullet. After that, he
promi sed hinmself; after that, old Boerab. It was a shame that Averae had already fled, but a
grisly vengeance could be brewed later for that one; for the girl; for all of them ¢ * He

sheat hed his tiny dagger, tested a rope of ivy, and began to clinmb. Then he froze, heart thunping
as he perceived the eyes that watched himwith clinical interest; eyes that, he realized with
shock,
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had been on himfor some tine..
* * * *
(. Three days after the storm a healing sun had gen-
4 fly baked away the | ast vestige of noisture in the dust
of Tihan. Citizens tested their old oaths again and
found that it was once nore possible to enjoy an
4 ;- ,armwavi ng argunent wi thout absurd risks.
After a week, Bardel called off the search for his
130
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el usi ve shaman, hal f-convinced that Thyssa had inagined Dirrach's shrinkage and hal f-anused at the
i dea of danger from such an attenuated knave. But he did allow Boerab to post dogs around the
castle, just in case.

Boerab's ardor to collar the shaman went beyond duty, for Gethae of Shandor had been spicy tonic
for a veteran canpaigner, and blame for her |eave-taking could be laid squarely upon Dirrach. The
garrison joke was that Boerab had exchanged one |ust for another

Thyssa refused to | eave her cottage. "lI'mconfortable there, sire," she explained, "and Ooles
woul d soon be spoiled by palace |life. Besides, ny, ah, friends might be too shy to visit ne here."
She turned toward Boerab. "Intercede for ne, old friend!"

Boerab sl apped an oak-hard thigh and | aughed. "Fend for yourself, girl! Just threaten to levitate
your king. O turn himto stone; you're capable of it by now, aren't you?"

"No," Thyssa adnmitted sheepishly. "And | don't seemto be inspired unless I'min ny king's
presence. But 111 spend sone tinme practicing here daily, if that is your wish."

Bardel kicked at a flagstone. "Wiy not, uh, spend sone tinme with me just for amusenent? | have
eyes. Thyssa. Your friends aren't all bashful; only Dasio. And all your other friends are new
ones. \Wat does that tell you?"

"Just as you are, Bardel," Thyssa replied, "and what does .that tell nme?"
"Dammati on! What does ny runner have that 1 don't?"
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After a monment: "Long fanmiliarity—and shyness," she said softly. She exchanged a glance with
Boerab and did not add. and wit.

Bardel pulled at his chin, sighed. "I've offered you everything 1 can, Thyssa. My larder and ny
staff are at your orders. What nore can we do to seal your allegiance?"

She snmiled. "But Lyris has always had that. One day 111 nove to the castle, after Oroles has grown
and— she paused. "Onh, yes; there is sonmething you can do. You m ght have those dogs taken away."

Boerab: "They won't harm you."

"I't's not for nmy sake. Oroles has a friend who lives around the castle. The dogs disturb it
greatly."
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Bardel's smile was inquisitive: "Around the castle?"

"A ferret, sire," she said, blushing. "Oroles no longer clains to talk Wth ani mals, except for
one. Don't ask ne how, but he's convinced me that he really can do it. You have no idea how much
he | earns that way."

The nmen exchanged chuckles. "Let's wait for news of Dirrach," Boerab said, "and then 111 renove—

"Ch, that's another thing," said Thyssa. "Oroles tells ne the ferret spied a tiny manlet the other
night, and it described Dirrach perfectly. It watched our shaman do the strangest things.

"Oroles told the ferret that it was lucky Dirrach hadn't seen it; that the shaman was a bad man."
"Quite right," said Boerab. "Ill double the dogs."

"I'"'mnot finished," Thyssa went on. "The ferret replied that, on the contrary, it found Dirrach a
lot of fun. Inits owm words: delicious."
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A very, very long silence. Boerab, hoarsely: "111 renove the dogs."

Bardel: "I wonder if you could make ferrets becone very |large, Thyssa. You know guard duty, in
Lyris's defense."

Thyssa: "I wonder if you would want themthus. They are not tane."

"Um good point," said the king. "Seens a shane, though. If you can talk with them |ooks Iike you
could tame them™

"Only that one," Thyssa shrugged, and bade themfarewell in tine to neet Dasio for a stroll.

The secret of the hydrophones was intact. Not even the ferret knew that one of Dirrach's opals
remai ned, permanently danp, in a corner of the animal's belly.

Tihan's folk were to |l earn caution again during rainy weather, though with each hapl ess enpl oynent
the mana was further | eached fromthe glittering notes in Tihan's soil and roof thatches.
Meanwhi | e, Lyrians began to gain repute for a certain politeness, and greater distance fromtheir
king. It occurred to no one that politeness, like other inventions, is a child of necessity.

As a consequence of the manaspill, even the doughty Boerab agreed that mana was a hazardous
reality which fewcared to explore. If a king's presence was fecund with mana, then perhaps
royalty bore divine rights. Europe's |ong experinent had begun.
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but: fear

it

St even Bar nes

The door opened slowy, a slender wedge of light falling, wi dening, on the porch. A withered hand
funbled at the latch, finally holding the screen door open so that a snmall, sinew shadow coul d
enter.

"There you are, T Cori," Judith said, bending stiffly to scoop the tortoiseshell kitten into her
arms. "Momma was afraid you weren't com ng back tonight. That nmi ght have been very bad." She
scratched its ear, listening to the bubbling sounds it nmade. T Cori backed her head against Judith
af fectionately. "No, Momma needs you tonight."

Judith peered out into the street, her dark sunken eyes unblinking as they searched for novenent.
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She shook her head slowy and cl osed the door, mouth drawn into a taut I|ine.

She set T Cori down by a saucer of mlk in the kitchen, then wal ked slowy back into the living
room |owering herself into her sewing chair, a vast, flowery thing that nearly swall owed her
whol e. One thin hand pressed agai nst her chest and she cl osed her eyes, listening to the [ abored
wor ki ngs of an ancient and worn machine. "No," she whispered sternly. "No. Not yet. Not tonight."
For an instant, there was shooting pain along her armand she inhal ed deeply, sucking air in slow,
desperate gul ps, opening her eyes again as the pain receded. "Tonorrow, " she
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said, the color comng back to her face. "Tonmorrow. Tonight is nine."

There was a knock on the door, three raps, then two. A snmile wound its way onto her face and she
pushed herself out of the chair, paused to adjust a black-rinmed portrait of a dark sniling man
whi ch sat upright on the mantel

"He's come, Josh," she said to the picture. "He's a good boy." Tears burned at her eyes; she
fought them and won.

Agai n, the knock on the door. Judith walked to the front door and opened it again, sw nging the
screen door wi de for the gangling young nan who stood in the dimglow of the porch light.

"Good evening, Aunt Judith,"” he said, stepping into the room He pecked her on the cheek and she
returned it, scow ing.

"You growi ng a beard, boy?" She closed the door and waved himto an overstuffed chair across from
her sewing chair. A single white candl e burned on the table.

He nodded and handed her a small brown bag. "Tryin' to. Here. Just sone nilk and eggs, but the
freezer looked a little enpty last tinme | was over."

Judith clucked happily as she took the bag into the kitchen. "Bl ess you, Ronald."

The young nman crossed one deninmed | eg over the other and stretched back in his chair until he
heard grinding sounds in his neck. T Cori popped into his lap and he wiggled a finger behind her
ear as he | ooked around the room he knew so well. In nearly every spare inch of space, there were
plants. Potted ferns, sweet potatoes floating in water, |ong-stenmed cut weeks ago and in some

m racul ous way
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still a synphony of bright reds and yellows. Creepers wound about thin doweling set high in the
wal | * and a miniature citrus tree bore grafted branches of oranges* |ines and | enmons, surviving
with only wi ndow |ight and | ove for nourishment. There was nmore, much nore, but he refused to
waste time catal oguing, instead breathing deeply of the sweet, sharp perfunmes that filled the air.

Judith shuffled in fromthe kitchen, a plate of oatneal raisin cookies balanced in one hand* a
glass of mlk in the other. Ronald filled his grin with sweetness and wet, and si ghed contentedly.

THE MAGC MAY RETURN

"Uncl e Josh would be proud of you," she said, her gaze unwavering as she studied him She | owered
hersel f back in her chair. "A college nman now. Were do the years go? It seens |ike |ast week when
you cane up to the front door and asked if we had any bottles you could haul ."

"Mmfh," he said, then paused to swallow. "I can still remenber his answer, too: 'Don't ever ask
folks to give you nothin, boy. You ain't gonna make no noney |ike that. You got to give 'uma
pi ece of yourself.' And he took that old corncob nonster out of his nouth, dragged me into the
back yard, and taught me how to hoe." He laughed, high with old nmenories. "You people were always
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nm ghty good to me. | couldn't love you nore if you had actually been kin." He seened enbarrassed,
and attacked another |unpy brown pastry ferociously.

"He .. . W loved you, too." He tried to tell hinself that he was imagining things, but there was
sonmething . .. unnerving about the way her eyes were set. Something unfamliarly restrained about
her voice. "You learned fast. You knew how to work, boy, and how to |isten. Even when Josh was
just . . . tellin* stories.”

The tension left him "My God ..." a sudden disapproving stare,". . . uh, nmy gosh, how could
hel p but listen? Al that about Pirander and | bandi and the nmagic that used to be in the ground.
You wait. In between botany classes I'mgoing to find an excuse to do a paper on African folk
myt hs, and bl ow everybody away."

Judith | ooked at himfor a long, painful noment, then spoke. "Perhaps you will. Perhaps not."
He paused in md-nmouthful. "Wy not? They were
140
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great stories."

The | ast cookie was eaten, and she waited until he had drained his glass. She sat, watching him
silently until he began to shift in his seat. "There was one |ast story, Ronald. One that Josh
al ways wanted to tell you."

Broad muscul ar shoul ders hunched in confusion. "Wiy didn't he? I'ma little old for stories now "

"\o." Her voice crackled in the room npore force in it than he had ever heard, and he found
hi msel f recoiling.

"Aunt Judith? Are you . . ." He started fromhis chair.
She waved hi m back, angry with herself, now "I'msorry, boy, It's just—there is one last story,
and you nust hear it." The rooml s shadows deepened the winkles in her face until it seened like a

pi ece of dark, dried fruit.

"Well . . ." He slunped back into his seat until its softness engulfed his body. "Sure." He found
his smle again. "This is your tine, Judith. Al you said was that you wanted to see ne before
|left for college. | canme running. Lay it on ne."

She stood slowly, gathering her thoughts. "Josh told you about the magic, the mana, and how
greedy, foolish men used it up with their spells and cerenoni es. Pirander brought the news of the
vani shing power to his honeland, and to his twin .brother Ibandi."

"Right. | renenber now. Pirander took his followers to Australia. They becane the Abos, right?"

"Correct." She smiled. 'But we never did tell you what becane of Pirander's brother, I|bandi. He
was also 3 mghty wizard, one nore farsighted than his
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brother. If mana was going to run out, then it was of no use to nove to nore and nore renote
| ands. Eventually it would be gone from everywhere, forever. lgnoring that fact was nerely
abandoni ng future generations."

She pulled an ancient world gl obe froma darkened corner of the room and spun it until she
reached Africa, then traced a finger down until she reached Johannesburg, then just a hair
southwest. "This is where they lived, Ibandi and his followers, and where they stayed. The one
change was that they began using the remaining magic to anmass know edge, know edge that woul d be
used in a final, desperate attenpt to find a source of mana that woul d never dry up, that m ght
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serve them for generations yet undreaned of."

A winkle of curiosity touched Ronald's face. "And

did they succeed . . .7"
You will lead. That was what the dream had said to him as clearly as a clean w nd whi ppi ng
through the grass. You will |ead. Nagai fought to keep his excitenment from bubbling past the wall

of control. He squatted on his string-tight haunches, hands resting easily on his thighs.

He watched the Dinga priest speak to Pulolu, the elder Father of the Ibandi. Every ten days the
priest canme, his sagging belly painted with runes, and his head festooned with gaudily dyed
feathers. Nagai didn't |ike the man, although, or perhaps because, he always sniled, and sonetines
| aughed with a boomi ng voice. The Mthers and Fathers had always told himthat the Dinga were
their friends, that in exchange for a little food, the Dinga protected them
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fromenem es. That the Ibandi owed the Dinga nuch.

Nagai waved a fly away fromhis offering, watched the priest posture. Wy would they need the
protection of the Dinga? Was not all the Body in accord? Sonething about it made himfeel sour in
the stomach. The girl ahead of himin the |line stood, bearing her arm oad of tubers. The Di nga
priest snmiled, the sharp tips of his teeth brushing fleshy lips.

Nagai stood, felt a droplet of perspiration trickle down his back, and calned hinself. He forced a
neutral expression to his face and strode forward. The boy halted, bare toes gripping dirt and
tiny pebbles as he extended his bow of fruit. "Agift to our friends," he said automatically.

The priest patted his head with a great npoist hand, and Nagai chewed at his lower lip. The fat man
pi cked up one of the yellow ovals and buried his teeth in it, his eyes widening in pleasure as the
juice welled up over and dribbled down a stubbl ed cheek

Anot her pat on the head. Nagai snelled the sourness of the other's body. Fear. This man is afraid.
But that was absurd. If they were of the Body there would be nothing

"You | bandi," the fat priest said, |aughing, eyes tiny and wet. "How do you call up such magic
fromthis soil? Do the plants listen to you?"

Nagai smled

The priest chuckl ed again, and passed the basket to thfc Dinga warrior who stood behind him The
man stacked the basket into the cart waiting, now alnost filled with the week's offerings.

The I bandi lad ran fromthe gate as soon as his burden was |ifted, and nade for the nearest stand
of
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fruit trees. Reaching them he stopped and | ooked back at the front gate and sl ow noving |ine of
contributors to the Dinga cart. Mst were older than his sixteen years: \agai had only been
al l oned to nake offering for the past four nonths.

It was part of the process of beconming a Father, O, for that natter, a Mdther. Slowy, he was
bei ng eased out of his childhood, taking on a few nore responsibilities, gradually |earning what
it was to be a Coordi nator.
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But what was he feeling fromthe Dinga? He didn't understand, not at all. The cart was finally
filled, and began to nove out of the gate, pulled by four nen. Al ways the sane nen. Al ways staring
strai ght ahead, silent, unblinking.

Once, the first nmonth of Nagai's contributions, he had cone close to one of the four nmen, standing
in front of himand watching as a fly crawl ed across the doughy face, across an open eye without a
blink. Ashan, his father, had taken Nagai by-the hand and | ed himaway quickly, refusing to answer
guesti ons.

Still the Coordinators, both Mdthers and Fathers, refused to talk about it. "You will learn," was
t he nost response that ever came, before the inevitable snmile and "why don't you go play now?"

The boy watched as the gate cl osed behind the Dinga priest and his cart, and the Coordi nators
wal ked back into the central village with drawn, worried faces,

A child ran up to one of them and there was an automatic warmsnile and hug; the ugly nonent had
passed. Nagai stretched, breathing deeply to cleanse lungs and m nd. Imediately he fell the
gentl e know edge tickling at himlike a feather, and

the joy came bubbling up out of his worry like fresh cold water. "I cone, sister."

Nagai ran fromthe grove into the central village conpound, taking a nonment to spin fromthe path
of three running children. One of them a dark, sweet-faced child who giggled "Nagai!" turned on
her heel and stopped. "You're going to be a Father today." She grinned challengingly.

He shook his head at her. "Everybody knows nore man ne."

"That's why you're going to be a Father. You don't know enough to be a kid anynore." He swatted at
her playfully and she took off, chasing after her friends, now di sappearing around a hut.

He tried to find a speck of irritation to hurl after her, and came up enpty. She was right. He
couldn't feel the mana as once he could. As any child in the village could. But he knew things
now. He knew nore of the world outside the high fence. He knew of the Dinga, and their fear. And
soon, he would be a Father, a Coordinator. And he would guide the children, as he had been gui ded
fromearliest nenory, coordinating their feelings into the fields and streans. Keeping the thand
centered in the Body. And as a part of the Body, they were fed by the forests, the streams, the
fruit of the earth.

These were the earliest truths he could remenber. Life is your birthright. As an organ of the
Body, you need fear nothing but fen r itself. Fear was corruption and death. Fear was cranping
muscl es and a cl ouded mind. Fear was anger, and hatred, and all things evil

And the Dinga priest had snelled of it.

The old woman at the front flap of the birthing hut
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nodded toothl essly as she stepped aside, "It is tinme."

Dayti nme vani shed as the flap swng dowmn. Wthin, the only Iight was the glow of a tiny brazier

The birthing hut was | arge enough for twenty at a tinme, and it was filled. Except for JVagai, no
mael e I bandi ol der than five years was in the room Seven children sat in a ring surrounded by
twel ve anci ent |bandi wonen who sat, |egs fol ded and eyes cl osed, hummng softly. The children
giggled as if they were being tickled, the Iiquid sounds of their pleasure weaving into a nel ody
that conpl enented the hummi ng of the ol der wonen.

In the center of the circle of npani ng wonen was Nagai's nother, \Wamal a. Her | egs were crossed,
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her hands rested easily on her knees. Her noist plunp face was peaceful. The dimlight in her wonb
grew brighter.

She chanted softly:

"I'bandi, lord of the Ibandi, bring forth thy new daughter bloodlessly, in peace and purity.
I bandi, lord of the Ibandi, grant her thy strength. Ibandi, lord of the |bandi —

The wonen in the hut chanted and sang, perspiration running in their age-furrowed faces. Misk-
sweet incense hazed the air blue.

Wamal a' s body shuddered, each tremor rippling outward fromthe gl ow beneath her navel. Her eyes
focused on her son, and her chin bobbed in acknow edgenment. The light in her belly grew brighter
still, and extended past her skin to shimrer in her lap. The chanting of the elders grew nore

i ntense, and the |light began to congeal

At first, just the suggestion of an infant's formshifted within the light, then huge dark eyes
forned,
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pi npoi nts of sparkle within the greater glow Gadually shadow filled in detail, and arns, |egs
and trunk energed. The haze faded and the infant, air still shinmering about it, blinked slowy
with translucent |ids.

Myl e, the senior mdw fe of the Ibandi, stood heavily. Twisted with years, she noved as if her
joints were filled with sand. "lbandi be praised, a girl child." She stal ked across the hut like a
bl ack crab, only her face animated. "Cone," she took Nagai's hand in a brittle grip. "You're a man
now, boy."

Silent, he let her lead himto the center of the circle. Nagai dropped to one knee before his
not her .

"Nagai . "

He touched her outstretched hand to his cheek. "Mther." The tiny glowing thing in her |ap
gurgled. Its aura expanded until it filled the hut, washing a jewel ed spectrum over the skins and
woven mats that covered the walls.

Nagai drooped his shoul ders, and searched within hinself for the fluttering tingle that would
focus his sister's nmana

From a | oose cloud, the cascade of |ight condensed into tendrils, snaking and darting in the air
al |l about her. She bubbled with delight.

"She is pure magic," he nurnmnured,

"As are all children,"” Wanmala said. "As were you, once." She was tired, and the strain of the
ritual rasped in her voice. But her eyes were alive as they scanned the taut planes and gentle
contours of his body. "You have seen the bloodl ess birth now You have not been allowed to w tness
it in eleven years."

H's sister tried to wap himin her light, but it fuzzed to mi st under her control. "I had al nost
for-
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gotten. Al nost."

"Now i s your tine for |learning," Wamal a breathed, her eyes fighting to close. "You are ready for
Fat her hood now. Go—your sister will confort ne. Go. There is nmuch to be | earned and done."

He touched his lips to her forehead, and then even nore gently to the head of his sister. "Wen
she is named, | would like to be present."

"Perhaps. W will see what the Mthers say. Go now Go to the Fathers." Her voice weakened, and he
knew that it was time for himto | eave. One of the nmidw ves lifted Wanala slightly, sliding a
| ayer of noisture-absorbent matting beneath her.

"Leave now," Ml e whispered. "She nust release the birth water, and it is not for you to see."

He stood and bowed. "Mdther," he said, treasuring the word, knowing that it would never again have
the sane neani ng between them "Good-bye." Her eyes dosed, glazing, and he backed out of the hut
and left.

Sone of the children waited outside the birthing hut. Many were nude, small bl ack bodies
glistening with the afternoon heat. Ot hers wore clothing as their bodies began to ripen with age
those with younger brothers and sisters would soon be eligible as Coordi nators. Those wi t hout

he saw anong themthe familiar face of Bolu, his hair woven like a child's, incongruous above the
corded body. But everyone of the tribe knew that Bolu's nother woul d never have another child.
Bolu would remain hers, caring for her until the day she died. Only then would he ever be
permtted beyond the Gate. Only then m ght he seek Fatherhood.

Nagai sang to them wordl essly, touching their hands as he wal ked back to the front gate. He
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touched their mnds and felt them | augh, feeding himmana. It seenmed as if each of themwere
giving hima single thread, a single silver strand that he wove into a cocoon about hinself. And
there, in his wonb of energy, he could feel things he had forgotten, and truly knew hinsel f as
part of the Body. But now he just played with it joyfully, knowi ng that today was the true
beginning of his life.

At the front gate he didn't have to explain or ask, it was opened for him that he mi ght go and
find his father, Ashan. He was not turned away at the Gate, or told to find a Father to gui de and
protect him He was of age, and now had a sister. He might well be a jCoordinator, a Father, by
the end of the day.

He ran past the outer fields where grains and tubers were coaxed fromthe earth, hopping over
irrigation ditches and seedlings as he sped. What would it be |like? The world of the Coordinator's
m nd. The Mthers used the children for bloodless birth, for healing, for growing food. The

Fat hers used them for hunting, fishing and |uring.

He heard the rush of the stream and knew that Ashan woul d be sonmewhere near. Nagai brushed the
reeds aside and started to yell.

Soret hing fierce and wet clinched his ankle. Nagai hopped back, shaking his foot violently,
stifling a yelp of surprise. He kicked free and scranbl ed back three paces before stopping to see
what it was.

The arm had thick, grayish skin, its elbow clunsily articulated. H gher up towards the shoul ders
it was spotted with tufts of hair that ran up into the scalp, where they joined a ragged shock of
dark brown nmane

Its eyes flared greenly up at the boy, and short
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sharp teeth cl acked feebly together.

Even as Nagai watched, the fire died, and the thing's body relaxed with finality. Nagai junped as
a broad hand cl apped on his shoul der.

"You did not feel ne, and you did not feel the Ghoul. You are indeed a Man now. "

Nagai 's eyes darted fromthe alien corpse to his father. Ashan's face was unlined, except for
three rows of parallel scars that ran vertically on each cheek. H's hair was dusted with gray, but
the extrene erectness of his carriage nmade Tine an abstracti on.

"A Choul ?" The puzzlenent in his voice was genui ne.

"It should never have conme so near to the village." His father's expression was difficult to read,
sonmet hing stirring behind the placid brown nask that confused Nagai terribly. "It is an eneny of
our—friends—+the Dinga."

"But father . . ." Nagai found his attention returning tinme and again to | he body of the Ghoul
Its nuscles were growing flaccid. "Wiy didn't the Dinga keep it away? Why have | never seen one
bef ore?" The Ghoul was hal f-covered in water. Al ready, scavengers were investigating the
possibilities.

"The Ghouls are a were-people, and cane to our land in search of —sustenance."”
"Why didn't our friends keep it away if it is dangerous?"

"The Ghouls are powerful ."

"More powerful than our friends?"

H s father seened to wince at the word. "Very nearly. The Dinga won the war, but it has drained
them They have used much mana." Ashan nudged
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the sodden Ghoul with the tip of his sandal. The corpse twitched, then was still. "Wy did they
come here?" "Mana," Ashan said.

"But . . . why here? Mana is everywhere." Hi s father sighed, and sat the boy down on the grass.
"There are many things that you do not yet understand. One is that not all people use the life-
force as we do. Some use it to nove objects, or change netals, or create life. This takes great
concentrations of nana, nowadays only to be found in rare areas* |ike ours. W, the Ibandi. use it
only to harnoni ze ourselves with Nature, to teach us of the Body. Only in the bloodless birth do
we violate natural order, that we nmight bring our children into the world knowi ng nothing of pain
or fear. There is mana in children, great power, but they begin to lose it as they |earn fear
They are cut off fromthe flow of Nature." "And the Choul s? The Di nga?" Ashan shook his head
proudly. "No. This is our secret. They work their crude magi cs, draining power fromthe
earth, or— he | ooked sharply at his son who sat, fascinated, "—fromthe bodies of nmen. And their
eyes are blind to the gentle nana that flows to us fromstars and sun and nmoon. Too subtle for
such as the Dinga to understand or use. A pattern connecting all living things into the Body."

He stretched out his hand and pointed to the |ush greens and browns of the plain they lived on, to
the mountains far to the north. "Once, a piece of star struck this plain, and spread its power
throughout. It is for this that the Ghouls fought the Dinga,"

Nagai couldn't take his eyes fromthe CGhoul. Dead, without a mark on its body. Already it was
| osi ng
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color. Starved for nana?

"e Ashan sounded thoughtful. "Perhaps | should wait ~fjw the Fathers to tell you these things,
but you need 10 understand as much as you can, if you are to . . ." Nagai had heard that silence
before. It was an inpassable void that told himthat his father had already said too nuch.

"x Ashan stood, pulling his son to his feet. They wal ked to a spot near the nets, where
anot her Father Coordinated four small, laughing children. The air

t about them shinmmered as with heat.
The feel of their mana was in the air. He knew that

% he could guide them Coordinate them He felt the hunger growing, the enpty feeling in his
st omach.

* , He wanted to reach out, to join with themand call fish to the nets, to repel insects and
di seases fromthe . crops.

"Soon, you will be a man. Already, | know you feel the waning of the strength you knew as a
child."

-* Ashan's eyes were sharp and alive as he drew near.

—You will continue to | ose nmana and gai n know edge —+f you becone a Father this day."
"I amready."

"Are you?" His father extended his hand. "Flow with ne."

Fat her and son extended palns until they were within a hair of contact. Fingers upright, the hands
danced together, only the barest |ayer of air separating them Ashan fluttered his fingers, and

Nagai responded fluidly, again, the fractional distance maintained. Small, then larger circles and
patterns. Never separating nore than a hair's breadth, never touching. Finally, the |ean, corded
arm of the ol der man dropped to his side. Ashan nodded approval. "You
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have | earned."
"I amready."

"The first challenge is ready for you-has been ready for days." He clasped his son's shoul der
"Once, centuries-ago— Hi s face grew strained, and again Nagai felt the oddness. "Before the D nga
cane, ny father's father many tines renoved was the king of our people.”

"But we have no kings . . ." Nagai sputtered, renenbering the dream "W need no kings. Qur
friends..."

"Yes," Ashan said bitterly. "Qur friends, the Dinga." He | eaned close, until Nagai could scent the
sharpness of his breath. "But perhaps one day we will need kings again. And perhaps we w |l hot
need friends. You must be prepared.”

Al t hough unanswered questions swamin his head |ike nervous fish, Nagai nodded his confidence. "I
am ready. "

"Then go. The first test awaits."

* * * *
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The sick feeling returned to the pit of Nagai's stomach. If there had been food there, he would
have found a waste ditch to enpty it into. But his stomach had been enpty for two days, since
Wamal a had firsl entered her birthing cycle.

He squatted, clearing his mnd, mnding his breathing, feeling his weight sink into the ground.
The nore he relaxed the nore it tingled. Not the sanme as he had as a child, though; then, it had
seenmed that the world was a crisscrossing spi derweb of energy that flowed fromall directions,
gossaner threads that could be woven by the skill of a Coordinator
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Once, his father had shown hima piece of rock, glassy gray and pitted deeply on the surface.
There was so nmuch mana in it that it burned himto be near it. He had vonmited i mediately, while
Ashan beaned with pride.

But now, consciousness of the strands was a dim elusive thing, found only in the deepest states
of rel axed wakeful ness. He yearned to be a Coordi nator

Ao grinned at himfromthe other side of the Amphitheater. There was a diagonal chunk of tooth

m ssing low on the left side and Nagai |aughed back at him He renenbered the gane of tag that had
ended with his own arm skinned fromwist to el bow, and A o's nouth bl oodi ed against a rock. Ao
had won.

Younger and | eaner than Nagai, O o0 was not yet so know edgeabl e, but his vision was clearer

There were no children in the Amphitheater, only the gathered Mdthers and Fathers, sitting quietly
on the ground in concentric rings. Wanal a sat across the ring from Ashan, with the Mthers. She
was pal e, and sat wapped in blankets, but would not be di ssuaded:, she had cone to see her son

There was one other within the ring: Wena. Her hair had been braided finely, in tight rows and
swirls, proclaimng her preparedness for Mot herhood.

Nagai tried not to think of her, to think only of the contest to come. Was it truly only three
mont hs since the three of themhad run, playing as children play, through the streets and groves?
Only ihree nonths since the Fathers had prepared her for Mtherhood. She had ceased playing with
the children after that night, and had begun her wait for the first eligible
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Fat her .

Today. It would be either Nagai or 4 o.

Through hal f-1owered |ids Nagai neasured the sweet curves of her naked body, and the strength of
her eyes. Even at this distance he felt her, and knew that he had to have her

O o stood, Nagai unfolding fromhis crouch in the sane nonent.

Slowy, as if a drumwere beating in a distant corner of the village, their feet began to nove in
uni son, tampi ng down the hard-packed dirt of the Anphitheater

They approached each other, and Nagai felt O o's nmana and knew hi s opponent, younger, to be the
more powerful. But this was not a contest of strength, and Nagai was unconcer ned.

The two of them were close now, and both turned sideways, their shoul ders al nost grazing before
each slipped to a side and slid by the other without touching.

A sound began, deep in their throats. It echoed their breathing, deep and organic to the novenent.
Not singing, not speaking, but sonething that blended with the rhythnms of feet and swayi ng bodies
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until it became inpossible to say which throat nade what sound.

Nagai swirled and capered, the contortions of his waist squeezing the air fromhis chest, the
backward arcs expanding his lungs again. For an instant he grew dizzy, then he found the bal ance
bet ween hinself and Ao, and the two of them noved in the Body as sound filled the Anmphitheater

At |last there was a di sturbance above them a fluttering of w ngs, and both dancers paused, their
t or sos
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halting in md-twist. On each, the light oil of exertion reflected the afternoon's waning |ight,
hi ghl i ghting the tautly-rnuscled planes and vall eys of their bodies.

Nagai stood with his arns splayed out to the sides, directly behind himthe frozen figure of Qo.
Nagai could feel his rival's heat, snell his sweat. Hi s stomach burned, and he slowed his
breathing to a craw, relaxing, relaxing

The fluttering grew closer, but still neither |ooked up. Once there was a quick flash of a tiny
white figure, then nothing but fluttering.

Oo trenbled a bit, then relaxed. Nagai felt it, and visualized as he did when a child: Spider-
webs. Silken strands of life. One to the other. Living things, sacred things. Al interl ocked by
the strands. Every living thing.

Sound. very close, of settling wings, then the weight of a small body on his shoul der. Naga
turned his head, smling to the tiny white bird that sat there, cocking its head as if nystified
with its own actions.

A sigh of release, echoed by the Coordinators, and Ao stepped away from Nagai. As he left the
Amphi theater, he was biting his lower |ip savagely. There would be bl ood.

Nagai stood al one, facing Wena. She rose to her feet in a floating spiral and glided to him
searching his face and body with her eyes.

She was perhaps two i nches shorter than he, and stood very straight, her body covered only with a
tiny woven breech cloth. When she becane a Mther, she would cover her breasts as well, but not
until then.

Their eyes net, and he felt hinmself being drawn to her, as if he could |lose hinself in the depths
of swirling brown. He stayed very still.
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She took his hand. "Come." Again, the Coordinators sighed.

The second trial was conducted in a small unadorned hut behind the groves, near the fence. Wena
wal ked ahead of him He felt |ightheaded, and tried to center his thoughts. Wiat would this be...?

She brushed asi de the bead curtain and beckoned hi minside. Brushing past her nearly burned his
skin. They sat across fromeach other in the darkening roomand savored the tension. The nDi st ness
and heat, the sweet sight and snell of her nade himfeel giddy.

"I lost my Childhood three nmoons ago." Wena said sinply. "But | nust have a nmate to becone a
Mot her . "

"As nust | to becone a Father." Again Nagai thought of AQo's bitten lip. "OQo will wait until the

next noon, and again contest. | hope he attains . . ." Nagai smiled m schievously. "But | am gl ad
that he will not attain with you."
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Only the barest flicker of her expression showed joy. "G o will w n Fatherhood one day. Today, we
must deal with what is. | ama woman, and with you. could be Mdther. If you pass your third trial
I can nake you Father. WII| you open yourself to me? WIIl you let ne know you, that 1 night
choose?"

Perspirati on had bl ossomed on her cheeks, tiny beads slighter than dewdrops. Her expression was
still, oniy the rise and fall of her shoulders, the gentle swell of full young breasts, spoke of
life.

He had to trust. This was not the Weena he had pl ayed ganmes and ski nned knees with. The nights she
had spent with the Fathers had changed her. Hi s
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body knew the difference, and it tightened his stomach to dwell on it.

"Yes," he said finally. Atrickle of sweat worked its way out of his arnpit to slide down his
si de.

She reached out and touched his thigh just above the knee. Her fingertips warnmed him

Touch ne, she said without speaking. Not in words, not in inmages but with the sudden creation of a
void. He stretched out to touch, conscious of her hand sliding gradually up his thigh, the heat
increasing until it becane al nost, but not quite, unpleasant.

Their eyes nmet across a space of a few inches, and they breathed each other's breath and forned
the Body as they sat, crosslegged. She felt the tenseness of his body, the |ocked nuscles and
enoti onal scars that made himretreat from her

She spoke softly as she touched him "W are born in perfection. As we learn fear we | ose vision,
we | ose suppl eness, we | ose contact with the Body. This is a consequence of understanding, of
growi ng ol der. Fear is the destroyer. Only Love can give us back our perfection, for a few

preci ous nonents we are pure beings again, in the Oneness of the Body. If |I join with you I wll
take your fear and pain, and |l et you see what once you saw as an infant. For that instant, you
wi Il have both know edge and understanding, and you will becone a Coordi nator, reborn and
renewed. "

Nagai felt the tension | eaving his body with the gentleness of her touch, and he could see, could
feel the nana about himas he hadn't felt it for nore years than he cared to renmenber. He felt it
warm and cl eanse him clinging w thout pressure and guiding w thout judgnent. The heat within him
flared,
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the light clouding his vision

She drew back. "No. Not until the third trial." Her voice was heavy and slurred, with a heavi ness
that bal anced the lightness he felt in his own body. He wanted to beg her to continue, but sensed
that it would be wong.

For |l ong nonments she seenmed burdened, then she straightened her back and exhal ed sharply. Her
smile relieved him

"Yes." she said softly. "W need each other. You and | can understand each other." She sighed
deeply. "Here is the next piece of know edge that you need, Nagai. Al things, especially living
things, are like the mushroom Mishroons live in clunps, but are apparently separate entities.
Only looking to their roots can one see that such a clunp, with a dozen flowerings, is actually
one creature.

"So are we all. Al things that exist are forns of the sanme thing, only Pain and Fear prevent us
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fromseeing the roots, or the invisible seeds that spread life. W perceive things as being
different—n sizes, colors, locations and tinmes. These are but the flowerings. The roots are in
t he Body.

"We understand this as children, as infants, as small clunps of life in the wonb. Pain and Fear
prevent the energy of life fromflowing freely through us, and we | ose what once we under st ood,
repl aci ng Understanding with its shadow, Know edge.

"Nagai, we are the only ones who know that children brought into the world wi thout violence, in an
atmosphere rich in | ove and mana are open, and free, and can feel the connective energies. They
are protected fromthe world, that they nmight stay within the Body totally, for in beconing a
Coor di nat or you
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gai n perspective, and | ose the natural acceptance of things.

"Love gives it back to us. Wien we lie together, you and I, | will take you into ny body and you
will take me into yours. | will show you things that you have long forgotten, and give you peace."
"And | will see . . ." He left the question hanging. Nagai felt his linbs trenble with

antici pation.

"What | see. You need ne, and | need you. Togetii-er, we will nake a child. You, and I, and our
child will nake up one snmall Oneness in the Body."

She stood, bending to trace her finger along his jawline. "Do not try to understand. You cannot.
It nust be shown." Her tone dropped, and she | owered her eyes shyly. "W belong to each other now,
Nagai . For Always." They touched, and Nagai wanted only to stay with her, to learn the secrets

hi dden behi nd the warm brown eyes.

Torchlight flickered and popped in the Anphitheater. Only the Fathers were there. Their faces were
heavily lined with stains, and together, in perfect harnony, they swayed to and fro in the gl oom

Nagai stood before them silent, as the Eldest stepped slowmy to the center of the Anmphitheater
Age had eaten Polulo's face into a ruined hollow. He walked in a rhythm of threes; foot, foot and
the probing tip of a gnarled cane.

"Young Nagai, you seek Fatherhood. A woman has chosen you, so your final test lies with us—= his
voi ce was a hissing sound. "The Fathers.”

"I amready."

"So you believe. If you would win the scars of Fatherhood, you nust show that you can . Coordinate
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t he mana.
Nagai repeated the ritual words that his father had prepared himto say. "I have shown this, with

the first test.
"You must show that you are ready to be absorbed into the Body."

Nagai stood tall, tasting the power and the victory that would soon be his. "I have shown this
al so, by the second test."

The ol d man shook his head. "It nmay be better for you to refuse your Fatherhood, young one."

Nagai ' s hands cl enched in shock. This was not part of the cerenony! He searched the faces of the
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men ringing the fire, and | earned nothing. Even Ashan's face seened a stranger's.
"N-no/' he stamered. "I amready."
Pul ol u clucked, deep in his throat. "W pray you are."
"Gve ne ny task," he said firmy, reassured to hear his voice ringing clear and strong.

"Your task is to bring the children of the village—every one of them-here to the Anphitheater
Here, you will join with them Coordinate them-and slay the Dinga."

The sound of the last words rang in Nagai's ears, burning |ike drops of flamng oil. Hi s tongue
seenmed clunsily thick. "But-but why? They are our friends—they protect us—

"From t hensel ves, Nagai. You were spared the truth, as are all the children. Today you learn."
There was a nurmur of agreenent fromthe assenbl ed Fathers.

"Three hundred years ago the Dinga cane to our |and, seeking the power in the earth. They are a
W ck-
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ed peopl e* who had renewed their own powers by ritual nurder when the mana grew short. Only the

cl everness of our forefathers spared us a bloody fate, for they were nore powerful than we. But
they could not grow food as we growit, or fish or hunt as we. So we have supplied themw th food,
hal f of our crops and catches, in exchange for peace to live our lives."

Nagai tried to find words that expressed the enpty confusion in his gut. "But we—we can continue,
can we not? Surely we need not spill blood." Thoughts tunbled frommnd to nmouth in a torrent.
"And—and if they are nore powerful than we, how can | destroy then®"

""H e were-people,” Pulolu said with certainty. "They changed everything here. They warred with
the Dinga for nonths."

The young man's nouth hung open nunbly. "I never knew. "

"W have paid a heavy price to insulate you from such know edge, such pain. Your task nowis to
repay what we have given you. The Dinga defeated the were-people, but now their strongest w zards
lie in exhaustion. The mana in the ground is gone. Tonorrow, or the day after, they wll hunger
and they will took to the closest source of life-energy at hand—+the Ibandi. This tine, fruits and
fishes will not dissuade them This tine," and his voice was a cold and unyielding wi nd. "W nust
strike first."

Nagai was silent. Beds and bl acks crowded the edges of his sight, and he snelled his own fear

Fear the destroyer, his nind echoed, and he shut it down desperately. "Tine. | need tine to
think."

"No!" Pulolu shrieked now, corded throat stretching as he lifted his face to Nagai. "It nust be
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done nowl Now Tonight! O we |ose everything!"
" But —
"No arguments. Accept or decline, that is all."
Nagai felt his |legs buckling, and snelled a nowfaniliar aroma fromthe nen of the circle,

sonet hing that he had never snelled fromthem before. Sour. Heavy.
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They can fear. Cooordinators can fear. The ground seened to drop from beneath his feet. Know edge
did not protect fromFear. Vision continued to deteriorate ..

In that nonment he understood—he was the nost powerful nenber of the Ibandi. For that day, that
monment, no other Ibandi had as nmuch Vision and Know edge si nultaneously.

Only he could do it. Only he could save the Ibandi. Their eyes stretched out to himin hunger. You
will |ead.

There could be only one answer, but his voice still cracked.
"l accept."

* * * *

The children of the Ibandi were eighty in nunber, and they sat, child by dark child, in concentric
rings,. dotting the Anphitheater

Even to the very young ones, they sat in total silence, bodies still and waiting. No sl eepiness,
no wandering of attention, although the sun had di sappeared beneath the horizon five hours
earlier. Even Nagai's sister was among them cradled in the arms of Qo. Bolu the man-child was
there, quiet, waitful, an infant's eyes peering out of his stubbled face.

Nagai crouched in the center of the rings, balanced on the balls of his feet.
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The children fed himnmana. He felt the |ines appear* invisibly thin things that connected one
infant to another, to child, to adol escent. The lines radiating fromthe youngest children were
hottest, purest. Nagaigathered themw th his mind. Forgotten totally was the great mass of the
Coor di nators who stood back fromthe circle. Wtching. Hoping

He spun and tightened with his mnd until the strands becane visible light, ropy |um nescent bands
that crisscrossed about themuntil it becane a net/ then a solid cocoon of |ight that surrounded
the children in a gl owi ng heni sphere.

One with the Body, he inmaged with every deepening breath. Until the flesh seened to nelt fromhis
bones, and a cool cleansing wind whistled in his mnd. And he soared, seeing

The torches and lights of the Dinga flickered, casting waiths of darkness on the walls of their
adobe hones. The fat cattle mulling in the pens sniffed the air, and even the guards pacing the
edge of the city hunched their shoul ders and peered into the darkness.

There is a void here ...

Men and worren of the Dinga turned in their beds. A few awoke and strained with tired ears for
sounds that never carne.

There is sickness here ..

The Dinga priest awoke, staring blindly into the darkness. His tongue slid dryly over the points
of his teeth, and he roused hinself to a sitting position. There was nothing to be heard in his
smal | * bare room and no light to see. He knelt up fromthe thin nat he slept on, and groped out
for his robe.

Cone, creatures of the earth, creatures of the air.
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There is death, and wi ckedness, and disease here. It is a corruption of the Body.
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The tenples of the Dinga were silent and still, except for one* where a single robed priest
genufl ected, then prostrated hinself before a swollen-bellied idol. A brazier nearby cast a dul
gl ow, scenting of burnt herbs and bl ood.

And fromthe forests they cane. Fromthe ground. Fromthe skies.
There is corruption here. On the norrowit rises to slay.

A single screamsplit the Night, and a naked figure dashed froma hut and rolled in the street,
clawing at face and body. Tiny biting tilings, stinging things, scrabbled on his skin, and the nman
withed in the gutter, groans of pain and fear babbling in his throat.

He was not alone. Fromevery corner of the city there cane cries, screans as all of the vermn
that dwelled in chimey and | arder and sewer, all of the flying things that should have slept in
bunches within paper nests, and the terrible red ants that bit so fiercely and relentlessly,
poured into the homes and onto the bodies of the Dinga people.

In the tenple, the priest staggered, slanming into curtains and tables, scream ng as he staggered
toward the altar. He clawed at his eyes, but the crushed bodi es of dozens of their kin did nothing
to di ssuade the w nged denons that plucked and darted.

He stunbled into the brazier, knocking it to the ground and falling atop it. H's body jerked
spasti cal -

iy.

At last he twitched nmore gently, as the screans and sobs of the Dinga died away into the night,
and finally there was silence.
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The sounds of screaming were lifted in the wind, carried to the Ibandi. They stood, the

Coordi nators, Mthers and Fathers, outside the donme of |ight Nagai had spun on the Anphitheater
grounds. When the whi spering screans faded away, no man or woman there could m stake the nmessage
in the silence.

The stars glared pinpoint-bright and cold. The light fromthe cocoon cast tw sted, di mshadows.

Only the sound of tense breathing, and the distant cough of a wild dog filled the still air of the
vil | age.

Then the hem sphere began to waver, and it appeared that tiny balls of |ight were peeling back
fromthe surface. The hole formed | ooked like a wound ripped in living flesh

Nagai stood there, staring at them through them There was no anger in his voice, or even
accusation. The words were al nbost toneless, but for a massive fatigue lingering beneath the
surface that threatened to bow him

"You didn't tell me. You never told me— his eyes would not focus, even when he | ooked directly at
Pul olu. His throat quivered. "They hurt so rmuch—the Body believed ne and destroyed the diseased
flesh, but their pain, their /ear/"

A hint of pleading crept in now, and his body sagged before he caught hinself. "How could you? Wy
didn't you tell me how nuch it would hurt?"

Wanel a t ook an uncertain step toward him but she stopped short as if she had run into a gl ass
wal | .

"Nagai —you don't need to fear me—~

He | ooked at her curiously, trying to renenber sonmething lost in a junble of pain.
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"Mother? Wy .. T
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She whined, trying to speak. Fingernails splintered against the air, and she dug at the ground
with her feet. "Gve ne ny baby," she sobbed finally, "Gve ne your sister."

Slowy, painfully slowy, he shook his head. "No. Al of you must live with the know edge of what

you did, as nust |. The children rmust never know." He clutched hinmself, trenbling with the effort
to remain erect. "Oh, nother, it burns— He caught hinself again, and his eyes focused at |ast.
"I"'mtaking them |'mtaking themwhere you won't find them and when they're safe, | will die."

"But the children \" Pul olu hobbled forward, nouth working nunbly. "You have not the know edge. If
you take them they will never |earn enough—

"That may be true," Nagai hissed, "but they will still be nore than you." At |last he took a
backwards step, his chest heaving with effort. "None of you—none of you interrupt me, or try to
stop ne, or you will die."

He retreated into the ruptured heni sphere. It
heal ed behi nd hi m sl uggi shly.

* * * *

Pulolu turned to the others, searing themwth his gaze. "W cannot allow this thing," he said
weakly. "The children cannot. . . cannot survive wthout us."

"What can we do?" The question arose spontaneously froma dozen throats.

The El dest | ooked to the stars, the bright, cold clusters of light that dom nated the night sky.
"I't is Nagai who has proven weak. For the good of the Ibandi, he nust die."

"No!" Wamal a screaned. Ashan stood beside her
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gri ppi ng her shoul ders as she twi sted.
"You cannot kill my son." Ashan said. "His is the Power now None match himin strength."

Pul ol u peered up at Ashan, stared until Nagai's father turned away fromthe ancient, pitted face
"Are you of the Body?" Pulolu edged closer, until Ashan gave ground. "Do you speak for the Body,
which lives forever, or for Ashan, a bit of flesh which will one day putrefy?"

"I speak ..." A great sigh went out of him like water out of a ruptured skin. "For the Body, of
course . . ." Ashan felt Wanala's body tense in his arms. "But—but who could do this thing? He
refused to even let his nother touch him"

"Yes . . . but he had already broken ties with her. There is another, who had just begun to live
her bond. Yes, another "

He scanned the group until he found Weena. Small, bright-eyed Weena, shrinking back fromhiminto
an unyi el ding wall of human fl esh.

"No .. ."

There was silence again, save for the shuffling footsteps of old Pulolu. He reached out a cl awed
hand to touch her face. "Wuld you have your people die? Wuld you doomthe children?"
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"I wouldn't . . . but | couldn't hurt Nagai." She funbled for words. "W are joined—

"He is no longer Nagai!" Pulolu screaned, his voice rising to a painfully high pitch. "He has
al l owed his weakness to eat away at him He was an inadequate vessel for his power."

Weena tried to run, but strong arms held her fast.

"Wuld you let the Ibandi die? Wuld you kill the children, and us, and yourself, that one
i mperfect or-
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gan of the Body might live? Wuld you thus dam yoursel f ?"

There were tears in her eyes, but they only welled hugely, did not spill, until she shook her head
slowy, miserably. Until she heard Pulolu's grunt of satisfaction

* * * *

VWeena had been washed and anointed. Her skirtlet was dyed in flower patterns, and her cheeks were
pai nted i n weddi ng gl yph8- Sne stood hol di ng a basket of fruits and yell ow veget abl es, just
outside the shimrering barrier. Her small, exquisitely |lovely face was expressionless, and there
was no trace of enotion in the voice that softly call ed.

"l amhere, Nagai. | amyours. | will enter your world, or | will die. The choice is yours." She
wai t ed | ong anxi ous heartbeats, then took a short step forward* then another, until her bal ance
committed her to the final step, and she crossed the barrier. At first there was searing heat, and
light so bright it turned closed eyelids into sheets of flame. Then she was through

It was cold within, and very dark. Each exhal ation fogged and hung in the air |ike pale
butterflies. She waited for her eyes to adjust.

At |ast she could see a few small, still figures—the children of the Ibandi. They |lay splayed
about as if in exhaustion, linbs and torsos overlapping in a giant sprawl. They made no novenent
or sound.

In the middle of them cross-1legged and staring at her enptily, sat Nagai

He seened not to be breathing at all, nerely sitting, waiting, his face the face of a dead nan
H s mouth hung sl ack.
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Weena st epped over the unnoving formof an infant, one part of her mind trying to i gnore the way
it was curled up on one side like a tiny corpse. The other part tried to identify it. Wose child
was that? Whose puffy-cheeked baby? It lay in dreanl ess sleep. Protected from know edge, from pain
and fear by the ashen figure of Nagai

H s eyes were red and wi de. She stepped over a final child and held her basket of fruit out to
him Her body was racked with chills.

Slowy, as if the inpulses crawl ed al ong his nerves |like spiders clinbing webs, he pulled his
nmout h cl osed.

H's voice was a faint rattle. "Why . . ." he said, then yawned torpidly. "Wiy have you cone?"
"l came—=

One hand worked its way up out of his lap, a single finger raised. Her words janmed in her throat
ti ke chunks of splintered bone.
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"No lies,"” he hissed.

The urge to turn and run was a physical thing, tugging at her like snare lines. She felt the cold
penetrating her body, nunbing the marrow

"It is not safe for you, here," Nagai said, each word heaved out with a sigh
"I came . . . because | amyours. You are mne. W are pledged."”

For all the change in his visage, she m ght have been squawki ng or squealing instead of speaking
wor ds.

Then . .. sonething crept into his eyes that she had never seen in him or any other being. A
| ongi ng or need beyond the need for food or shelter or even breath. A deathly fatigued
desperation. "I wish ..."
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Then he dropped his head to the ground. "No, you nust |eave."

She knelt before him setting her bow down, and brought her face very close to his. "W belong to
each ot her."

"No . . ." he said, trying to find the strength to turn away.
The muscles in her arms trenbled as she cane closer, lifting his chin to gaze at him

She felt his need. Snelled it, sweet and sour in her mind. It rang in her ears |like the rushing
bl ood of a burst heart. Like a torrent rushing to fill the void she came to him and all thoughts
wer e swept away.

Still he fought, for an instant nore he fought to control hinself, then sonething shattered. Tears
spilled fromhis eyes and he reached for her hungrily, felt her warnth nelting the ice that filled
his belly, felt hinmself drifting, soaring . . . * * * *

Weena awoke first. She tw sted away from Nagai's sl eeping body and clutched a hand to her stomach
sobbing in the darkness.

Nagai ' s peaceful expression nade the pain recede for a nonment, then she renenbered why she was
there. Weena reached into the basket, under the cool firm shapes, and pulled the knife. She curled
her fingers around it carefully. An iron bl ade, wound with fiber at the hilt, five inches of edge
and point nestled in her fist.

Gaspi ng now, she got one hand braced on Nagai's shoul der and | evered himover onto his back
Voi ces screanmed in her ears, fingers of dead hands crawl ed up the lining of her stomach
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Fear like this never dies, unless ..

For the last time, she bent over and kissed himon the throat i on the warm holl ow so recently
di scovered. He slept on, peacefully.
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Then she rai sed her hand, scream ng her pain and sorrow, and drove the knife with all her strength
up

under the ribs and into her heart.

* * * *

Nagai awakened slowy, listening for the voices, feeling for the cold, or the crawing fingers,
but there was nothing. Wthout turning, he knew what he woul d see.

Weena | ay curled on her side, her face cal mnow. Her hands still grasped the knife buried under
her ribs. He brushed her cheek, walking its roundness to the long curve of her neck

The Chil dren were waki ng. They rubbed their eyes with tiny fists, and yawned. O o touched Wena,
unconpr ehendi ng but unafraid. He stood, and picked up one of the babi es.

Nagai gathered up their mana and exhal ed a thin, even stream The dome about them began to
glitter, then glow It burst into sparks and dissol ved.

The Mot hers and Fathers stood outside the shielded area, clustered, silent, staring.

No novenent, no challenge. Nagai felt nothing for them The strands, the slender strands that had
bound himto the Ibandi were broken, |ost forever

Wthout a word, the children formed into a ragged line, the largest carrying the smallest. Al
heads were directed toward Nagai, at the head of the line.

Mot hers sang to their infants, Fathers threatened and prom sed, but all eyes remained on Nagai. No
parent could cross the thin, shinmering barrier that

178

5

THE MAG C MAY RETURN
BUT FEAR | TSELF

surrounded the |ine.

Pul ol u spiderwal ked to the front of the Iine, his nouth working silently. "You dare not!" he
screanmed at Nagai. "What you do is sacrilege!"

Nagai 's gaze was focused on the horizon and beyond. Wthout glancing down at the El dest he said:
"Sacril ege? And what of the task you set me to?"

H e old man flinched back, "It was for you! It was for the children."

"You lie/' Nagai whispered. "It was for your fear."

"TTiey will be separated fromthe Body."

"Your fear has already done that, There is no route to the Body through you."
“"Many will die . . ."

"We all die. To gois to die. To stay with you, in this place, is worse."

Wt hout another word, they wal ked fromthe village of the Ibandi, toward the nountains to the
north. None tried to stop them Nagai passed his nother and father on the way out. Wanal a
swal | owed and | ooked away fromhim but his father nodded shal-l1owy, alnost inperceptibly, and
Nagai found the trace of a smle to give them

"Nagai!" Pulolu screaned, waving his stick. "May you rot in the sun! Ibandi damm you for what you
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do here! May your belty crawl wth worns—
The Iine noved on, out of the gate and the village,
out of sight of the Ibandi forever.

* * * *

Judith stopped tal king and swal | owed hard. Ronald was sunk back in his chair and gazed at her over
the top of the candle that now burned lowin its hol der

Finally, he cleared his throat. "And what hap-
pened then?/' he asked uneasily, "Wat happened to the children?"

"They suffered. Sone died of exposure, sonme starved. Sone nerely sickened." She retreated back
fromthe candle flane until her face was lost in shadow, and her voice sounded like a thing from
the dead, distant past. "Nagai and the ol der children coped as well as they could. Sone of them
were adopted by other tribes. Some fell prey to slavers...." The words drai ned away. Her eyes were
reflecting pools within the shadow, and he could see that her hands were knotted and tensed until
they seened to fuse with the chair arns.

Ronal d felt sonmething cool brush the back of his neck, and warmed it with his hand. He sniled

warily. "Well. . . that's really sonething." A Dbroader |augh, now. He tried vainly to
pi erce the darkness that shrouded the reflecting pools. "It's sure a lot different fromthe other
stories .. " He half-rose fromdie chair, glancing at the door, to his wistwatch, to her

unbl i nki ng eyes. "1 guess | oughta be going now— "No. It is not a story. It is true." Her voice
was a whisper that carried clearer than a shout, and there was a terrible, acid, churning in his
stomach. "It is true. The story has passed from husband to wife, frommistress to man, for nore
years than | can guess." Now she | eaned out of the shadow, and the tight nade her face seem al
grooved shadow and burning eyes. "And the know edge-what is left of it, has passed, too—=

Ronal d felt the breath rasping in his throat and stood, horrified.

"It's true, Ronald, it's true." Her voice was begging now, the words tunbling out Iike children's
bl ocks.
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"And there is only one obligation—+o pass it on. | received it fromJosh. | told himthat I
couldn't do it, couldn't pass the gift to a man | wasn't married to. He never pressured ne. He
knew . "

She stood facing him her body shaking. "But nmy time is comng, | can feel it now. And | know that
it would be wong to die without passing on what is left of the gift. The Vision."

He raised his hands to his ears to bl ock out her sound, drowning, terrified of the old woman who
stood before him craving something he could never give. "No! This is a lie." Suddenly there was
understanding in his face, and he | owered his hands. "God, Judith. OCh, Lord, | should have known.
Living here alone ... | know how attached you were to Uncle Josh." He spoke quietly, pityingly. "I
can find soneone for you to talk to—

She shook her head sadly, and reached into a side pocket, pulling out a seed, a single, snall
yell ow seed. "I knew you could not believe. Neither did I, at first. | nust show you what 1 can."

TCori sat on the table, licking her paw, and didn't flinch as Judith took her in a withered hand
The kitten curled there, purring.

Judith m| ked her cheeks several tines, then spat into her right palm onto the seed. Then she
cl osed her eyes and rel axed, humm ng al nost inperceptibly.
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TCori's purr deepened, and it |ooked up at him eyes half-lidded. Its head grew heavy and it
snuggl ed down into her left palmw th a sighing grow.

For a few seconds there was nothing. No sound, no novenent. So still was Judith's body that Ronald
wondered ...
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Then the seed, in the small pool of clear fluid* began to split. A slender tendril of stal k worked
its way out as he watched; and a gossaner network of root pushed free fromthe opposite side. In
the space of two minutes it reached a length of five inches, absorbing the liquid in ner palm
until it lay there, dry and inpossible, a tiny plant barely five mnutes ol d.

The room whirled around him She opened her eyes. There was no madness there, no lust, no danger.
It seened that they were wi ndows to another tinme, a tinme when niracles were commonpl ace, and where
Ronal d had never wal ked except in dreans.

"You .. he licked his lips with the dry tip of his tongue. "You can teach nme this?"
She shook her head. "No. | nust teach you. Please, Ronald. There is no one else to give it to."

He | eaned on the top of his chair, feeling his youth and strength, seeing the life stretching
before himlike an open road. And suddenly he saw her, truly saw her, not as an aging, weathered
body, but as a spirit cloaked in human flesh, a spirit joined to a heritage stretching back to
prehistory. A spirit begging himto help keep that heritage alive.

"What .. . what nmust | do?" he said at last, his voice unrecogni zabl e.

She nodded, and gently deposited TCori on the table, and with the same hand cupped the candl e
flane. A whiff of breath and it wavered sharply, then died.

She faced himacross the gulf of darkness and years, and held her hand out to him Ronald | ooked
at it uncertainly, then watched his own reach out to take it. Her hand was firm and dry. And
war m
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M ght still held the western horizon when Shalin-dra found the dead sea-unicorn. It stretched

sl eek am d kel p, tinbers, and stormdrowned birds. The sorceress knelt in the wet sand. Zaerru
had mentioned that once, in his travels a hundred years ago, he had seen a cup carved from such a
horn. A king drank fromit to ward off poison

One of the beast's great brown eyes stared skyward at the wheeling gulls. Soon they would | and and
feast. Shalindra stroked the flank—old in death, but not fish-slim. Wat nust it be |like when
alive?

Behi nd the ragged peaks of the Heewhirlas the sky glowed pale. This early, Shalindra wal ked the
beach al one, but soon the townspeople, too, would be out searching for gal e-brought treasure.
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Doubt | ess any of them would offer her the horn but doubtless, also, he would exact a price: nobst

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Magic%20May%20Return.txt (73 of 101) [1/19/03 6:14:39 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20M agi c%20M ay%20Return.txt

likely a healing spell. Those were failing everywhere. She nust hoard her nagic, in hope of making
her son LJangru strong, or at least controlling the tremor in his hands so he could learn to
wite.

She sighed and | ooked down at the huge dead beast. The spiral horn neasured a good cubit | onger
than Shalindra stood tall. She pulled. It held fast.

She needed a saw sharp enough to cut bone. There was probably one back at the library* but to find
it would take tine. Meanwhil e soneone el se might claimher prize. Best not to squander power on a
war di ng spell; best, instead, to hurry.

In her haste, stunbling over the littered beach, she alnost fell across the nman

He lay tangl ed am d seaweed, his hair sand-grinmed, his clothing drenched. For a nonent she thought
hi m drowned. Then his chest noved.

Shal i ndra st epped back a pace. Wence could he have cone, if not fromthe sea? The fingers that
dug into the wet sand were unwebbed, and the |ast merfol k had vani shed years ago. No visitors came
to Tyreen since the glacier had seal ed Icehold Pass. This was no nerman, but neither was he of her
country. Hi s rough dun tunic was of foreign cut, and he was stockier than fol k from hereabouts.

He took another shallow breath. Too slow. Shalindra nerved herself to touch his hand. Icy, and his
I'ips were blue. She shook his shoulder; his head lolled. After an eternity he breathed again.

She could see no hurt? yet he would not wake. In wintertime she'd seen folk stunbling with cold,
wits
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sl owed enough that they eventually lay down to sleep forever. She shook himagain. No response.

Pani cked, she | ooked about. This was taking valuable time. In earlier days she could have warnmed
himwi th spells, wakened him set his blood noving, but she no | onger carried charns now t hat
magi ¢ was fading. She coul d abandon hi m—ro. Evil would spring fromsuch a deed. She sighed.

She needed strong nuscles. Not far off was Glnls cottage. The carpenter and his grown son coul d
hel p carry the stranger home. She ran and beat on the door

Glmswng it open. He grunmbl ed about the stiffness in his back and hands, but he and his son
came. They lifted the man as if he were a kitten

Shal i ndra went ahead to nake things ready. She must light a fire, gather blankets, brewtea,
anything to restore warnth.

Up the ranmp to the Col |l ege, where nerfolk formerly squelched fromthe water, bearing fish and
sunken treasures; she spared scarcely a glance for the dragons that flanked the gate. Once they
had gl eaned with iridescent scales: now legs, tail, and trunk were dufl gray. They had al nost
turned to stone. One bent its head as she passed.

The library was the only building that had not slunped to rubble. Here Shalindra and Ll angru nade
their home, anid noktering books no one el se could read.

She pushed open the door—ts rusting hinges creaked—and stopped, surprised. Already fire blazed, a
kettl e steamed, and the |ong copper tub gleamed on the hearth. Llangru was hol ding
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bl ankets near the heat. He | ooked up when he saw her. Hi s hands twi tched, and the bl ankets
t unbl ed.

H s eyes sought the outlander. Strange eyes, they were, gray-blue bordered w th pal eness. They
were often dreany, but at this noment seemed intent. "I watched you find him Mther," the boy
said. "I knew you'd want warnmth. |Is he badly hurt?"

Shal i ndra frowned, puzzled, but voiced no question as GIlmand his son shuffled through the door.
"Where you want him lady?" G I mgrow ed.

"Over there, near the fire."

They set the man down and backed away, casting fearful glances at the shadows. "It's a cruel cold
day for mi hands,"” G I mhinted.

"Thank you for your help," said Shalindra. The two left as quickly as they could. She bent over
the victim he still breathed shallowy. "Help ne strip him" she ordered Ll angru, then bit her
lip as the boy funbled at fastenings. Keep silence, it's not his fault he was born that way.
"Better yet, fetch nore blankets."

It was difficult for a frail woman to renove his clothing—he lay a dead wei ght —but at |ast she
heaped the sodden garnents on the floor. Were sun had not seared him his skin gleamed white. She
had not seen an unclad man since Zaerrui di ed—and that was ten years gone, while she was pregnant
with LI angru.

This man was of ordinary height, shorter by far than Zaerrui, but he would wei gh as nuch or nore
power ful rmnuscles bul ged arnms, shoulders, and thighs. H's chest was broad. He nust be used to heavy
wor k. Square-jawed and bl unt-nosed, his fea-
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tures were sonewhat rugged. In the manner of the Southerners, he wore his brown hair short, and
was accustoned to shave his beard, though several clays' worth of stubble showed.

"Help me Iift him' Shalindra told Llangru. Mther and son strained, and finally eased the
stranger into the steanming tub. "More hot water."

First cane shivering, then awareness returned. The man opened gray eyes. She answered his unspoken
question: "You are in the town of Tyreen, in the old College library where I nmake ny honme. | found
you on the beach, half-dead. Who are you, and whence fron®?"

The cracked lips parted. She | eaned forward to catch the words; "I am Brandek. | was on a ship,

trying to—teach nmen— He swal | owed. Yes, his accent was Southern. In the years before the pass
closed, folk fromAeth had often visited the College to confer with Zaerrui

"Never mind talking," Shalindra said. She hel ped himfromthe tub, wapped himin warm bl anket s,
and fed himhot tea. "You can tell us all about it later."

He slipped into slunber. Shalindra thought she night | eave Llangru on watch, and go back to the
beach, but suddenly G| m knocked on the door

The old carpenter grinned, held out the sea-unicorn horn, and said, "See what | found on the
strand, lady. It's yours in trade for a bit of magic."

"Thank you," Shalindra said. "What do you w sh?"

He spread knotted fingers. "It's mi hands and back, they pain nme sore. Make the hurt go away, an
111 give ye this pretty thing."
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Shalindra held the horn. Wiite, slender, spiral, it was heavy with mana. Any fool could see that.
"Very well," she said, "sit down."

The healing spell would not last, and G I mwould conplain he had been cheated, if she did not add
sonet hi ng special. For a few nonents she adnired the flawl ess beauty of the horn, before picking
up a rasp. She felt al nost physical angui sh as she scraped. There, that nmuch should suffice. She
measured out the usual herbs and powdered pearl, and nixed the nedicine with wine. Zaerrui's wi ne.
She whi spered the activating spell and handed GImthe goblet. "Here, drink. This will help for a
tinme." She watched himgulp; she'd brewed it bitter

After the carpenter |eft she picked up what renmi ned of the horn, a great length, but flawed, now.
She set it in the corner, against a stack of nusty books. It no |onger held power to help Llangru
Per haps not hi ng did.

She | ooked down at Brandek. The fault, stranger, is yours- There you lie. Were you worth it?

The moon had swung through two full cycles when Brandek returned to Shalindra's home. First, as
propriety required, he had noved el sewhere after he could wal k agai n. The househol d of Kiernon the
bl acksm th had been glad to take himin for the sake of hearing about the world beyond Tyreen and
its hinterland; no outlander had crossed these ever-narrowi ng horizons for years. The place was
soon beswarnmed by people just as eager for news. Hi s vigor regai ned, Brandek set about earning his
keep. Wien he learned how | acking in huntsman's skills
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they were hereabouts, though big game was frequently seen, he offered to lead forth a party of
young nen and teach them sonething. First, he discovered, it was necessary to prepare weapons for
the chase, mainly spears, knives, and slings. Wth netal becone scarce and precious, he chipped
stone into points and edges, an art he had seen practiced in wild parts of the South but nust
largely re-invent hinself. Thereafter he nust drill his would-be followers in the use of these
things. At |last they were Teady.

Their band was gone so long that kinfolk worried, for it made countless m stakes—but it |earned
fromthem and canme hone triunphant.

Next day Brandek | aid across his shoul der a haunch of venison that he had snmoked in the field.
St eppi ng out of Kiernon's door, he turned toward the abandoned Col | ege of W zards where Shalindra
dwelt alone with her son

It was a bleakly bright sumer norning. Wnd harried white clouds through the sky so that their
shadows and its whistling swept through grass-grown, ruin-lined streets. Gray-green with glacia
flour, the Madwonman River poured noisily into a bay where whitecaps danced on water the hue of
steel. On the southern bank, rubble heaps and snags of towers narked the totally abandoned hal f of
Tyreen. There had been no sense in anyone |living across the streamafterl the bridge coll apsed and
only rafts were avail able. Beyond |lay the country where Brandek had been hunting. Oten he had
spied fallen buildings in those reaches, for that had once been a land of great plantations. Now
it was tundra and taiga,
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beari ng naught but grass, noss, dwarf birch and willow, gnarled shrubs. They called it the Barren
in Tyreen, and no one in living nenory had gone far into it—for what could a man find there to
keep hinself alive?

Brandek struck out northerly through the town. The village, rather, he thought: just a few hundred
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soul s remai ned. After weather spells failed and the gl aciers marched south, while pests and
murrains that were no | onger checked fay nmagi c ravaged the farms, fam ne had taken off nost of the
popul ati on. Disease, cold, storm fighting for scraps accounted for others. Eventually a certain
bal ance had been struck, but everyone who could think knew how precarious it was.

Ki ernon's house was better than nost. Being clever with his hands, the snith had shored up a
crunbling structure, even nmade an addition of tinbers salvaged fromtenantless places, roughly
dovetail ed together and chinked with nud. He had anple time for that, since no newiron ever cane
in and i nplements were wearing out, rusting away, or getting lost. (Still, the demand for repairs,
paid for in kind, was sufficient to keep his fam |y reasonably well off.) Striding along, Brandek
passed dwellings that were little nore than caves grubbed out of weckage, or |ean-tos against
remmant walls. The bright colors of bricks, the occasional grace of a col onnade, the vividness of
a phoenix in a nosaic of which half was gone, sonehow made the scene doubly forlorn

What people he net were less miserable than their surroundings ... thus far. They were of his own
race, though usually |ighter-conpl exi oned, somnetines
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bl ond, and mi ght have been taller than himhad not undernourishnent stunted growth. However, they
were wiry, and his young hunters had not |acked endurance. Their clothes, such as he necessarily
wore, woul d have seened archaic in Aeth-~tunic and trousers for nen, |ong gowns for wonen, hooded
cl oaks for both sexes—but were, after all, generally old, when wool and linen were in short
supply; if dyes had faded, the patching and darning were carefully done.

Brandek did not encounter many persons. Mst were out tending their nmeager fields and sparse
flocks, gathering firewood, fishing along the river and bay shores. Those who stayed behind were
chil dren, housew ves, the aged, the sick, the rare artisan |ike Kiernon. They hailed himin
friendly wise. The neat he had gotten made hima hero.

"Hoy, my son told me how you tied a rack of antlers off a reindeer skull to your head, and threw a
sktn over your back, and went on all fours to within spearcast of the herd," said Hente the
weaver. "And that hooked stick of yours for throwing the spear, he clains it doubles the range and
force. Wn't you show the rest of us?"

"OF course," Brandek replied, a bit curtly. He was inpatient to be on his way. "You' ve a whal e of
alot to learn here."

"A what? A whale of a lot? Hee, hee! That's a clever 'un. A Southern turn of speech, eh?" Hente
cocked his head and regarded the burly man closely. "You're settling down for good, then, are
you?"

Brandek shrugged. "I've no choice. Therefore |1'd better do what | can to nmake this place fit to
live in."
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"Hoy, you're a gruff "un, aren't you?" Hastily, Hente smled. "Um you'll be wanting a wife, and
my daughter Risaya—well, | think you mght |ike neeting her."

""No doubt. Later." Brandek nodded and went on. Hente stared after him The weaver had little el se
to do, these days, and hunger was often a guest at his board.

Crossi ng Searoad, Brandek reached the College. Wll-nigh all its proud buildings had fallen; he
coul d | ook across weedy grounds and the ruins and hovel s beyond, to city walls in nearly as bad
repair. He cursed under his breath, not for the first time. Like any prosperous, popul ous
comunity, Tyreen had made | avish use of nmmgic. |Indeed, because of this institution in its mdst,
it had been still nore prodigal of nana than nost were. When enchantnents began to fail, so did
the delicate, fantastic works, or the massive ones, which they had upheld against gravity and
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weat her. Know edge was | acking of how to rebuild in nundane fashion. The rot had gnawed | ess far
inward in his honel and, but he had seen it there too—yes, in Aeth itself, which had been the
capital of an enpire that reckoned Tyreen a rich provincial town.

One hall of the College survived, in part. lvy crawl ed over anber-hued nasonry, would pry it
asunder in due course, neanwhile hid friezes and inscriptions. Wndows gaped gl assl ess or were
crudely boarded up. A fountain before the entrance held rainwater in its basin but did not spring
any nore, and its statue of a dancing nmiden was |ichenous and blurred. Neverthel ess, here was
shelter of a sort
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for many books, and for Shalindra and her boy.

Uangru sat on the stairs, rocking to and fro. Hi s gaze was vacant and he did not seemto notice
the newconer. He was towheaded, handsone of face, but small and thin for his nine or ten years of
age, unkenpt despite everything his nother could do.

Brandek found her in_ the library, reading. A sunbeamlike a flickery swordblade cane in an ogive
wi ndow and fell on time-browned pages; in that light, those shadows, the volunmes shel ved behind
seened to stir, and the sound of the wind was as if they sighed. Wapped in a cl oak agai nst the
chill, her slight formwas hidden fromhim He sawonly a finely shaped face, |arge brown eyes,
wai st -l ength cataract of russet hair.

"Oh— She peered nearsightedly before recognition came. Well, he thought, she'd scarcely seen him
since he left her. "Brandek of Aethl Wat do you w sh?"

"To give you this," he said. The nearby table being piled high with tones, he laid the neat down
on the carpetless, stone-flagged floor. "I reckoned you could use it."

"Why— She rose, stooped over and handled it, straightened and | ooked at himin wonder. "I know
not how to thank you."

"No t hanks needed, |ady," he growl ed. "You saved ny life, didn't you?" He paused, forcing hinself,
before he could add: "I hope | gave no offense. If |I did, well, I was newy hauled fromthe sea
and hal f out of my head fromgrief at |ost shipmates and, and everything." ,

"Ch, no, you never did," she nurnured.
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"Then why—+ nean, everybody else wanted to hear what | could tell of the South. You never cane to
listen. Way not ?"

She wi nced. Her gaze dropped. "I ... don't like crowds.” He could barely hear her. "Llangru would
have wanted to cone along, and . . . too nany of them have been cruel to him... because he is
different. ... | kept hoping you would visit us."

"l should have, but it seenmed | was always busy, finding nmy way around, getting things set up for

that hunt, and then off on it—Shalindra, | cane as soon as | could, honestly." Brandek snote fi st
into palm The noise cracked | oud through the dusty stillness. "But you-they—they're so ignorant!
They don't see what's under their noses. And chaos take it, this is a survival matter. Il have to

live here too, you know. And | adnmit |I'mnot a very patient nan."

She sniled and touched his arm "Well, you cane. Now | can hear your story at leisure, as |'d
wanted to. Sit down." She pointed to an el aborately carved chair opposite hers. "Il|l brew us a pot
of tea—No." She | aughed, and the clarity of that sound chall enged the gl oom around them "I've
some wine left that ny husband made. Noble stuff; | swear that whatever magi c he used has not gone

out of it. A guest fromlInperial Aeth, who's brought such a magnificent gift, yes, surely this is
worth a small bottle."
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In addition, she fetched bread and cheese—not nuch, for she had little—and she and Brandek settl ed
down to a lively conversation. They had heard sonethi ng about each other fromthird parties, but
this was their first chance to becone really acquainted.

Brandek was shorter-spoken. "I was a younger son
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of a baron at hone. It's barons and petty kings there; the Enpire is just a nenory. The climate is
m | der than here, but not notably, and worse every year. | saw things falling apart, the sane as
they' ve already done for you, and wondered what to do about it. Hunting—hunting was al ways a

pl easure of mine, and | learned a lot fromthe wild tribes that've drifted into the Honptol eps
Forest, these past hundred years. But | also thought we might try reviving coastw se shipping, get
in contact with [ost provinces, start trade again and—¥ll, | had a ship built and headed north,
exploring. Wthout nmagic, she proved unseaworthy, for the wights had small skill. She foundered
in the storm outside Tyreen Bay. | clung to a plank, and that's all | remenber till | woke up in
your care. Everybody el se nust have drowned."” He grinaced. "No way for me to return, hey? North
and east, the nountain passes are choked by the glaciers. South, the Barren is too wide; it's rich
inwldlife close by, but | found that farther on it's still alnbst enpty and a man woul d starve
before he fot across. So here | am"

Shalindra told her story at greater |length, though there was actually less of it. Her husband,
Zaerrui, had been the dean of the College, a wizard as | earned and acconpli shed as the dw ndling
of mana in the world allowed. She was his tenth wife, for he was centuries old and had never been
able, in this gaunt age, to cast a longevity spell on anyone else. Vet he and Shalindra were
happy, and she was carrying their firstborn when suddenly the enchantnent that kept hi myoung
guttered out and—She did not care to talk about that. Since, she had lived by the scant mag-
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ic, ever less, that she commanded, and by trading of f possessions for food, and by what work she
could get as a scribe or clerk or the like; she was nearly the last literate person in Tyreen

Mostly, talking with Brandek, she sounded hi m out about the South, as her fellow townsfol k had
done. Did she press himtoo closely, or did he sinply feel too deep a wound? He could not say. He
only knew that at |ast he exclained: "The denons take that! Cities, books, riches, peace, |eisure,
yes, farns, netal s—they're done! They're going the way the magi ¢ has gone, and you'll go too if
you don't learn howto live in the world we've got."

She stiffened in her chair. "Wat do you nmean?"

"You peopl e! Funbling around on your niggard acres, with your starveling |livestock, when nore and
nmore big game is noving south ahead of the glaciers, elk, reindeer, boar, horse, aurochs, w sent,
manmoth. . . . Your trying to patch up junkheaps like, like this building, when you could find out
how to nake shelters that're warm and weat her-tight." His fist struck his knee. "I tried to give
the old worid new life, by ny ship. The sea taught nme better. Now |'ve got to teach all of you!"

Shocked, she whi spered, "Do you nean we should give up our whole civilization—all the old ways—and
become savages? No!" Pride straightened her back and squared her shoulders. "Quit if you w sh,

Brandek. | had expected nore froma nman of Aeth, but do as you will. I, though, | ama sorceress
inm ow right, the wife of the dean of the Coll ege—yes, still his wi fe—and nother of his son
No, I'Il not betray that heritage. Nor will Llangru after nme."
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They gl ared at each other before changing the subject. He left as soon as decently possible, and
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their parting was cool

Autumm was drawing to a close, and Shalindra dreaded the com ng season. Rain-raw w nd whi ned
t hrough the wi ndows, and the College fountain brinmmed with sodden | eaves. Snowdrifts soon would
snot her Tyreen. Each year the frost fell earlier.

As al ways, when cold crept down the stone halls, Uangru sickened. Fornerly Shalindra's nedicines
could soothe the rattle in his chest and cool his fever, but of late they availed little. Each
winter's illness left himnore weakened. Even in summer he coughed. |f only, Shalindra thought,
they could stay warm and dry.

Today he lay flushed, eyes bright, staring at sonmething his nother could not see. He held out his
arms, spread his fingers, and chanted, "Soaring, over glittery waves, fish like silver needl es.
Wnds cradle me. Tyreen lies tiny, far down. The boys ronp in the street. | could stoop on them
but why bother? It's cool and blue here, the sun warns ny w ngs, the fish bel ow ne dance for joy—=

Shal i ndra sponged his forehead. He often babbled thus, claiming to be a hawk, a fox, once a great
shanbl i ng bear—tl angru, who had never wal ked the Barren or the forest. He had nmerely seen wild
animals in books. Llangru spent his life cowering in the library, hidden fromthe jeers and taunts
of normal children. The townsfol k knew himto be sincere in his clainms, so they thought him mad.
Had Zaerrui lived, could he have hel ped his son?
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The boy needed fruit, fresh vegetables, m|k—for perhaps the twentieth time that day, Shalindra
opened her larder. The shel ves gl eaned bare. One hook, amid an enpty dozen, held a shoul der of
snoked el k: a gift from Brandek. Its gany taste was strange to one used to fat beef cattle. Yet it
was the sole neat Shalindra had, and she was grateful for whatever Brandek did to preserve it.
Long ago, spoilage was no problem a sinple spell kept meat and produce fresh. But over tine,
magi ¢ had faded. She renenbered going to her larder one norning to fix Zaerrui a festive
breakfast; she had opened the door and gagged at corruption

Now her problemwas finding anything to eat. Brandek brought food, sonetimes a silent |eaving on
the doorstep, but charity nade a bitter neal.

Tyreen ate better, though; Brandek was teaching his hunting band new ways. Kiernon's son Destog,
for instance, scorned to work in nmetal. He'd fashioned a spear and hunted for a living. The
spearpoint was flint. Brandek's work, |ikew se. Knives nade by Destog's father |ay broken and
rusted.

Agai n Shal i ndra exam ned the shelves. She night have overl ooked sonething. The snoked neat, part
of a cheese, a crust of bread—that was all. Mst of her possessions she had bartered away. Last to
go were the carved chair, her ivory boxes, the circlet that once bound her hair. Naught remained
but the books. She would not part with those. Had she wi shed to, they were val uel ess. Tyreen no

| onger wanted even a witing of births, deaths, and narri ages.

Shalindra rai sed her hands to her face. Her last gold bracelet slid dowmn a thin arm No, /'// not
trade
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that. Not Zaerrui's wedding gift. It would buy food for a short tine, but soon that, too, would be
eaten. So what's to do? |'m scarcely a sorceress any | onger

ad d Abba, for instance, was anong her failures: Shalindra had hel ped her for years, until abruptly
the potions no | onger worked. The | aundress had sickened and died in weeks. Her famly thought
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Shalindra had willfully held back magic. But there is no nagic left. At least not in ne.

An idea struck her. She | aughed, a choking sound, quickly stifled. She did not wish to rouse

LI angru. Since Abba's death, Tyreen | acked a | aundress. Well, Shalindra did know how to nmake soap
and washi ng was an honorabl e task, not |ike being soneone's kept wonan, or worse. The townsfol k
m ght not need a scribe, but they did need clean cl ot hes.

She dragged out the big copper tub and inspected it. Dents and spots worn thin were plentiful, but
it should hold together for a while. She checked on Llangru a final tinme and set forth seeking
wor K.

Shal i ndra knelt by the tub, scrubbing. Llangru, a book propped on his |lap, read al oud. On demand
he could fetch nore hot water, but he was too clunsy for any real |abor

The shirt she washed was patched. How | ong since anyone had had strong new |linen, cotton, wool?
Hente the weaver sat idle. His sons had joined Brandek's band, and fed their parents.

Ll angru read on: "To ensure fair weather for a festival, take clippings fromthe mane of a white
unicorn, the oUy tears of a merchUd, and, in an anethyst flask, gather dragon's breath. On the
ni ght of the dark
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Shalindra lifted the shirt. How | ong since unicorns pranced or nerfol k swam how | ong since the
Col | ege' s guardi an dragons had | ast noved?

Gently, she wung out soapy water. The shirt came apart in her hands. Rough hands, work-reddened;
no | onger the fingers Zaeurri had ki ssed.

Cloth garnents were vani shing. Brandek and his hunters wore ani mal hides, harsh on the skin and
clumsily-sewn. She | ooked at the blue fabric of her gown. It hung soft agai nst her body, draped in
pl easing folds, but the hemwas threadbare and the sleeves were patched.

She wi ped a soapy arm across her eyes, |est Uan-gru see her tears.

Day at midwi nter was brief and pale in this |and, when clouds did not make twilight of it or
snowstorms strike nen with white blindness. Brandek could seldomgo to sleep at nightfall or sit
quietly in the house he had occupied. It was too cold and dark. He had been using odd nonments to
carve fat-burning | anps out of soapstone, but as yet he had only three. Hence he becane a
frequenter of the last tavern in Tyreen. The nmmagical |ight-globes there were extinct too, but you
needed no nore than hearth-glow to drink by. Besides, he usually enjoyed the conmpany; and if
nothing else, it was well to be friendly, for some people resented his rapid rise to dom nance.

One night was frozenly clear. A full nopon cast |ong shadows fromthe east and nade the snow sheen

and glisten. Beneath it he saw the peaks of the Heewhirlas thrust whiter still above the horizon
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El sewhere, stars thronged heaven and the Silver Torrent cataracted in the sane silence that nade
the scrunch of his boots on the snow seemloud. Hi s breath went ghostly before him

The cold slid fingers past his garnents. Fur and | eather were better than cloth, but none of the
men who tried had yet perfected the art of preparing these materials, nor had any woman—n this
case, Hente's daughter Risaya, anxious to inpress the great hunter —grown skillful at making
clothes fromthem Well, that would come with experience, BrandeH knew. He hefted the flint-headed
spear he carried, and his free hand dropped to the obsidian knife at his hip. Several men, hinself
i ncl uded, were already good at shapi ng stone.
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So nuch to | earn, discover, master—A sigh sent Brandek's breath flying. He often thought that the
exi stence of mana had finally proven nore a curse than a bl essing. Wen it was exhausted through
use, mankind knew very little else. Wthout it, the race woul d have devel oped techni ques which
depended only on the enduring aspects of the world. For instance, there nust be a better way to
light a dwelling than by a wick afloat in a bow of grease; but no one was likely to hit upon any
when countless different inventions were nore urgently needed.

He saw the Green Merman ahead and | engthened his stride. The tavern was fornmerly the house of
sonmeone who could not pay nmgicians to help in the construction. Hence it abided, though nmuch
decayed in the tinmbers, amidst hillocks which had been nore pretentious nei ghbors. Light seeped
di m around the edges of warped door and shutters. Snoke bill owed
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froma hole in the roof, where tiles had been renoved when spells no | onger kept weat her bal ny.

Wl ves began to how . They sounded like a | arge pack, and right outside the North Gate. Belike
they were in quest of livestock; it was becom ng inpossible to keep herds or flocks safe from
predators. Mre than once Brandek had raged at the owners, that they wasted tinme trying when the
coastal plain and the nountains held abundant wild gane.

Their sons usually agreed with him and that had broken several famlies, and that had earned him
added reproaches by Shalindra. Brandek flung the tavern door wi de and stanped in. "Red wine, a mug
of it!" he roared.

The air made his eyes and lungs sting. Just four nmen clustered at the single table, anidst
unrestful thick shadows. Mney was neani ngl ess, and few couki spare goods to swap for the
di m ni shing store of drink. Brandek had anple credit fromthe pelts he brought out of the
wi | derness, and endeared hinmself to chosen fellow patrons by treating them

Toni ght they spoke no wel conme but sat tense. Even nuffled by walls, it was as if the sudden wol f-
how s had pierced them Terbritt the landlord nust swall ow before he could say, huskily, "I'm
sorry. No nore wine."

"What ?" Brandek was astounded. "|'ve seen—

"Yes, sir, two barrels were left. After that, no nore w ne, ever. And Jayath, the chirurgeon, you
know, he and a lot of others canme to tell me it should be kept for those who're in pain or need
his knife. The Lord Mayor's taken charge of it."

Brandek uttered an oath, then curbed his tenper.

For the nobst part, city governnent had becone a solem farce. He, the oudander, had al ready gai ned
nmore real power, nerely by showi ng people how to survive and browbeating theminto doing so. He
had still less faith in the chirurgeon; fate deliver himfromever falling into those untrained
hands!

However, many did trust Jayath, and the belief doubtless strengthened them Therefore turning the
Wi ne over to himwas a nove toward solidarity, in this divided and denoralized conmunity.

"All right," Brandek said. "Beer will do. It'd T>et-ter."

Nobody chuckl ed. He settled down on a bench next to GIlmthe carpenter, who nmunbl ed, "Soon no nore
beer, either. Drink it while it's there." He had obviously been setting an exanple. Wth abrupt

vi ol ence, he banged his goblet on the table. "I got credit. Gave Terbritt the two hal ves of a saw
after it broke today. Next to last sawin ny kit. Terbritt says hell have Kiernon turn it into
knives. No way to nmake a new saw, 0' course. Who needs cabi nets or cedar chests any | onger

anyway? Houses? Wy, the wood we can pull out o' the ruins is generally rotten, and the Northern
forests are under the glacier, and no ships bring tinber fromthe South." He hiccoughed. "My son

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Magic%20May%20Return.txt (82 of 101) [1/19/03 6:14:39 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20M agi c%20M ay%20Return.txt
began in ny trade too, you renenber. Hell not end init. No call for carpenters. What'1l he do?"

Brandek cl apped the man's shoulder. "Let himlearn hunting, or stone-chipping, or any of a host of
crafts that really are needed. IIl be glad to teach himwhat | can."

"Teach himto be a ... a savage!"”

The wol f chorus, which had quieted, broke forth
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again. Wsnar, who fanned, traced a sign across his broad breast. H's beard fell that far down;

not many razors remai ned. (Brandek had acquired one and used it regularly, as a way of maintaining
he was no eneny of civilization.) "Wat's that you do?" asked Lart, who had been a nerchant and
now | ived by trading away what remained in his warehouses. Fear shrilled through his voice.

"I make the mark of ny famly," Wsnar told them "hoping nmy forebears will guard ne agai nst
yonder denons; for the gods died | ong ago."

The | andl ord stiffened where he stood tapping the beer. "Hold on," he exclainmed. "Il|l not have
anot her Al sken in this house."

Wsnar bridled, dread half lost in indignation. "I'mno such thing. You ought to know ne better
than that, all of you."

"An Al sken?" asked Brandek. "Wat do you nean?"

Anxious to snooth matters over, Terbritt said fast: "Alsken was a man of this town, a few years
ago, who clainmed he had found a stone so full of mana that he was now as mighty a sorcerer as ..
as Zaer-rui was of old. Many believed him and in their need showered himwith gifts and did his
every bidding. But then it was found he had nothing nore, really, than sleight of hand and ot her

such tricks. A nob tore himapart, and the building he was in as well. I'"msorry, Wsnar. | spoke
too fast. You're no charlatan like that. I'msure. | was only anxious |est the G een Mernan

sui fer."

The farmer shook his head. "No, I"'mno fraud, | nmake no clains for nmyself. | told you what | di d—
/ \
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beseech; just beseech nmy forefathers to help nme. It may well be that they're bones in their
graves, as dead as nmmgic itself. But— He grimaced as if in pain. "But what harmin calling on
them when we who live are hel pl ess agai nst those denons out there?"

"Those?" Brandek protested. "They're only wol ves."

"Only!" Wsnar yelled. "If you knew their cunning, if you knew the harmthey've wought me—f they
aren't denons thensel ves, then they're possessed. And what shall stand between us and thenP"

"But 1'd not call on ghosts for help/' Lari quavered. "Wo knows what ghosts mnight want?"

A shudder ran around the table. Terbritt's hand sl opped the beer he set down before Brandek. The
wol ves howl ed | ouder. From afar, a mammoth trunpeted. A groan arose, and two nen covered their
eyes.

Aged Fyrlei alone sat as still as the Southerner. Once he had been the town's interpreter for the
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| ast of the nmerfol k who cane tradi ng; he had been accustoned to the unhuman. Yet it could be seen
that he thrust his qui etness upon hinself, and what he said was: "The nmagic is gone. But nuster
your courage, |ads, the courage to hope that Qur Father of the Tusks will be nerciful to us."

"Wul d he take an offering, do you think?" Lari asked.

Brandek's fist crashed on the board. "Let himoffer to us 1" he answered, deep in his throat. "A
wal ki ng hoard of neat, bone, hide, ivory—You dread himsinply because his kind has very lately
cone down

fromthe North. What other cause is there? Stop quaking at every change that happens al ong, and
use your conmon sense.” He nmade a spitting noise. "If you have any."

"Too nmuch has changed, too soon," Terbritt said, and slunped down onto the bench

"Aye," Fyrlei murmured, "everything now is unknown. We're like sailors on a rudderless boat adrift
ina fog. Nothing is left us but courage, and it nust stand naked."

"Then don't weaken it by whinpering/' Brandek snapped at them all

H's words did not lash theminto a healthy anger as he wi shed. They sat huddled in their terror
Wsnar did retort, with dull resentnment, "You're no help yourself, fellow You throw your wei ght
around like a legate of the Enpire. But the Enpire's dust on the wind, and what you really do is
turn our children against us."

"I try to show them how Tyreen can best survive," Brandek said in a nilder tone. He would not
openly admt what he realized, that he was often too overbearing. Such was his nature, and the
terrible plight of these people did not make himpatient with feckl essness.

"Yes, like that boy in your hunting party who net his death last nonth," Wsnar answered.

"He saw sonething strange at the riverside, where we were," Brandek explained for the dozenth
time. "He panicked, bolted off, went through thin ice, and drowned before we could reach him The
strange thing turned out to be no nore than another beast Lj new to these parts—a rhinoceros, we'd
call It in Aeth,
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though this was woolly—a calf, at that, surely strayed fromits nother."” He did not renm nd them
that a third of his band had refused to help kill the aninal, and | ater nobody at home woul d touch
the val uabl e carcass. They supposed a nanel ess evil force nust be in it, and knew not how to cope.

He had requested aid of Shalindra. She could pretend to cast a spell and annul the curse.

Appal | ed, she refused to debase the art which had been her husband's and her own. Let it lie
honorably in its grave. Besides, who could tell what m sfortune m ght indeed come of a thing which
had al ready clained one life? He had snarled and stanped off. Inwardly, alnost reluctantly, he
mourned that this had further wi dened the rift between them

Fyrlei nodded his white head. "Aye, Brandek, you nean well and you do well," he said. "You show us
ways of coping with the material world, ways we'd never have thought of by ourselves. However, you
are no visionary. You spoke of conmon sense. How can that exist when nothing nakes sense any

nor e?"

The question pierced. The old man had wi sdom of a sort. If the heart went altogether out of them
what ever skills they gained, the folk of Tyreen would not have long to |ive.

Brandek' s hand cl osed on his crude wooden goblet, as though to splinter it. The wol ves and the
mammot h chant ed t hrough the night around him
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A warm spring breeze scurried into the courtyard, bearing a whiff of Brandek's |atest project. He
had di scovered sonme new way to cure hides. In Shalindra's opinion, the stench was even nore of-

fensive than in the old nethod of scraping and drying.

Hente, the weaver, grieved at the advent of |eather garnents, but since weather-spells had fail ed,
the flax crops were blighted. Wlves, driven south before the ice, harried the sheep and nade wool
unobt ai nabl e. Fol k sinply had no way to produce cloth. Hente's youngest son tanned skins for a
l'iving.

Shal i ndra poured hot water into the fountain and started a wash. Little enough work was left for
her; each week nore clothes fell to tatters.

The pl easant norning had tenpted LI angru out of the conmpound. She |et him go; she could not
shelter himforever. Already he stood nearly as tall as his nmother. In a few years he woul d shoot
up i nto manhood.

What life will there be for him then? Her son |lacked the brute strength to face this world.

Soft-shod feet shuffled across cobbles. She turned and gasped. Llangru's face was a sheet of gore.
His tunic flapped over skinned knees, and his knuckles were raw. Tears had traced dirty paths down
hi s cheeks. Behind himlooned Brandek, dressed for the hunt.

Shal i ndra sprang forward. "Wat have you done to hin?" she shrilled, thou®i she knew the question
was stupid. Brandek did not harm children

"I't's only a bl oody nose," the Southerner said. "They always |ook dramatic. It's nostly stopped
runni ng. Wash your face, young man. You' ve scared your nother."

LI angru nodded gravely and stepped over to the fountain. It was full of laundry, so he cupped
wat er
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in his palns. Last winter Shalindra's copper tub had hol ed through. No one knew how to patch it.
The fountain, which was granite, endured. The danci ng naiden's outstretched hand held a how of
f at - and-

ash soap

Shal i ndra wat ched the worst of the blood rinse away. Brandek was right, the injuries were minor..
She was ashaned of her outburst. "Cone inside," she said/ "and you both can tell ne what
happened. ' "

Brandek sat on the floor, his back against a pile of books. Mst of Shalindra's furniture was
gone, broken or traded. He gul ped herb tea froma fragile ceramic cup. Around its rimwithed red-
and- gol den dragons. Llangru and Shalindra drank from wooden nugs.

"I was wal ki ng out Searoad, by the market, when | heard shouting. There was Llangru in a knot of

ol der boys—six of them but he was putting up a good fight. | think Mntu led them as usual. He's
the one with the loud mouth. 1 should take that bully out hunting aurochs—f he brings a good
supply of dry breeks!"

LI angru, who sat between his nother and Brandek, nodded. "It was Mntu. He didn't |ike what |
said."

"I'"ve told you not to get into argunents with those boys," Shalindra began, but Llangru cut her
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"Mntu was telling lies. He said he'd gone hunting alone and killed an elk. It was too big to drag
hone, and a pack of wolves ate it. He killed nost of them too. He said he was every bit as good a
hunt er as Brandek, and knew how to chi p sharper spearpoints.

| couldn't et himgo on bragging like that, so | told themI|'d seen what really happened."
Shal indra frowned. Her son often had wild fancies.

He continued: "M ntu never killed any el k. He's scared to be out alone, and he made so nmuch noise
in the woods that even the weasels were |aughing. He found an el k that had been dead since | ast
fall. They don't even have antlers in the spring." He | ooked up at Brandek. "You know that; you
told nme.”

The man nodded.

"I't was by the river, upstream nostly just bones. He'd borrowed his father's saw. He finally cut
one antler |oose, but he was too lazy to take the other, so he left it and cane back with a nade-
up story. | sawit all."

"Llangru," Shalindra said, "how far upstreamwas this, did you say?"
"Most of a norning's walk, for Mntu. | flew"
"You flew. " Shalindra's tone was flat.

"OF course. | was an eagle. | like that. You can see everything, and swoop down on rabbits, but I
feel sorry for them they squeal so. You can soar with the sun warm on your wings and the world
tiny down below. The roof on the library is gray-green, and tiles are nissing on the west w ng,
where the ceiling | eaks. You can hardly see the dragon statues— H s eyes were brilliant.

Shal i ndra sl apped him Llangru's head rocked back; his nose dripped fresh crinson. Aghast,
Shal i ndra | ooked at her bl ood-sneared palm "I, | shouldn't have struck you, dear," she stanmered.
"But you shouldn't tell stories."

"That's what M ntu said, before they beat ne."
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Uangru set down his nug and shuffled fromthe room

SUence settled, broken only by fire-hiss and the boomof a wind turning raw. Brandek frowned but
hel d his peace, while Shalindra stared into the depths of her nug. The wood was war ped and
cracking. He had told her hot |iquids caused that, and added with a laugh that the tavern had no
such problem Well, he swilled enough of its beer—

Fi nal |y Brandek spoke. "The business was nore serious than Llangru told you. Those boys were
afraid. They were ready to tear himapart for being different. If | hadn't cone al ong they m ght
have killed him! don't know what | think of his story, but they half believed it, Mntu nost of
all."

"Ll angru has al ways been a strange one," Shalindra admtted. |If she gazed strai ght ahead, into the
fire, she could al npost imagine that Zaeirui sat in his accustoned chair. But if she | ooked he
woul d not be. And the chair was gone too, traded off last autum. She gul ped. "Maybe it's ny
fault. Uangru's father died before he was born." She bit her lip. "Tell ne," Brandek urged.

Shal i ndra was about to refuse, but words spilled forth: "It was a fine fall day el even years ago.
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W were expecting a guest from O anna, beyond the mountains. Zaerrui and the scholar w shed to
confer on why magi c was fadi ng, and whet her anything might bring it back.

"W flew to neet the party at Icehold Pass. It was an easy journey, Zaerrui on his great black
griffin, I on nmy winged unicorn. "The air was crisp as apples. W raced, and ar-

rived before our guests. As we |anded, we could see themfar off down the road. The scholar did

not care to fly, so his group noved nore slowmy. Wile we waited, | told Zaerrui what |1'd | earned
by divination that norning: | was carrying his son

"He whooped for joy: W'Il nane himLlangru! He spun me a veil of sunbeans, and wove a crown of
gol den leaves. A sinple magic, that. Only a smalt, sinple magic." She swall owed. She dared not

weep.

"Then it happened. Zaerrui clutched his chest. H's hair bleached white, and his face winkled. He
gasped one word: Run. | did not want to leave him he hurled a lightning bolt, and ny nount
screanmed 'and took flight. His own griffin stood like black stone. | |ooked back once to see the
mount ai ns sl unp and the glacier grind green ice across the pass; then nmy unicorn fluttered
earthward |ike an autumm |eaf, and died.

"When | reached Tyreen, ny feet were bleeding, and | was half-starved. The town had fallen to
rubbl e. Fol k crouched am d wreckage. Snow how ed early that year. Wen spring came, the pass did
not open.

"I took shelter in the College library, and here | bore LlIangru, Zaerrui's last son."

Silence, again. A gust through an enpty w ndow fluttered sone sheets of paper that |lay on the
tabl e, weighted down by a usel ess scrying stone. Shalindra had been practicing calligraphy, |est
her work stiffen her fingers till she also |lost that equally useless art.

"And was Ll angru al ways—the way he is?" Brandek's question was soft.
"Yes," she said. "He tal ked at the normal age—
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not hing wong with his mnd—-but he had trouble learning to feed hinself and wal k. | don't know the
reason, or what went awy. It may be that the magic that wards babes has faded too."

"Al'l magic is going, Shalindra, you know that. Hi ere was just so nuch in the world, and nen used
it up. W can only keep on, and in different ways. It won't be easy." Brandek |eaned forward,
al nrost touching her. "I have an idea | want to try this sumer. Boats."

"You nearly died when your ship sank," the woman said, a trifle shocked. "Haven't you seen enough
of the sea?"

"I dared too nmuch. This tine I'mmnded to build snmall craft, not sailed but paddled, to venture
no farther than the nouth of Tyreen Bay. W could do offshore fishing, and gather eggs on Geirfow
I sl and. Maybe, as our skill grows, we can advance to |l arger vessels and |l onger trips, begin re-

openi ng coastw se trade routes— He went on
Shalindra nmerely half-listened, until he mentioned hides. She renenbered the stench

"I"'mfinding new ways of treating |leather. W can already nmake it supple, for clothing, but now we
can nake it strong and waterproof as well. | can cover a wooden franme, |ashed together, wth skins
sneared in grease. Gven careful stitching, that should produce a reliable hull."

It was if Shalindra heard the drip, drip, drip fromthe west wing in every downpour. "Hi des can
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keep water out?"
"Yes," said Brandek, "if first you cure themin—=
Excitenent flared through her. "But that means

can save the books! The danp is killing them Look at that stack, |'ve been trying to dry them by
the fire. The rain comes in through holes in the roof that nobody can repair. A watertight
shel ter—=

Brandek reached back and took a volune. The cover was black with mldew. He opened it; noisture
had freckl ed the pages. "Longevity spells,"” he grunted, and shook his head. "Those haven't worked
for years—generations, nost places. Wat's the use?" He set the book on the floor

Shal i ndra rose. Staggering under the weight, she returned it to the stack. "If you msfile an item
inalibrary this size—e" she gestured at shelves stretching endl ess down the gl oomof halls
beyond this chamber—you have lost it."

Brandek shrugged. "And what if you have? |I'm educated, |ike you, and you've taught your boy, but
how many others in Tyreen care a bel ch about witing? You' ve told me how you couldn't find recent
enpl oyment as a scribe. People are cold, hungry, and afraid. Better they learn to hunt, mnake
tools, build shelters, not read crunbling books of worthless w zard-lore."

"Worthl ess wi zard-lore!" The words stung Shalindra |ike a slap. "Barbarian! Wuld you make all mnen
illiterate? Have them trust naught but hal f-renenbered tal es?"

Brandek flushed, gnawed his lip, and finally replied: "Haven't we squabbl ed about this often

enough? Books were good to have once. Today .. . they night serve to start fires." He shook his
head. "No, | can't spare you any hides for their shelter. Wll need all we can get, and then sone,
to nmake
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those coracles." H's curbed anger broke | oose and he al nost shouted, "Or woul d you rather keep
readi ng until everybody starves to death in this ice-trap that's got us?"

"Well 1 know, " Shalindra said, word by word, "that the ice has us trapped. My Zaerrui's bones lie
beneath it. Wuld that they were yours instead."

She turned her back. Brandek sprang up. She heard sonething crunch, and turned again. In his haste
he had kicked his cup across the floor and it shattered, the fragile ancient cup for guests. She
saw a dragon's eye gleamgold on one fragnent, as if to cast a | ook of despair upon the world.

She held her tone steady. "So you've smashed that too, as you' d smash everything el se that was

ours. Youll never rest, will you, till you ve ground the |ast spark of civilization under your
heel and we're all filthy, stinking savages, hunkered in caves with bl ood on our hands. Tell n®e,
Brandek, shall we still cook our neat then, or do you want us to forget about fire al sor

"You seenmed well pleased to eat the neat | left here, while you huddl ed anbng your precious

books/' he growl ed, and snatched a volune fromthe nearest shelf. "A Dictionary of the Mer-Tongue.
How finet What a shame the nerfol k are gone!" He chose another at random "Raising the Dead. Yes,
| can see how you'd like that, Shalindra. You're more at home with the dead than the living, no?"
He dropped both tonmes. The spines broke. Loose pages swirled across the room "Meanwhile you take
in laundry fromthe village. That's the best your sorcery can do for you, and you refuse to learn
anyt hing new." He drew an

uneven breath. "Teeth of doom woman, it's nmagic

efliat is dead. Gve it a decent burial and cone alive
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agai n yoursel f!"
Shal indra knelt, gathering scattered paper. Her

hands shook. Brandek was right, in his way: her > powers were gone. How many nore years coul d she
vdo heavy | abor? Tears blurred her vision, and she

turned away.

There, in the corner, gleaned sonething white .and slender. She renmenbered, suddenly, what it
was. She surged to her feet and strode across the

room

The sea-unicorn's horn was |long, heavier than it

| ooked. She laid hold of the spiral-curved lance. "Get | out,"” she said. "Get out. Take this with
you. It was the ; price of your life. | nade a poor bargain. This, at

feast, once held mana." She proffered it, point first.

He thinks I'Il stab him She stifled a | augh

e, His eyes narrowed; he touched the hilt of his knife, then et his hands fall, and backed away.
He funbled Vat the l|atch; the door creaked open. He gathered his ; spear, throw ng-stick, and ax.
In his furs, he looked |fflce a savage. He began to say sonething. Shalindra f threw the horn
after him It shattered on the cobbl es

*beyond. "Take it, you barbarian,” she screaned, :"and begone!"”

; Llangru pushed past her. "Brandek, don't |eave," i the boy pleaded. Shalindra |eaned against the
wal |,

put an arm across her eyes, and wept. ? She heard Llangru stunble after Brandek, calling.

Ttie man soon outdi stanced him Llangru called once

enore, gave up, and started back. Afar, a mammoth trunpeted, harbinger of the oncom ng ice.
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Cren, son of Wsnar, and Destog, son of Kiernon, waited as agreed outside the Great Gate. It was
no | onger nuch nmore than a hill of tunbled bl ocks, fromwhich a scul ptured head, nosel ess, stared
blindly eastward. Hi e youths were about the sane age, probably twenty wi nters. Though Cren was

bl ond and Destog dark, somehow they | ooked alike as they stood there. Perhaps it was their
outfits, garb of fur-trinmmed | eather, spear in hand, throwing stick and knife tucked into belt,
two extra spears and a sl eeping bag and packet of dried neat secured by thongs across the back. O
perhaps it was their build. Undernourished in childhood, they shared a | eanness which | ong tours
on the hunt, after Brandek cane, were turning rangy. In their eyes, too, was a feral quality
Tyreen had never known before.

"What kept you, sir?" Cren asked.

"A spot of trouble. Never m nd about that/' Brandek snapped. Inwardly he recognized that it had
been well to rescue Llangru, but wong to dawdl e with Shalindra when his foll owers expected him
Why had he done it? Did sonme remmant of witchcraft still cling to her? "Let's be off. The
norning's already old."

, "Where are we bound this tinme?" Destog inquired eagerly.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20Larry%20-%20The%20Magic%20May%20Return.txt (89 of 101) [1/19/03 6:14:39 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Niven,%20L arry%20-%20The%%20M agi c%20M ay%20Return.txt

Brandek' s plan had been to go after horse. A herd had been spied yesterday, north of here. A large
party would al armthe beasts too early, but a few nmen, sound of wind and |inb, could get
sufficiently close that, when the creatures did bolt, they could run one down, driving it between
them as wol ves do. Lately
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he had been experinmenting with a noose on a long cord, to cast around the neck of an animal, but
this was a skill which would take a while to devel op

Now he | ooked east, away fromthe town, across niles whose enptiness was scarcer/ broken by a few
t unbl edown, abandoned farm buil di ngs, until the snowpeaks of the Heewhirlas caught his gl ance.
"Yonder," he said, with a gesture. Bear had becone plentiful in the uplands. Newly roused from

wi nter sleep, such a brute would be gaunt and savage, but nonetheless a prize. And he needed a
fight.

The others were astonished. "Spring is a dangerous season in the nountains,” Cren blurted.
" Aval anches—

Brandek fashioned a sneer. "Stay behind if you' re afraid.”

"I"'mnot!" Yet Cren added hesitantly, "It's just that you're always telling us yourself, sir, the
chase is risky enough w thout taking chances we don't have to."

"But you nean we've got to discover howto get along in any kind of conditions, don't you, sir?"
Cestog's earnest question sealed the matter. Brandek felt he could hardly change his mnmind after
it, though beneath the seething, a part of himregretted his inpul se. Leading people starved for
certitudes, he nust always pretend to a kind of mana of his own.

He nodded and set forth at a steady lope. H s disciples cane behind. They could naintain the pace,
--with brief pauses, till evening, when it would have brought themwell into the chaotic |ands
bel ow t he hei ghts.

They coul d not spare breath for tal k, however, and
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Brandek found hinmself |ocked up with his thoughts.

All his spears were tied to his shoulders. He gripped the ax he bore until knuckles stood white.
It was another experinment of his, a flint blade set through a haft. After numerous failures* he
dared hope that the I ashings of shrunken rawhi de woul d keep «tone wedded to wood; but only heavy
use would show if he had realty found his way to making a trustworthy tool

Wedded—+He m ght as well go ahead and marry Hente's daughter Risaya. She wasn't bad-1ooking, and
she had acquired the necessary new skills faster than nost. O course, Kiernon's youngest had a
full ness about her suggesting she'd be a lively bed-nmate, as well as bearing himstrong children

They were chaste and nonoganous in Tyreen, but he was the nost desirable husband nmateria
they knew, and he must have offspring—daughters to bind himin fanmly alliances, sons to aid him
and in the end, if he lived to be old, care for him and his |oins often burned.

Curse Shalindra, anyhow Too |ong had he buzzed about that slimbody, that deep mi nd-no, that

ski nny, nearsighted, daydreaning jackdaw. Mst of her cnfl dbearing years were behind her, too; she
was doubtl ess good for three or four yet, but could expect to |ose at least one in infancy ....
Why shoul d he care? She and her books and her usel ess brat—He was being unfair. Llangru couldn't
hel p his own hel pl essness and bore it with a certain gallantry. But why had she and Brandek gone
on, nmonth after nonth, when nearly every neeting ended in a fight?

Wel 1, whatever he owed her, he had paid back a
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hundr edf ol d; and today she herself had screamed mat there never was any debt, and had flung the
token of it at his feet.

Must she take so hard the breaking of a cup? How like her. Ch, yes, Brandek thought, it had been a
pretty object and he was sorry. He even wi shed he could offer her a replacenent, however crude;

but his attenpts to nmake vessels of fired clay, during the winter, had cone to naught. That was
evidently an art whose devel opnment woul d take nore tine than anyone coul d spare, these days, from
creating the neans of stark survival

H s bootsol es whi spered on stone. At the Great Gate, Searoad becane Ai phive Way and ran across the
coastal plain, over Icehold Pass, to the rich province beyond ... formerly. Wthout magica

mai nt enance, rains washed out the shallow bed, thin paving blocks slid apart and roots of grass
cracked themto bits, the thoroughfare was already a nmere trace and in a century or two would be
erased. For that matter, the pass had been choked on the day when Shalindra was w dowed.

Brandek gl anced about him To right and left he glinpsed stunps. Orchards had been cut down for
firewood after frost killed them Everywhere else, the grass of springtine billowed, pale green
beneath a wind that came sliding chill off the ocean. The air was full of water and earthy odors.
Cl ouds scudded white; their shadows scythed across the land. Birds clanored aloft in huge fl ocks.
Brandek wondered if he could find a neans to cast a dart that high. Ahead, the range shoul dered
above the horizon, blue-gray where it was not whitened. He nade out that tower-
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li ke peak nmen called the Bridegroom A scow seized his brow He turned off the dying road, toward
a different height, around which ice crystals flurried and glittered, ih» one they called
Ri psnarl .

At eventide, the party made canp bel ow that nountain. Al though they were well into the chaotic
| and by then, they heard wolves how after sunset, and | ater a deep-throated roar

Once the Heewhirlas had lifted sheer fromthe coastal plain. Legend said that a god had fashi oned
themthus, to create a dramatic pattern. But gods died and magi c faded, and at |ast no force

remai ned to uphold those fornms. Wien they slunped, great chunks of them canme crashing down to make
a junbl e bel ow the renmaining steeps. This weckage provi ded sone grazing for chanpis, and anple
dens for bear and cave |ion. These sought nost of their food in the outer parts, strewn across

m | es. There boul ders the size of houses, or whole walls of them gave weather-shelter to plant
life that in turn nourished animals.

A night in such a coppice had not cal mned Brandek. He had slept ill in his bag, quarreling with
Shalindra in his very dreams. At dawn, he was brusque with his conpanions.

"Wel| spend the day separately, in search of spoor,"” he told them "WIlI| neet here before dark
exchange information, and lay our plans. Don't forget for a nonent how easy it is to | ose your way
her eabouts. Keep taking bearings on peaks and sun, but don't trust themmuch; rain or fog or

what ever can bl ot them out of your sight. So nenorize | and-
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mar ks as you go, and nake marks where you can. If you do get lost, don't panic. Settle down, wait
till you see the sky again, and work your way toward the west. You'll come out in the open
eventual ly, and be able to locate this canmp."” He paused. "If not, we're better off wthout you."

They reddened at his unwonted condescension. Usually he had been genial and synpathetic, in his
bluff fashion. "Yes, sir," Cren said, while Destog's features showed hurt. The young nen took up
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their | oose spears and went in different directions.

Brandek lingered for a bit. GCaths nmuttered fromhim Half were ained at hinself. He was being a
fool, he knew. What sense in taking out on those lads his fury at Shalindra? And what did it
matter in the first place what she said or did? She and her weird boy-yes, that was why the
children persecuted LlIan-gru. A strangeness possessed him and in a world from which the
conforting, controlling, explaining mana had departed, strangeness was a terror, therefore an
obj ect of hatred. Those two were ghosts and did not know it. Then let her stop haunting himn

He spat and struck off on his own.

Scrub birch, nestled on the side of a granite windrow, fell behind. He wound and cli nbed anong
masses between whose sonberness the shadows and the cold |ay heavy. Msts drifted in streaners
under a sky that was wan and splashed with cirrus clouds. The colors of lichen, clumps of grass,
patches of nmpbss fairly shouted, so rare were they. Now and then, somewhere, a raven croaked.
Mechani cal |y, Brandek recorded his location in his mnd; but otherw se he wandered al nost at
random scanping his search
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for signs of big gane.

If only Shalindra—he thought. If only Shalindra—She was no weakling. He had to concede her that
much. Look how she struggled to maintain herself. And she was bright, she could | earn what she
needed to | earn. Doubtl ess she woul d never be the best cook or denkeeper that a huntsnman night
have; but she could, for instance, turn her gift far things Hke calligraphy toward the naki ng of
decorated garnments for which nei ghbors would trade what they thenmsel ves brought forth, including
hel p with everyday tasks .... Brandek's ax clove air. Forget her!

Seeking to do that, he harked back to Aeth, his city that he woul d never see again. He called
forth pal aces, parks, porticos, kinfolk, friends* popul ace—and found surprisingly little

honesi ckness in his heart. The city was a crunbling shell; nost of what few people renai ned
grubbed the earth beyond its walls and had no hope; the few who kept a little wealth were as
obsessed with the past as she was, if not nmore. It was his inpatience with their sort, as nuch as
anyt hing el se, which had driven himto nake his expedition and thus at last to Tyreen. Here the
future lay, here nbst were winning to a readiness to grapple with the world as it was, and he
liked themfor that. Wiy nmust she hold out, and why nust he care?

A sunbeam struck between clouds to dazzle him Suddenly he noticed that he had been scranbling for
hours and was hungry. Yet that was not what halted him It was sonething that, in the brightness,
| eaped forth at his attention

Hunt sman' s habit nmade hi m 1 ook around before he exami ned the sight nore closely. He was hal f way
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up a long slope on the lower flank of Ripsnarl. Grass and w |l dfl owers grew in patches between
scattered boul ders. Well bel ow hi mwas a nossy hollow in among such rocks* intensely green against
their gray. Ahead, the stone w | derness reared sharply toward a bank of talus beneath darkling
pal i sades; above those, wind-whirled crystals of dry snow, wherein rai nbow fragnents danced, hid
the spi ke of the nmountain. He heard the air yowing up there.

What stood i nmedi ately before himwas a nass twice the size of any other in view, the bulk of a

| arge house. The side that |ooned over himas he confronted it was nearly flat. Had some natura
force cloven the stone, |ong ago, or some nagi c? Certainty magi c had been at work here, for a
synbol had been chiseled into this face. Its boundary was a circle, a fathomacross. O herwise it
was so eroded that he could only see it was of |abyrinthine conplexity..
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Did it, though, bear kinship to signs he had encountered on cliffs in the South? Brandek bent dose
in wondernent. His forefinger tried to trace faint lines and curves. A shiver went through himas
he identified a vai, that letter of the hieratic al phabet which was never used in witing. The
menory of how potent it had been in gramarie was still too sharp

The raven fl apped overhead. Sonmehow, abruptly, that w nged bl ackness reni nded Brandek of Uangru
and the boy's clains about faring forth in animal guise. It didn't seemlike childish tabulation
Uangru was too desperately serious about it. He didn't even act like a child trying to deny that
his father was dead, trying in a way to be that father and weld

234
STRENGTH

forces which thenmsel ves were forever vanished. - But if he wasn't daydreaning or play-acting, what
then? Brandek s lips tightened. He had seen nore than one person driven by despair to seek refuge
in delusion. And those had been abl e-bodi ed adults. Llangru, frail and unripe soul in a body that
frombirth had been encunbered-Was Ll angru sinply insane?

Poor Shalindra.... Impulse outraced thought, Brandek retraced the sign while he spoke its nane,
"Vai/' which neans "l guard."

Earth runbl ed and grated. Through his bootsoles and into his bones, he felt shock waves hit. The
gre” stone shuddered. Lesser boulders toppled or rolled. In a tidal roar, the scree poured
downwar d.

Brandek spun on his heel and bounded ahead of the slide. If those shards caught him they woul d
cut himinto flitches. It flashed across his m nd—a w sp of power to hold nmountains in place had
remai ned in yonder enblem He drained it off when he uttered the fornula. Ripsnarl sl unped
further.

A hammer bl ow cast himinto night.

As he returned to day, he was not aware of pain. Instead, he was dazedly surprised by the silence.
So vast was it, after the noise before, that he lay in it as if in ocean depths, as if he had
become a nmerman. The wi nd around the peak sounded fuginvely faint. H s heartbeat was no | ouder

He tried to raise hinself. Then the agony snote. Darkness bl ew ragged across his vision. He heard
his voi ce scream

After a while he grew capable of careful snal
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movenents, and thus of |earning what had happened to him His right shin lay across a track pl owed
by the round rock whi ch had overtaken himand conme to rest several yards off. Though his nind was
still cl unsy and angui sh dr agged at every thought, he decided that it had knocked him
down and passed over his leg. Soil had cushi oned him sonewhat* little bl ood seemed to have been

| ost, but he saw the slight bend under his knee. That, as well as what he felt, told himthe

shi nbone was broken. His right armwoul dn't obey him either. Every attenpt at notion sent
Iightnings through him The up-Jfcr bone was |ikewi se fractured. He guessed he had i fallen with
arnms flung out and | anded on that one in just the wong way, the force of the boul der behind

hi m

The rest of his body throbbed within his garnents, he nust have bruises fromhead to foot and be
nm ssing a good bit of skin, but there didn't seemto be anything worse the matter. Not that that
woul d nmake much difference. He had barely escaped the talus. Pieces lay around him and the nmain
mass now began nmere feet away. Higher aloft, half buried, the runic stone | ooked strangely
forlorn.
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Brandek al most w shed the slide had caught him He'd be free of this torture—No!

He began to curse. He cursed the nountain up the west side and down the east, roots and crown and
the stupid god who erected it, for minutes, with the riches of oath and obscenity that a sailor
commanded. It cleared his head and brought back a nmeasure of strength. Wien he was done, he was
ready to fight.

STRENGTH

To remain here was sure death; Cren and Destog would never find himin tinme. The odds were
overwhel mi ng that they never would at all, nor any search party they mght fetch. But at least if
he had water he would live |l onger and thus have a tiny chance. Mss in the hollow that he had

noti ced betokened moisture. A frightful distance to go, in his present state: but the only way for
hi m

He rolled to his left side, overbal anced, and fell prone on grit and flinders. Pain seethed; icy
sweat spurted forth, runneled inside his clothes and reeked in his nostrils. He mastered hinsel f.
The spears and pack of rations on his back had toppled him Wth his usable hand and his teeth, he
| oosened their thongs. , The ax he nust | eave behind, but he would not be wi thout food and sone
means of doing battle.

Wth one armand one | eg, dragging his gear* he craw ed.

Often in the hours that foll owed, the pain wore himdown. He nust lie half conscious, shivering,
until at last he could hitch hinself onward. The sun descended; the horizon flaned above far
Tyreen; stars blinked forth overhead; his breath snoked in deepening cold, and he saw frost form
on the stones over which he crept.

When he reached his goal, it was past midnight and he knew he could travel no nore. The npbss was
soft and dank under his belly. Arivulet trickled through it. He sucked up water for a very |ong
time before his body stopped feeling withered and nerely hurt. By now he was al nost used to
hurting. It should not keep himfromthe rest that was his next necessity. O course, he thought
in a distant part of
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his mind, water like this nmust draw aninmals. Maybe big flesh-eaters were anong them Sonehow he
got to the largest of the boulders which | oomed nurkily around, that he m ght have his back
against it. He arranged his weapons ready to his left hand, and toppled into unawareness.

That night Uangru cried Brandek's nane in his sleep, but when Shalindra went to confort him he

turned toward the wall. He was silent and listless all the followi ng day. By sunset he |ay
feverish, making small-ani mal sounds. Shalindra poured hima decoc: tion of w Il owbark—that
potion, at least, still worked —but he gagged on the bitterness.

"Brandek .. . broken . . . freezing .. ." Again and again, the same words. Shalindra struggled

with her pride, conquered it, and sent for Brandek, merely to |l earn that he'd gone hunting the day
before yesterday. R ght after we quarrel ed. Wien he returned—tet it be soon!—she would ask himto
see Llangru. He would conme for the boy's sake, no matter how angry he was with her. He was gruff
but kind. Hs gifts had fed themthrough the winter, and he had never sought anything in return
despite her being a worman and al one.

Her cheeks burned. Wiy even think of that? Brandek coul d have any of a dozen girls, young, sturdy
hel preets and chil dbearers. Doubtl ess he had nade his choice, and woul d soon wed. No nmatter for
her concern. They could not tal k together without flying at each other

After he came back she would strive to be pleasant for Llangru' s sake. Against a sudden dread: of
course
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he woul d come back. Hie sea itself had not slain him He was a veteran hunter

That eveni ng Destog brought word to his father, Kiernon the smith. He and Cren had drawn | ots, and
the latter stayed behind to search, though they held scant hope. They'd seen no snpke, and, in
yonder trackless country H Il of half-nythic beasts ....

Shal i ndra was on her way hone fromthe Lord Mayor's pal ace. She'd sought wine for LlIangru, and had
been told that Tyreen's precious and dwi ndling store was not to be wasted on a usel ess wi di ng.
Beyond the door of the Green Merman she heard voices nutter, and Brandek's nane was mentioned. She
entered and saw Destog; were they back fromthe hunt already?

get a large party to search for him" Destog was saying. "Surprising he'd cone to grief,
but, well, | had the notion his mnd was nostly el sewhere."

"What will we do?" That was Kiernon's basso. He spread work-roughened hands.

Shal i ndra had to know. She drew her cl oak about her and stepped full into the ill-lit room
Soapstone | anps, newy nade, guttered on shelves and the table. Brandek's design. Their snoke,
conbi ned with man-sweat and stal e beer, stung her eyes. The nmen hushed their tal k. Many nore than
usual were present; they must have gathered to discuss appalling news. Benches scraped as sone of
the ol der ones rose. The youngsters eyed her with indifference.

"I overheard— she said into the abrupt silence, "someone is missing? Brandek?" *

"Aye, lady," GImslurred. He was far-gone in drink. "Destog, here, brought word. Away in the
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chaos country, they were, and himbeyond finding in that junble, |I'mthinking."
Shal i ndra turned pale. Her knees buckled and she

slid to the floor.

G Imlurched forward, slopping his beer. "Catch her, quick! Eh, there, what ails ye, |ady?" He
rose and shook his head. "She's fainted. W'd best get her hone. Funny thing, her takin' on like
that, she and Brandek was never friends."

Again it was night and the stars mercilessly brilliant. Among themthe Silver Torrent glinmrered

al ong a frozen course, and sonetinmes a neteor darted. Though the nobon had not yet risen, |ight was
enough to show hoarfrost pale on rocks and nbss, and the rivulet agleam Its tiny tinkle was the
only sound Brandek could hear, save for the breath that rattled through his lungs. By dawn the
wat er woul d

be ice.

He drew his good knee under his chin and hugged his good armaround it, trying to hold a trifle of
warnth. |If he just had his sleeping bag, he could crawl into that. But it was back in canp. Cold
had soon wakened him |l ast night. During the day he had gotten sonme rest. Now cane the |ong watch
until norning. It mght be as well this way—+tions, wolves, and their ilk did nost of their work
after sunset—but it deepened the weariness in him hour by hour.

He had no neans of kindling fire, and the fire in his body snoldered |low. Pain was | essened a
little. Partly that was because he had splinted the broken leg, lashing it to a spearshaft
grounded in his boot, and kept the broken arminside his coat with the
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hand under his belt. However, he recogni zed that whatever slight relief he felt was also due to
t he nunbness of fatigue.

How | ong had he to live? Water was here in plenty, and food sufficient; you didn't |eave rations
unguarded for aninmals to find, but packed them al ong. He had scant appetite, nust indeed force
himself to fuel his flesh against chill. Yes, he thought, starvation would not nmove in on himas
fast as exposure and exhausti on.

He downright wi shed that a beast of prey would arrive first. He neant to go out fighting, no
matter how feebly, and to thrust a spear down the gullet of a bear was better than to sit trying
to defy these nights, like Shalindra defying the future

Better? Easi er? She had never borne a weapon, but she had overcone nore than he could inagi ne, by
enduring it. How far away, how dreanlike she seened.

—He started out of a drowse. What? The sound repeated. Hoo-oo0 ... an oW . His bad side protested
as he turned his head in search.

The owW had landed on a tall rock not far off. It was one of the great white ones that were noving
south ahead of the glaciers. Starlight filled its eyes and nade it doubly spectral. Hoo-o00, it
said again. In a dull fashion, he wondered why. The tone was softer than he had ever heard before
fromits kind, alnbst caressing.

Bitterness surged in him "Ch, yes," he said aloud, "you're welconme to pick ny bones, but not till
I"mdone with them" He funbled about, closed fingers on a stone, and threw it |eft-handed. He
m ssed, of
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course. Yet it should have frightened the oW off. It didn't. The bird sinply cocked its head and
continued to stare at the man

A shudder which was not from cold passed through him He had found to his woe that a ghost of
magic lingered in this desolation. It was gone, but was there nore?

The ow spread wings. For a norment it held quiet thus, like a talisman of snow. Then it lifted. In
three silent circles, it swng over Brandek's head before departing westward.

G I mand Kiernon bore Shalindra to the library and sent Risaya, Hente's daughter, to care for her
and her ailing son. The tall young wonan sat by the fire and stitched skins, her novenents deft.

Garnents for Brandek? Shalindra wondered, and began shaki ng anew, despite her warmwap. Finally
she spoke. "How-how is Uangru?"

"Much the sane." Risaya said. "He was sl eepi ng when—eh, here he cones!”

Wafthlike, the boy padded into the main room Hi s nightshire hung | oose, and his face seened al
huge blue eyes, with the strange gray ring around the iris. He held out his palns to the hearth.
"Brandek has no fire," he said. "He shivers at night."

Ri saya dropped her sewi ng. "Wat did you say, boy? How can you know anyt hi ng about Brandek?" Her
tone was shrill. She gul ped and gat hered back her work.

"Surely you dreaned it," Shalindra said. "You' ve been feverish." But Uangru had fallen ill before
word of Brandek cane. He had not left the library. How could he know?
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i Jangru shook his head. "You always say | dreamthings. Mdther, or scold ne for naking them up
But | was there. | just got back. | know "

"We've all heard your wild stories,” Risaya jeered. "No one believes them You should be ashaned.
What woul d Brandek say?"

"Brandek never |aughs at nme. | saw, and | know." Wth an attenpt at dignity, the boy stunbled from
the room
He scurried down dark streets to the Geen Merman. Inside, nen still huddl ed and tal ked. "W' ve

got to go out tomorrow and search,” Destog argued. "We can't quit until we're sure."

"Ah, he's dead already/' Hente nmunbled, "as will we all be soon. Probably |ose half our party in
the junbled lands. It's not worth it, just to bring hone a corpse.”

LI angru shivered. Mbst of these persons thought himhalf-witted, and their children taunted hint,
but he had a duty. He stepped forward into the | anplight. The greasy beer-soaked table reached to
his breast.

Laughter greeted him "A bit young for taverns, aren'ryou, boy?" Terbritt japed. And fromGIm
"I's your nother all right? Do she and R saya know you're out?"

I Jangru took a deep breath. Now, nore than ever, he nust not stanmer. "l-it's Bran-Bran-Brandek

He-he's alive. | know where he is."

Mrth barked around the table. "I, I, | do so. / saw him" He gulped. "He's on the west face of
Ri psnarl, near the bottom There was an aval anche. You

couldn't find him'rnongst all those rocks, but | found himfrom above, and on ny way back I
noti ced how to get there on foot. | can guide you."

Laughter tried to start afresh, but sputtered into silence. They stared. A couple of them drew
signs in the air. After many heartbeats, Destog rose fromhis bench and whi spered, "How did you do
t hat ?"

"I went. | flew " Llangru struggled agai nst tears.
"He's hurt, Brandek is, his leg and his armboth. He's
'; freezing, and | saw lions not far off, hunting, only
there wasn't any ganme nearby, so they'll be hungry

and | ook farther tonmorrow— The tears burst forth,

but on a tide of rage. Llangru clenched his fists and,
stanmped. "And you sit here!" he screaned. "He

taught you how to hunt, and nake weapons, and

keep food, and, and everything ... and the first tinme

sr he needs help, you just sit here!"”

Ki ernon the smth chewed his lip and stared at the i. table. Hente muttered, "The boy's crazy,"
and Lari whispered, "Magic is gone."

Then Fyrlei said, nost quietly, "It has seenmed thus. But now | wonder if a little remains after
all."

LI angru swayed back and forth. "Ay-ah, ay-ah," he chanted, "it's cold and dark, the man lies by
the water, hurt, he cannot run, and lions prowl. | found him he did not know me and threw a stone
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at me, but | cane back to take you to him Ahh—Hoo-00, hoo-o00." His fingers crooked |ike tal ons.
In the flickery gloom his eyes seened to gl ow gol den

Destog took a step forward and reached out a hand. The boy shrank back. "NO" he coughed, in a
voi ce not al together hunman.

Most of the conpany sat stiff, or | eaned away as
244
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for as they could without rising and perhaps drawing that eerie gaze. Fyrlie kept novel ess, save
for the lips within his white beard that said, "Here is either nmadness i ndeed, or sonething new
and powerful. If it is sinply nmadness, what do you risk by heedi ng?"

A flame | eaped in Destog. "Yes!" the youth shouted. LJangru, the men of Tyreen will follow us."

Ki ernon rose nmassive to his feet and said, "Count ne anong them when we're ready, son. That won't

be till dawn, 1 suppose, and nost won't be in shape to travel as fast as you. But we ought to
reach Brandek by tonorrow s eventide, if this —" his tone stunbled —"this child really is a
seer." He forced a smle. "Meantinme, suppose | try persuading his nother to |l et himgo along."

The sun went down once nore. A single crinson streak narked the place , beneath the purity of a
westering planet. In that direction the sky was green; eastward it darkened to violet and the
earliest stars trod forth. There Ri psnarl peak stood wi ndl ess under its snows. This would be
anot her clear upland night, cold, cold.

Brandek woke when the lion roared nearby. He was barely half aware of that noise or what it neant.
H s skull seemed hol |l owed out, he could no |onger sense a heartbeat, and pain was |like the rocks
everywhere around r eternal but apart fromhim

Yet 'when the beast surnounted a ridge of debris and poised on top, he felt a certain confort.
Here canme his last battle, and then peace. She was a lioness, her tawny flanks vague in die dusk
but eyes luminous in the forward-thrusting head. He did see
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her tail switch, and heard the runble from her
t hroat .

Brandek reached for a spear. Sitting, he braced its butt agai nst the boul der on which he | eaned.
If he was lucky, he might catch her charge on the sharp-flaked point. Doubtless that woul d not
kill her, but she'd know she'd been in a fight.

A second and a third |ioness appeared on either side of the first. A new roar echoed anong the
stones; their male waited behind them Brandek sighed. "Very well," he said. "Thisl|l be quick
anyhow. "
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Sonething stirred at the edge of vision. He glanced al oft and saw an arctic owm. WAs it the same
as last night's? It acted as strangely, wheeling about and winging off at an unnatural speed.

The first lioness finished studying himand fl owed down the rubbl eheap. Her conrades foll owed.
When they reached the noss, they noved to right and left. Brandek grinned. "Don't worry/' he
croaked. "I'mnot about to make a break for it." The |lead |ioness gathered herself for the fina
dash. "Yaaahl" cried from above. Brandek saw a hand ax—his own design—¥ly through the air, end
over end. It struck her in the ribs. That was a heavy piece of flint, with keen edges. He heard
the thunk. Blood ran forth, black in this dimess. She growl ed and crouched back. Her conpani ons
went stiff.

Brandek tw sted his head around and saw nen spring from between the boulders, into the hollow

They brandi shed spears, axes, knives, torches, they threw stones, they formed a wall in front of
him More by voice than sight, he recognized Cren, Destog, Kiernon, Wsnar—He fell into an abyss.
248

—When he cane to hinself, he was |ying anong them They squatted, stood, danced, babbled their joy
or bellowed their triunph. Few nore stars were in sight; he had not been unconscious for |ong. The
lions must be gone. O course they would be, he thought. Animals are too sensible for bravado.
They're off after easier gane, to nourish thenselves and their young.

Brandek' s head was on Destog's | ap. The youth stroked his hair with anxi ous gentl eness. "Are you
well, sir?" he breathed.

I f Brandek had had the strength, his laughter would have made the mountain ring. He did
achi eve® a chuckle. "I haven't caught the sniffles,” he replied in a whisper. Wnder snote. "How
did you find ne ... and this nmany of you?"

Awe possessed the dimy seen face above him "Uangru."

As if that had been a signal, the boy came into sight. Men stepped aside to make a way for him
"He guided us." Kiernon's words were an under-groundi sh munble. "We took turns carrying himon our
shoul ders, till ... near the end, suddenly he swooned. Wien he woke after a while, he said we nust
hurry, because you were in great danger. So we

di d—=

The son of Shalindra knelt down at Brandek's side, smled shyly into his eyes, and murnured, "I'm
gl ad. You were always good to us."

Bain turned the world dull silver. It brawl ed over the roofs of Tyreen and gurgl ed between walls.
The Madworman River ran swollen, and from afar one
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heard the sea shout. The air was raw. Yet as she passed a hillock which had been a house.
Shalindra saw that a tree which grew fromit had broken into

full blossom

The door of Brandek's dwelling was never barred, for he had nothing to fear fromhis tribe.
Besi des, she cane in daily to care for his needs. Nobody disputed the right of Uangru's nother to
do that.

Entering, discarding her |eather cloak, she nust grope through weak lamplight till her pupils
wi dened and she saw him wapped in furs, sitting up in bed. Restless, awkward* his |left hand used
a piece of charcoal to sketch plans for a weir upon a scrap of hide. "How are you?" she asked. x
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"Pretty well," he said. "I hobbled around sonme nmore on a pair of sticks this norning, and it
didn't hurt. 1 can do a fewthings with ny arm also. Let me show you." He raised it inits
splints. "Ch, yes, 111 soon be as good as new, and nore annoying." H's gaze sought hers. "Thanks
to you," he added, not for

the first tine

She wi nced at the nenory. \When he, brought back hone, refused the attentions of Jayath the
chirurgeon, she had gone to her books. There she found anatonical draw ngs. Hol ding those before
her, she directed the sinew hands of Kiernon as the smth properly set the broken bones. Brandek
had declined wine, saying it ought to be saved for worse cases. He had not screamed. He had not
even fainted. But be had lain mute and white throughout the foll ow ng day.

Afterward, though—She busied herself setting forth wooden bows and filling themw th the fish she
had
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cooked in | eaves and clay and brought here in a skin. It was |ucky, she thought, that in the murk
he coul d not see how she flushed. "Everybody will rejoice to hear that," she said. "They need
you. "

Brandek stirred uneasily. "I hope they don't think they can't get along w thout ne.
Soneday—tonorrow or fifty years hence, no matter which—diey nust. They' ve got to learn the tricks
of staying alive in the world as it's becone.” He plucked at the w sent robe across his lap. "So
much to do," he grunbled, "and | nmust lie in this stinking hovel. Caves, or shelters under
overhanging cliffs, or tents, or ... or nearly anything . .. would be nore confortable, and? we'd
get fewer people falling sick. Yes, 1 think LJan-gru would fare better too. But first we have to
find our way to the how of such things. This very year | begin, after I"'mtruly on ny feet again."

He sank back against a rolled-up bearskin. His left hand reached toward her. H s voice dropped.
"Of course,"” he said low, "that neans the end of your books and other treasures. W can't save
themif we nove out. W can only take along in our heads what know edge they give us that we can
use, like howto treat fractures. |I'msorry, Shalindra."

He sel dom spoke at such length, or so mildly.

She gave himhis food and sat down on a bedside stool, a bow on her knees. "It can't be hel ped/'
she sighed. "I've cone to see that." As you have cone to regret it, ny dear, her m nd added. Wi ch
i & worth many books to mne.

She took a chunk of fish. Uensils of netal and porcelain would presently belong to the past, |ike
tabl eware. Maybe a craftsnman coul d produce sub-
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stitutes of wood, bone, or horn, but probably none would have the tinme. They woul d be too busy
inventing tools nore urgently needed by hunters on the fringe of the glacier. She m ght as weB
practice howto eat in mannerly wi se with her fingers.

"It's the future, you know' he said. "Lake it or not, it is. And you . . . you're not just borne
al ong hel pl ess, Shalindra. You can have a great deal to say about how it goes, in your own right
and through LJangru." He paused. "After all, in spite of his power, he's still a boy. He still has

much to learn fromyou and—and any stepfather he night get."
- Her pul se, her blood cried out. She barely kept fromspilling her dish

Brandek stared at the shadows beyond his bed. "Wuere is he today?" he asked. "He usually cones
here with you."
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"He may arrive later," she replied in chosen words. "He told nme he nmeant to-¥ell, do you renenber
M ntu, that brat who took the lead in persecuting himbecause he was odd? M ntu has becone his
nmost abj ect follower, after what happened. Uangru told ne he thinks he ... he will need hel pers

and he had i deas about what M ntu can do. They were going to experinment with a drum and—
don't know what."

"You know nore than ! do," Brandek said. "lI'mso ignorant about magic that | nearly got nyself
killed under the Heewhirlas. |I'm sure of nothing except that ft's'not altogether gone fromthe

worl d, and sone of it renmains in him You, your studies— He turned his head to her. "Can you tel
me nore?"

She had expected this, once he regained strength

and, with it, his liveliness of mind. Again he reached out, and this tine, she gave himher hand.
H s closed around it, hard, warm conforting. "I've ransacked the library and ny own thoughts, of
course,"” she said, while she brought her face near his because she was tal king softly. "I"'ve

di scovered little. This is such a new phenonenon. However—the principle is basic, that anything
different, peculiar, has a certain anmobunt of nmana by virtue of that same differentness. And
LJangru was al ways a strange one, wasn't he?" O a sudden she heard herself add, "I don't inagine
any other children | bear will be like him= and stopped in total confusion and saw Brandek's
mout h curve happily upward.

The smile died. Hi s glance went past her. She twi sted about and saw Uangru

Today the slight formnmoved with catlike grac”. She wondered: in what shape would his soul next
travel forth?—and shivered. How dank the house was. Yes, open-air |life would be hard, but would in
truth be healthier.

Uangru had not shed his rain-wet cape. Fromthe cave of its hood, his gaze sought Brandek. Those
eyes gleaned like a lynx's. He raised a hand in salute and declared with a gravity beyond his
years, "Chieftain, Mntu's druming sent me out of nmy body and | net the Reindeer Spirit. He told
me a big herd of themis nmoving this way, and we can have plenty of neat. But he also told ne this
will not be—they will go el sewhere—dnl ess we give himand themtheir due respect."

Breath hissed between Shalindra's teeth. Her grip on Brandek tightened.
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He took the news calmy, alnost matter-of-factfy. "Aye," he said, nodding, "I thought it'd come to
sonmething like this."

"What do you nean?" Shalindra gasped. LJangru sat down on the floor at her feet, cross-I|egged,
facing the brightest of the |anps.

"Way, we're no longer masters of the world/,' Brandek told her. "We're back to the world, as much
as animals or trees or stones or anything. Wat was killing our souls was that we didn't realize
this, we had no idea of where we bel onged or what we should believe or how we should behave .... |
found, myself, skill's not enough.” - - - -

Under st andi ng rushed through Shalindra. "No," she whispered, "it isn't. But we'll always have a
few among us who are w se about the hidden things/' She bent her mnd toward her son, though her
hang stayed with Brandek's. "What should we do, then, to please the reindeer?" she asked. . "I do

not yet know," LJangru answered, "but I wffl find out."
Trie first of the shamans fixed his eyes upon the lanp fl ane.
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